
BUYING YOUR DREAM HOME 

 

A Step-by-Step Guide  

Your journey from dreaming about a home to holding the keys. 

Buying your first home is an exciting milestone. It can also feel overwhelming when you're 
unfamiliar with the process, the paperwork, and the decisions you'll need to make. 

The good news? You don't have to figure everything out at once. With the right preparation 
and a trusted real estate team, you can move through each stage with greater confidence. 

This guide walks you through the entire process, explains what to expect, and shares 
practical tips to help you make informed decisions along the way. 

 

YOUR HOME BUYING JOURNEY AT A GLANCE 

10 steps from getting started to getting your keys 

1. Define your goals and budget 

2. Get pre-approved for a mortgage 

3. Choose your real estate agent 

4. Find your ideal home 

5. Make an offer 

6. Open escrow and submit your deposit 

7. Complete inspections and due diligence 

8. Finalize your mortgage and insurance 

9. Complete the final walkthrough and closing 

10. Get your keys and move into your new home! 

Typical timeline: Many financed home purchases take approximately 30–60 days from an 
accepted offer to closing, although the timing varies by financing, contract terms, property 
condition, and local practices. 

 



 

STEP 1: DEFINE YOUR GOALS AND YOUR BUDGET 

Before you look at homes, understand what you can comfortably afford. 

Start by imagining your ideal home and lifestyle. Think about where you want to live, how 
much space you need, and what matters most to you. 

Questions to consider: 

• What monthly housing payment would feel comfortable? 

• How much money do I have available for a down payment and closing costs? 

• Do I want a single-family home, townhouse, or condominium? 

• How many bedrooms and bathrooms do I need? 

• What neighborhoods, commute times, and amenities are important? 

• Am I planning to stay for several years? 

Helpful buyer tips 

• Create a monthly budget before choosing a price range. 

• Remember that your total housing cost may include principal, interest, property 
taxes, homeowners insurance, mortgage insurance, and HOA or condominium fees. 

• Set aside money for moving expenses, repairs, maintenance, and unexpected costs. 

• Separate your must-haves from your nice-to-haves. 

Your goal: Establish a realistic price range that supports your lifestyle—not just the largest 
loan a lender might approve. 

 

STEP 2: GET PRE-APPROVED FOR A MORTGAGE 

Know your buying power before you start shopping. 

A mortgage pre-approval helps you understand how much a lender may be willing to lend 
based on your financial information. It also helps demonstrate to sellers that you're a 
serious buyer. 

A lender will typically review your income, employment, credit history, existing debts, 
assets, and available funds. 



What you may need 

• Recent pay stubs 

• W-2s or tax returns, depending on your circumstances 

• Bank and investment account statements 

• Identification 

• Information about existing debts and other financial obligations 

Helpful buyer tips 

• Compare lenders, interest rates, loan costs, and available loan programs. 

• Ask about conventional, FHA, VA, and other eligible programs. 

• Ask whether you qualify for down payment or closing-cost assistance. 

• Understand the difference between your pre-approved amount and the payment 
you can comfortably afford. 

• Avoid opening new credit accounts, financing a vehicle, or making large unexplained 
deposits without consulting your lender. 

Your goal: Obtain a pre-approval and understand your estimated monthly payment and 
upfront cash requirements. 

 

STEP 3: CHOOSE YOUR REAL ESTATE AGENT 

Your agent helps guide you through the process. 

A knowledgeable buyer's agent can help you identify suitable properties, understand 
market conditions, prepare an offer, navigate deadlines, and coordinate the many moving 
parts of a transaction. 

What to look for in an agent 

• Knowledge of the neighborhoods you're considering 

• Strong communication and negotiation skills 

• Familiarity with the local buying process 

• A clear explanation of the agent's services and compensation 



• A reliable network of lenders, inspectors, insurance professionals, and closing 
providers 

Helpful buyer tips 

Ask questions early. Understand any written buyer-broker agreement, including its 
duration, scope, termination terms, and compensation obligations, before signing. 

Your goal: Build a team you trust and agree on how you'll work together. 

 

STEP 4: START YOUR HOME SEARCH 

This is where the dream starts to become real. 

With your budget and priorities established, you can begin exploring homes that match 
your needs. 

Your agent can help you compare properties, arrange showings, review available listing 
information, and identify potential concerns. 

Look beyond the photos 

When visiting a property, pay attention to: 

• Layout, storage, natural light, and usable space 

• Roof, windows, visible signs of water intrusion, and general condition 

• Neighborhood noise, traffic, and parking 

• Commute times and access to shopping and services 

• HOA or condominium fees, restrictions, and financial health 

• Insurance availability and estimated ownership costs 

Helpful buyer tips 

• Visit neighborhoods at different times of day when practical. 

• Take photos and notes so you can compare homes later. 

