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START HERE

The North Carolina buying process - in one 
view
The process is manageable when you know which decisions create risk, which 
deadlines matter, and which questions need answers before you commit.

Stage What happens Main risk to manage

1. Financial plan Set payment comfort zone, cash-to-close 
target and reserve minimum.

Overbuying because you qualify for more.

2. Representation Review agency, services, compensation and 
written buyer agreement.

Not knowing who represents whom or 
what you agreed to.

3. Search Compare locations and properties with the 
same scorecard.

Falling in love before checking costs and 
condition.

4. Offer Negotiate price, due diligence, earnest 
money, closing date and other terms.

Increasing risk without understanding the 
downside.

5. Due diligence Inspect the property and the transaction: 
physical, legal, financial and neighborhood 
factors.

Missing deadlines or assuming repairs are 
guaranteed.

6. Financing & appraisal Finish underwriting, appraisal and 
insurance while tracking contract dates.

Loan or valuation problems appearing too 
late.

7. Closing Review final figures, complete 
walkthrough, verify wire instructions, sign 
and record.

Last-minute credit changes or fraud.

North Carolina agency timing

NC brokers must provide and review the Working With Real Estate Agents disclosure at first substantial 
contact. A buyer agency agreement must be in writing no later than the time an offer is made; under 
current NAR MLS policy, MLS participants working with a buyer generally also need a written agreement 
before touring a home together. Compensation is negotiable and should be clearly defined in the 
agreement.

Source check: NCREC Rule 58A .0104 guidance and NAR Policy Statement 8.13. See Sources & Verification at the end.
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THE NUMBERS

Build your payment comfort zone before you 
shop
Pre-approval answers "what might a lender finance?" Your plan should answer 
"what monthly cost and cash position let me sleep at night?"

Monthly cost bucket What to estimate Why it matters

Principal + interest Loan amount, rate and term Usually the largest component, but not the 
whole payment.

Property taxes County + municipal tax estimate Can vary materially by location and 
assessed value.

Homeowners insurance Quote the actual property early Roof age, claims, location and coverage 
choices can change cost.

HOA / condo dues Monthly or annual dues + special 
assessments

Affects cash flow and can signal future 
obligations.

Mortgage insurance If applicable to your loan May decline or disappear depending on 
loan type/equity.

Maintenance reserve Set aside a monthly amount Homeownership has irregular but 
predictable long-run costs.

Utilities / commute Electric, water, gas, internet, tolls/fuel Location and property type change the real 
monthly burden.

A useful stress test

Run the payment at today’s expected terms, then ask: If taxes, insurance, HOA dues or maintenance cost 
$300-$500 more per month than expected, does the home still feel comfortable? This is not a lending rule; 
it is a personal-finance stress test.

My buyer rule of thumb: protect enough cash after closing that one repair, 
one move-in expense, or one month of disruption does not turn a good house 
into a financial emergency.
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CASH PLANNING

Cash-to-close: know every bucket before you 
write
In North Carolina, several cash commitments can occur before closing. Separate 
what is at risk, what is credited back at closing, and what you need to preserve as 
reserves.

Cash bucket What it can include Question to answer before offering

Down payment Based on loan program and your strategy. How much cash do I want left after closing?

Due diligence fee Negotiated amount paid to seller under the 
commonly used NC contract; generally 
credited at closing and typically at risk if 
you terminate.

What amount can I truly afford to lose?

Earnest money deposit Negotiated deposit generally held in escrow 
and governed by contract timing.

Which deadline protects this money?

Inspections General inspection plus specialty testing as 
appropriate.

What is the investigation budget for this 
property?

Appraisal / lender fees Varies by lender and loan. What is due before closing vs. at closing?

Attorney / title / survey Closing attorney, title items, recording, 
survey if ordered.

Which items are included in my lender 
estimate?

Prepaids / escrows Insurance, taxes, interest, escrow setup. How much changes if the closing date 
changes?

Move-in reserve Locks, movers, repairs, appliances, 
immediate projects.

What do I want untouched after closing?

Do not use an internet percentage as your final answer

Closing-cost percentages are rough planning tools. Ask your lender and closing attorney for transaction-
specific estimates, then update the model when price, loan, closing date, insurance or seller credits change.
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FINANCING

Compare lenders on more than the interest 
rate
The lowest advertised rate is not automatically the lowest-cost or best-fit loan.

