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The HomeBuyer 

Leverage™ Checklist 

21 Ways to Improve Your Position Before Making an Offer 
 

 
Five sections  ·  21 action items  ·  Pre-offer self-assessment  ·  Supporting research 

 

44.3% 7.9% 97 days 37.2% 
of U.S. home sales include 

seller concessions (Q1 2025) 
typical below-ask discount 

for buyers who negotiated in 
2025 

median time on market in 
the softest buyer markets 

(2026) 

more sellers than buyers 
nationally (Redfin, Nov 2025) 

 
This checklist is built on a single principle: leverage in a real estate negotiation is not improvised at the offer table. It is assembled 
in advance, item by item, before you fall in love with a specific house. Every section below represents a category of preparation 
that changes what you can ask for — and what you are likely to get. The buyers who negotiate best are not the most aggressive. 
They are the most prepared. 

 
Data sources: Redfin · Realtor.com · Unlock MLS · NWMLS · Freddie Mac · Fannie Mae  |  Rates as of April 16, 2026 
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S e c t i o n  1  

Get Financially Ready 
Before you get emotional about a house, understand your real numbers. 

 
The most common mistake homebuyers make is treating financial readiness as a box to check once, at the start. In practice, your 
financial position is a dynamic input to every negotiation decision. Knowing your actual payment ceiling, your cash flexibility, 
and the structure of your ideal concession before you write an offer changes the quality of every ask you make. 

 

 "A buyer who knows their true payment ceiling and concession preference before 
the offer negotiates from information. Everyone else negotiates from emotion." 

 

 

 
Figure — Monthly payment by purchase price and rate (20% down, P&I only) 

 
The chart above illustrates why tracking purchase price alone is insufficient. At a $400,000 purchase price, a 50 basis point 
increase in rate adds $104 to the monthly payment. Buyers who anchor only to price — and not to payment — often discover 
mid-negotiation that their real ceiling is lower than they assumed. Setting a hard monthly payment maximum before any offer 
prevents this. 

 

1. Get a real preapproval, not just a prequalification 
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Your leverage starts before the seller sees the price. A full credit-reviewed preapproval letter makes your offer more credible and 
reduces seller anxiety about financing fallout — a key concern in markets where pending-sale cancellation rates are running 12–
18% in some metros. 

C H E C K L I S T  

— Obtain a current preapproval letter from a lender who has reviewed income and asset documents 
— Confirm the expiration date on the letter — most are valid 60–90 days 
— Ask which specific documents were reviewed (W-2s, pay stubs, bank statements) 
— Verify the approved payment range still fits your budget at current rates 

 

2. Know your maximum payment, not just your maximum price 
Monthly payment pressure often matters more than headline price, particularly when rates are elevated. A buyer anchored only 
to purchase price frequently negotiates against themselves — accepting a price concession that does not materially change their 
payment, while leaving more impactful asks on the table. 

C H E C K L I S T  

— Set a hard monthly payment ceiling — a number you will not exceed regardless of offer structure 
— Include taxes, insurance, HOA dues, and an estimated maintenance reserve in that ceiling 
— Decide in advance what payment increase would cause you to walk away from a counter-offer 

 

3. Separate cash to close from your emergency reserves 
If all your cash is committed to closing, your negotiating flexibility is structurally constrained. Buyers with reserves can absorb 
minor appraisal gaps, fund inspection repair requests, and post earnest money that signals seriousness. Buyers without reserves 
cannot make these moves credibly. 

C H E C K L I S T  

— Estimate down payment and closing costs with a precise number, not a range 
— Reserve moving and first-month repair cash as a separate, earmarked amount 
— Maintain a true emergency buffer that remains outside the transaction entirely 

 

4. Know whether a seller credit would help more than a lower price 
Many buyers focus on purchase price when the real pressure point is cash to close or monthly payment. In markets where seller 
concession rates exceed 40%, buyers who know how to ask for the right structure — price cut vs. closing cost credit vs. temporary 
rate buydown — consistently outperform those who default to price-only negotiation. 

C H E C K L I S T  

— Ask your lender to model price cut vs. seller credit vs. 2-1 buydown side by side 
— Identify which structure reduces your real cost of ownership the most over 3–5 years 
— Decide your preferred concession structure before you write the offer — not during counter 

 

5. Understand your loan program limits before you negotiate 
You should not ask for credits or structures your loan will not support. FHA, VA, and conventional programs each have different 
seller-credit caps, minimum reserve requirements, and appraisal-gap treatment. Negotiation gets stronger when the ask is both 
useful and executable under your specific program. 
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C H E C K L I S T  

— Confirm seller-credit limits with your lender by loan program (FHA: 6% max; conventional: 2–9% depending on LTV) 
— Confirm minimum down payment requirements and whether gift funds are permissible 
— Confirm reserve requirements if you plan to include an appraisal-gap clause 
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S e c t i o n  2  

Improve Offer Credibility 
Certainty is leverage. Sellers respond to buyers who remove friction. 

