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9 COMMON HOME 
BUYER QUESTIONS & 

ANSWERS 

 

WHETHER YOU’RE A FIRST TIME BUYER 
OR A FOURTH TIME BUYER, THE 

QUESTIONS SEEM TO BE THE SAME. 
HERE’S A QUICK GUIDE THAT CAN HELP 

YOU SEE THE WHOLE PICTURE.   
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1. WHAT’S THE FIRST THING I SHOULD DO IF 
I WANT TO BUY A HOUSE? 

ANSWER: GET PRE-APPROVED FOR A 
MORTGAGE  

The first thing most people really do when they 
start thinking about buying a house is look at 
them. It’s fun to look at houses and dream of 
owning your own. And that’s fine, but don’t get 
too excited until you’ve contacted a mortgage 
professional and gone through the rigorous 
process of getting pre-approved for a loan.  

Whatever you do, don’t make an offer on a home 
without being fully pre-approved. Get a letter from 
your lender in hand as proof, so that you can 
include it with your offer. If by some chance a 
home owner were to accept your offer without 
proof of mortgage approval, and you later 
discovered the bank wouldn’t give you a loan, the 
experience could be emotionally and financially 
draining. 
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Where Can I Find a Good Lender? 

Ask your friends and your real estate agent for 
recommendations to lenders. Then prepare to dig 
through your financial life for a week or so as you 
get the paperwork together for the pre-approval 
process. It’s worth it. 

2. HOW LONG DOES IT TAKE TO BUY A 
HOME?  

ANSWER: BETWEEN 26 AND 60 DAYS (30 
ON AVERAGE) 

The time elements that go into buying a house 
include: 

• Finding a home (can take some people 6 
months or more) 

• The offer period (can take 3 to 7 days) 
• The inspection period (can take 5 to 15 days) 
• The loan approval period (can take 16 to 25 

days) 
• The closing period (can take 2 or 3 days)  
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If we ignore the time you’re looking for a house, 
and we ignore the possibility that you might have 
to make offers on several homes, and we just look 
from the moment you make an offer until you get 
the keys in your hand, the time can be as short as 
26 days to as long as 50 days. The typical time 
between having your offer accepted by the seller 
and getting the keys in your hand is 30 days. 

Problems can and do frequently arise during any of 
these periods, which can lengthen the process.  

3. HOW MUCH DO I HAVE TO PAY A REAL 
ESTATE AGENT TO BUY A HOME? 

ANSWER: NOTHING 

Your agent’s fee will be paid out of the listing fees 
paid by the seller. In other words, the seller pays 
your agent. Your agent will ask you to sign a 
working contract (called a buyer-broker 
agreement or similar), giving them the right to 
represent you, and that will entitle the agent to 
collect a fee from the listing proceeds. 
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4. DO I NEED TO USE A REAL ESTATE AGENT 
TO BUY A HOUSE?  

ANSWER: NO, BUT WHY WOULDN’T YOU? 

Hiring a buyer’s agent is usually free to the buyer. 
So unless you’re dreaming of becoming a real 
estate agent yourself, it makes sense to contract 
with an agent to help you buy a home. 

What are the advantages? At the beginning, most 
buyers see two advantages: 

1. Real estate agents can refer you to good 
lenders. 

2. Real estate agents can unlock doors and let you 
inside the homes you’re seeing online. 

After that, most experienced buyers will tell you 
they can’t imagine how they would have done it 
without their real estate agent. Nothing a real 
estate agent does is rocket science by itself. So 
what do they offer you that you can’t do yourself?   
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Experience and specialized knowledge.  

By working with someone who’s gone through this 
process dozens of times already, you’ll get a guide 
who’s going to save you time, money, and stress. 
It’s like traveling to a country you’ve never visited 
before and you don’t know the language. Sure you 
could figure it out on your own, and you might 
have some interesting experiences along the way. 
But what if you had a guide who could speak the 
language, who introduced you to locals, who knew 
how to get past the typical tourist traps and point 
out the secret places. Wouldn’t that be a more 
rewarding experience?  

Furthermore, a real estate agent provides you a 
measure of protection. By having E&O Insurance, 
agents are not only saying they’re ethical, they’re 
backing that claim with financial and legal 
protections that extend to you. 
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5. ARE REAL ESTATE AGENTS HONEST? 

ANSWER: THE MAJORITY ARE VERY HONEST 

We hear the stories…so we know there are 
dishonest real estate agents out there. But 99.9% 
of us are as honest as you. 

Real estate is a popular topic. Since we all live in 
houses, we’re all experts. But the kind of 
information that tends to rise to the top of social 
media are the bad experiences. When you 
consider that hundreds of thousands of properties 
are bought and sold all over the world every year, 
and only a relative handful land in the “shady” 
category, I think you can trust most agents.  

But if you want to be sure, ask your agent for 
references. And then call those references and 
chat with them about their experience. Look at 
their online reviews, too. But personal referrals 
and references will matter most. 