• Avoid making a decision based only on staging, décor, or fresh paint. 

• In Florida, investigate flood exposure, roof age, wind mitigation features, insurability, 
and potential flood insurance requirements. 



• Ask about permits for major improvements and verify important property details 
independently. 

Your goal: Find a home that fits your priorities, budget, and long-term plans. 

 

STEP 5: MAKE AN OFFER 

Once you find the right home, it's time to negotiate. 

Your agent will help you evaluate the asking price, comparable sales, market conditions, 
and appropriate offer terms. 

An offer involves more than the purchase price. It may also address financing, inspection 
rights, appraisal provisions, closing date, included items, and other contingencies. 

Before submitting your offer, understand: 

• Purchase price 

• Initial deposit and any additional deposit 

• Financing and appraisal terms 

• Inspection period and applicable deadlines 

• Closing date 

• Any seller concessions or requested repairs 

• What happens if the transaction cannot proceed under the contract terms 

Helpful buyer tips 

• Decide on your maximum price before negotiations begin. 

• Do not waive protections without understanding the financial and contractual risks. 

• Review all deadlines and obligations before signing. 

• Remember that a seller may accept, reject, or counter your offer. 

Your goal: Reach an agreement that balances price, protection, and your financial comfort. 

 

 

 



STEP 6: THE CONTRACT IS ACCEPTED! 

Congratulations! Now the transaction moves into its due diligence and financing 
phase. 

Once all required parties have signed and the contract is effective, important deadlines 
begin. 

Depending on your contract and local closing practices, you'll coordinate with the lender, 
closing agent or title company, inspector, insurance providers, and other professionals. 

What happens next? 

• Submit your deposit according to the contract. 

• Confirm that your lender has the executed contract. 

• Schedule inspections promptly. 

• Submit requested loan documentation. 

• Review title and other closing-related information. 

• Keep track of contingency dates and required notices. 

Helpful buyer tips 

• Verify deposit instructions directly with the appropriate closing professional using a 
trusted phone number. Real estate wire fraud is a serious risk. 

• Never rely solely on emailed changes to wire instructions. 

• Keep copies of signed documents and payment receipts. 

• Respond promptly to lender and closing-agent requests. 

Your goal: Protect your deposit, meet your obligations, and keep the transaction moving. 

 

STEP 7: COMPLETE INSPECTIONS AND DUE DILIGENCE 

Before you commit to closing, learn as much as possible about the property. 

A home inspection can identify visible defects and potential concerns that may require 
further evaluation. It is different from an appraisal, which primarily helps the lender assess 
the property's value for lending purposes. 

Common areas to investigate 



• Roof, structure, and foundation 

• Plumbing and electrical systems 

• Heating, ventilation, and air conditioning 

• Signs of moisture, leaks, or water damage 

• Appliances and other included systems 

• Pest activity, where applicable 

• Flood risk, drainage, and insurability 

Additional inspections may be appropriate depending on the property. 

Florida-specific considerations 

• Review available wind mitigation and four-point inspection information when 
relevant to insurance. 

• Confirm the property's flood zone and investigate flood insurance requirements. 

• Review HOA or condominium documents, fees, restrictions, and potential 
assessments where applicable. 

• Check permit history and investigate any unpermitted work. 

• For condominiums, review applicable building inspections, reserves, assessments, 
and association disclosures. 

Helpful buyer tips 

• Attend the inspection if possible. 

• Ask the inspector to explain major findings and maintenance concerns. 

• Budget for both immediate repairs and future upkeep. 

• Discuss significant findings with your agent and appropriate professionals before 
your contractual deadlines expire. 

• Follow the contract's procedures for repair requests, cancellation rights, and other 
remedies. 

Your goal: Understand the property's condition and make an informed decision before 
moving forward. 

 



STEP 8: FINALIZE YOUR MORTGAGE AND HOME INSURANCE 

Your lender works toward final loan approval. 

During underwriting, the lender verifies your financial information, reviews the property 
appraisal, and confirms that the loan meets its requirements. 

At the same time, you will need to secure suitable homeowners insurance and any 
additional coverage required by your lender or circumstances. 

What you should expect 

• Requests for updated financial documents 

• Review of the appraisal 

• Confirmation of homeowners insurance 

• Review of your loan terms and estimated closing costs 

• A final underwriting decision and authorization to close 

Helpful buyer tips 

• Avoid changing jobs, taking on new debt, or making major purchases without 
speaking with your lender. 

• Keep enough money available for your required closing funds and reserves. 

• Compare insurance coverage, deductibles, exclusions, and premiums—not just the 
price. 

• Review your Loan Estimate and Closing Disclosure carefully. 

• Ask questions if your estimated payment or closing costs change. 

Your goal: Receive final loan approval and be financially prepared for closing. 

