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The Liberal Buyer's Guide
From Pre-Approval to Keys in Hand

A Free Resource from Liberal Agent Realty Network

Buying a home is one of the most significant decisions you'll make — financially, emotionally, and

practically. It can also be one of the most empowering. This guide walks you through every step of the

process, from getting your finances in order to closing day, with the perspective that matters to you:

honest, values-aligned, and built for buyers who care about where they land and the community they're

joining.

Whether you're buying for the first time or returning to the market after years away, this guide is designed to take

the mystery out of the process and put you in the driver's seat.

Ten steps. One goal: home.
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STEP 1 Know Your Why Before You Look at a Single Listing

The most prepared buyers aren't the ones who've saved the most money. They're the ones who know what they

actually want — before Zillow gets its hooks in them.

Ask yourself these questions before anything else:

• Where do I want to be in 5–10 years? Are you planting roots or buying a stepping stone?

• What does community mean to me? Walkability? Diversity? School quality? Political alignment?

Proximity to family?

• What are my non-negotiables vs. my nice-to-haves? There is a difference, and knowing it early saves

weeks of wasted tours.

• What am I willing to compromise on? Square footage, commute, condition of the home — most buyers

give something up. Know in advance what you'd trade.

• What values matter to me in a neighborhood? Political leanings, environmental commitments, LGBTQ+

inclusivity, school district equity — these are legitimate factors. Write them down.

A buyer who can clearly articulate what they want moves faster, makes better decisions under pressure, and is far

less likely to have regrets after closing. Take an hour and do this work before you do anything else.

LIBERAL AGENT TIP
Be honest about your must-haves vs. wish-list items. The market will force trade-offs — make those choices consciously,
not reactively.

STEP 2 Get Your Finances in Order

Before you talk to a lender, spend an hour with your own numbers. Understanding your financial picture going in

means you won't be surprised — and you'll negotiate from a position of knowledge.

What to review:

• Credit score. Pull your free report at AnnualCreditReport.com. Dispute any errors — even small ones can

affect your rate. Most conventional loans want a 620+ score; the best rates go to 740+.

• Debt-to-income ratio (DTI). Add up your monthly debt payments (student loans, car, credit cards) and

divide by your gross monthly income. Most lenders want this below 43%, and the lower the better.

• Savings. You'll need funds for a down payment, closing costs (typically 2–5% of the purchase price), and

reserves. Having 3–6 months of expenses in savings after closing puts you in a much stronger position.

• Employment history. Lenders want to see 2 years of consistent employment. Self-employed buyers will

need 2 years of tax returns showing income.

Down payment options:
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• 3–5%: Conventional loans with private mortgage insurance (PMI)

• 3.5%: FHA loans (more flexible credit requirements)

• 0%: VA loans (veterans and active military) and USDA loans (rural areas)

• 20%+: Avoids PMI and typically gets better rates, but not required

Also research down payment assistance programs in your state and county — many are underused and can make

a significant difference, especially for first-time buyers.

LIBERAL AGENT TIP
Check your state housing finance agency for down payment assistance. Programs often go unused simply because buyers
don't know they exist.

STEP 3 Get Pre-Approved (Not Just Pre-Qualified)

Pre-qualification is a quick estimate based on self-reported information. Pre-approval is a verified commitment

from a lender based on your actual documents. In a competitive market, sellers take pre-approval letters

seriously. Pre-qualification letters, less so.

What you'll need for pre-approval:

• W-2s and tax returns (last 2 years)

• Recent pay stubs (last 30 days)

• Bank and investment account statements (last 2–3 months)

• Government-issued ID

• Social Security number for credit pull

• Documentation for any other income (rental, alimony, freelance)

Choosing a lender:

Shop at least 3 lenders — your bank or credit union, a mortgage broker, and an online lender. Get Loan Estimates

from each and compare the APR (not just the rate), fees, and points. A difference of even 0.25% in your rate can

mean tens of thousands of dollars over the life of the loan.

Also consider: credit unions and community banks often offer better rates and more personal service. And if your

values include keeping money local, a community lender may align with that too.