 
In markets where homes are moving in 30–60 days rather than under a week, seller certainty has become a negotiating currency 
in its own right. A buyer who arrives with a current preapproval, a responsive team, and a clear sense of their decision-making 
process is easier for a seller to say yes to — even at a lower price. 

 

 

 
Figure — Seller concession frequency by market type — share of sales where seller gave credits or buydowns 

 
As the data above shows, concession rates are not uniformly distributed across market types. In buyer-favorable markets, the 
majority of transactions include some form of seller concession. This means that asking is not aggressive — it is normal. The 
buyers who leave concessions on the table are those who did not prepare the ask before writing the offer. 

 

6. Be ready to move fast on documents 
Document delays are one of the most common causes of seller anxiety in financing-contingent transactions. Buyers who can 
respond to underwriting conditions within 24–48 hours reduce one of the primary risks that sellers hold against lower-price 
offers. 

C H E C K L I S T  

— Confirm that income and asset documents are current — W-2s, pay stubs, and bank statements from the last 30 days 
— Prepare gift fund paperwork if relevant — gift letters, source documentation 
— Ensure IDs, all financial accounts, and tax returns are accessible and ready to send 
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7. Choose your lender and agent before you choose your house 
Homebuyers lose leverage when their team forms after the emotional decision. Your lender and agent should already understand 
your budget, timeline, and risk tolerance before you tour a single property. Assembled late, a team cannot brief you on market 
conditions in real time or advocate for you credibly at negotiation. 

C H E C K L I S T  

— Lender selected — not just contacted, but committed 
— Agent selected with clear expectations for response time 
— Weekend and same-day response capabilities confirmed with both 
— Your priorities, walk-away point, and concession preferences communicated to both 

 

8. Decide your fallback plan before your first offer 
Buyers who negotiate in real time without a pre-defined walk-away point consistently concede too much. Knowing exactly what 
you will do if this specific deal falls through is not pessimism. It is the source of your negotiating composure. 

C H E C K L I S T  

— Set a maximum price — a number above which you will not go regardless of seller counter 
— Set a maximum monthly payment — the number that drives your price ceiling 
— Identify your non-negotiable contract protections before any offer is written 
— Identify at least two backup homes or search areas to reduce emotional attachment to one deal 

 

9. Make sure your earnest money strategy is intentional 
Earnest money can signal seriousness in competitive situations, but it should always match your market conditions, your contract 
protections, and your actual risk tolerance. Earnest money that becomes nonrefundable before contingencies are resolved is a 
structural risk most buyers do not fully model. 

C H E C K L I S T  

— Ask your agent what earnest money amounts are customary in this specific market and price range 
— Confirm the exact moment at which earnest money becomes nonrefundable under the contract 
— Verify that your contingencies — financing, inspection, appraisal — still protect the deposit appropriately 
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S e c t i o n  3  

Read the Market Before You Write 
Data changes what you can ask for. Emotion changes what you are willing to accept. 

 
The single most common reason buyers overpay — or under-negotiate — is that they interpret market conditions through the 
listing rather than through the underlying data. A seller's list price reflects their expectations, not current market reality. The 
following checklist items build the factual foundation that turns an emotional conversation into a data-backed negotiation. 

 

 "A listing price reflects seller expectations. Sold comps reflect market reality. Your 
offer should be anchored to one of those — and it is not the listing price." 

 

 

 
Figure — Sale-to-list ratio by days on market — national median, 2024–2025 (Redfin) 

 
The relationship between days on market and negotiating room is one of the most consistent patterns in transaction data. Homes 
that sell in under seven days routinely close above list price. Homes that reach 45 days on market typically close at 97–98% of 
list, and those past 60 days average below 97% — representing a 3–5% real discount on a $400,000 home. Knowing where your 
target listing sits in this distribution is not optional. It is the baseline for every pricing decision you make. 

 

10. Study how close homes are closing to asking price 
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The sale-to-list ratio is one of the cleanest public signals of negotiating room in any given market. If homes are regularly closing 
below ask, you have objective, third-party support for a disciplined opening offer. If homes are closing at or above list, that 
context belongs in your offer strategy too. 