Compare Lender A Lender B Lender C

Loan program

Rate / APR

Points / lender credits

Origination / lender fees

Estimated cash to close

Estimated monthly payment

Rate-lock period / cost

Appraisal timing

Underwriting style / 
responsiveness

Special program / assistance

What to ask

Can you fully underwrite me before I offer? How quickly can you order appraisal? What causes the quoted 
rate to change? Are any lender credits tied to a higher rate? What happens if the closing date moves?
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REPRESENTATION

Know who represents you - and what the 
agreement says
A buyer agreement should make services, duration, scope, compensation and 
agency clear before the house hunt gets serious.

Agreement item What to understand

Scope Which properties, areas or transaction types are covered?

Term When does the agreement begin and end?

Services Search, tours, analysis, offer strategy, negotiation, inspections, 
closing coordination, etc.

Compensation Exact amount/rate or objectively ascertainable method; 
compensation is negotiable and not set by law.

Potential seller payment How any seller or listing-broker contribution may offset what 
you owe, subject to your agreement.

Dual agency / designated agency What happens if the same firm is involved on both sides.

Termination How the agreement can be ended and whether obligations 
survive termination.

Open-house nuance

A buyer visiting an open house independently is not automatically required by NAR policy to sign a buyer 
agreement merely to enter. Once you are working with a REALTOR®/MLS participant as your buyer 
representative, the agreement generally must be in place before touring together. State law and brokerage 
policy can add requirements.
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SEARCH STRATEGY

Separate the house from the location
A beautiful house in the wrong daily-life setup is still the wrong house.

Decision dimension Weight Questions to test

Location / commute 20% Actual drive at your real work time? 
Airport/RTP access?

Monthly cost 20% Payment + taxes + insurance + HOA + 
commute + maintenance?

Layout / function 15% Does daily life work without expensive 
changes?

Condition 15% Near-term 
roof/HVAC/plumbing/electrical/structural 
risk?

Lot / site 10% Drainage, slope, privacy, sun, road noise, 
easements?

HOA / restrictions 5% Rules fit your plans for pets, fences, rentals, 
parking, exterior changes?

Future development 5% Road, commercial, school or subdivision 
plans nearby?

Resale flexibility 10% Would the layout/location appeal to a 
broad future buyer pool?

Set the weights before touring. If you change the scoring after falling in love 
with a house, you are often rationalizing the house rather than evaluating it.

Triangle growth check

For undeveloped land or major roads nearby, look beyond the listing. Search NCDOT Projects Near Me / 
STIP, county or municipal planning pages, zoning maps, and recorded plats. A quiet road today can be a 
construction corridor tomorrow.
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OFFER STRATEGY

An NC offer is a package of price, timing and 
risk
The strongest offer is not always the highest price. Each term changes either 
economics, certainty, timing or the amount of risk you accept.

Term What it changes Question before you increase it

Purchase price Top-line economics and appraisal 
exposure.

What do comps and current competition 
support?

Due diligence fee Compensates seller for buyer termination 
right during DD under common contract.

How much am I willing to lose if I 
terminate?

Due diligence period Time to inspect, finance, appraise, review 
title/HOA and negotiate.

Can every critical task be completed by that 
date?

Earnest money Additional deposit governed by contract 
terms.

When does it become at risk under this 
contract?

Closing date Can create value for the seller and changes 
your financing/move schedule.

Can lender and attorney close by then?

Seller-paid costs / credits May reduce buyer cash needs subject to 
loan limits and negotiation.

Does the price still make sense after any 
concession?

Personal property / fixtures Can create valuation and drafting issues. Is it better handled outside the real-estate 
value?

Do not "win" the house by losing control of the downside

Competitive terms can be rational. Blind terms are not. Before raising price, due diligence fee, or 
shortening the due diligence period, write down the worst-case financial consequence and decide whether 
you can accept it.
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NORTH CAROLINA DUE DILIGENCE

Your investigation window is where most 
buyer risk gets managed
The due diligence period is the time to investigate anything that could affect your 
decision to proceed.

Day / phase Priority tasks

Immediately after contract Deliver agreed funds as required; schedule inspections; lender 
receives contract; attorney/title work begins.

Early DD General inspection; specialty inspections as indicated; insurance 
quote; HOA/condo documents; flood/site review.

Mid DD Review findings; investigate septic/well, survey/boundaries, 
permits, zoning, future projects; appraisal/underwriting progress.

Before DD deadline Decide what issues matter; negotiate repairs/credits if 
appropriate; confirm financing/title/appraisal risk; decide whether 
to proceed.

After DD Finish loan/closing conditions, repairs if negotiated, final 
documents, walkthrough and closing logistics.