LIBERAL AGENT TIP
Multiple mortgage credit inquiries within a 14-45 day window count as ONE inquiry on your credit report. Shop freely —
it won't hurt your score.
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STEP 4 Find the Right Agent — One Who Gets It

Your buyer's agent is your guide, your advocate, and your negotiating partner. And in most transactions, their

commission is paid by the seller — so you get professional representation at no direct cost to you.

But not all agents are created equal, and for buyers with progressive values, the fit matters. You want someone

who knows the communities you care about, understands fair housing deeply, and won't steer you away from

neighborhoods because of unstated assumptions about who belongs where.

Questions to ask any agent before you commit:

• How long have you worked in this market, and what neighborhoods do you know best?

• Can you walk me through your process from first showing to closing?

• How do you handle multiple-offer situations?

• What does fair housing mean to you beyond the legal requirement?

• Do you have experience working with buyers relocating from out of the area?

• Are you involved in your community outside of real estate?

Your agent should make you feel heard, informed, and genuinely represented. If something feels off in the

interview, trust that instinct. You're choosing someone who will be in your corner during one of the most

significant decisions of your life.

LIBERAL AGENT TIP
Interview at least two agents before committing. The right one will welcome your questions and give you specific, confident
answers — not vague reassurances.
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STEP 5 Define Your Search Criteria — And Know What's Flexible

Once you're pre-approved and have your agent, it's time to get specific. The goal is a clear brief your agent can

work from — not an endless wishlist that generates noise.

Build your brief around three tiers:

• Non-negotiables: The things you will not compromise on. Number of bedrooms for your actual household.

Geographic limits tied to school or work. Accessibility requirements. Keep this list short.

• Strong preferences: Things you want but could live without if the right home came along. An extra

bathroom, a garage, a larger yard, specific neighborhood.

• Wish list: Nice to have. Wouldn't turn down. Wouldn't walk away from a home over. Updated kitchen,

home office, walkable coffee shop.

Beyond the home itself, consider the neighborhood:

• Walkability score (Walk Score is a useful free tool)

• School ratings — and what those ratings actually measure (see our School District Data guide)

• Transit access and bike infrastructure

• Proximity to green space, farmers markets, community gathering spots

• Neighborhood political and cultural character

• Climate risk (flood zones, wildfire corridors, heat vulnerability)

Be honest with your agent about all of these. A good agent uses your criteria to filter, not just to search. The more

specific you are, the less time you'll spend touring homes that were never right.

LIBERAL AGENT TIP
Drive the neighborhoods you're considering at different times of day and on different days of the week. Data doesn't
capture everything a Saturday afternoon reveals.

STEP 6 Tour Homes Strategically

Showings are exciting — and easy to get swept up in. A house that photographs beautifully and smells like fresh

bread can make you overlook things you'd never accept in a calmer moment. Go in with a system.

What to evaluate at every showing:

• The bones: Foundation, roof, structure. These are expensive to fix and should be non-negotiable

deal-breakers if seriously compromised.

• Water: Look for stains on ceilings, floors, and around windows. Water damage is one of the most common

and costly surprises.
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• Age of systems: When was the HVAC, water heater, and roof last replaced? These will become your

problem after closing.

• Natural light and layout: Does the floor plan work for how you actually live? Is there enough light in the

rooms where you'll spend the most time?

• Storage: Most people underestimate how much they need until they're living in a place.

• Noise: Listen. Traffic, neighbors, mechanical sounds from the HVAC. These things don't show up in

photos.

• Neighborhood feel: Do you see people outside? Are yards cared for? What's across the street?

Take notes and photos at every showing. After seeing five or six homes, they blur together. A quick voice memo

in the driveway after each tour is more useful than you'd expect.

Also: ask your agent about days on market, price history, and why the sellers are leaving. That context shapes

how you'll approach an offer.

LIBERAL AGENT TIP
Ask for 12 months of utility bills at homes that interest you. They tell you more about efficiency — and hidden costs — than
any feature in the listing.

STEP 7 Make a Smart, Strategic Offer

When you find the right home, your agent will run a comparative market analysis (CMA) — a review of recent

sales of similar homes nearby — to help you determine a fair offer price. This is the foundation of your strategy.

