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A  N O T E  F R O M  L E I L A N I C I V I T A S  R E A L T Y

Welcome
If you're reading this guide, you're probably asking yourself one simple question:

"Where do I start?"

Whether you're thinking about selling next month, next year, or you're simply curious about today's market, you've
probably realized there is no shortage of advice. Friends have opinions. Family members have stories. The internet
offers endless articles—many of them contradictory.

Selling a home is one of the largest financial decisions most people will ever make. It deserves more than quick
answers or generic advice. That's why I created The Smart Seller's Guide.

Over the years, I've found that most homeowners ask many of the same questions before they ever put a sign in the
yard:

— Should I make repairs? — Should I get a home inspection?

— How should I price my home? — What if it doesn't sell quickly?

— What happens once I accept an offer? — What if the buyer backs out?

These are important questions, and the answers can have a significant impact on both your experience and your
financial outcome. This guide was designed to answer them in one place—explaining how the selling process works
in a practical, straightforward way, so you can make informed decisions with confidence.

As a Dana Point resident and real estate professional serving South Orange County for more than 14 years, I've
learned that no two home sales are exactly alike. Some sellers want to maximize every dollar. Others want the
smoothest possible transaction. Some need to sell before buying their next home; others are downsizing after
decades in the same house.

Whatever your situation, the principles inside this guide are designed to help you understand the decisions that
matter most—before your home ever goes on the market. My hope is that when you finish reading, you'll feel more
prepared, more informed, and more confident about the road ahead.

Let's get started. 0 3



N A V I G A T I N G  T H E
G U I D E

C I V I T A S  R E A L T Y

How to Use This Guide
You don't have to read this guide from beginning to end. Instead, start with the questions that
matter most to you today.

01 If you're just beginning to think about selling…

Before You Ever Call an Agent

Evaluate your timing, think through your goals, and begin preparing before making any major decisions.

02 If you're getting your home ready for the market…

Preparing Your Home for Success

Repairs, inspections, presentation, and which improvements are actually worth making.

03 If you're wondering how to price your home…

Pricing for Success

Why pricing affects far more than your final sales price—and why the first few weeks on the market matter so
much.

04 If your goal is attracting strong offers…

Creating Buyer Demand

What actually creates multiple offers—and how to evaluate them when they arrive.

05 If you've already accepted an offer…

Navigating Escrow

Inspections, appraisals, contingencies, negotiations, and what to expect before closing.

Keep this guide nearby—the more informed you are before your home hits the
market, the more confident you'll feel throughout the process.

0 4



T H E  P R O C E S S C I V I T A S  R E A L T Y

S E L L I N G  Y O U R  H O M E

A Simple Roadmap
Every successful sale follows a series of manageable steps. Here is the journey ahead—we’ll explore each stage in greater
detail throughout this guide.

1 Clarify Your Goals

Understand why you’re moving: your reasons, what a
successful move looks like, and your timeline.

2 Build Your Strategy

A plan shaped by your goals, your home, and the market:
timing, pricing, prep, and marketing.

3 Prepare Your Home

Strategic improvements that build buyer confidence: repairs,
cleaning, staging, photography.

4 Price Your Home

The right strategy shapes buyer interest, leverage, time on
market, and your experience.

5 Launch Your Home

A professional introduction: marketing, online exposure,
showings, and early feedback.

6 Review & Negotiate

Evaluate more than price: financing, contingencies, timeline,
and overall strength.

7 Navigate Escrow

Inspections, appraisal, financing, contingency removals, and
closing preparations.

8 Close & Move Forward

Documents are signed, funds transferred, ownership changes
hands, and your next chapter begins.

A  N E W  B E G I N N I N G

Whether you’re downsizing, relocating, moving closer to family, or starting a new season of life—the goal isn’t just
a successful transaction. It’s helping you move forward with confidence.

T H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S  G U I D E 0 5



11T H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S
G U I D E
T H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S
G U I D E

S E C T I O N  O N E

Start With Your Why
“Before we talk about your home, let’s talk about you.”

0 60 6



S T A R T  W I T H  Y O U R
W H Y

C I V I T A S  R E A L T Y

Every Successful Move Starts Here

W hen most people think about selling, they immediately think about price—how much is my
home worth, what could I sell it for, what should I ask? Those are important questions. But in
my experience, they aren’t the first ones we should answer. The first question is much simpler:

Why are you moving?
Your answer to that question shapes every decision that follows.

