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Is Now the Time to Buy? 
 

September 26, 2009 

 

For the last two years, the federal government has helped first-time 

homebuyers with a tax credit – up to $7,500 last year and up to $8,000 

this year.  The credit has been used in 1.2 million home purchases so 

far this year.  According to the National Association of Realtors, 

350,000 of those homes wouldn‟t have been purchased without the 

credit. 

 

Yet it‟s set to expire on November 30. 

 

Unless Congress moves fast. 

 

As the law stands now, a qualified first-time homebuyer will receive 10% of the purchase price of the 

home (up to $8,000) as a tax credit, as long as the purchase closes before December 1 of this year. 

 

Are you qualified? 

 

If you meet these criteria, you may qualify for the tax credit: 

 You‟ve purchased a principal residence (not a vacation home or investment property) between 

April 8, 2008 and November 30, 2009 

 You (and your spouse, if you‟re married) have not owned a home in the three years prior to a 

purchase 

 Your income is less than $170,000 (for married couples filing joint tax returns) or $95,000 (for 

single filers) – to receive the full $8,000 credit, your income must be below $150,000 ($75,000) 

 

You‟ll be disqualified from the program if:  

 You sell your home before the end of the year 

 You buy your home from a close relative; this includes your spouse, parent, grandparent, child or 

grandchild 

 You are a nonresident alien 

 

If you do qualify for the credit, you‟ll receive it at tax time next year (it will be subtracted from the 

amount you owe the IRS).  If you owe less in taxes than you‟re due in credit, you‟ll get a refund check.  If 

you sell your home within three years, though, you‟ll have to repay the credit. 

 

When to buy 

 

While Congress debates an extension of the credit, if you‟ve been on the fence about buying a home – 

wondering if now is the right time – you have an incredible opportunity in the $8,000 tax credit, if you act 

fast.  Think of it as an $8,000 price reduction on the home, except that instead of stretching the price 

reduction over 30 years (assume you get a 30-year mortgage), you get it all back, in cash, next year. 

http://www.bloomberg.com/apps/news?pid=20601087&sid=aujYDnbVjGkM
http://www.bloomberg.com/apps/news?pid=20601087&sid=aujYDnbVjGkM
http://www.bloomberg.com/apps/news?pid=20601087&sid=aujYDnbVjGkM
http://www.irs.gov/newsroom/article/0,,id=206291,00.html
http://www.irs.gov/newsroom/article/0,,id=206291,00.html
http://www.bloomberg.com/apps/news?pid=20601087&sid=aujYDnbVjGkM
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But while we‟re not even counting down “shopping days „til Christmas” yet, December 1 is not as far 

away as it may seem.  Sure, you could find a home and make a deal fairly quickly, but if you‟re planning 

to get a mortgage, that process is taking much longer than usual – as long as 60 days between when you 

sign a purchase contract and when you close.  If you‟re buying a short sale or REO property, the contract-

to-closing process can be even longer. 

 

If Congress extends the tax credit, it would allow many more first-time homebuyers to buy their little 

piece of the American dream – especially as the economy begins to rebound and folks have more 

confidence in making big purchases again.  But, we can‟t count on it (what with lawmakers facing the 

daunting task of passing a health care bill, and deficits that are running into the trillions).   

 

So, as they say, there‟s no time like the present.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

http://www.usatoday.com/money/perfi/columnist/block/2009-08-24-home-buyers-rates-tax-credit_N.htm
http://www.usatoday.com/money/perfi/columnist/block/2009-08-24-home-buyers-rates-tax-credit_N.htm
http://www.usatoday.com/money/perfi/columnist/block/2009-08-24-home-buyers-rates-tax-credit_N.htm
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5 Questions to Ask Before You Hire a Real Estate Agent 
 

September 26, 2009 

 

Selling a home is the largest financial transaction most of 

us will ever make.  Add to that the heavy emotional 

aspect, and it‟s easy to see why finding a good real estate 

agent to walk you through the process is essential. 

