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Introduction
Welcome to the exciting job of 
selling real estate!  The purpose of 
this guide is to give you the tools 
you need to get your home sold in 
today’s challenging market. Using 
these tips and techniques will give 
you the competitive edge you need 
to conquer not only the other “For 
Sale By Owner’s” (FSBOs) in our 
community…but also the 
competition from homes listed by 
full-service, full-commission 
Realtors as well! 

Selling on your own requires that you think like a buyer.  When you put yourself in a 
buyers’s shoes you realize that every home for sale competes with each other. This 
competition includes all the other “For Sale By Owner’s” and professionally listed 
homes in your market area… short-sales, probate sales, foreclosures (bank-owned 
REO’s), investor “flip” properties...all of these make up the competition … and in 
order to be successful selling on your own you need to have a proven plan in place to 
capture that elusive “right buyer” at the right price. 

If you have the knowledge, if you have the marketing chops, and if you know the 
process involved getting a home sold on your own then you will have an above 
average chance to do just that, and save literally thousands - possibly tens of 
thousands - of dollars in commissions.  

In 2013 roughly 10% of all residential real estate sales were “for sale by owner.” The 
National Association of Realtors Profile of Home Buyers and Sellers reports this and 
several other interesting facts; 40% of all FSBO sellers knew their buyer before they 
sold their home (i.e. they sold to a friend or relative or neighbor.)  That leaves about 
6% (out of roughly 5.2 million sales) selling on their own to a buyer they didn’t know 
before they started this process.  While 6% may not sound like a lot, that’s still a 
truckload of successful For Sale By Owners.  

This guide contains information which will mostly be of use to people who have 
not already identified a buyer for their property.  If you already have a buyer 
identified, you will probably be selling your property “as-is” with little need for 
preparation, staging, and marketing.  For those who have already identified a buyer, 
there is some useful information to you though towards the end of the guide when 
talking about contracts and negotiation (“Essential #6). For those of you who do not 
yet have a buyer identified - read on! 
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The thing to know is that you can do it.  It’s hard work, requires a lot of time, some 
expenses, stress, and inconvenience...but for thousands of California homeowners, 
selling by-owner has proven to be the right choice for them, with the thousands of 
dollars saved as sweet reward. 

The first step is to decide why you want to sell and what you are hoping to 
accomplish.  If you’re just “testing the market” or need to net more than your home 
is reasonably worth, you should probably not try to sell at this time.  If you’re looking 
to upgrade, it may be the best time in our lifetimes to do just that because of the low 
interest rates and low prices.  If you are in the unfortunate, but relatively common, 
situation of owing more on your home than it is worth, you should talk to a real estate 
professional immediately about qualifying to do what’s called a “short-sale.” In a 
short sale the bank agrees to accept less than the full balance owed on your 
mortgage(s). They do this because ultimately it saves them money (versus going 
through a foreclosure).  A short sale is not without it’s challenges, and your lender 
will expect that you will be working with a licensed real estate professional to 
assist you with the sale, as short sales can be very complicated. 

The next basic thing you need to understand is that your home must be priced 
correctly, marketed correctly, and all obstacles to buying your home must be 
minimized. If it’s priced too high it will simply not sell in this market.  Not even if you 
list with a real estate professional or offer a “rent to own” or “lease purchase” 
option.  If it is marketed poorly, even a well-priced home can fail to sell, or sell for 
far less than it’s really worth.   

All sales are a numbers game.  The more buyers that know your home is for sale the 
higher the likelihood it will sell.  And the more who see it; the more offers you’ll 
receive; and the more offers your receive the more money you will make.  

Picking your Team 
 
Even though you are planning to sell “By 
Owner” that doesn’t mean you need to - 
or should - go it alone.  We strongly 
encourage every For Sale By Owner to 
work with both a local title/escrow 
company and a local lender.  As you will 
read later, the local lender can help you 
with some marketing, and will also be 
able to pre-qualify or pre-approve buyers.  
Pick a local escrow company to work with 
- when you bought the home, or when 
you re-financed, did you enjoy working 
with that escrow company and escrow 
officer?  If you can’t remember who they 
were, you didn’t like them, or they are 
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no longer in the business, ask your lender-partner to refer someone to you.  Your 
escrow officer will be able to open escrow, order a preliminary title report (it’s free), 
get a Natural Hazard Disclosure report (no up-front fee and you typically only pay if 
the sale actually closes), and prepare for you a “net sheet” showing how much money 
you will likely net at closing, given certain assumptions as to sale price and seller 
concessions.  

Six Essentials to Selling Your Home 

There are six essential elements to selling your home: 

1. Set the Right Price (Pricing) 

2. Make it look great to any buyer who comes to see it (Staging) 

3. Prepare your Disclosure Package (Disclosing) 

4. Get buyers to come see your home (Marketing) 

5. Vet buyers to ensure they’re ready, willing, and able to buy your home (Qualifying) 

6. Write & Negotiate a Contract (Negotiating) 

We will go over each of these essentials in this guide in great detail, to give you the 
tools and information you’ll need to get your home sold, all on your own. 
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Pricing Your Property To Sell (Essential #1)
You can have the best 
marketing, every buyer can 
see the home, it can look 
terrific and no one will buy 
your home if you are 
overpriced.   All the hard 
work you’ve just completed 
getting your home looking 
great won’t matter if no one 
comes to see it, and having 
it priced correctly is the #1 
thing which is going to bring 
buyers in the door.   

It’s easy to see why many 
FSBOs over price their 
homes.  Homeowners are 
typically attached to their homes, often having spent many memorable years in them.  
They’ve poured money, sweat, and tears into the property, and “need to get $X out of 
it.”   Unfortunately, this won’t make the least bit of difference to a buyer, who isn’t 
going to want to “over-pay” for a property.   

Over-pricing a home is a very common, and often fatal, mistake that home-owners 
make when trying to sell, either by-owner or with an agent.  Many owners feel that 
over-pricing their home leaves them room to negotiate, whereas in reality, it leaves 
room for competing properties to sell first and faster.   Many good real estate agents 
will show an over-priced home and then “sell” another one using the over-priced 
home as a comparison to show why the next home is such a good value.  

Undoubtedly you have an idea what your home is worth; you’ve researched the 
websites (Zillow, Trulia, eAppraisal, etc.), you’ve visited other homes for sale, and 
you may have even talked to a real estate professional.   

Remember that you should look for homes with a similar number of bathrooms, square 
footage, condition, lot size, number of bedrooms, garage spaces, amenities and 
location if possible. If you live in a neighborhood where the homes are similar, it may 
be pretty easy to find “comparable” homes and figure out what your home is worth. 
However, many homes are in areas where it’s difficult to find homes which are easily 
comparable to other homes in the area - they are too different to easily determine 
the value of your own home.  Even so, doing as much research as you can is the best 
way to know your home’s worth. 
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Call the ads and talk to the owner or real estate agent about the details of the home. 
Better yet, go visit them. This will help you to narrow down the range even further to 
a realistic price. Ask lots of questions about the condition, how they arrived at their 
price, amenities, and their motivation for moving.  

Another opinion you should get is from a real estate professional or two that sells full-
time and consistently works in your area (in this market many real estate agents have 
a “real” job in addition to trying to sell a handful of homes a year.)  A real estate 
agent should also be able to tell you more about the current conditions of the 
marketplace.  Go ahead and ask an agent or two to produce a “Market Analysis” for 
your home.  There’s no harm in letting the agent know up-front that you do plan to 
sell it on your own, most agents will be happy to provide a market analysis 
regardless, free of charge. 