Also, analyze what you mean by “honest?” 
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I’ve encountered people who called their agent 
dishonest for bizarre reasons. For example, a 
buyer found ants in his new house after a rain 
storm that happened six months after buying.  

After being unable to get anyone else to pay for his 
ant extermination, the buyer resorted to calling his 
and every other real estate agent dishonest.  

Make sure the reviews you’re reading are 
legitimate, and not someone painting everyone 
with the same angry brush. 

6. WHAT KIND OF CREDIT SCORE DO I NEED 
TO BUY A HOME? 

ANSWER: 580 TO 800 (620 IS THE LOWEST 
RECOMMENDED) 

You are probably aware that a higher credit score 
offers better lending terms (interest rate, closing 
costs). There are some lenders who will approve 
buyers with a 580 score, offering less attractive 
terms. The higher your credit score, the better the 
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terms. Being financially responsible (as indicated 
by your credit score in this case), entitles you to 
better financial rewards.  

If your score is below 620, you may want to raise it 
before buying. It may mean a difference of tens of 
thousands of dollars in the amount of loan you are 
approved for…which translates to how much 
house you can buy.   

Talk to your mortgage professional for advice. 

7. HOW MUCH MONEY DO I NEED FOR A 
DOWN  PAYMENT? 

ANSWER: DOWN PAYMENTS VARY FROM 
0% TO 20% OR MORE 

Some loans may not requires any money down 
(zero down mortgages). Other government-backed 
loans might offer 3% or 5% down payment loans, 
but these usually require additional mortgage 
insurance premiums.  
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The best terms are always going to be available 
when you put 20% or more down.  

However, if homes in your area average $500,000, 
it can be difficult to come up with $100,000 cash 
for a 20% down payment.  

Talk to your lender about options. In the days 
before the last real estate mortgage crisis, it was 
common for lenders to offer what they call 0-20-
80 programs (or other percentages…5-15-80, etc.). 
That meant you’d make a down payment of the 
first number (such as zero). They’d give you a first 
mortgage of the last number (such as 80%). And 
the middle number would be a “second mortgage” 
(like 20%). Needless to say, this left the banks 
holding the bag when prices plunged, because 
there was no equity to fall back on…the buyer 
hadn’t “bought in” with any equity in the form of a 
down payment. 

So today, banks require a down payment. The best 
you might be able to do is a low-down payment 
loan. Talk to your lender about the options 
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available to you. Also ask your lender if there are 
any special financing incentive programs available 
to you based on your career or location. 

8. WHAT OTHER FEES ARE THERE, BESIDES 
THE DOWN PAYMENT? 

ANSWER: UP-FRONT COSTS, LOAN 
ORIGINATION FEES, AND CLOSING COSTS 

The origination fee and closing costs are expenses 
you pay when you close on the house. The 
origination fee depends on which lender is giving 
you the loan, and what your loan terms are, based 
on your credit. Origination fees will be between 
1% and 4% of the loan amount. Closing costs will 
run between 6% and 8% of the loan amount, and 
will include a whole plethora of fees, including title 
insurance, pest treatment, taxes, and HOA fees. 

Then there are up-front costs you pay once, before 
you can buy, such as your inspection and appraisal 
fees. Appraisals run around $500. Inspectors will 
charge you $300 to $500 for a home inspection. 
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More for big properties, less for smaller 
properties, like condos. Then there are specialized 
inspections. You may want to pay an up-front pest 
inspection fee, septic inspection fee, or pool 
inspection, for example. Inspections are at your 
discretion…but the idea is that if you have a reason 
to ask, then do it before you buy. 

The total cash you need to buy is at least your 
Down Payment + Origination Fee + Closing Costs + 
Inspection Fees. For example: 

• Price: $500,000 
• Down payment 20%: $100,000 
• (Loan amount: $400,000) 
• 1.5% origination fee: $6,000  
• 6% closing costs: $24,000  
• Inspection fees: $1,000  

Total cash needed: $131,000 
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9. WHEN DO I GET THE KEYS? 

ANSWER: AT (OR JUST AFTER) CLOSING, 
AND NOT ONE SECOND SOONER 

Closing means finalizing all the paperwork, which 
usually means signing the lender’s documents, 
title documents, and deed instrument.  

“Closing” is the time when the lender has 
approved the loan and sent the final paperwork 
for you to sign. Closing can refer to the hour you 
meet to sign, and in some places, you will get the 
key right then. But closing can also refer to the 
moment the new ownership title is recorded with 
the city. So in some areas, you won’t get your keys 
until that has happened, which…if you sign your 
documents on a Friday, may mean Monday 
afternoon. Ask your real estate agent how closing 
works in your area. The timing for you to get your 
keys in hand are based on custom, not legalities. 
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READY TO GET 
STARTED? 

Then I’m ready to meet with you by phone or in 
person for an initial consultation. That’s where I’ll 
answer all your questions and help you think of 
more that you might not even know to ask.  

WE’LL CREATE A PLAN OF NEXT STEPS 
THAT WILL GET YOU CLOSER TO YOUR 

HOUSE PURCHASE. 

Talk with you soon. 
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