F R O M  M Y  E X P E R I E N C E

One of the biggest mistakes I see homeowners make is assuming every successful sale looks the same. It
doesn’t. For one family, success means selling quickly to relocate for a new job. For another, maximizing
every dollar to buy their next home. For someone else, simply making the transition with as little stress as
possible. Before we ever discuss pricing, marketing, or timing, we need to define what success looks like for
you—because once we understand your goals, every decision becomes much clearer.

T H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S  G U I D E 0 7



T H R E E  Q U E S T I O N S  T O  B E G I N C I V I T A S  R E A L T Y

Q U E S T I O N  O N E

Why Are You Moving?
People sell their homes for many different reasons. You may be:

· Upsizing for a growing family · Downsizing now the kids are gone

· Following children or grandchildren · Relocating for work

· Moving closer to family · Seeking a different lifestyle

· Simplifying your life · Preparing for retirement

Whatever your reason, it matters. The best strategy isn’t based solely on your home—it’s based on your life.

Q U E S T I O N  T W O

What Does Success Look Like to You?
Many assume the goal is always the highest possible price. Sometimes it is—but not always. Success can also mean:

· Selling with the least amount of stress · Selling before buying your next home

· Selling off-market for privacy · Avoiding unnecessary repairs

· Closing on a specific timeline · Flexibility to coordinate your move

There isn’t one definition of success—only the one that’s right for you.

T H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S  G U I D E 0 8



F R O M  M Y
E X P E R I E N C E

C I V I T A S  R E A L T Y

A Lifetime of Memories, a Move
Without Stress
A few years ago, I met a wonderful couple who had lived in their home for more than 50 years—where they
had raised their two children. The thought of leaving was overwhelming. When we first met, we didn’t talk
about listing. We talked about whether there was a way for them to stay. Selling isn’t always the right answer,
and I believe it’s important to explore every option first.

Once they decided that moving was the right next step, our conversation changed. I asked them one simple
question:

“What would make this a successful move for you?”
Their answer wasn’t every last dollar or a record sales price. It was having the least amount of stress. That
became our strategy. Instead of preparing the home for the open market, I brought them an off-market buyer
looking for exactly that type of property. The buyer paid market value. My clients didn’t have to repair, paint,
stage, or spend weeks preparing for showings—and the buyers, after losing out on several homes, finally found
the one. A true win for everyone involved.

There isn’t one perfect way to sell a home. The best strategy is the one that’s built around your goals.

T H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S  G U I D E 0 9



B U I L D I N G  T H E  P L A N C I V I T A S  R E A L T Y

Q U E S T I O N  T H R E E

Where Are You Going Next?
Your next move often influences the strategy for selling your current home. Questions we may need to answer include:

· Should you buy before you sell? · Should you sell before you buy?

· Will you need temporary housing? · Staying local or relocating?

· Flexibility with your closing date? · Coordinating both moves smoothly

Thinking through these questions early helps avoid unnecessary stress later.

T H E  S E L L E R  R O A D M A P

Now that you’ve identified your goals, it’s time to build the plan. Over the next sections, I’ll walk you through the
same conversations I have with my clients every day:

· Preparing your home strategically · How pricing influences buyers

· Creating strong buyer demand · Evaluating offers

· What to expect during escrow · Navigating challenges with confidence

By the end, you’ll understand not only how to sell your home, but how to do it in a way that aligns with your goals.

T H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S  G U I D E 1 0



B E F O R E  Y O U  M O V E  O N C I V I T A S  R E A L T Y

It Starts With You
Selling your home isn’t just a financial decision—it’s often one of life’s biggest transitions. The clearer you
are about what you’re trying to accomplish, the easier every decision becomes. That’s why we started here.
Not with your house. With you.

K E Y  T A K E A W A Y S

✓ Every seller’s definition of success is different.

✓ Your goals should shape your selling strategy.

✓ The highest price isn’t always the highest priority.

✓ There is no one-size-fits-all approach to selling a home.

✓ The best real estate strategy begins with understanding what matters most to you.

U P  N E X T

We’ll look at how to prepare your home for the market—and how to decide which improvements are
worth making before you list.

T H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S  G U I D E 1 1



22T H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S  G U I D ET H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S  G U I D E

S E C T I O N  T W O

Preparing Your Home
for the Market
“Before you spend money preparing your home, it’s worth taking the
time to make sure you’re spending it in the right places.”