When looking at a market analysis for your home, make sure you focus on the homes 
that have actually sold in your area, not ones that are actively on the market. Sold 
versus On-Market or Under Contract is an important distinction.  The difference 
between asking prices and selling prices can be substantial, which means, you want a 
“Market Analysis” using homes like yours that have actually sold.  Also, ask the agent 
to include properties which have been recently cancelled, withdrawn, or expired - so 
you get an idea of what is not selling as well. 

Remember also that some real estate agents tend to overestimate homes value as an 
enticement for you to list your home with them.  This is called “buying the listing” in 
the business. Agents do this thinking that once you are under a contract they’ll work 
with you over time to get the price down to where it really needs to be to sell. 

Remember what your ultimate goal is:  to net the most money when you sell. Don’t 
get over excited or have unrealistic expectations based on a “Market Analysis” from 
an overly optimistic real estate agent who’s trying to “buy” your business.  

If you take a more conservative approach to pricing your home (especially because 
you are a “For Sale By Owner”) you’ll have a much better chance to sell your home 
inside of 60-90 days. Remember also that all the buyers and the agents who bring 
their buyers to see your home know that you are selling “by owner.”  They expect the 
home to be priced lower than most other homes they’ll see - after all, there’s less 
commission to pay, right? 

Pricing is not an exact science; even appraisers give themselves a margin of error of 
3% to 4% (this can be up to $16,000 on a $400,000 sale) so don’t be surprised if some 
of the information you get from the internet, agents and title companies is 
contradictory.  Each home is different and unique. You may have to “weed” through 
the piles of information you get to determine the most probable asking and sales 
price. 
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If you really want to be sure about the fair market value of your home before you try 
to sell it may want to consider having it professionally appraised. Appraisers are well 
trained and experienced professional estimators of the value of properties around the 
country. An appraisal will cost in the neighborhood of $500 but it may be money well 
spent. 

After all your research there are a few other factors to consider before setting your 
asking price: 

‣ Do you have time constraints to sell? (Are you being transferred, getting 
divorce, etc.) 

‣ Do you have immediate financial needs?  
‣ What is the job market - steady, weakening, or strengthening? 
‣ How are the interest rates - are they going up, or down?  
‣ What will it cost to own your home while waiting for it to sell? 
‣ Is there increasing or decreasing competition from other sellers?  

Factor in your answers and arrive at your price.  If you find yourself saying “it’s worth 
$350,000 but we need $375,000” or “I’m not going to give it away” you may need to 
admit you’re asking more than it’s likely someone will pay for the home.  You cannot 
ignore the bank owned properties or other distressed properties for sale because the 
buyers won’t ignore them.  Even when inventory is low and prices may be rising as a 
result, it’s a rare buyer who will pay more than they think the home is worth, 
regardless what the seller thinks it’s worth or needs to net from the sale. 

Do you owe more than the house is worth?  If so call us immediately – the bank will 
require you to work with an agent to sell it short. 
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Setting the Stage for a Sale (Essential #2)
The way you live in a home 
and the way you sell a home 
are two very different 
things.  There’s a whole 
industry of “home stagers” 
out there who realize this 
fact.  You are able to find 
lots of ideas and tips on the 
internet and in bookstores – 
the following is a basic 
overview of preparing your 
property for sale.  

Homebuyers ideally want to 
their new home to be a 
“model home.” No nicks, 
scuffs, or dings.  They generally want lots of room and things to look like new.  New 
sells.  Your job when preparing your home for sale is to begin to give the buyer what 
they are looking for in terms of condition, features, benefits, and amenities.   

There are some things that can’t be fixed.  Items such as a busy street, sloping lot, 
number of bedrooms, etc. are generally fixed and unchangeable.  But there are others 
that can be improved upon easily and inexpensively.  Doing the work up front will 
allow you to sell quicker and net more money. Properly preparing your home for sale 
and maintaining it in showing condition during the selling process is one of the most 
important and crucial aspects of selling your home. 

In fact, if there is one thing that you should be aware of, it is that most buyers 
have really no imagination whatsoever. If they can’t see it, they won’t buy it. And 
those buyers that can imagine it expect to discount the purchase price for their 
ability. Simply put, the condition and presentation of your home may cause it not 
to sell - and if it does sell, poor condition or presentation will surely mean it sells for 
less than it otherwise could. 

Buyers almost always see only what is in front of them. Which means, don’t ever 
expect a buyer to see the “potential” your home has to offer without a huge decrease 
in their eyes about the value of your home. 

In the real estate business, we call this the law of the “thousands.”  A buyer will see a 
old dishwasher and subtract a $1000 from their offer even though a new dishwasher 
may only cost $600.  New carpet may embolden them to subtract $5000 when it will 
cost them only $3000.  There is a certain logic to this - most buyers will be using a 
loan to buy your property; if, after the sale closes, they need to buy a new 
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dishwasher, that’s $600 cash out of pocket, which buyers may be short on cash after 
paying for the property. 

Preparing your home for sale is such a lengthy topic that we have developed a 
separate guide entitled Preparing, Maintaining and Showing your Home to Sell in 
Seconds.  We strongly encourage you to download your free copy and follow the 
recommended steps to prepare you home for sale. 

Disclose, Disclose, Disclose (Essential #3)

You may have heard that in regards to real 
estate, the three most important things are 
“Location, Location, and Location.”  That’s 
pretty much true.  However, when it comes to 
selling your home with less drama and less risk 
that you’ll wind up in a nasty lawsuit after the 
sale, the three most important things are 
“Disclose, Disclose, Disclose.” 

The State of California mandates that any seller 
of residential property of 1-4 units make a series 
of disclosures to a buyer.  These disclosures 
include, but may not be limited to: 

Transfer Disclosure Statement (TDS) 
Natural Hazard Disclosure (NHD) 
Local Ordinance Disclosures (often included with 
NHD report, above) 
Notice Regarding Supplementary Tax Bill 
Lead-Based Paint Disclosure 
EPA Pamphlet “Protect your Family from Lead in 
your Home” 
Earthquake Guide 
Environmental Hazards Guide 
California Energy Conservation Guide 
Water Heater / Smoke Detector / Carbon Monoxide Statement of Compliance 
Megan’s Law Disclosure 

You will want to put all of these disclosures together into a “disclosure package.”  
This disclosure package should be available in hardcopy form in the house for when 
buyers drop by.  You should also have a scanned version of the disclosure package 
available so you can e-mail it to buyers for their consideration. 

Other items which are not required by law but should be in a disclosure package are: 

Preliminary Title Report (buyer’s lender will need one, and any buyer would want one) 
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Termite Inspection 
Home Inspection 
Well Inspection (if applicable) 
Home Septic Inspection (if applicable) 
Any other inspections or reports  
HOA Documents (if applicable) 
Recent Neighborhood Comparable Sales (to support your asking price) 

You need to disclose all material facts about the property - a material fact is anything 
which may affect the buyer’s desire to buy the property, or the buyer’s offer price or 
terms.  When thinking about the things to include in your disclosure package, if you 
ask yourself, “Is this something I need to disclose?” - the answer is yes.  Much better 
to err on the side of disclosing too much than not enough. 

When it comes to your Transfer Disclosure Statement (TDS), the form is kind of 
limited.  There are a lot of checkboxes and so-on and not usually a lot of space to 
provide detailed information.  We strongly encourage sellers to create an extensive 
addendum to the TDS, and make sure you disclose as much as the history of the home 
as you know about, and any present issues or any past issues which have been 
ameliorated.  Common issues include mold, leaks, erosion, septic problems, water 
underneath the house, sub-area, or basement, settling in the foundation, cracks in 
plaster or drywall - to name a few.  If your home has had any of these (or other) 
problems in the past or present, make sure to disclose them and what was done and 
when to remedy any of these issues. 