C H E C K L I S T  

— Review the sale-to-list ratio on recently closed comparable homes — not just active listings 
— Note whether the ratio has been trending toward buyers or sellers over the last 60 days 
— Confirm whether below-list outcomes are common, occasional, or rare for this property type and price range 

 

11. Check how quickly listings are going off market 
Days on market is not just a number — it is a signal about seller motivation and the probability that an offer with contingencies 
and negotiated terms will be accepted. Fast-disappearing listings indicate seller confidence. Slower listings usually create more 
room for credits, repairs, or price adjustments. 

C H E C K L I S T  

— Ask how quickly comparable listings are going under contract in this market 
— Note whether the target home has been on market longer or shorter than the local median 
— Use DOM position to calibrate your offer pace — and the size of your initial ask 

 

12. Look for price cuts and stale-listing behavior 
A price reduction is the seller's acknowledgment that the market has not validated their original expectations. Each reduction is 
quantified evidence that the seller is willing to move. Relistings and prior failed contracts tell the same story with greater intensity. 

C H E C K L I S T  

— Check whether the home has had one or more price reductions — and calculate the cumulative reduction from original 
list 

— Check days on market against the local median for similar homes — any property past that threshold carries additional 
negotiating support 

— Search for relistings, status changes (Active → Withdrawn → Active), or prior failed contracts 
 

13. Compare this ZIP to the surrounding region 
A listing can appear normal inside one ZIP code and still be priced weaker than nearby alternatives. Your leverage improves 
materially when you understand whether the local submarket is tighter or softer than the broader region — because that context 
determines whether patience is a realistic negotiating tool. 
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Figure — Inventory growth vs. buyer leverage score — 10-market comparison, March 2026 

 

C H E C K L I S T  

— Compare the buyer leverage signal in your target ZIP against the regional benchmark — not just against itself 
— Compare days on market and price reduction rate in your ZIP against two or three neighboring ZIPs 
— Determine whether the supply trend favors patience — or whether waiting carries its own risk 

 

14. Know whether supply is opening up 
Inventory, new permits, and seller lock-in dynamics all affect how patient you can afford to be. In markets where active listings 
are rising year over year, patience itself becomes leverage — the next listing may arrive with a softer seller and better terms. 

C H E C K L I S T  

— Ask whether active inventory in your target area is rising, flat, or still constrained year over year 
— Check whether the buyer has meaningfully more choice than they would have had 3–6 months ago 
— Decide whether waiting for the next listing is a viable alternative — or whether this market still rewards speed 
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S e c t i o n  4  

Build a Smarter Offer 
Structure is leverage. Know what you are asking for before you ask. 

 
The construction of the offer is where all prior preparation either pays off or gets left on the table. Buyers who go into offer 
negotiation without a clear sense of their priority asks, their fallback options, and their walk-away triggers typically concede in 
the wrong direction — trading a protection for a concession they did not actually need. 

 

 

 
Figure — What buyers actually negotiated in buyer-favorable markets, 2025 

 
Seller-paid closing costs are the most common concession in buyer-favorable markets — sought and won in nearly 60% of 
qualifying transactions. Temporary rate buydowns follow at 41%. Repair credits come third. Buyers who understand this priority 
distribution — and who prepare each ask in advance — consistently achieve better total outcomes than those negotiating by 
instinct. 

 

15. Anchor your offer to evidence, not to the seller's list price 
The cleanest negotiating posture is one backed by recent sold and pending data. An offer anchored to sold comps is documentable, 
objective, and durable under counter-pressure. An offer anchored to the list price is the seller's argument, not yours. 

C H E C K L I S T  

— Pull sold comps from the last 30–60 days — not active listings, which reflect seller expectations rather than market 
outcomes 

— Compare the target home on condition, location, and size to each comp — adjust for relevant differences 
— Use pending sales as a secondary check on whether closed prices are trending up or down 
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16. Decide in advance where you want to push 
Vague negotiation produces vague outcomes. Entering an offer knowing whether your primary leverage is on price, on closing-
cost credits, on repairs, or on timing gives you a clear hierarchy for how to respond to a counter-offer — without having to make 
that decision under time pressure. 

C H E C K L I S T  

— Choose your primary ask — the single most impactful concession you want from this seller 
— Choose your secondary ask — the backup if the primary is rejected outright 
— Choose your tertiary fallback — the minimum acceptable outcome that still makes the deal worth doing 

Common offer asks, ranked by frequency in buyer-favorable markets: 
— Seller-paid closing costs (2–3% in soft markets) 
— Temporary rate buydown (2-1 or 1-0, funded by seller credit) 
— Repair credit based on inspection findings 
— Reduction from list price, anchored to comp data 
— Later or earlier closing date to align with seller timeline 

 

17. Use a package offer when seller priorities are unclear 
Presenting two structured offer options — one price-focused, one credit-focused — can reveal what the seller actually values 
before you commit to a single path. Sellers who counter on the credit version are telling you cash-to-close matters. Sellers who 
counter on the price version are telling you headline number matters. 