 

 But, how?  Whether you find an agent online or through a 

referral, get a newsletter (or read a blog!) or see an ad at 

the bus stop, you‟ll want to interview a few prospects 

before you decide who you‟ll hire to list your home.  

During the interview, try to imagine working with this 

person relatively closely for the next several months.  Do 

your personalities mesh? 

 

You‟ll also want to ask some concrete questions to get an idea of how – and, more importantly, how well 

– the agent will sell your house. 

 

Question #1: What other houses have you sold recently in my area? 

 

It‟s repeated so often that it‟s nearly cliché, but the adage that “all real estate is local” is so true.  It 

doesn‟t really matter if an agent sells three homes a month in the next city over – he‟ll be much more 

effective selling your home if he‟s experienced in your area.  Ask about asking prices as well as sales 

prices and about how many days the homes were on the market compared to average. 

 

Question #2: What will your process be for selling my home? 

 

The agent should be able to articulate (and, hopefully, demonstrate) her plan for selling your home.  She 

should have a listing presentation prepared that highlights the process from setting a listing price to 

closing the sale.  Ask how – and how often – she‟ll communicate with you. 

 

Question #3: How will you market my home? 

 

Aside from your home‟s appeal and the price you set for it, how your real estate agent markets your home 

is the most critical factor determining how quickly it sells – and for how much.  Some agents put their 

listings on the MLS (the Multiple Listing Service, a sort of clearinghouse for all homes listed for sale) and 

then stop there.   

 

But to sell a home quickly and for the most money, your agent will have to do so much more.  Ask how 

he uses the Internet to market your home to potential buyers (most buyers begin their home search 

online).  Ask if he has a network of buyer‟s agents who will tell their clients about your home.  Ask how 

often he‟ll hold open houses.  Ask if he can help you stage your house – to help buyers feel at home. 
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Question #4: Can I talk with a few of your past clients? 

 

The best way to learn about your prospective real estate agents is to talk with their past clients.  Ask 

“What made you happy about the agent‟s service?”  “What made you unhappy?  What do you wish you 

could have changed about the agent‟s service?” “Would you hire the agent again to help you sell your 

home?” 

 

Question #5: Can I cancel our listing contract if I’m not happy with your services? 

 

Good real estate agents put a lot of time, money, and hard work into selling their clients‟ homes, before 

they ever see a dime from the client.  So it‟s only fair that they ask clients to sign a binding listing 

agreement before they list the home.  But what if your agent falls down on the job?  Can you get out of 

the contract? 

 

When you sign a listing contract with a real estate agent you‟re hiring him to do a job for you – an 

incredibly important job.  And just as no employer would hire a new employee without first interviewing 

him, you shouldn‟t sign a contract without first learning all you can about how the agent works, and how 

good he is at his job.  Asking these five questions is a great start. 
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August Monthly Market Update 
 

August 20, 2009 

 

 

It‟s the question we all want to know: is my real estate statistics guy (see 

below) smiling today, or is he frowning?  Today he‟s smiling, but don‟t let 

the picture fool you.  The real estate market isn‟t out of the woods yet.   

 

 

 

Home prices less bad 

 

The S&P/Case-Shiller home price index, which measures home prices in 20 representative metro areas 

across the country, is still down 17.1% compared to last year. 

 

But . . . while prices were still down across the board, the rate of decline is slowing.  And, in many cases, 

prices are actually rising once again compared to previous months this year.  Look at it this way: before 

the housing bust train can stop, it has to slow down – and that‟s exactly what the real estate market 

appears to be doing.  “Although still negative, the annual rate of decline of the 20-City Composites 

improved for the fourth consecutive month in 2009.” 

 

In 15 of the 20 cities prices increased in May compared to April.  Only Seattle, Miami, Phoenix and Las 

Vegas posted monthly declines and even in those cities the month-to-month declines were smaller than 

they have been. 