You will also want to make sure you disclose neighborhood nuisances.  For example, 
even though it may be obvious that the home is one block from a freeway or the local 
sewage treatment plant - make sure this is explicitly disclosed.  Same goes if the 
home is on a hillside, is near a creek, in an area of high risk of forest fire, etc.  It 
sounds silly, but to protect yourself, don’t leave anything out. 

You will want to make sure that the buyer has had a chance to thoroughly review 
the disclosure package before they make an offer.  If you make the disclosures to 
the buyer after they make the offer, you open yourself up to having the buyer wanting 
to re-negotiate the deal based on information now received which he did not have at 
the time the offer was made.  Save yourself a lot of drama and heartache later; spend 
the time it takes putting the disclosures together right from the get-go. 

We recommend that you purchase a whole set of disclosure forms from a reputable 
vendor, rather than trying to piece them together form various sources on the 
internet.  We endorse the NOLO Press California “For Sale By Owner” Book, which 
includes a complete set of all the legal forms you need, including disclosure forms. 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Market Like a Master! (Essential #4)

The next step in the process is going to be 
on marketing your home effectively to 
the buyers out there - and how to grab 
their attention with the right type of 
marketing approach.  You have carefully 
prepared your home for sale.  You are 
confident you’ve got the right price.  It’s 
time to let the world know your home is 
on the market, ready to go.   

When you market the home it’s important 
to understand that you are marketing to 
two very distinct audiences: 1) The 
buyers out there looking on their own for 
a home; and 2) the agents who have 
buyers committed to working with them.   

There are disadvantages and advantages 
to each of those two audiences.   The buyers out there on their own will either be 
looking for a bargain (because that’s what every financial investor guru tells them to 
look for when shopping FSBOs) or will need a lot of hand holding.    

Real estate agents don’t like to show FSBO’s in general because of the need to 
negotiate a commission, increased workload, and increased liability. If an agent has 
other options to show their buyers they will skip over a FSBO like yours in favor of a 
comparable property listed with another agent - it’s probably going to be less work, 
liability, and stress for them.  This is just the reality of the situation.  So your 
marketing to the agents needs to show them why showing your home is important to 
their clients, and that you, the seller, know what you are doing.  

One thing you must be conscious of when you put together your marketing is that 
most buyers who will be considering buying direct from an owner are going to 
want to save money - the same money that you, the seller, are trying to save.  To 
help mitigate this, you need to position your house as an outstanding value for the 
price you are asking.  You want the buyer to have ample reason to think - know! - that 
buying your home is almost a no-brainer and haggling over the price a waste of time. 

By properly preparing your home for sale, you will have already done a lot to increase 
your home’s perceived value.  There are some additional things you can do, however - 
for example, agree to pay some of the buyer’s closing costs, offer to pay a discount 
point or two for the buyer, include a home warranty, provide Section 1 termite 
clearance prior to sale, or set an asking price which is under a value which you have 
had it recently appraised at.   
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Marketing is a numbers game. You want as many potential buyers as possible to see 
your that your home is available, and then decide to come see it. Assuming you priced 
it fairly and have decent marketing, you should be able generate offers. The more 
offers your get, the more money you’ll put in your pocket.  This means you may have 
to answer dozens of phone calls and emails throughout the marketing period. You’ll 
need to be prepared to talk with real estate agents and bargain hunters.  You may 
have to hold open houses every Saturday and/or Sunday for 4-6 weeks.  You’ll need 
signage and flyers.  You’ll need to be able to talk to people who really, really want 
your home but can’t buy it because of poor credit, they have a home to sell before 
they buy, or just plain can’t afford it.  

What is it about your home that is most important to the buyer?  We suggest you start 
by writing down the 10 things you liked best about the home and living in that 
neighborhood. You can expand these points into emotional marketing points that will 
appeal to buyers. For example if there’s a great family room with a high ceiling you 
might tell about the large Christmas gatherings you have around the 10 foot tall tree.  

The most crucial, important aspects of your home – and why buyers would be 
attracted to them - needs to come out in every ad, letter, flyer or brochure you 
create to sell it. If it does not come across loud and clear – you decrease the chance 
of selling your home.  Ads like “4/2 splt lvl with master on main” don’t sell.  “Room 
to roam in this expansive home with huge master suite on the main level” is more 
attractive, evocative, and descriptive.  

Marketing Steps to Take 

1) Get your “For Sale By Owner” sign. The 
quickest way to get one is to go to a local sign 
maker that the real estate agents in your area go 
to for their signs.  The sign is part of the curb 
appeal and first impression so don’t skimp on it. 
You can get signs from a local company like AP&P 
Signs or SignsUp.  Make sure your sign post has a 
way to put flyers in it. 

2) Prepare a property flyer. We suggest both a 
printed and electronic (.pdf preferably) version 
with the price, the address, bedrooms, baths, 
square footage, lot size, some pictures, and the 
main emotional selling points.  Make sure you 
post ways to get in touch with you (email, cell 
phone at a minimum.) Print out a bunch of flyers and leave some in the house and 
some in the flyer box on your “For Sale By Owner” sign in the front yard. 

3) Get a Financing Options flyer.  As we mentioned in the introduction, we suggest 
that all FSBO sellers find a good, local lender to work with.  This lender should be 
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happy to prepare a “financing options” flyer for your property.  This will give buyers 
an idea of how much down payment they’d need and what their payments will be 
under several scenarios.  You can print the back side of your property flyer with the 
financing options flyer to save on paper. 

4) Create a specially dedicated website using a free service like SellForSure.com. 
With a site like this, you can post virtually unlimited pictures, video, floor plan, 
commentary, links to nearby restaurants, parks, schools, etc.  This great service also 
integrates tracks your leads as well as the web traffic, allowing you to see who’s 
looking at your property and how they came to it.  

5) Create a video of your property and post it to YouTube. Did you know that 
YouTube is the second largest search engine in the US? Yep, getting your property onto 
YouTube could go a long way toward getting you organic search exposure. And you 
don’t even need a video camera to create the video! You can use a free service like 
Animoto to create a video photo slideshow… or a free service like MAKEVT to give a 
photo tour of your property as you talk about its better features. 

6) Post Your Property To Craigslist, but do it right! Sure, we know you’ve probably 
been using Craigslist already, but have you been titling your Craigslist posts so they 
stand out?  Do you re-post different versions of your ad, on different days, and on 
different days of the week, all with links to your single-property web site for your 
house? 

7) Run A Locally Targeted Facebook Ad For Your Property. In no time, you can have 
an ad for your property live and viewable to thousands of Facebook users in your area! 
You’ve seen those ads on the right side of Facebook right? Your property can be there 
in 15 minutes! It’s costs a bit but given the highly-targeted nature of Facebook 
advertising, it may well be worth it. 

8) Create A Blog or Facebook Page For Your Property. Get people to subscribe or 
become a fan in order to learn about how the sale is going! Here’s a link to a service 
that creates great looking Facebook Pages built for Lead Capture.  

9) Find some local blogs in your area (ActiveRain.com). Comment on them, be sure 
to use the Website for your single property page so when folks see your comments and 
want to know more about you… they see your property! You can also approach local 
bloggers and offer them advertising $$$ in return for a banner ad on their site. Many 
bloggers we know would be thrilled to pick up $20-$50 in return for plugging your 
property to their readership! You can also try a service like BlogAds.Com to execute 
this step.  

10) E-Mail local agents with your listing info:  consider e-mailing local listing agents 
with information on your home.  There’s a service out there called PropertyBlast 
which for $19.95 you can e-mail selected groups of Realtors (e.g. members of the 
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Santa Clara or Santa Cruz County Association of Realtors).  For $20, what do you have 
to lose? 
  
