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Introduction

About Me

About this Guide
This Buyer Guide is my gift to you! It’s
meant to help you prepare for the
purchase of your home, whether it’s
your first or your 10th. Buying a home
can be a complicated process, but
preparation and education can easily
help to mitigate the stress. In this
guide, I’ll walk you through the steps
of buying a home, explaining in detail
the many moving parts that come
together on closing day. Although this
guide is comprehensive, it’s not a
complete collection of information.
Explanation of contracts, deadlines,
and “what-if’s” is best left to an in
person encounter. If you have any
questions or concerns along the way,
please feel free to contact me
anytime. Enjoy your guide!

Welcome! I’m Kara Hicks, and I’m a Realtor with The Boulevard Company in
Charleston, SC. I have been practicing real estate for five years, and I have a
passion for providing value and service to my clients. Every real estate
transaction is unique, and every homeowner has unique needs. It’s my goal
to provide a highly personalized and quality experience for each and every
client.
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Step 1 - Hire a Realtor

How Does a Realtor Help You?
 

A Realtor represents you during the
transaction and negotiates on your
behalf. Signing a representation
agreement with your own realtor will
likely cost you nothing, but you will have
someone to advise you on the offer and
contract terms, track the contingencies
through the contract to ensure they are
being met, and advise you on purchase
price and repairs.

 
 

 What to Look For in a Realtor
 

Choose a Realtor who practices full time and has experience working with
others like you. This is the easiest way to ensure that he or she is up to date
on market trends and professional expectations. 
 
Hire someone who you trust, who has great communication skills, and who
knows the area and market. Friends, family, and coworkers are a great
source of referral. Chances are if they liked their Realtor, you will too.
 
Your Realtor should be an advisor, not a salesman. You should always feel
like your realtor is helping to navigate you through the process of buying a
home. She should not be "selling" you on a home, but rather providing you
with the knowledge and insight to help you make a decision best for you.
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Step 2 - Pre-approval 

What is Pre-approval?
A pre-approval is issued by your mortgage broker after an initial look at your credit
score, income, assets, and debts. It's a letter stating that in their opinion, you should be
able to fully qualify for a mortgage.

Why Do You Need One? 
In competitive markets, sellers simply will not accept an offer without the buyer
providing a pre-approval. The pre-approval shows that you’re a serious, ready, willing,
and able buyer, and that you won’t waste their time. Showing a pre-approval from a
reputable lender can even help secure your offer in the event of multiple offers. 
 
A pre-approval also tells you and your realtor the amount of money that you are
qualified to borrow. It’s critical to determine your qualifying amount before shopping for
a house so that you can properly narrow down your search to a home that you’re able to
buy. This can also help manage expectations of affordability going into your purchase. A
good lender will look at your current finances and help you determine a monthly
payment that you're comfortable with. You can then use that number to determine your
ideal price point.   

How Do You Get One?
Your lender will tell you the exact documents that you need to provide, however a pre-
approval can typically be issued based on 2 months of bank statements, W-2’s or other
tax documents, and a credit report that your lender pulls.
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Step 3 - Discuss Your Wants and Needs

Now that you’re pre-approved, it’s time to sit down with
your realtor to discuss what you want and what you need
in a home. Location, proximity to schools/work, number of
bedrooms, condition of the home, etc. are all criteria that
you should be able to identify.
 
It’s important to be honest with yourself during this step. If
you’re a first time home buyer with a limited budget, you
may have to sacrifice features or location to find a home
that works for you. Think of this first purchase as a
stepping stone to your ideal home in the future. 
 
 

Keeping an open mind in the beginning of your search is a good idea, as buyers can
often identify important features once they start looking at homes in person and adjust
their criteria from there. Maybe you have your heart set on a 4 bedroom home, but after
looking at a few you realize that 3 bedrooms with a study will work just fine. Maybe you
come to realize that living space is more important than bedroom size, or maybe you
realize that an updated kitchen is something you can live without if you fall in love with
the floor plan. It’s all about finding a house that will feel like home. 
 
That being said, there is no perfect house! Finding one that fits 85% of your wants and
needs is the goal. Try to look past decor or other items that can be changed. Paint color
shouldn’t be a deal breaker if the house has everything else you’re looking for.