 

How to read the Case-Shiller numbers 

 

The indices have a base value of 100 in January 2000.  In other words, if the current index is at 102.11, 

that means prices are 2.11% higher than they were in January 2000. 

 

The numbers are seasonally adjusted, so that they don‟t take into account seasonal variances in home 

sales (for example, the fact that more people buy homes in the summer than in the fall is smoothed out of 

these numbers for accurate month-to-month comparisons). 

 

Home Prices, by Metro Area 

 

Metro Area May 2009 Change from April 
Year-over-year 

change 

Cleveland 102.11 4.1% -6.2% 

Dallas 116.54 1.9% -4.1% 

Boston 148.77 1.6% -7.2% 

San Francisco 120.16 1.4% -26.1% 

Denver 123.78 1.3% -4.6% 

http://www2.standardandpoors.com/spf/pdf/index/CSHomePrice_Release_072820.pdf
http://www2.standardandpoors.com/spf/pdf/index/CSHomePrice_Release_072820.pdf
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Washington 169.49 1.3% -14.9% 

Minneapolis 109.77 1.2% -21.7% 

Chicago 123.68 1.1% -17.5% 

Charlotte 119.8 0.9% -10.0% 

San Diego 145.06 0.4% -18.5% 

Atlanta 105.69 0.3% -15.0% 

Detroit 70.05 0.2% -24.5% 

Portland 146.97 0.1% -16.3% 

New York 170.51 0.0% -12.2% 

Tampa 140.35 0.0% -20.8% 

Los Angeles 159.18 -0.1% -19.8% 

Seattle 148.96 -0.3% -16.6% 

Miami 144.59 -0.8% -25.2% 

Phoenix 103.56 -0.9% -34.2% 

Las Vegas 109.49 -2.6% -32.0% 

 

Source: Standard & Poor’s and FiservData  

 

Home sales even better 

 

In addition to price increases and, at least, slowing price declines, there are even better reasons to be 

optimistic: across-the-board increases in the number of home sales this year and increases in select areas 

compared to last year are two.  Check it out: 

 

 

 
 

Source: National Association of REALTORS® 
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In almost every state the number of homes sold in the second quarter of this year (April, May and June) 

was higher than the number sold in the first quarter (January, February, March).  On the number-of-sales 

front, at least, things have improved as 2009 has progressed. 

So how do those numbers compare to the second quarter of 2008?  I‟m glad you asked!  Let‟s check it 

out: 

 

 
 

Source: National Association of REALTORS® 

 

 

In most states, the number of homes sold in the second quarter of this year was still lower than the 

number of homes sold in the second quarter of 2008.  But (and this is a big but), there were some notable 

exceptions: 

 

 Home sales were dramatically higher this year in the five states hit hardest by the real estate bust: 

Arizona, California, Florida and Nevada.  Their improvements may well be a sign of better days 

to come for the other states. . .  

 

Why is this good news? 

 

“But why,” I can hear you ask, “are rising sales numbers good news, when prices are still so far below 

last year?”  This is my answer: 

 

Rising sales indicate that the market may be preparing for a rebound because increasing sales demonstrate 

increasing demand for homes, and as demand increases (assuming a fairly constant supply of homes 

available for sale) pressure will build for prices to rise.   

 

In other words, rising home sales are the chicken that precedes the egg of higher home prices.  (It‟s not 

just me saying this – other economic and real estate experts agree.) 
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http://www.usatoday.com/money/economy/housing/2009-08-12-higher-prices-homes_N.htm
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The take-home message 

 

 

The key message in all of this is that the housing market, like the rest of the economy, has 

pulled back from the can‟t-even-see-the-bottom precipice.  In fact, we may well be at (or 

at least very near) the bottom, with even more home sales increases, and modest price 

increases, in our near future. 

 

 

 

So, sellers: take heart, things will be better soon. 

 

Buyers: if you’re thinking about making a move, soon is the time to do it. 
 