11) List your home on one of the many sites which market FSBO properties:  there 
are a number of web sites out there which provide exposure to FSBO properties.  
What follows is a list of some of the most popular sites: 

‣ byowner.com 
‣ zillow.com 
‣ homesbyowner.com 
‣ forsalebyowner.com * 
‣ fsbo.com * 
‣ fsboadvertisingservice.com * 
‣ virtualfsbo.com * 
‣ salebyowner.com * 

* these sites offer a way to list your home on the MLS 

Getting on the MLS 

One of the most powerful tools for 
getting the word out about your 
home for sale is by getting the 
house listed on the Multiple 
Listing Service (MLS).  When your 
home is listed for sale on the 
MLS, it will appear everywhere 
that 90+% of all listed properties 
appear when 90% of buyers go 
looking for a home.  It will, in essence, expose your property quickly to the biggest 
available group of buyers.  But doesn’t your home need to be listed by a Realtor® to 
get on the MLS? 

The answer to that, is, yes - but wait, there’s more!  There is such a thing as a 
“discount broker” who will simply list your home for sale on the MLS for a nominal 
fee.  What’s a nominal fee, you ask?  Somewhere in the range of $200-$500.  The fee 
varies from broker to broker and can also vary depending on what additional services, 
if any, accompany the simple listing in the MLS. 

Many of the “FSBO Marketing” web sites listed above are, in essence, fronts for 
discount brokers.  Many of these web sites will have employees who are brokers in 
one or more states and members of local associations of Realtors which allows them 
to list homes on the MLS.  There is a special category of MLS listing which indicates it 
is “Entry Only” and that the “listing broker” really has nothing to do with the 
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property, they are just putting it on the MLS.  The “private remarks” (which can only 
be seen by agents, not the public) on the MLS entry will direct agents to contact the 
owner directly with inquiries and offers.  MLS rules prohibit putting owner contact 
info in the “public remarks” so if you do put your home on the MLS, expect Realtors to 
be calling you in droves - although MLS rules will prohibit them from soliciting you to 
list the home. 

When you list a property in the MLS, you are also required to offer a “cooperating 
broker fee” - that’s a commission to you and me.  The commission can be either a 
percentage of the sale price, or a flat fee (even if it’s just $100).  Many FSBOs already 
are open to providing some compensation to a buyer’s agent; this can be formalized in  
a MLS entry.   
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Crafting Ads that Work 

This section is full of the tips, hints and 
techniques that we have been used thousands 
of times across the country -- they will help 
you write classified ads that will get your 
prospect to call you NOW to come and see 
your property. 

Creating winning ads is critical to your success 
as a “For Sale By Owner.” Craigslist ads  (and 
others, e.g. Backpage.com) can be a powerful 
and inexpensive marketing tool if you do it 
correctly. They can reach a lot of people. 
Truthfully, you don’t need anything clever or 
elaborate - we think "the simpler the better" 
when it comes to creating winning classified 
ads. 

But, there's one thing that you've got to understand from the beginning. And that is 
this: 

Your buyer is only interested in looking at your home to the degree that he 
understands what it has to offer him. 

In every word you write, every sentence you construct, in every paragraph that goes 
into your advertisement, and in every picture you post you must realize that your 
prospect’s desires, anxieties and aspirations must always come before your own. 

If you doubt that this is true, read through the Craigslist “real estate for sale - by 
owner” section and notice all the bad ads that are in there.  Compare them to what 
you learn in this section and you'll understand that there are very few effective ad 
writers out there - which is one reason why you may see the same ads for the same 
properties posted for months.  You've got to understand that successful ad writing is 
"all about your target audience” - in your case, the potential buyers and real estate 
agents with buyers out there.  

If you are willing to work with real estate agents make sure you state that in your ads. 
“2.5% commission to buyers agent, buyer’s agent protected, agents welcome.” etc. 
will let them know that you are at least willing to show them the house.  Prove to 
them you’re easy to work with, return calls or emails promptly, allow showings, meet 
them, etc. One note of caution:  90% of the agents who say they have a buyer for your 
home are trained to say that even if they don’t have one.  Their goal is to get in the 
door and pitch you on why they should be your agent.  
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Attention-Grabbing Headlines 
 
Having the right headline on your 
advertisement, be it on Craigslist, 
Backpage, on your property flyer, your 
single-property web site, a YouTube 
video, what have you, is that you have 
an attention-grabbing headline.  Here 
are some examples of headlines that 
have worked well in the past: 

Priced below Appraisal! 
Selling for Pennies on the Dollar! 
Lowest Price 4 bedroom in the area 
Why Rent when Owning is cheaper? 
Do you know how much you save in 
taxes by owning a home? 
Need a creative outlet? Gardening, 
paint and decorating await your touch! 
Do you have a dream kitchen? Not in that 
rental you don’t. Come check this out! 
Buy Now, lock it in and smile. Interest rates are at record lows. 
I’ve got 10 reasons why owning this home is a good thing.  
Did you know you can start building equity with $0 down? 
I can help you buy a house with payment lower than your rent? 
Think you can’t afford to buy this home? You can’t afford not to! 
Be your own landlord and get out of the renter rat race! 
You upgrade your software, why not upgrade your home? 
My dad always said “We wish We had bought that house.”  This is “that” house. 
There is never the wrong time to buy the right home. 

Basic rules for writing ads that sell 

1) Target your market specifically. 

2) Write the ad as if you were writing to one specific, select person. 

3) Read your copy as if you were the prospect, consider it only from his point of view. 

4) Never assume that your prospect understands what you are saying, tell him 
specifically what it is you mean. 

5) Make your copy short and spunky, full of energy. Use action words and minimize 
adverbs and adjectives. 
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6) Using non-specific adverbs and adjectives tell your prospect that you don't have 
any specific facts or numbers to share about your property. You must prove each of 
these words when you use them. 

7) Make Your Copy Interesting. Write everything so that it focuses on the prospect. 
That alone will make your copy interesting to the prospect.  Think:  “It’s not me - it’s 
you!” 

8) Use emphasis devices to draw attention to words that are important, words that 
are more likely to get your prospects attention sooner. 

* You can underline important words. 

  * You can make them bold. 

  * You can use asterisks to set them off. 

   * You can indent them. 

  * USE CAPITAL LETTERS. 

  * Use boxes, or other outlining devices 

  * Use different colors 
  
Basically, you should use anything that lets your prospect know that THIS IS 
IMPORTANT. READ ME! I'VE GOT THE PROPERTY YOU’VE BEEN LOOKING FOR! 

These emphasizing devices work, and will guide your prospects eyes across the page 
to the important messages you are trying to convey to them to get them to act in 
their own best interest. 

9) Pictures, pictures and more pictures. If you are using a single-property web site to 
showcase your home and using Craigslist to drive traffic to that web site, consider 
only putting one or two pictures on Craigslist, and in your advertisement, highlight 
the fact you have many more pictures on the web site as a inducement to bring them 
there. 

10) Make it easy for your prospect to respond.  Don’t hide your phone number and 
email by burying it deep in the text.  

Emphasizing the Benefits the Home Provides 

Features are the elements of what you're selling. They are the parts of your property 
that are desirable for your prospect. Features are all about your home.  Features are 
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important, but only to the degree that they relate to a benefit that the prospect 
gets from the feature. 

Features will not sell your home... benefits will. Benefits are the advantages to your 
buyer.  Benefits are what cause a prospect to buy your home. Benefits are what your 
prospect gets from a feature.   Benefits answer the prospect’s biggest question: 
"What's-in-it-for-me?". Your prospect wants to know the answer to this question RIGHT 
FROM THE START. So tell him! 

Thus, if you want to write successful ads then you've got to get good at transforming 
features into benefits. 

One of the basic rules of successful ad writing is this... 