 

STEP 9: FINAL WALKTHROUGH AND CLOSING 

You're almost a homeowner! 

The final walkthrough typically takes place shortly before closing. It gives you an 
opportunity to confirm the property's condition and verify that agreed-upon items and 
repairs have been addressed, as applicable. 

The walkthrough is not a substitute for an inspection. 



Before closing, confirm: 

• The property is in the expected condition. 

• Agreed-upon repairs and contract obligations have been addressed. 

• Included appliances and fixtures remain, as agreed. 

• Your closing funds and required documents are ready. 

• You understand the final loan terms and closing figures. 

At closing, you'll sign the required documents, provide the funds due, and complete the 
steps needed to finalize the transaction. The exact process varies by state, contract, and 
closing provider. 

Helpful buyer tips 

• Review your Closing Disclosure in advance. 

• Verify any wire transfer instructions independently. 

• Bring the identification and documents requested by the closing agent. 

• Ask questions before signing anything you don't understand. 

• Confirm when the deed will be recorded and when possession and keys will be 
delivered. 

Your goal: Complete the transaction and receive confirmation that you can take 
possession under the contract. 

 

STEP 10: GET YOUR KEYS AND ENJOY YOUR NEW HOME! 

You did it—you're a homeowner! 

Once closing is complete and possession is authorized, you can begin settling into your 
new home. 

Your first-week checklist 

• Change or rekey exterior locks. 

• Set up utilities, internet, and any required services. 

• Locate the main water shutoff and electrical panel. 



• Test smoke and carbon monoxide alarms, where applicable. 

• Save appliance manuals, warranties, inspection reports, and closing documents. 

• Update your mailing address and relevant accounts. 

• Create a home maintenance and emergency fund. 

• Schedule routine maintenance for major systems. 

Helpful long-term tips 

• Keep a record of repairs, upgrades, and maintenance. 

• Review your insurance coverage periodically. 

• Understand property tax deadlines and any applicable homestead exemption 
requirements. 

• In Florida, eligible permanent residents may be able to apply for a homestead 
exemption. Review the requirements and filing deadlines with your county property 
appraiser. 

• Revisit your household budget as ownership costs change. 

Your goal: Protect your investment, maintain your home, and enjoy the next chapter. 

 

FIRST-TIME BUYER'S QUICK REFERENCE 

What money should I plan for? 

Your upfront expenses may include: 

• Down payment: Depends on your loan program and eligibility. 

• Earnest money deposit: Funds submitted according to your contract; generally 
credited at closing as applicable. 

• Inspection fees: Paid for professional evaluations you choose or are required to 
obtain. 

• Appraisal fee: Depending on the lender and transaction arrangements. 

• Closing costs: May include lender fees, title or settlement charges, recording fees, 
prepaid expenses, and escrow deposits. 



• Moving costs and reserves: Funds for moving, repairs, furnishings, maintenance, 
and unexpected expenses. 

There is no single percentage that fits every buyer. Ask your lender and closing professional 
for a personalized estimate. 

Common mistakes to avoid 

1. Shopping before understanding your budget. 

2. Focusing on the purchase price instead of the full monthly cost. 

3. Making major financial changes before closing. 

4. Skipping due diligence without understanding the risks. 

5. Missing contractual deadlines. 

6. Underestimating insurance, HOA fees, repairs, or maintenance. 

7. Sending funds based on unverified wire instructions. 

8. Assuming pre-approval guarantees final loan approval. 

 

YOUR HOME BUYING ROADMAP 

Stage Your main objective 

1. Prepare Define goals and establish a budget 

2. Finance Get pre-approved 

3. Partner Select your real estate agent 

4. Search Find the right home 

5. Negotiate Submit and negotiate an offer 

6. Contract Meet the deposit and document deadlines 

7. Investigate Complete inspections and due diligence 

8. Approve Finalize financing and insurance 

9. Close Complete walkthrough and closing 



10. Celebrate Receive your keys and move in 

Remember: You don't need to know everything on day one. You need a clear plan, reliable 
professionals, and the confidence to ask questions before making important decisions. 

 

LET'S FIND YOUR FIRST HOME! 

Buying a home is more than a transaction—it's a major milestone in building your future. 
My goal is to help you understand the process, evaluate your options, and feel supported 
from our first conversation through closing day. 

Ready to take the first step? 

Let's talk about your goals, your budget, and what your ideal home looks like. 

 
Christopher Wilson 
United Real Estate Advisors 
C: 954-324-7754 | O: 305-273-9000 
www.clw-realestate.com 

 

 

This guide is for general educational purposes and is not legal, tax, mortgage, insurance, or 
inspection advice. Loan requirements, contract terms, costs, and closing procedures vary. 
Consult qualified professionals for advice specific to your transaction. 

 