NCREC’s key concept

Due diligence is the buyer’s opportunity to investigate the property and the transaction. The amount of 
time and any due diligence fee are negotiable. Repair requests are negotiable too; the seller is not 
automatically obligated to make them.
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PROPERTY INVESTIGATION

Inspect the house - and the things around the 
house
A general home inspection is a starting point, not a universal answer.

Category Typical checks When to dig deeper

Structure / envelope Foundation, framing, roof, siding, windows, 
moisture.

Cracks, movement, additions, stains, 
crawlspace concerns.

Mechanical systems HVAC, electrical, plumbing, water heater. Older systems, mixed materials, prior 
repairs.

Site / drainage Grading, downspouts, retaining walls, 
standing water.

Low lots, slopes, creeks, rear drainage 
easements.

Pest / wood damage Termite/WDI or other pest review as 
appropriate.

Crawlspaces, moisture, older homes.

Septic / well Permits, capacity, inspection/testing where 
applicable.

Properties outside municipal utilities.

Pool / chimney / sewer scope Specialty inspection when present or 
indicated.

Age, visible symptoms, tree-heavy lots, 
older lines.

Permits / additions Check permits and disclosed work. Finished attic/basement, decks, additions, 
converted garages.

Inspection mindset

The goal is not a "perfect" inspection report. The goal is to identify expensive, unsafe, uncertain or 
decision-changing issues early enough to make an informed choice.
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BEYOND THE STRUCTURE

HOA, flood, utilities and neighborhood 
documents can change the deal
Some of the most expensive surprises are not visible during a showing.

Topic What to verify

HOA / condo Dues, assessments, reserves, litigation, rental caps, parking, pets, 
fences, exterior rules, amenity obligations.

Flood / water Current flood maps, drainage history, nearby waterways, 
insurance implications, stormwater features.

Utilities Municipal vs. private water/sewer, well/septic, gas availability, 
internet provider options.

Road / traffic Public vs. private road, maintenance responsibility, planned 
widening/interchanges, peak-hour noise.

Schools / assignments Verify current assignment directly with the school system; 
assignments and caps can change.

Taxes / jurisdiction County and municipal taxes; special districts or fees if applicable.

Future development Zoning, approved site plans, subdivision phases, commercial 
proposals, transportation projects.

Useful official tools

NCDOT Projects Near Me / 2026-2035 STIP for transportation projects; county and municipal GIS/planning 
sites for parcels and zoning; North Carolina Flood Risk Information System for flood research. Verify 
current information with the responsible agency.
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FINANCING RISK

A contract is not the finish line for your loan
After acceptance, underwriting and appraisal continue. Treat financing as an active 
workstream until the loan is cleared to close.

Risk What can happen How to manage it

Low appraisal Value may come in below contract price. Understand your contract, cash capacity 
and negotiation options before offering 
above supportable value.

Debt / credit change New debt can alter qualification. Avoid new credit, financed purchases or 
account changes without lender guidance.

Job / income change Can trigger re-verification. Tell lender before changing employment or 
compensation structure.

Large deposits / transfers May require documentation. Ask lender before moving money between 
accounts.

Insurance issue Coverage or premium may affect 
approval/payment.

Get a quote early, especially for older roofs 
or unusual properties.

Document delay Underwriting can stall. Respond quickly and keep records 
organized.
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AFTER INSPECTIONS

Prioritize repairs by consequence, not by page 
count
Inspection reports can be long. Focus first on safety, structure, water, systems, 
financing/insurance issues, and items that materially change value.

Priority Examples Typical decision

1 - Deal changing Major structure, active water intrusion, 
failed septic, insurability problem.

Get specialist input; renegotiate or 
reconsider.

2 - High-cost near term Roof/HVAC/plumbing/electrical systems 
near failure.

Price the risk; consider repair, credit or 
reserve.

3 - Functional / safety GFCI, handrails, leaks, damaged 
components.

Address based on severity and leverage.

4 - Maintenance Caulking, minor wear, service items. Budget for ownership; do not confuse 
maintenance with defect.

5 - Cosmetic Paint, finishes, decor. Usually value preference rather than 
property risk.

Negotiation reality

Under the common NC due diligence framework, a buyer may request repairs or concessions, but the 
seller is not automatically required to agree. Your leverage depends on the contract, market, findings, 
timing and alternatives.



RALEIGH HOUSE SEARCH  |  TRIANGLE HOME BUYER GUIDE

Emanuel Fenech  |  NC Broker #B363249  |  eXp Realty LLC  |  919-396-5665  |  RaleighHouseSearch.com

LEGAL & TITLE

The house can look perfect and still have title, 
boundary or easement questions
North Carolina closings commonly involve a real-estate attorney. Ask questions 
early if ownership, access, boundaries or recorded restrictions matter to your plans.