You Must Always Lead With The Benefits, 
And Then You Can Follow With Features 

Prospects always want to know what's in it for them first. After they know that, they 
might want to know the in’s and out’s of your home.  

If you have a feature that doesn't offer a strong benefit, then leave it out... don't 
even waste your time with it. You should never list features of your home as if they 
were in and of themselves, something meaningful. 

A feature is only meaningful if it tells your prospect what he gets from the feature... 
and by their very nature, features don't do it. If you understand all of this, then you 
are ready to begin the process of turning features into benefits. 

Turning Features Into Benefits 

1) List every feature that you can think of.   

The features are basically the key facts about your home: age, style, location, 
neighborhood, price, square footage, color, bedrooms, baths, lots size, storage, 
parking, updates, amenities (pool, BBQ, patio), etc... 

2) Now answer this question for each and every feature: 

"What does our prospect get from this feature? How much? How often? Why does it 
matter? What problem of the prospects does this feature solve? How well does it solve 
the problem?"  

If you do this, you'll have a list of benefits that mean something to your buyer. 

3) Rank the benefits in order of importance to the prospect. 
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4) Rank the problems that your home solves in order of importance. 

Turning a simple list of features into a powerful list of benefits will help increase your 
response to a large degree. Make sure these benefits: 

 • Speak Directly To The Prospect 

 • Excite Him 

 • Cause him to Take Action 

Writing ads that compel an immediate response is something that you can do, if you 
work hard at it and follow the guidelines in this section. 
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Typical Mistakes to Avoid when writing your Ads 

The mistakes we see being made are 
that most ads are: 

1.) Focus on the property - instead of 
focusing on what the property will do 
for the Prospect. 

2.) Assume the prospect is as excited 
to respond to you about your property 
as you are to sell. 

3.) Are “clever” and creative without 
saying anything.  “Cute as a button” 
doesn’t really communicate any 
benefit to the buyer, does it?  

4.) Drone on and on about the features 
of a home and not on the benefits and 
what they can mean in the life of the 
prospect. 

5.) Are boring and dull. Copy should be 
written full of action, spunk and enthusiasm. It should move the prospect to action! 

6.) Lack a clear “Call to Action.”  After your prospect reads your ad they should be so 
excited about the benefits they get, that they drop whatever they're doing and take 
immediate action, such as calling, e-mailing, or visiting your single property web site.  

7.) Not addressing the anxieties and aspirations of the prospect. If you don't know 
your target buyer, don't even try to create and write classified ads. 

8.) Failure to mention specific benefits to the prospect. For example, the best listing 
classified ads are stuffed with specific benefits for the buyer... like “average electric 
bill is only $67 a month.” For each individual market you target, your copy must be 
specific. Stop writing general classified ad copy. 

9.) Lack of pictures or links to single-property web site 

10.) And our favorite – the ads don’t list the basic information needed:  list price, 
address (at least a street name!) and a phone number to call.  Most have an email but 
it’s a complicated Craigslist generated one that may be sent to your junk mail – use a 
real email (set up a new one at gmail or at yahoo.com for privacy purposes.)  
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These are only a few of the mistakes that most “For Sale By Owner’s” make in their 
on-line advertising.  After you've created a new ad, be sure to compare it to this list 
of the worst mistakes and avoid making as many of them as possible. 
 
Open Houses 

As a serious “For Sale By Owner,” we 
encourage you to consider holding 
open houses – especially since your 
home will probably only be able to be 
shown by appointment, which will 
limit the number of buyers who come 
through your house.  The right buyer 
for your home may be someone who is 
just out driving around on the 
weekends looking at open houses - it 
happens all the time.  

You can hold an open house for a 
minimal amount of up front expense 
or hassle. You’ll need a large “OPEN” 
sign for the front yard and at least 6-8 
directional arrows to direct people 
through the maze of side streets and 
into your home. You can make those 
inexpensively yourself, or can buy them on-line. 

Our area does have “normal” open house times but don’t be afraid to be a bit 
different. Saturday instead of Sunday. 2 to 5 instead of 1 to 4.  The “Broker’s Open 
Tour” is on Thursdays from 9:30 to 12:00 and 12:30 to 3:00 (depending on your area of 
the county) - consider holding your house open then too, with ample directional signs 
to attract agents to your house. 

Here are some other tips to remember when holding your house open: 

1. Understand that many of the people who come through your home are not 
qualified and are only there to see what type of decorating or upgrades you have 
done – often times neighbors come by to compare their house, and value, to yours.  
There is no way to avoid this. Be gracious.  They might tell a friend!  

2. When showing your home – never, ever give buyers the “Grand Tour” of your home. 
This is a mistake and will cause even a serious buyer to delay making a decision on 
your property. Buyers don’t need tours – they need space. Give it to them. If you 
give a tour you can turn into an over-eager seller or a slimy salesperson. People 
don’t like slimy salespeople and they take advantage of over-eager sellers. 
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3. Make sure that you have locked up all your easily-pocketable valuable items, 
including documents or other paperwork which could be stolen (identity theft).  

4. Have plenty of flyers about your house available.   
5. Invite your lender to attend one or more of your open houses.  He may well 

appreciate the opportunity to meet some buyers, and can be there to qualify 
buyers and answer questions about financing. 

6. Maximize every opportunity that you have in an open house situation by making 
everybody sign in. This makes it easier to follow-up with them later if you lower 
your price or change some term. 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Vetting Potential Buyers (Essential #5)
 
The first thing to do when a potential 
buyer calls is to be polite and positive 
(even if it is a real estate agent on the 
other end).  You should then try to get 
the caller to give you as much 
information as possible about 
themselves and what they are looking 
for without driving them away.  Before 
you make an appointment to let a 
stranger into your home, you’ll want to 
make sure - as best you can - that they 
are a legitimate buyer and it’s worth 
your time (and the risk) of showing them 
your house. 

Many of your first contacts with a buyer 
is likely to be by e-mail, but we 
recommend you get their phone 
number so you can call them and speak 
personally before setting an appointment for them to see the house.  Asking the 
following questions will help you’ll eliminate most of the “tire-kickers.” These are 
direct questions that get to the point with your buyer prospects and are crucial to 
your success.  Remember the balancing act of gathering information versus chasing 
them away. You don’t want to waste your time showing to some who’s just declared 
bankruptcy and is looking for you to owner-finance the home, however, you also don’t 
want to have the home not shown because you ask too many questions.   A 
conversational, friendly tone will get you more answers and feel less like an 
inquisition.  Notice also that most of the questions are open-ended to allow them to 
share with you and build a relationship.  

‣ How did you plan on buying your home?  Are you a cash buyer, or are you pre-
approved? 

‣ Where will you get the money for the down payment? 
‣ Do you have proof of funds for down payment or purchase, and/or pre-approval 

letter?   
‣ What type of financing are you going after?  (FHA, Conventional, or...?) 
‣ How much are you putting down? 
‣ Do you need to sell a home first before you can buy another? 
‣ Are you currently renting or owning? 
‣ Which lender have you been pre-qualified with? 

Courtesy of Sebastian "Seb" Frey DRE #01369847 - Page   of  25 41

http://SebFrey.com


How to Sell your Home on your Own - “For Sale By Owner” Guidebook

‣ If you are not already pre-qualified, would you mind talking to my chosen 
lender? 

‣ Are you working with a real estate agent?  If so, who pays that agent’s 
commission? 

‣ What other homes have you looked at that you thought were a good fit for you? 
‣ What is a most important thing about the home you’re looking for? 
‣ Have you ever owned a home before? 

In addition to these questions you may want to compile other questions that come out 
of your time on the phone with prospects. Remember to keep it conversational and 
easy.   