1 21 2



P R E P A R I N G  Y O U R  H O M E C I V I T A S  R E A L T Y

What Should I Do Before I Put
My Home on the Market?
One of the first questions almost every seller asks me is:

“What should I do before I put my home on the market?”

I t’s a great question—but there isn’t a one-size-fits-all answer. Some homes benefit from thoughtful
preparation before they ever hit the market. Others need very little. And in some situations, selling the
home exactly as it sits may be the best option.

The key is knowing which approach is right for your home. That’s why I encourage my clients to think
about preparation as a series of decisions—rather than a checklist.

F R O M  M Y  E X P E R I E N C E

One of the biggest mistakes I see homeowners make is spending money before they have a plan. I’ve
watched sellers invest thousands of dollars in improvements buyers barely noticed—and I’ve seen simple
changes like fresh paint, decluttering, better lighting, and thoughtful staging completely change how buyers
viewed a home. Before you spend a dollar, it’s worth understanding which improvements are likely to make
a difference, and which ones probably won’t.

T H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S  G U I D E 1 3



F O U R  K E Y  D E C I S I O N S C I V I T A S  R E A L T Y

Preparation is best understood as a series of decisions—not a checklist. These four shape nearly every plan.

D E C I S I O N  O N E

Does My Home Need Preparation at
All?
Not every home needs to be painted, remodeled, or staged.
The right approach depends on:

· The condition of the home

· The neighborhood

· Current buyer demand

· Your timeline & goals

The goal isn’t one formula—it’s the right strategy for your
situation.

D E C I S I O N  T W O

What Repairs Are Worth Making?
Buyers don’t expect perfection, but they notice deferred
maintenance. The repairs with the best return build
confidence:

· Obvious maintenance issues

· Water intrusion or leaks

· Broken fixtures & safety concerns

· Likely home-inspection items

Major remodels completed just before listing rarely return what
sellers expect.

D E C I S I O N  T H R E E

Should I Inspect Before Listing?
A pre-listing inspection isn’t required, but it can be a valuable
tool that helps you:

· Understand the home’s condition

· Reduce surprises during escrow

· Decide which repairs to make

· Build confidence before going live

Others prefer to let the buyer’s inspection guide it. Neither is
automatically right.

D E C I S I O N  F O U R

Should I Sell My Home As-Is?
Beyond “prepare fully” or “sell as-is,” there’s often a third
option built around your goals:

· A few thoughtful improvements

· Listing with minimal prep

· Selling off-market to the right buyer

· A blend tailored to your priorities

The best strategy depends on what matters most to you.

T H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S  G U I D E 1 4



F R O M  M Y  E X P E R I E N C E C I V I T A S  R E A L T Y

The Right Improvements, Not the
Most Expensive Ones
A while back, I worked with a gentleman who had inherited his mother’s home. Like many people in that
situation, he wasn’t looking to invest time or money into it. His plan was simple: sell the home completely as-is
and move on.

Because of where the home was located, he didn’t have to look far for interest. Several people approached him
before it ever reached the market, each offering to buy it off-market in its current condition. On paper, it
seemed like an easy decision—take one of the offers and be done.

Instead, I suggested we pause and consider a different approach. Rather than accepting one of those early
offers, I recommended making only a few strategic improvements: fresh paint, new carpet, and professional
staging. Nothing structural. No major renovation. Just enough to help buyers see the home clearly.

We then listed it on the open market at the exact same price those buyers had already offered before any
improvements were made. Once it hit the market, the response was completely different. Buyer interest
increased dramatically, the home received multiple offers, and it ultimately sold for approximately $300,000
over the asking price.

I want to be clear about the lesson here, because it’s easy to misread. The takeaway isn’t that paint and carpet
added $300,000 in value. It’s that thoughtful preparation, combined with proper marketing and exposing the
home to the full market, can dramatically change the outcome.

You don’t have to do everything before selling your home—but doing the right things can completely
change the outcome.

T H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S  G U I D E 1 5



B E F O R E  Y O U  M O V E  O N C I V I T A S  R E A L T Y

Making Informed Decisions
The goal of preparing your home isn’t to spend as little as possible, or as much as possible. It’s to make
informed decisions that support your goals, your timeline, and your budget. Sometimes that means strategic
improvements. Sometimes it means doing very little. And sometimes it means taking an entirely different
approach.