Key offer components:

• Purchase price. Based on the CMA, current market conditions, and how long the home has been listed.

• Earnest money deposit (EMD). A good-faith deposit (typically 1–3% of the purchase price) that shows the

seller you're serious. It goes toward your down payment at closing.

• Contingencies. Conditions that must be met for the sale to proceed. Common ones include inspection,

financing, and appraisal contingencies — these protect you. In competitive markets, buyers sometimes waive

them; understand the risk before doing so.

• Closing date. Sellers often have preferences. Being flexible on timing can make your offer more attractive

without costing you money.

• Inclusions and exclusions. What stays with the home (appliances, fixtures, that chandelier you love)?

In a competitive market:

Multiple offers are common. Your agent will advise you on escalation clauses, personal letters (note: in some

jurisdictions these raise fair housing concerns — ask your agent), and other strategies. Don't let competition push

you past your budget or into waiving protections you'll regret.
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LIBERAL AGENT TIP
An escalation clause automatically increases your offer up to a set ceiling if competing offers come in. It keeps you
competitive without requiring you to overbid up front.
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STEP 8 Inspections and Due Diligence — Do Not Skip This Step

You're under contract. Congratulations. Now comes due diligence — the period when you verify that what you're

buying is what you think you're buying. This is your legal and practical protection. Take it seriously.

The general home inspection:

Hire your own inspector — not one the seller or their agent recommends. A licensed home inspector will

examine the structure, systems, and condition of the home and give you a written report. Budget $300–$600

depending on home size and location. Attend the inspection if at all possible — the conversation with your

inspector in the moment is more valuable than the written report alone.

Specialty inspections to consider:

• Sewer scope: Older homes with clay or cast iron pipes — essential. Sewer line replacement can run

$5,000–$25,000.

• Radon test: Recommended everywhere; required in some states. Mitigation is relatively inexpensive if

needed.

• Pest inspection: Standard in many markets; required for some loan types.

• Roof inspection: If the roof is older or the general inspector flags concerns.

• HVAC service inspection: Beyond the general inspection — especially if systems are aging.

• Environmental: Lead paint (pre-1978 homes), asbestos, mold — depending on home age and condition.

After inspections:

You can negotiate repairs, a price reduction, or a seller credit for closing costs based on what inspections reveal.

Your agent will guide you on what's reasonable to ask for. Not every finding is a deal-breaker — and not every

deal-breaker is obvious without looking.

Also during this period: review the seller's disclosure documents, HOA documents if applicable, title report, and

survey. Your agent and attorney (if you have one) will help you understand what you're reading.

LIBERAL AGENT TIP
Attend the inspection in person. Inspectors are most informative in the moment — the written report captures findings but
not the 'you should really watch this' conversations.

STEP 9 Navigate the Final Steps to Closing

Once inspection negotiations are settled and your contingencies are satisfied, you're in the home stretch. Here's

what happens between contract and closing:

Appraisal:
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Your lender will order an appraisal to confirm the home's value supports the loan amount. If the appraisal comes

in below the purchase price, you'll need to negotiate with the seller, make up the difference in cash, or walk away

if your appraisal contingency allows it.

Final loan approval:

Your lender's underwriter reviews your full file. Don't make any large purchases, open new credit accounts, or

change jobs during this period. Anything that changes your financial picture can delay or derail your approval.

Title search and title insurance:

The title company verifies that the seller has the legal right to sell the property and that there are no liens or other

claims on it. You'll purchase an owner's title insurance policy at closing — it's a one-time fee that protects you

against future claims on the title.

Final walk-through:

Typically done 24–48 hours before closing. Confirm the home is in the agreed-upon condition, that agreed-upon

repairs were completed, and that nothing has changed since your last visit. Bring your inspection report and

repair agreement.

Closing disclosure:

You'll receive a Closing Disclosure at least 3 business days before closing. Review every line item carefully.

Compare it to your Loan Estimate. Question anything that looks different or that you don't recognize — this is

your right.

LIBERAL AGENT TIP
Wire fraud targeting real estate transactions is real and common. Always call your title company directly (using a verified
number, not one from an email) before wiring any funds.

STEP 10 Closing Day — Keys in Hand

Closing day is the finish line. Here's what to expect and what to bring.