As mentioned in the Introduction, we strongly encourage “For Sale By Owners” to 
work with a local lender, someone who will be glad to pre-qualify prospects who do 
not presently have a lender approval as they come through or contact you through 
your ads. Serious buyers will already have cash, a pre-approval letter, or will, at the 
very least, be open  to talking to the lender you are working with to get pre-
qualified/pre-approved.  If a buyer cannot furnish a pre-approval letter and/or 
proof of funds, and does not want to talk to your lender, in all likelihood they are 
not a ready, willing, and able buyer. 
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Contracts & Negotiation (Essential #6)
A common question that many “For 
Sale By Owners” have is “How do we do 
the paperwork?”  Rest assured that it’s 
not as hard as you might think and it 
can be done with a minimal amount of 
investment on your part.   

The easiest way to move the process 
forward is to have sample contracts 
available for buyers to review, right in 
your disclosure package. Having it 
mostly filled out (ready for both parties 
to sign) allows you to be in control of a 
lot of the negotiation items by having 
them typed in so they don’t question 
whether it should be there or not.  If the buyer is represented by an agent, 
however, don’t be surprised if the buyer’s agent will insist that you use the 
California Association of Realtors purchase agreement (which is fine). 

Many FSBO’s approach the close with trepidation or over-aggressiveness. A simple 
“let’s see how it looks on paper” generally suffices.  You can do all the paperwork 
yourself and save even more money, but given the changing laws and to mitigate risk, 
you may want to hire a real estate attorney to draw up the contract for you.  This will 
protect you, the buyer and the entire property in the long run… plus, in most cases 
won’t cost you more than  a couple of thousand dollars.   

Here are some common elements of a California real estate purchase contract: 

• Names of the parties – The name of the seller as on the title, and the name under 
which the buyer wishes to take title.  

• Tenancy – This refers to how the buyer will “take title” to the property. It signifies 
their interest in the property and rights of survivorship.  

• Earnest Money Deposit – The amount of Earnest Money due is negotiable and 
varies with the value of the property. The range is usually between 1% and 3% and 
is rarely less than $1000.00. Its purpose is to show good faith that the offer is 
serious. It also is the source of payment for damages to you should the buyer 
default on the terms of the contract. It is made payable to the title/escrow 
company and held in trust.  Should the contract fall apart for whatever reason, you 
and the buyer will have to decide how it is to be released.  
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• Parcel Number and Street Address – The parcel number is a unique identifying 
number in the county records of every piece of real estate in the county. The 
street address is the name by which the property is commonly referred (i.e., 123 
My Street, Yourtown, CA). 

• Purchase Price and Terms – This section details the agreed purchase amount and 
the terms of down payment, loan amount, interest rate, and other loan conditions. 
A description of the loan should be here.  If the buyer has not yet received loan 
approval, they will need to specify the interest rate, loan conditions, and down 
payment limits. (For example, your contract can specify, “offer is contingent upon 
buyer’s ability to obtain loan approval on a 20% down, market interest rate, 30-
year loan within 17 days.” Therefore, if they cannot find such a loan, these 
stipulations will allow them to be released from the contract, should you desire.) 
The contingencies are ways for a buyer to get out of the contract so be sure to 
review any contingency carefully.  

• Inclusions and Exclusions – This section details any items that are to be included 
in the purchase price that are not permanently attached or built-in to the real 
property. Also, this section details any items you do not wish to leave that may be 
construed as attached or staying with the property. For example, these items may 
include the washer, dryer window coverings, refrigerator, stove, dishwasher, 
microwave, shed, dog-house, garage door opener, etc. 

• Due Diligence & Inspections – The buyer has the right to request a physical 
inspection of the property and its inclusions; generally done by a professional home 
and/or termite inspector, but may include inspections by roofers, plumbers, 
electricians, or any professional the buyer chooses.  If the inspection proves 
unsatisfactory, both buyer and seller have a set time to reach a settlement of how 
to correct the unsatisfactory conditions.  If an agreement about unsatisfactory 
conditions or repairs cannot be met, the buyer can typically cancel the contract.  
The buyer will also need adequate time to review the title report, and if the home 
is part of a HOA, to review all the HOA documentation and disclosures. 

• Title Insurance Policy –  A title insurance policy is required by the buyer’s lender. 
As the seller, you may pay for some or all of the new owner’s title insurance policy. 
The buyer is required to purchase a mortgage policy which is a part of their loan 
fees at closing.  

• Closing Procedures – This section details who is to be responsible for conducting 
the closing. Usually all monies and documents are handled by a title/escrow 
company (i.e., the closing agent). The closing agent acts as a depository for funds. 
They disburse funds to the proper parties, handle the adjustment of taxes, 
insurance, etc. between the buyer and seller. They are also responsible for 
obtaining pertinent documents such as the deed, title insurance policies, and are 
responsible for the recording of documents with the state, etc. 
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• Date of Closing – This section details what date the proceedings close.   

• Mediation and Arbitration - the contract should include language as to what will 
happen in the event of any dispute after the close of sale.  Most buyers and sellers 
will willingly agree to seek mediation and possibly binding arbitration in the event 
of a dispute, rather than going to court, which can be very expensive, time 
consuming, and stressful. 

• Date of Possession – Although this date is negotiable between buyer and seller, it is 
customary for possession to occur between the day of (0) and five (5) days after 
closing.  Sometimes the buyer and seller will agree to a short period of “rent back” 
to the seller so they may have sufficient time to move and clean the house. 

• Additional Provisions – there may be additional provisions, for example if the 
property is tenant occupied and the tenant is to remain in possession, also, any 
deposits for the tenant should be transferred in escrow.  Another additional 
provision might be a “Time is of the Essence” clause whereby if the buyer cannot 
close on time, he is charged a per-diem fee for the late close (to offset the seller’s 
holding cost during that time). 

 
Be Prepared to Be Flexible 

One thing is for sure if you want a smooth 
closing… and that is be flexible!   

Realize that real estate contracts fall 
apart at an alarming rate due to home 
inspection issues, financing issues, buyer 
“cold feet” issues, family trouble, job 
changes, etc.   Many real estate agents 
feel more than half their job is holding a 
contract together.    Be very aware that 
buyers have those blanket contingencies 
(due diligence/inspections, and financing) 
and can easily walk away from the 
transaction. Prepare your offer carefully 
and do everything you are supposed to do, 
ideally well before you are required to do 
it.   

There will probably be something in the sale of your home that may delay the dates 
laid out in the contract; or require you to do a little more that you expected.  It’s 
usually no big deal - honestly, it happens way more often than not.  As long as the 
buyer is still serious about buying your home, our suggestion is to be reasonable and 
understanding of these delays, as they are sometimes unavoidable and often 
demonstrably out of the buyer’s control. 
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One of the biggest issues in today’s market is the appraisal coming in at a price below 
the contract price.  Meet the appraiser and show him (actually give copies) of your 
purchase contract and some “comparables.” Having 4 to 6 sold comps closed within 
the past 3-6 months will be extremely helpful. They should be geographically very 
close to your home - ideally within a half mile but usually no further than a mile, 
unless you are in a rural area.  If you do all this and the home still appraises low – 
seriously consider negotiating the price with the buyer as the appraisal may be an 
accurate valuation.  Your buyer may have the option of getting another appraisal, or 
switching lenders and getting another appraisal, but both of those will usually add 
significantly to the time it takes to get the deal done.  Typically, when faced with a 
low appraisal, the seller will agree to lower the contract price to match the appraised 
value, and the deal proceeds to close.  Sometimes, a buyer will agree to increase 
their down payment to offset the low appraisal, or the buyer comes up some and the 
seller comes down some.  If buyer and seller are flexible, a low appraisal does not 
necessarily mean the deal is dead. 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The Closing Process
As a buyer or seller, you want to be 
certain all conditions of sale have 
been met before property and 
money change hands. The technical 
definition of the closing process is 
also called escrow. It is a 
transaction where one party 
engaged in the sale, transfer or 
lease of real or personal property 
with another person delivers a 
written instrument, money, or other 
items of value to a neutral third 
person called an escrow agent or 
escrow holder. This third party holds the money or items for disbursement upon the 
happening of a specified event or the performance of a specified condition (closing 
the real estate transaction). 