K E Y  T A K E A W A Y S

✓ Every home requires a different preparation strategy.

✓ Not every repair is worth making.

✓ Major remodels often provide less return than sellers expect.

✓ A pre-listing inspection can be valuable, but isn’t necessary for every home.

✓ The best preparation plan supports your goals—not a generic checklist.

“Once you have a plan for preparing your home, the next decision becomes one of the most
important you’ll make: pricing it correctly from the very beginning.”

T H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S  G U I D E

1 6
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33T H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S  G U I D ET H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S  G U I D E

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

Pricing for Success
“Price doesn’t just determine what your home sells for. It influences how
buyers respond from the moment your home hits the market.”

1 71 7



P R I C I N G  F O R  S U C C E S S C I V I T A S  R E A L T Y

One Number Can Change
Everything

Many homeowners believe pricing is simply deciding what they’d like to receive for their home. In
reality, it’s much more than choosing a number. It influences:

· How many buyers see your home · Whether they schedule a showing

· How quickly offers begin to arrive · Your negotiating position

· Your overall selling experience

One pricing decision can affect everything that follows.

F R O M  M Y  E X P E R I E N C E

One of the biggest misconceptions I hear is: “Let’s just start high. We can always come down later.” It sounds
logical—if your home is worth $2,000,000, why not ask $2,100,000 and see what happens?

But after years of helping sellers in Dana Point and throughout South Orange County, I’ve found the
strongest outcomes usually aren’t the homes that start the highest. They’re the ones positioned correctly
from the very beginning. Pricing isn’t about testing the market—it’s about understanding how buyers
respond to value.

T H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S  G U I D E 1 8



H O W  B U Y E R S  R E S P O N D C I V I T A S  R E A L T Y

D E C I S I O N  O N E

What Does Pricing Correctly Actually Mean?
Pricing correctly doesn’t mean pricing low. It means positioning your home where buyers immediately recognize its value.
Today’s buyers are informed—before they ever schedule a showing, they’ve compared your home to recent sales, active and
pending listings, and nearby communities like San Clemente, Laguna Niguel, and San Juan Capistrano. They’re asking one
question: “Is this home worth seeing?”

When buyers perceive value, they act. The goal isn’t the lowest or highest number—it’s the price where the market says, “We need to
see this one.”

D E C I S I O N  T W O

What Happens When You Start Too High?
The biggest risk of overpricing isn’t that your home won’t sell—it’s that the right buyers may never see it as an opportunity.
A new listing receives the greatest attention it will ever get: waiting buyers receive alerts, agents schedule showings, and your
home appears at the top of search results.

If buyers believe a home is priced above market value, many simply move on. By the time the price is adjusted, those buyers have
often found another home. Starting too high can cost you your strongest moment of momentum.

T H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S  G U I D E 1 9



H O W  B U Y E R S  R E S P O N D C I V I T A S  R E A L T Y

D E C I S I O N  T H R E E

Why Do Homes End Up Reducing Their Price?
A price reduction isn’t necessarily a sign that something is wrong with the home. More often, it’s the market providing
feedback. When a home doesn’t generate enough showings, inquiries, or offers, it’s usually because buyers don’t see enough
value at the current price.

That doesn’t mean the home isn’t desirable—it means price and buyer expectations aren’t aligned. Often a small adjustment
brings buyers back. Reductions are usually a response, not a failure.

D E C I S I O N  F O U R

Why Do Some Homes Sell Immediately While Others Sit?
Two homes can be similar in size, condition, and location, yet have completely different results—one receives multiple offers
within days, the other sits for weeks. The difference usually comes down to a combination of factors:

· Pricing · Preparation · Presentation · Marketing · Buyer perception

Homes that create confidence tend to create activity. Homes that create doubt tend to create delays.

T H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S  G U I D E 2 0



H O W  B U Y E R S  R E S P O N D C I V I T A S  R E A L T Y

D E C I S I O N  F I V E

What If My Home Doesn’t Sell in the First 30 Days?
If your home hasn’t sold during the first month, don’t assume something is wrong. Instead, ask a different question: “What
is the market trying to tell us?” The first 30 days provide valuable information—how many showings you had, what
feedback buyers gave, how your home compares to new competition, and whether the market has shifted.