C H E C K L I S T  

— Prepare a strong-price version: higher purchase price, minimal credits requested 
— Prepare a credit-focused version: closer to ask on price, meaningful closing-cost credit or buydown 
— Present both versions as genuine alternatives, not as a bluff 

 

18. Keep financing and inspection protections by default 
Winning a deal on terms you cannot survive is not a real win. Contingencies exist because the information asymmetry between 
buyer and seller is real and material. The decision to waive any protection should require a specific, affirmative reason — not 
simply competitive pressure. 

C H E C K L I S T  

— Keep your financing contingency unless you have a specific, unusual degree of certainty about your qualification 
— Keep your inspection rights unless you have directly verified the property's condition through an independent expert 
— Do not waive protections simply to appear more competitive — evaluate each waiver on its actual risk, not its optics 

 

19. If you use appraisal-gap language, cap it and fund it 
Appraisal-gap promises should be explicit in their maximum, limited in their scope, and supported by verified reserves. Open-
ended appraisal-gap language is neither disciplined leverage nor a credible commitment — and it can expose a buyer to an 
obligation they cannot actually meet. 

C H E C K L I S T  

— Decide before the offer whether you can cover any appraisal gap at all — and if so, the maximum dollar amount 
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— Use a hard dollar cap in the language, not a percentage or open-ended commitment 
— Verify that your liquid reserves remain intact and accessible after covering the stated gap 
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S e c t i o n  5  

Protect Yourself After Acceptance 
Leverage does not end when the seller signs. The final stretch carries real risk. 

 
The period between offer acceptance and closing is the most underestimated phase of the homebuying process. Inspections, 
appraisals, underwriting conditions, and the final walk-through each carry risks that are best managed with speed, attention, and 
the same disciplined approach that produced a well-structured offer in the first place. 

 

20. Schedule inspection and due-diligence steps immediately 
Once under contract, speed still matters. Delays in scheduling inspections reduce the window available to react to adverse 
findings — and can weaken your negotiating position when time runs out before deadlines. Buyers who inspect early have options. 
Buyers who inspect late often do not. 

C H E C K L I S T  

— Schedule the general home inspection within 24–48 hours of contract ratification 
— Identify and schedule any specialist inspections required — structural, HVAC, septic, roof, electrical, environmental 
— Review the inspection report with enough lead time to act — negotiate repair credits or withdraw before the inspection 

contingency deadline 
 

21. Review closing numbers and final property condition with discipline 
The Closing Disclosure is a legally required document that must be provided three business days before closing. It should be 
reviewed line by line against the original Loan Estimate. Errors and unauthorized changes occur more often than most buyers 
expect — and catching them before closing is the only efficient time to correct them. 

C H E C K L I S T  

— Review the Closing Disclosure immediately upon receipt — compare every line to the original Loan Estimate and flag 
any discrepancies 

— Confirm that any negotiated seller credits appear correctly in the closing figures 
— Conduct the final walk-through within 24 hours of closing to verify property condition matches contract terms 
— Confirm that all agreed repairs have been completed — and obtain receipts if possible 
— Verify wiring instructions verbally and through a known, authenticated contact at the title company — wire fraud is an 

active and sophisticated risk 
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Pre-Offer Self-Assessment 
Before writing any offer, run through the six questions below. A "no" answer to any single question indicates that your offer 
preparation is incomplete in a material way. The purpose of this checklist is not to prevent you from making offers — it is to 
ensure that every offer you make is backed by the preparation that produces better terms. 

 
 Pre-Offer Self-Assessment 

☐ Do I know my true monthly payment ceiling — including taxes, insurance, and HOA? 

☐ Do I know whether my optimal ask is a price cut, a closing-cost credit, or a rate buydown? 

☐ Do I know how fast this market is moving — and where this listing sits relative to local pace? 

☐ Do I know whether this listing is fresh or stale, and whether it has had prior price cuts or failed 
contracts? 

☐ Do I know my walk-away point — and have I communicated it to my agent? 

☐ Do I know which contract protections I am not willing to drop under any circumstances? 

 

 "If you cannot answer all six questions before you write the offer, you are 
negotiating with incomplete information — and the seller knows it before you do." 

 

HomeBuyer Leverage™ 
Know whether you have leverage before you make an offer. 
homebuyerleverage.com 

 