This is also a great time to discuss your long term goals with your realtor. Are you
buying this home to live in for an extended period or time? Are you interested in building
equity to upsize in the next 3-5 years? Do you intend to leverage this property in the
future in order to start an investment portfolio? Sharing your goals and motivation can
help your realtor find the perfect opportunity for you, so don't be shy. Ask the questions,
and share your plans!

What are Your Goals?
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Step 4 - Negotiating Your Offer

What Goes Into An Offer?
 
There is a lot more that goes into your offer than just the purchase price of the home.
Your realtor will walk you through the offer step by step to create one that is both
attractive to the seller and beneficial to you. 
 
Your offer will be made up of several terms:
 

Purchase Price
Possible Home Sale Contingency
Closing Date
Seller paid closing costs
Length of Inspection/Due Diligence Period
Finance contingency
Appraisal Contingency
Cl100 Contingency

 
 
All of these terms can be adjusted during negotiation until both parties come to an
agreement. Your realtor will explain each term or contingency in detail during this
process so that you are knowledgeable and comfortable with the offer you’re making.

How We determine your offer
 

CMA - A Comparitive Market Analysis is done to evaluate your target home with respect
to similar properties that have already sold.
Sales History - When and for what amount the current sellers bought the home for can
have an impact on what purchase price they will agree to.
Condition - Does the home need work, or has it already been updated?
Days on Market - Sellers may be more motivated if the home has been on the market
for longer than anticipated.
Ask Listing Agent for Info - It's always a good idea to ask the listing agent why the
sellers are selling or for other background information. After all, the goal is to sell the
home, and more information for you can only help your decision.
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Step 5 - Submit Your Loan Application

Now that everyone has come to an
agreement on the terms of the sale and
signed the documents, you are officially
under contract! It’s important to work
with your realtor and lender to provide
them with assistance so that the contract
can progress forward at the appropriate
timeline. 
 
As soon as you are under contract, you
should contact your lender and apply for
your loan. You will be asked to provide
additional documents or information
during this process, and providing the
items quickly is critical. The lender will
send the information to a processor and
an underwriter who will determine your
eligibility for loan approval. This process
can take several weeks.

Choosing a Loan that's Right for You
 

Different loans have different requirements and terms. The average homebuyer has a 5-
20% down payment and a 30 year mortgage, but everyone’s needs are unique. Work
with your lender to determine what works best for you. 
 

Some things to consider in choosing a loan:
 

Amount of Downpayment
Veteran Status
PMI
Interest Rate
Length of Mortgage? You can opt for 10, 15, 20, or 30 years loans
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Step 6 - Inspection and Repair Negotiation

A Home Inspection should be scheduled ASAP. The home inspector will come to the
home during the appointment time and inspect all major systems of the house: The
home's structure, roof, electrical, plumbing, heating and sir systems, and appliances
should all be evaluated. Every home inspector is different, so make sure you ask what
will be included in the inspection. After the inspection, the inspector will issue a report
with his findings. In most cases, you will have the opportunity to ask for repairs to be
made by the seller. This is another important part of negotiation, and your realtor will
guide you through the process.
 
In negotiating repairs, it’s important to consider your options carefully. Keep in mind
that no home is perfect, and you will more than likely be buying a used home. Items
that need repair can often come as a surprise to the seller, so being overly aggressive in
negotiation can lead to escalating tempers fairly easily. Using good judgement and
keeping your repair request brief can often be the best course of action. Nothing makes
a seller want to say no like a lengthy repair list with minor and inconsequential items
listed. The goal is to have important items repaired, so foregoing minor issues may work
to your advantage. 
 
There will be a specific timeline and procedure for completing the repairs, and your
realtor is responsible for following up with the listing agent to ensure that all
requirements are met. You can also opt to pay for a re-inspection, although in some
circumstances a receipt of the repair will suffice.
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Step 7 - Appraisal and Insurance

Your contract is contingent on an appraisal, and the house must appraise for the
purchase price in order for the contract to move forward. This step protects you as a
buyer and is usually required by your lender since they are the ones investing their
money into the home. Your lender will schedule the appraisal and send you a copy of
the report once completed. 
 