Simply stated, the escrow holder impartially carries out the written instructions given 
by the principals. This includes receiving funds and documents necessary to comply 
with those instructions, completing or obtaining required forms, and handling final 
delivery of all items to the proper parties upon the successful completion of the 
escrow.  

When all of the instructions in the escrow have been carried out, the closing can take 
place. At this time, all outstanding funds are collected and fees — such as title 
insurance premiums, real estate commissions, taxes and transfer fees — are paid. 
Title to the property is then transferred under the terms of the escrow instructions 
and appropriate title insurance is issued. The following items represent a typical list 
of what an escrow holder does and does not do: 

THE ESCROW HOLDER: 

• serves as the neutral “stake holder” and the communications link to all 
parties in the transaction; 
• prepares escrow instructions; 
• requests a preliminary title search to determine the present condition of the 
property; 
• requests a beneficiary’s statement if debt or obligation is to be taken over by 
the buyer; 
• complies with lender’s requirements, specified in the escrow agreement; 
• receives purchase funds from the buyer; 
• prepares or secures the deed or other documents related to escrow; 
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• prorates taxes, interest, insurance and rents according to instructions; 
• secures releases of all contingencies or other conditions as imposed on any 
particular escrow; 
• records deeds and any other documents as instructed; 
• requests issuance of the title insurance policy; 
• closes escrow when all the instructions of buyer and seller have been carried 
out; 
• disburses funds as authorized by instructions; 
• prepares final statements for the parties accounting for the disposition of all 
funds deposited in escrow (these are useful in the preparation of tax returns). 

THE ESCROW HOLDER DOES NOT: 

• offer legal or investment advice 
• negotiate the transaction 
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Who Pays What? 
A Guide to Common Closing Costs in Santa Cruz County 

First American Title Company has a very nice on-line tool for calculating the buyer’s 
or seller’s closing costs.  You can use this tool before you open escrow, to get a rough 
idea of how much you can expect your closing costs to be. 
  

The SELLER can generally be expected to 
pay for: 

The BUYER can generally be expected  
to pay for:

• ½ Owner’s title insurance premiums 
• Real Estate commission 
• Escrow fee: ½ 
• Payoff of all loans in seller’s name (or 

existing loan balance if being assumed by 
buyer) 

• Interest accrued to lender being paid off--
Statement Fees, Reconveyance Fees, and 
any Prepayment Penalties 

• Any judgments, tax liens, etc. against the 
seller 

• Recording charges to clear all documents 
of record against seller 

• Tax pro-ration (for any taxes unpaid at 
time of transfer of title) 

• Any unpaid Homeowner’s Association fees 
due.  

• Any bonds or assessments (according to 
contract) 

• Any and all delinquent taxes 
• HOA Doc Prep and Transfer Fee 
• County Transfer Tax 
This is not a complete list of expenses – consult 
your local local professionals.

• ½ Owner’s title insurance premiums 
• Lenders’ title policy premiums 
• Escrow fee: ½ 
• Any loan fees required by buyer’s lender 

per contract 
• Document preparation (if applicable) 
• Notary fees (if applicable) 
• Recording charges for all documents in 

buyers’ names 
• All new loan charges (except those 

required by lender for  seller to pay) 
• Interest on new loan from date of funding 

to 30 days prior to first payment date 
• Termite inspection (according to contract) 
• Termite work (according to contract) 
• Home warranty (according to contract) 
• Fire insurance premium for the first year 
• All pre-paids
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Real Estate Agents and the Buyers they Work With
Once you start to advertise as a FSBO you’ll 
likely get calls from real estate agents trying 
to secure your listing.  However, many real 
estate agents with motivated, qualified buyers 
will not show FSBO offerings unless there is 
simply nothing else to show. In a buyer’s 
market, the agent has multiple properties 
within most price ranges and communities to 
show their buyers.  Some of these agents are 
trained that FSBOs are to be avoided because 
of three basic reasons.  

Reason #1 – The commission is negotiable.  
Decide whether you will be offering payment 
to an agent who brings you an acceptable 
offer. This compensation to the agent is 
sometimes called a finders fee, a commission, 
a courtesy, or advertised as “agent protected.”  
The agent is taught that the FSBO doesn’t have 
a contractual agreement to pay this fee and 
therefore the commission is negotiable. If the 
home is on the MLS, the cooperating broker 
commission is contractually set and stated.  As 
FSBO it is a negotiable item, and this is not something agents like to negotiate about. 

Reason #2 – The work involved in closing a FSBO may be up to two times the work 
needed to close a home listed by another professional agent.  Since you are only 
selling this one house even if you are willing to do the work you may not know how to 
do it.  The agent is licensed by the state and must “protect the consumer” and this 
means they must do both sides of the work if you can’t.   

Reason #3 - There is increased liability. Virtually all brokerages carry what is called 
E&O Insurance (errors and omissions.)  It is business insurance that protects the agent 
and their company if they get sued over a transaction. You as a FSBO cannot get this 
insurance and therefore there is increased liability if there is a lawsuit because the 
attorneys always go after the money.  

Since almost all of the motivated, qualified buyers work with agents (over 90% of 
them, and a lot of the rest buy from someone they know already) you might be asking 
yourself “how can we get agents to show our home to buyers?”  Here are a couple of 
thoughts: 
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1) Offer a commission and state what it is in your ads.  This is counter-intuitive 
and erodes into the savings your are trying to generate by selling on your own 
but it does accomplish two things: an easy way to get most pesky Realtors off 
the phone by saying “bring us a buyer and I’ll pay you X%” and it removes some 
of the need to negotiate from the agent’s mind. 

2) Make sure you acknowledge that you understand all the work you as the seller 
need to get done in the sale and express how cooperative and “on the ball” you 
are. 

3) Make your home extremely easy for real estate agents to show.  
4) Price it right so the agents will know you are a pragmatic seller worth doing 

business with. 

If your home doesn’t sell
If, after all that work, your home 
doesn’t sell - you still have some 
options.  One is to consider renting 
your home to quality tenants.  This 
process has its benefits and risks also.  
You need to decide whether you can 
handle the emotions of being a 
landlord. Tenants bring a unique mind-
set to living in your home.  They 
expect you to pay for all repairs, be 
sympathetic when they can’t pay the 
rent, and may not care for your home 
as well as you expect them to. If you 
can rent and cover your “holding 
costs,” you may be able to keep the home and then sell when the market improves 
(although understand this improvement may take several years to be realized).  Of 
course, you will continue to build equity in your home with your monthly principal 
payments. Some folks really don’t mind being landlord, while others think it’s a 
nightmare.  If it’s something you aren’t shy of, renting out your house may be a good 
option. 

If you plan on renting out your home, you need to do the research and determine 
what a fair market rent is for your property.  Is fair rent enough to cover your monthly 
expenses?  Many owners under-estimate the costs they need to pay in order to rent 
their home out.  Some costs to consider are vacancy (plan on a minimum of one 
month per year, to be safe), credit check costs, travel costs, repair costs, increased 
maintenance costs, property management costs (if you hire a property manager 
expect to pay them 7-10% for their work), and cost to evict a non-paying tenant.  In 
general a good rule of thumb is to estimate at least 15% of the yearly rent for 
standard maintenance, repair, management, and vacancy costs.  Major repairs 
(appliances, roofs, etc), non-payment of rent, and eviction costs are NOT included in 
this 15% estimate.  
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Many owners also under-estimate the amount of time they will need to spend in 
renting a property to tenants. Showings, background checks, minor maintenance, site 
inspections, and monthly accounting can be very time consuming and may not fit into 
your busy schedule.   A property manager may help here. 