What to bring:

• Government-issued photo ID (and a backup)

• Certified funds or confirmation of wire transfer for closing costs and down payment

• Your checkbook (in case of small last-minute adjustments)

• Any outstanding documents your lender requested

What happens at closing:

You'll sign a significant number of documents — your loan documents, the deed, various disclosures. A closing

agent or attorney will walk you through each one. It typically takes 1–2 hours. At the end, you'll receive the keys.
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Immediately after closing:

• Change the locks. The seller had keys; they may have given them to contractors, family, house sitters.

• Locate the main water shut-off, electrical panel, and gas shut-off.

• Set up mail forwarding if you haven't already.

• Update your address: bank, employer, voter registration, insurance.

• File for your homestead exemption if your state offers one — deadlines vary.

• Introduce yourself to your neighbors. You live here now.
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Buyer's Glossary

Real estate has its own language. Here are the terms you'll encounter most often and what they actually mean.

APR (Annual Percentage Rate)

The true cost of your loan expressed as a yearly rate, including interest and lender fees. More useful for

comparison than the interest rate alone.

Appraisal

An independent assessment of a home's market value, ordered by your lender and conducted by a licensed

appraiser. Protects the lender — and you — from overpaying.

Clear to Close (CTC)

Your lender has approved your full file and you're cleared to proceed to closing. One of the best phrases you'll

hear in this process.

Closing Costs

Fees paid at closing beyond the down payment. Typically 2–5% of the purchase price. Includes lender fees, title

insurance, prepaid taxes and insurance, and recording fees.

Comparative Market Analysis (CMA)

Your agent's analysis of recent sales of similar homes nearby, used to determine a fair offer price.

Contingency

A condition in the contract that must be met for the sale to proceed. Common contingencies: inspection,

financing, appraisal. Each protects the buyer.

DTI (Debt-to-Income Ratio)

Your monthly debt payments divided by your gross monthly income. Lenders use it to assess how much

mortgage payment you can comfortably carry.

Earnest Money Deposit (EMD)

A good-faith deposit that accompanies your offer, showing the seller you're serious. Applied to your down

payment at closing.

Escrow

A neutral third party that holds funds and documents during the transaction. Also the account that holds your

property taxes and homeowner's insurance after closing.

FHA Loan

A mortgage backed by the Federal Housing Administration. Lower down payment requirements (3.5%) and more

flexible credit standards, but requires mortgage insurance.
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HOA (Homeowners Association)

An organization that governs a community or development, sets rules, and collects dues. Review HOA

documents carefully — rules and fees vary widely.

Homestead Exemption

A reduction in a home's assessed value for property tax purposes, available in most states to primary residence

owners. File promptly after closing.

Listing Agent

The real estate agent who represents the seller. Their fiduciary duty is to the seller, not you — which is why

having your own buyer's agent matters.

Mortgage Insurance (PMI/MIP)

Insurance required when your down payment is less than 20% on a conventional loan (PMI) or any FHA loan

(MIP). Protects the lender, not you.

Pre-Approval

A lender's verified commitment to loan you up to a specific amount, based on reviewed documentation. Stronger

than pre-qualification.

Title Insurance

A one-time premium paid at closing that protects you against future claims on the property's title — liens, fraud,

clerical errors in past records.

Under Contract

The seller has accepted your offer and both parties have signed. The home is no longer actively marketed, though

it usually remains in the MLS as pending.
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Ready to Find Your Home?

Buying a home is a big deal. Buying the right home — in the right community, with the right agent by your side

— is something else entirely. Liberal Agent Realty Network connects progressive buyers with agents across the

country who understand what matters to them and have the expertise to make it happen.

Our agents aren't just licensed professionals. They're community members, neighbors, and people who believe

that where you live should reflect who you are. They know the blue dot neighborhoods, the welcoming

communities, the school districts worth understanding, and the local organizations worth joining.

And they'll get you home.

→ Find your Liberal Agent at liberalagentrealty.network

This guide is for informational purposes only and does not constitute legal, financial, or real estate advice. Real estate practices, laws, and

market conditions vary by location. Work with licensed professionals in your area.
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