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The Smart Offer Playbook

How to build an offer that actually wins, without paying more
than the home is worth. For buyers who have done this before
and want to do it smarter this time.
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S M A R T  O F F E R  P L AY B O O K

B E F O R E  YO U  S TA R T  T O U R I N G

The Market Moved. Has Your Plan?

The last time you bought a home, the market had a certain rhythm to it. Homes moved a certain
speed, offers looked a certain way, and the rules felt familiar. That rhythm has changed, and in
some neighborhoods it changes again from one month to the next.

Right now, two homes ten minutes apart can be selling under completely different conditions. One
gets multiple offers in three days. The other sits for six weeks and takes a price cut. Both are real,
and both are happening at the same time across Indianapolis and Hendricks County.

Buying well in this kind of market is not about moving fast or moving cautious across the board. It
is about knowing which conditions apply to the specific home you want, then building your offer
around that. This guide walks through how to do that, how to protect yourself if the numbers do
not line up, and what has changed in how buyer agents get paid.

W H Y T H I S  M AT T E R S

Buyers who treat every home the same way, either always aggressive or always cautious, end up either
overpaying on the wrong ones or losing the ones worth fighting for. A plan built around the specific home
fixes both problems at once.
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F I N A N C I N G  F I R S T

F I N A N C I N G  F I R S T

Get This Piece Handled Before You Tour

Before you look at a single home, get clear on your financing. This is the step that decides whether
a seller takes your offer seriously, and it is also where buyers most often confuse two very
different things: pre-qualification and pre-approval.

Pre-Qualification

Pre-Approval

W H Y T H I S  M AT T E R S

A seller comparing offers cannot tell the difference between pre-qualified and pre-approved just by
looking at the words. What they can tell is which buyer's lender has already done the work. In any market
with more than one offer on the table, a pre-approval beats a pre-qualification almost every time,
regardless of price.

Based on numbers you report yourself•

No documents verified by the lender•

Takes minutes, often done online•

Gives you a rough ballpark, not a real number•

Carries little weight with a seller•

Based on documents the lender actually verifies•

Income, credit, and assets are checked upfront•

Takes a few days to put together•

Gives you a real number you can rely on•

Signals to a seller that your financing is solid•
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M A R K E T  AWA R E N E S S

M A R K E T  AWA R E N E S S

Know Which Market You Are Actually In

A market is not one thing across an entire city. It is hundreds of small, local conditions, one for
every neighborhood, price point, and even individual listing. Before you write an offer, you need to
read the specific conditions around that home, not the general headlines.

Signs You Are Competing

Signs You Have Room

W H Y T H I S  M AT T E R S

Your offer strategy on a competing home and your offer strategy on a home with room should look
different. Using the wrong one costs you money in both directions, either through overpaying when you
did not need to, or losing a home you could have gotten with slightly more.

The home has been listed less than a week•

Showings are booked back to back•

The listing agent mentions an offer deadline•

Comparable homes nearby sold at or above asking•

Similar homes in the area are going under contract fast•

The home has been listed several weeks or longer•

There has already been one price reduction•

Showings feel unhurried, with easy scheduling•

Comparable homes nearby sold under asking•

The listing has cycled through more than one agent photo update•
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P R I C I N G  S T R AT E G Y

P R I C I N G  S T R AT E G Y

What Overpaying Actually Costs You

Overpaying does not just mean a higher monthly payment. It changes your position the moment
you close, in ways that are easy to miss in the excitement of winning the home.

The mechanics of it

W H Y T H I S  M AT T E R S

Winning an offer feels good in the moment. The numbers behind that win are what determine whether
the purchase actually serves you three, five, and ten years down the road. That is the part worth slowing
down for.

You start with less equity than the price suggests.
If your purchase price runs ahead of what the home appraises for or what comparable homes support, you own
less real value than you paid for on day one.

It affects your resale flexibility.
If you need or want to sell in the next few years, you are starting from a smaller cushion, which limits how much
the market can shift before you are underwater.

It can affect your loan terms.
A lower appraised value relative to price can change your loan-to-value ratio, which in some cases affects
mortgage insurance or the terms you were counting on.