If for some reason the appraisal comes back under the purchase price, you as a buyer
may have the option to renegotiate the purchase price or terminate the contract. Some
types of loans have more strict criteria than others for this process, but your lender and
your realtor will be able to provide you with more information specific to your
circumstances.

Appraisal

Homeowner's Insurance

Flood Insurance

This insurance is required by your lender, and it will cover damage caused by a variety
of perils. Every policy is different, but in general this insurance should cover damages
related to fire, some weather events, water (other than flooding), vandalism, theft,
and injury to others that occur on your property. You and your insurance agent should
have a discussion on your specific insurance needs when purchasing a policy. Usually
your lender will require confirmation of homeowner’s insurance to give final approval on
your loan.

This may or may not be required by your
lender, but I highly recommend it if you live in a
coastal area. Homeowner’s insurance could
cover some water damage, but does not cover
damage from rising water. Your flood
insurance is an additional cost and protection
to your standard homeowner’s insurance. The
premium will depend on several factors,
including your proximity to a flood plain and
the elevation of your home.



Step 8 - Get Ready for Closing 

Assuming that your loan has been approved and all other
contigencies have been met, you are now in the home

stretch. 

 
In the state of South Carolina, attorneys are required for real
estate closings and your realtor likely has a great
recommendation for you. The attorney handles the title
work for the property and works with the lender to put
together your closing statement. This will be a list of all
debits and credits to each party in the transaction. You will
be told several days before closing exactly how much
money you will need to complete your purchase. 
 
Before closing, you will want to set up the transfer of utilities
into your name, possibly schedule movers, and double
check with your realtor and lender that all loose ends are
tied up.
 
You will have the opportunity to complete a “walk through”
of the property with your realtor a few days before closing.
This is a great opportunity to evaluate the home in multiple
ways. The main point of the walk through is to determine
that the home was left in the appropriate condition and
looks like it did when you first saw it. Check to make sure the
appropriate light fixtures, mirrors, and window treatments
were left, that no damage was done to the house when the
seller moved out, and that all of the seller’s belongings have
been removed.
 
When closing day finally arrives, you will meet with the
attorney to sign the documents and pick up the keys.
Congratulations! You are now a proud new homeowner!
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Closing the Deal



All About Earnest Money

Earnest money is provided by the buyer at the start of the contract to show that they
are serious about purchasing the home. It is held in escrow during the transaction by
one of the brokerages or closings attorneys. The money acts as a good faith gesture to
the seller that you will complete the transaction. If the buyer terminates the contract for
a reason not allowed, the seller may be able to keep this money. If all goes well and

the contract proceeds to closing, the earnest money will be credited to the buyer at

closing.

 
The amount of Earnest money provided by the buyer is negotiable and specific to each
sale. A typical amount to provide is 1% of the purchase price. 

 
The contract you sign as a buyer has several built in protections for you. Unfortunately,
not all contracts get to the closing table, but if the contract is terminated for a reason
allowed you will be refunded your earnest money. 

 

Reasons you are not allowed to

terminate the contract: 

 
You change your mind
You find another house you like better
School district changes
Unplanned divorce
Job transfers

 
 

Possible reasons you are allowed to

terminate the contract:

 
Unable to obtain financing 
Home does not appraise
Seller does not meet agreed upon
terms during appropriate timeline
Seller does not obtain clear title
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Costs Associated with Buying A Home

Upfront costs

 
While most of the cost of purchasing a
home occurs on closing day, there are a
few items that are paid for upfront during

the process:

Earnest Money - 1% of purchase price
(will be credited to your down payment
at closing)
Inspection - $350 - $500
Appraisal - $400-$600
Any deposits associated with utilities

 
 

Closing costs

 
These are fees associated with the
transaction that are paid in addition to
your down payment on closing day.
These costs can easily total 2-3% of the
purchase price of the transaction. One
way to mitigate the cost is to ask for a

seller contribution during initial

negotiations. Purchase price and closing
costs are usually negotiated together, and
it’s quite common to receive a seller
contribution in our market. Below are
some typical closing costs that you may
see on closing day.