Keep in mind, if you end up renting out for over three years, the tax basis of your 
home changes from owner-occupied to investment.  The tax laws force you to account 
for the gain with no owner-occupant exclusion.  This is made up somewhat by 
depreciation rules, etc. Therefore we advise you to consult with an accountant before 
making a final decision to rent or not. 

If you can’t or won’t rent the property, and you can’t sell, you can always choose to 
stay put.  Many owners are doing this. Maybe this just isn’t the right time for you to 
sell your house - hey, it happens to more folks than you’d think.  
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When All Else Fails - Selling with an Agent

Many FSBOs who are unsuccessful selling on their 
own will ultimately choose to list the property 
for sale with a real estate agent.  This is in fact a 
good option in most cases, assuming that there is 
enough equity in the house to sell and pay the 
commission.  If there is not enough equity to 
pay a commission, and you need to sell, your 
only option at that point is a short sale, which 
can have significant tax and legal 
consequences. 

If you are like most FSBOs, your primary 
motivation for selling on your own is to save all 
or part of the commission.  That’s perfectly 
reasonable, especially in this economy and given 
how much money is at stake.  Many FSBOs will choose to employ the services of a 
discount broker, often operating through one of the FSBO marketing web sites we 
highlighted earlier in this guide.  While these discount or “flat fee” brokers do offer 
the possibility of saving money, they differ from traditional brokerages in that they 
collect money up-front, offer little or no service, and anecdotally at least have a 
lower success rate and sales price than full-service brokerages.  Before you spend any 
money on a discount broker, we advise you to check their track record. 

However, before you spend too much time thinking about paying a full commission to 
a traditional real estate broker, let's go through a checklist of questions to determine 
if you’ve done everything you possibly can do to sell on your own. By answering these 
questions honestly, you’ll decide if going with a real estate agent is best for you at 
this point. 

‣ How strong is the real estate market homes like yours in the area? 

‣ If the market is weak, have you tried to reduce your price? 

‣ Given your home’s location, is the price truly competitive? 

‣ Have you recently checked all the comparable homes still on the market and 
homes that have sold like yours? 

‣ Has any buyer or agent commented negatively on your price?  

‣ Are there any incentives you could offer to attract more buyers? 

‣ Do you really have to sell? 

‣ Are there any repairs that you could do to improve the perceived value of the 
home? 

‣ Did you do everything you could do in terms of marketing and advertising? 
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‣ How does your property show?  

Depending on your answers to these questions, it may well be worth your time to 
modify your approach and continue trying to sell on your own; success could be right 
around the corner! 

If, however, you have hit a brick wall, and just don’t see a way forward selling on 
your own, we invite you to consider that using a traditional real estate broker may 
not be as costly as you think - and may, in fact, not cost you anything at all.  As 
we’ve discussed, your goal here is to sell your home and net the highest amount, 
in the shortest amount of time, with the least hassle, right?   

What should really concern you, the seller: how much you sell your house for, or how 
much you walk away with at closing?  A good real estate agent should be able to sell 
your property for a higher price than if you were to sell “by owner”, and may be able 
to net you more than if you were selling un-assisted. 

Skeptical?  Look at it this way:  your home doesn’t really have one “market value.”  
Your home is going to sell somewhere between a range of values - it could sell at the 
low end of the range, or the high end of the range, or anywhere in between, and that 
depends on a number of factors which can be managed:  pre-marketing preparation, 
condition, pricing, marketing, and negotiation.  The amount of skill and dedication 
with which these factors are managed will have a great impact on the ultimate sales 
price of your home. 

The strong management of these factors leads to several things which affect the sale 
price:  the amount of buyer inquiries, showings, and offers.  A good real estate agent - 
a professional, full-time agent with systems and procedures in place - is very likely to 
bring more inquiries, showings, and offers than a FSBO seller can.  A key distinction 
here is you need a good real estate agent; a bad or mediocre agent is not likely to do 
much better of a job for you than a less-expensive discount broker you found on the 
internet and to whom you paid $300. 

As an independent seller, you have but one property to sell, whereas buyers have 
many properties they could buy.  In a situation where you have one buyer making an 
offer on your property, who has the upper hand in negotiations?  Think, though, what 
happens when as a result of some great marketing you have strong buyer interest, and 
multiple offers in hand or on the way?  Who, then, has the upper hand, the ability to 
drive the harder bargain?  The tables have turned:  in this scenario, it’s the seller 
who’s holding the cards, and it’s the seller’s real estate agent who dealt them. 
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Questions to Ask a Prospective Agent 

If at some point you do consider working with 
a full-service real estate agent, there are a 
few key points to remember so that you can 
save time and money by picking the right one.  
Here are few questions you probably should 
ask every real estate that you interview to list 
your home: 

‣ How many years have you been in the 
business? (There is no wrong answer 
here:  experienced agents have 
experience but sometimes a new agent 
might bring something special to your 
sale.) 

‣ How many homes did you sell last year? 
(6 is the national average – you want a top producer) 

‣ How many so far this year?  
‣ Can we have a copy of your marketing plan? (a good agent will tell you 

specifically what they are going to do to sell your home)   
‣ What is your commission? (something less than 5-6% is your goal) 
‣ What do we need to do to get our home ready to put on the market 

immediately? (An honest agent will have something for you to do – beware of 
the agent that over compliments your home) 

‣ Can we have three or four references to call please? (A professional will have 
more than this and they will offer them to you in their presentation) 

‣ Can we cancel our listing at anytime? (get an agent that stands by their 
performance – not someone who hides behind a long listing contract) 

‣ At what price would you list our home for? (Remember, you’ve done the 
research, never go with an agent that is “too optimistic” about the sales price 
of your home) 

‣ What other sources of marketing do you provide us that we cannot provide on 
our own? (Make the agent get detailed and specific with you – no generalities) 

‣ How much commission do you charge?  
‣ Do you offer any kind of performance guarantee? 

All these questions will help you determine which real estate agent is right for you.  

The best rule of thumb is to continue to ask questions until you are comfortable with 
the situation and remember everything in the real estate transaction is negotiable - 
including your agent’s commission. 
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Conclusion
Selling your home can be a fun, enjoyable, and profitable experience.  Avoiding the 
mistakes that are laid out in this guide and taking to heart the wealth of 
recommendations will give you the best chance to sell all on your own and keep more 
of your hard-earned money in your pocket.  

The greatest compliment that you can give to us is tell us that we helped you with 
one of the biggest financial decisions of your life. We poured our hearts into making 
this guide, and we truly hope it helps you be successful selling your home on your own 
and save a ton of money.  If, however, you do decide to sell one day with a full-
service broker, we hope you keep us in mind!  

Sebastian “Seb” Frey - Broker - DRE #01369847 
Broker@RealtyVirtuoso.com • (831) 704-6873 
sebfrey on Twitter, Instagram, and Facebook 

Watch me on SebFrey.TV! 
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Additional Resources
Please click on the following links to see access the additional resources. 

FSBO Real Estate Forms 

Disclosures in Real Estate Transactions 

California Environmental Handbooks 

Nolo Press “For Sale By Owner” in California 

Preparing your House to Sell - in Seconds! 

Real Estate Sign Company 

First American Closing Cost Calculator 

How to Sell your Home in Any Market 
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