It compounds if you cover an appraisal gap in cash.
Cash used to bridge a gap between price and appraised value is cash no longer available for repairs, moving
costs, or your reserve fund.
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O F F E R  S T R AT E G Y

O F F E R  S T R AT E G Y

Price Is Not Your Only Lever

When buyers think about winning an offer, price is usually the first and only thing that comes to
mind. Sellers care about price, but they are also weighing certainty and convenience. Several other
terms in your offer can matter just as much, sometimes more, without you having to raise your
number.

Closing timeline.
A seller who needs extra time to move, or one who needs to close fast, will often favor an offer that matches
their timeline over a slightly higher one that does not.

Rent-back flexibility.
Offering the seller a short period to stay in the home after closing removes their moving pressure and can
outweigh a small price gap.

Earnest money amount.
A stronger earnest deposit signals that you are financially committed and less likely to walk away mid-process.

Inspection response structure.
Agreeing to request only major issues instead of a full repair list, while still keeping your right to walk away, reads
as cooperative without giving up protection.

Appraisal gap coverage.
Agreeing in advance to cover a limited, capped gap between price and appraised value shows the seller your
offer will hold together even if the appraisal comes in under contract price. More on this on the next page.
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A P P R A I S A L  P R O T E C T I O N

A P P R A I S A L  P R O T E C T I O N

Protecting Yourself If the Appraisal Comes in Low

An appraisal gap happens when the appraiser values the home lower than the price in your
contract. Your lender will only loan against the appraised value, not the contract price, so the
difference becomes a gap someone has to cover.

Your options when a gap shows up

O P T I O N  O N E

Cover the gap in cash, up to a cap you set in advance

This is what an appraisal gap coverage clause does. You agree ahead of time to cover a gap up to a
specific dollar limit, which protects you from an open-ended commitment while still making your offer
competitive.

O P T I O N  T WO

Renegotiate the price with the seller

The appraisal gives you real data to bring back to the table. Sellers do not always agree to lower the price,
but a documented low appraisal is one of the strongest negotiating positions a buyer has after going
under contract.

O P T I O N  T H R E E

Walk away, if you kept your appraisal contingency

If neither side wants to move and you protected yourself with an appraisal contingency in the contract,
you can cancel the deal and get your earnest money back. This is why keeping this contingency, even in a
competing offer, is worth the conversation.

W H Y T H I S  M AT T E R S

The buyers who get hurt by appraisal gaps are usually the ones who never talked through these options
before they were in the middle of one. Deciding your limit ahead of time keeps a stressful moment from
turning into a rushed, expensive decision.
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T H E  I N S P E C T I O N

T H E  I N S P E C T I O N

What the Inspection Is Actually For

Almost every buyer opens an inspection report and feels a wave of panic. Ten pages, sometimes
twenty, listing everything from a missing GFCI outlet to a note about the water heater's age. It
reads like the home is falling apart. It usually is not.

An inspector's job is to document, not to judge. They are trained and licensed to flag anything that
deviates from a like-new standard, no matter how minor, because that is what protects them and
you if something is missed. A brand new home would still generate a multi-page report. The
volume of items on the page is not a measure of how bad the home is.

How to actually read a report

W H Y T H I S  M AT T E R S

Buyers who panic at the length of a report sometimes walk away from good homes, and buyers who skim
past it sometimes miss the one item that actually matters. Reading it the right way protects both your
money and the home you actually want.

Separate safety and structural items from everything else first.
These are the items worth your attention. Foundation movement, active roof leaks, electrical panel issues, and
similar findings matter far more than the length of the list.

Expect maintenance notes on every home.
Caulking, minor grading, small drips, and worn weatherstripping show up on nearly every inspection, including
new construction. These are normal upkeep items, not red flags.

Look for patterns, not just individual items.
Several small electrical notes in one report might point to a bigger system issue. One isolated note usually does
not.
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A F T E R  I N S P E C T I O N

A F T E R  I N S P E C T I O N

What to Negotiate and What to Let Go

Once the report is in hand, the next decision is what to actually bring back to the seller. Asking for
everything on the list rarely works and can put the whole deal at risk. Asking for the right things
keeps the negotiation focused and gives the seller a request they can actually say yes to.