Question Why it matters

Do I need a survey? A survey can reveal boundaries, encroachments, easements 
and improvements relative to lot lines.

Are there recorded easements? Utility, access or drainage easements can affect where you 
build, fence or landscape.

Is the road public or private? Maintenance obligations and access rights may differ.

Are there covenants outside an HOA? Recorded restrictions can apply even where there is no active 
HOA.

How will title be held? Ownership form has legal and estate-planning consequences; 
ask your attorney.

What title insurance is being provided/offered? Understand lender vs. owner coverage and ask the closing 
attorney for specifics.

This guide is not legal advice

Contract interpretation, title ownership, deed structure and legal rights should be addressed with the 
closing attorney or other qualified counsel.
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FINAL MILE

Closing week: slow down when everyone else 
is rushing
The final days combine large amounts of money, legal documents and last-minute 
communication - exactly when mistakes and scams can be costly.

1. Review the Closing Disclosure and compare the loan terms and costs to your expectations. For most 
mortgages, the lender must provide it at least three business days before closing.

2. Request other closing documents in advance when available and ask about anything you do not 
understand.

3. Do not make major credit, employment or cash-movement changes without lender guidance.

4. Complete the final walkthrough and verify the agreed condition of the property.

5. Confirm the exact amount and method for funds with the closing attorney or settlement professional.

6. Never trust last-minute emailed wire changes. Verify wiring instructions using a known, previously saved 
phone number - not a number or link inside the suspicious email.

7. Confirm recording/possession timing, keys, utilities, insurance and immediate post-closing responsibilities.

Wire-fraud rule

Treat every unexpected change to wiring instructions as fraudulent until independently verified. The CFPB 
specifically warns that scammers impersonate real-estate and settlement professionals and try to redirect 
closing funds.
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DECISION WORKSHEET

Compare finalists with the same scorecard
Use numbers to slow down emotion. Score each category 1-10, multiply by the 
weight, and compare total weighted scores.

Factor Weight Home A Home B Home C

Location / commute 20

Monthly ownership cost 20

Layout / function 15

Condition / repair risk 15

Lot / site 10

HOA / restrictions 5

Future development 5

Resale flexibility 10

TOTAL 100

Add a veto list

Some issues should not be averaged away by a strong total score. Examples: payment above comfort zone, 
unacceptable commute, known drainage problem, restriction that blocks a must-have use, or a repair risk 
you are unwilling to own.
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OFFER WORKSHEET

Write the offer strategy down before emotions 
take over
Use this page as a pre-offer decision memo.

Decision Your notes

Target price / walk-away price

Due diligence fee - maximum I accept risking

Due diligence deadline needed for inspections/loan

Earnest money amount

Preferred closing date / flexibility

Seller costs or credits requested

Appraisal shortfall strategy, if any

Top 3 inspection concerns for this property

Deal-breakers

Why this home still makes sense in 3-5 years
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SOURCES & NEXT STEP

Use official sources for the rules - and good 
judgment for the decision
This guide is educational. Forms, policies, market conditions, taxes, insurance and 
transaction details change.

Key official references
• North Carolina Real Estate Commission - Working With Real Estate Agents disclosure guidance; Rule 58A .0104 

agency agreements and disclosures.
• North Carolina Real Estate Commission - "Due Diligence" Questions and Answers.
• National Association of REALTORS® - Policy Statement 8.13, Written Buyer Agreements Required; Consumer 

Guide to Written Buyer Agreements.
• Consumer Financial Protection Bureau - Loan Estimate / Closing Disclosure resources; mortgage closing checklist; 

wire-fraud guidance.
• NCDOT - Projects Near Me and 2026-2035 State Transportation Improvement Program for transportation-project 

research.

About Emanuel

Emanuel Fenech
NC Broker #B363249 | eXp Realty LLC

919-396-5665 | emanuel@raleighunpacked.com

RaleighHouseSearch.com

I built this guide for buyers who want more than a 
property feed. My goal is to help you understand the 
trade-offs, ask better questions, and make a decision 
you can still feel good about after the excitement of 
closing wears off.

Best next step

Use RaleighHouseSearch.com to build a live search, then schedule a buyer strategy conversation so we can 
model the areas, monthly cost, offer risk and due diligence plan before you write.

Educational information only. Not legal, tax, lending, insurance, appraisal, inspection or engineering advice. Verify transaction-
specific questions with the appropriate licensed or governmental professional. Equal Housing Opportunity.