Lender Fees
Attorney and Title Fees
Escrow Fees 2-3 months of insurance
and taxes paid up front
Prorated property taxes and HOA fees

 

The Downpayment

This is the initial payment made when using a mortgage to purchase a home. The
amount of money that you put down will depend on personal preference and eligibility.
 
FHA First Time Homebuyer loans only require 3.5% of the purchase price of the home
upfront, and VA loans for veterans can be obtained with a 0% down payment. Most other
loans require 5%-20% down. If you are a first time home buyer, a low down payment can
be ideal since it will require less cash. However, a higher down payment will generally

result in a lower interest rate and lower monthly payment. It’s important to discuss
your options with your realtor and lender to decide what’s best for you.
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The Cost of Not Buying

Building Equity vs. Paying Rent - Paying rent to a landlord is really just paying someone
else’s mortgage (or income). You will never see the money that you spend on rent again.
When you pay a mortgage and pay down the principal balance on your loan, you are
creating equity that you can tap into in the future. 
 
Interest rates are at an all time low and have been for a couple of years now. As the
economy grows, so will interest rates. Waiting a year or two to buy could mean paying
more to borrow the money. The monthly principal and interest payment on a $200,000
loan at 4% is $955. That same loan at 4.5% interest results in a monthly payment of
$1,013. Small changes in interest rate can make a big difference and directly affect how
much house you can afford.
 It's no secret that home prices are

increasing. The median sales price of
homes in Charleston is up by 4.1% over
this time last year. That means the
$300,000 home in 2018 is now being
sold for $312,300. This trend is expected
to continue, and when considered with
rising interest rates is a strong reason to
buy sooner rather than later.
 
When you purchase a home, you will
likely have a fixed monthly payment for
the life of the mortgage. Rental rates will
continue to rise do to inflation and
demand.
 
 

Tax incentives allow you to deduct the first $10,000 of property taxes IN ADDITION TO
the interest you pay on your mortgage. There are no such deductions for renters.
Investing in a home can reduce your tax liability at the end of the year, saving you
thousands of dollars.
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Homebuying Myths

You can save money by not using a buyer’s agent

As a buyer, you probably won't have to pay for an agent
since their commission is typically provided by the builder
or seller. Opting to represent yourself does not mean that
they pass the savings along to you. They simply keep the
money that would otherwise go to a buyer's agent. 

You don’t benefit from having your own agent

Your agent is your advocate! Seller's reps and builder's
agents may be easy to work with and nice, but they are
working for their own clients' best interests. Always use your
own agent!

You don’t need a buyer’s agent for new

construction

So much can go wrong during the building process. Protect
yourself and your investment by having your own agent.

You have to have a 20% downpayment

There are a lot of loan products out there for all different
types of people, and you can purchase a home with 5% or in
some cases 3.5% or 0% down. 

Condos aren't a good investment

All investments carry risks, but condos can be just as fruitful
as single family homes. Ask your realtor for
recommendations and make an informed decision that
works best for you.

It's better to wait for the next recession and THEN

buy

Even during recession, home prices do not typically fall. The
last recession was an anomaly in this regard. Over time,
home prices and interest rates tend to rise. The best time to
buy is always when you are financially ready and
understand the commitment you are making to
homeownership.
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Preferred Partners

Just like you have a choice with your Realtor, you also have a choice with
other professionals involved in the homebuying process. However, your
transaction can benefit from choosing one my preferred professionals. 
 
Since I have a working relationship with multiple lenders, real estate
attorneys, insurance agents, contractors, and home inspectors, you can
count on the same high level of service from each one of them. When you
choose to work with my preferred partners, we create a team of people
who work for you and your best interests.
 
For information regarding my preferred partners and Charleston's top
professionals, contact me today.
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Happy Home Shopping!

Thank you for reading, and I sincerely hope that this guide has been
valuable. When you're ready to start the home buying process, I hope to
hear from you. It would be an absolute pleasure to assist you with your
purchase. Until then, if you have any questions or concerns, please feel free
to reach out to me anytime. 

Contact Me Follow Me on Social Media

Kara Hicks, Realtor
The Boulevard Company
Kara@thechsrealtor.com
803.804.8090
www.thechsrealtor.com

@TheCharlestonRealtor

www.linkedin.com/in/karahicks

@Thechsrealtor
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