Worth Negotiating

Usually Worth Letting Go

Repair or credit

When something is worth negotiating, you generally have two ways to resolve it. The seller can
complete the repair before closing, or you can take a credit and handle it yourself after closing. A
credit often gives you more control over who does the work and when, especially for anything you
would want done to your own standard rather than the seller's lowest-cost fix.

Active roof or plumbing leaks•

Foundation or structural concerns•

Electrical panel or wiring hazards•

Failing HVAC or water heater•

Mold or moisture intrusion•

Anything flagged as a safety hazard•

Cosmetic wear, scuffs, or paint touch-ups•

Minor caulking or weatherstripping•

Systems near the end of their life but functioning•

Small grading or landscaping notes•

Items that are simple, low-cost DIY fixes•
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A G E N T  C O M P E N S AT I O N

A G E N T  C O M P E N S AT I O N

How Buyer Agent Compensation Works Now

The rules around how buyer's agents get paid changed industry-wide, and a lot of buyers are still
catching up on what it means for them. Here is the plain version.

Buyer's agent compensation is no longer automatically built into the listing the way it used to be.
You and your agent sign a buyer representation agreement upfront that spells out how your agent
gets paid for representing you. That amount is your responsibility under the agreement you sign.

That does not mean you are always the one writing the check. In practice, there are three ways
this gets resolved.

PAT H  O N E

We negotiate for the seller to pay it

This is the most common outcome. It gets built into your offer as a seller concession, so the seller covers
the cost as part of the deal, just like they always have in most transactions.

PAT H  T WO

We build it into the purchase price

If a seller will not cover it directly, and the numbers support it, we can factor the cost into the offer price
instead, as long as there is enough room for the home to still appraise at that number. This keeps cash
out of your pocket at closing.

PAT H  T H R E E

You cover it directly, or we do not move forward on that home

If neither of the paths above works out on a particular home, you decide whether to cover the cost
yourself or pass on that home. You will always know this number before you are in that position, never
after.

W H Y T H I S  M AT T E R S

This is a conversation we have before you ever write an offer, not a surprise at the closing table. Knowing
your number ahead of time is what lets you negotiate with confidence instead of guessing.
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T H E  P R O C E S S

T H E  P R O C E S S

From Offer to Keys

Here is the general shape of what happens once your offer is accepted. Exact timing shifts by
lender and by contract, but this is the typical order of events.

DAY 1

Offer accepted, earnest money submitted

Your earnest deposit goes into escrow and the contract clock starts on all your contingency deadlines.

WK 1

Inspection period

Your inspection happens and any repair or credit requests get negotiated with the seller.

WK 2-3

Appraisal and underwriting

The lender orders the appraisal and continues verifying your financing in the background.

WK 3-4

Clear to close

Underwriting finishes and your lender issues final approval and closing numbers.

CLOSE

Final walkthrough and closing

You confirm the home's condition one more time, then sign at closing and get your keys.
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Q U I C K  R E F E R E N C E

Q U I C K  R E F E R E N C E

Your Offer Strategy Checklist

Before you write the offer

During the inspection period

Before closing

Confirmed whether this home is competing or has room to negotiate

Decided your appraisal gap coverage limit, if any

Reviewed non-price terms you can offer, like timeline and rent-back

Confirmed your buyer agent compensation plan for this specific offer

Attended or reviewed the inspection with a focus on safety and structural items

Separated must-negotiate items from items worth letting go

Decided between requesting a repair or a credit for each item

Confirmed the appraisal came in at or above contract price, or resolved the gap

Completed the final walkthrough

Reviewed final closing numbers before signing
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Y O U R  N E X T  S T E P

YO U R  N E X T  S T E P

Ready to Build Your Offer Strategy?

This guide covers what applies to most buyers in most situations. Your actual strategy, how
aggressive to be, where you have room to negotiate, and what your specific compensation plan
looks like, depends on the home you have your eye on and the conditions around it right now.

That is a conversation, not a checklist. If you are ready to start touring with an actual plan instead
of guessing your way through it, reach out and we will build it together.

Ready to build your plan

Name: Kim Phelps

Company: Strategic Advantage Realty

Phone: 317-964-9021

Email: kim@kimphelps.com

Website: kimphelps.com
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