Sometimes the answer is pricing; sometimes presentation; sometimes buyers are comparing your home to stronger alternatives. The
market is remarkably honest—when several buyers reach the same conclusion, it’s worth listening. The goal isn’t to chase the
market, but to understand it and respond strategically.

B E F O R E  Y O U  M O V E  O N

Pricing isn’t about predicting the future. It’s about understanding how today’s buyers think and
positioning your home so they recognize its value the moment they see it. Done well, pricing creates
momentum—more showings, more opportunities, and the strongest possible negotiating position. The
goal isn’t simply to sell your home; it’s to give it the best opportunity to sell on your terms.

T H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S  G U I D E 2 1



K E Y  T A K E A W A Y S C I V I T A S  R E A L T Y

What to Remember About Pricing
✓ Pricing is a strategy—not just a number.

✓ The first few weeks on the market are often the most important.

✓ Buyers respond to perceived value, not seller expectations.

✓ Price reductions are feedback from the market.

✓ Listening to that feedback early helps maintain momentum.

✓ The best pricing strategy positions your home for success from day one.

U P  N E X T

We’ll look at how thoughtful preparation, strategic marketing, and the right launch plan work
together to create buyer demand—and why some homes attract multiple offers while others don’t.

T H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S  G U I D E 2 2



44T H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S  G U I D ET H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S  G U I D E

S E C T I O N  F O U R

Creating Buyer Demand
“The best marketing doesn’t convince buyers to love your home. It helps the
right buyers discover it, recognize its value, and inspires them to act before
someone else does.”

2 32 3



C R E A T I N G  B U Y E R  D E M A N D C I V I T A S  R E A L T Y

Great Homes Don’t Sell Themselves

One of the biggest myths in real estate is that a great home will simply sell itself. While exceptional
homes certainly have an advantage, they still need the right strategy to reach the right buyers.

Creating buyer demand isn’t about luck. It’s about combining thoughtful preparation, strategic pricing,
professional marketing, and maximum exposure to create the strongest possible first impression. When those
pieces work together, buyers notice. When they don’t, even beautiful homes can struggle to gain momentum.

F R O M  M Y  E X P E R I E N C E

Sellers often tell me: “I want multiple offers.” I understand why—they mean stronger negotiating power,
better terms, and confidence you’re making the right decision. But after helping hundreds of buyers and
sellers across South Orange County, I’ve learned multiple offers aren’t the goal.

They’re the result of doing many things well before the first buyer ever walks through the door. The real goal
is creating enough demand that you’re negotiating from a position of strength. Sometimes that’s five offers;
sometimes one exceptional offer. Both can be successful.

T H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S  G U I D E 2 4



W H A T  C R E A T E S  D E M A N D C I V I T A S  R E A L T Y

D E C I S I O N  O N E

How Do You Create Multiple Offers?
Multiple offers rarely happen by accident. They’re usually the result of several important factors working together:

· Strategic pricing · Thoughtful preparation

· Professional presentation · Effective marketing

· Broad exposure

When buyers believe they’re looking at one of the best opportunities in the market, they act quickly. The goal isn’t artificial urgency
—it’s genuine demand.

D E C I S I O N  T W O

Why Are the First Two Weeks So Important?
The first two weeks after your home is listed are often the most important of the entire selling process. During this time:

· Waiting buyers receive listing alerts · Agents introduce it to qualified buyers

· Your home gets peak online exposure · Serious buyers decide what to see

A strong launch creates excitement that carries throughout the transaction; a weak launch is much harder to recover from. That’s
why so much preparation happens before your home ever goes on the market.

T H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S  G U I D E 2 5



W H A T  C R E A T E S  D E M A N D C I V I T A S  R E A L T Y

D E C I S I O N  T H R E E

What Makes Buyers Want to See Your Home?
Long before scheduling a showing, buyers are deciding online. Within seconds they ask: “Is this worth seeing in person?”
Several things influence that decision:

· Professional photography · Compelling marketing

· A clean, well-presented home · Thoughtful staging

· Excellent curb appeal

The goal is simple—help buyers picture themselves living there before they ever walk through the front door.

D E C I S I O N  F O U R

Why Do Buyers Fall in Love With One Home Over Another?
Buying a home isn’t only financial—it’s emotional. Buyers remember how a home made them feel: bright, comfortable,
welcoming, easy to imagine living in. Small details have a bigger impact than owners realize:

· Natural light · Fresh paint

· Clean spaces · Well-arranged furniture

· Inviting outdoor areas

These details help buyers focus on the lifestyle your home offers instead of the projects they think they’ll need to tackle.

T H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S  G U I D E 2 6



W H A T  C R E A T E S  D E M A N D C I V I T A S  R E A L T Y

D E C I S I O N  F I V E

Is Marketing More Than Just Putting a Home on the MLS?
Absolutely. The MLS is only one piece of a comprehensive marketing strategy. Today’s buyers discover homes in many
different ways:

· Online real estate websites · Social media

· Email campaigns · Agent networking

· Private buyer databases · Video marketing

· Off-market opportunities · Targeted digital ads

The more qualified buyers who know your home is available, the greater the opportunity for interest and competition. Exposure
creates opportunity—the right exposure creates the right opportunity.

B E F O R E  Y O U  M O V E  O N

Creating buyer demand isn’t about one great photograph or one successful open house. It’s the result of
dozens of thoughtful decisions working together. When preparation, pricing, presentation, and marketing
all align, buyers respond. That’s when momentum begins.

T H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S  G U I D E 2 7



K E Y  T A K E A W A Y S C I V I T A S  R E A L T Y

What to Remember About Demand
✓ Buyer demand is created through strategy—not chance.

✓ The first two weeks on the market are often your most valuable.

✓ Buyers make decisions emotionally before they justify them logically.

✓ Professional presentation helps buyers recognize value immediately.

✓ Effective marketing maximizes exposure and creates more opportunities to attract qualified buyers.

U P  N E X T

We’ll look at what happens once the offers begin to arrive—and why the highest offer isn’t always the
best offer.

T H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S  G U I D E 2 8



55T H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S
G U I D E
T H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S
G U I D E

S E C T I O N  F I V E

Choosing the Right
Offer
“The best offer isn’t always the one with the highest price. It’s the one most likely
to help you achieve your goals.”

2 92 9



C H O O S I N G  T H E  R I G H T  O F F E R C I V I T A S  R E A L T Y

It’s More Than Just a Number

Receiving an offer is exciting—receiving multiple offers can be even more so. But once the offers
arrive, many homeowners discover something they didn’t expect: choosing the right offer isn’t
always as simple as accepting the highest purchase price.

Every offer tells a story. Some offer more money. Some offer greater certainty. Some offer flexibility that better
fits your next move. The goal isn’t simply to choose the highest number—it’s to choose the offer that gives
you the strongest overall outcome.

F R O M  M Y  E X P E R I E N C E

One of the biggest misconceptions I hear is: “We’ll just take the highest offer.” Sometimes that’s exactly right
—but not always. I’ve seen slightly lower offers produce smoother transactions, fewer surprises, and better
results because the financing was stronger, the contingency periods shorter, or the buyer simply in a better
position to close.

The highest offer only matters if it actually closes. That’s why we evaluate the entire package—not just the
purchase price.

T H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S  G U I D E 3 0



E V A L U A T I N G  E V E R Y  O F F E R C I V I T A S  R E A L T Y

D E C I S I O N  O N E

Is the Highest Offer Always the Best Offer?
Not necessarily. When comparing offers, I look at the complete picture—not just the number at the top:

· Purchase price · Financing

· Down payment · Contingencies

· Closing timeline · Strength of the buyer

· The buyer’s commitment

Sometimes an offer that’s $20,000 lower leaves you in a stronger position because it presents fewer risks. A successful sale isn’t
measured by the offer you accept—it’s measured by the one that closes.

D E C I S I O N  T W O

Why Does Financing Matter?
Not all financing is the same. A buyer’s financial strength can significantly affect how smoothly the transaction moves
through escrow. We consider:

· Cash versus financing · Size of the down payment

· Loan type · Strength of the lender

· Buyer’s qualifications

The goal isn’t to favor one buyer over another—it’s to understand how each financing scenario may affect the likelihood of a
successful closing.

T H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S  G U I D E 3 1



E V A L U A T I N G  E V E R Y  O F F E R C I V I T A S  R E A L T Y

D E C I S I O N  T H R E E

What Are Contingencies—and Why Do They Matter?
Contingencies are conditions that must be satisfied before the sale becomes final. They’re a normal part of most
transactions. Common ones include:

· Home inspection · Appraisal

· Loan approval · Review of disclosures

· HOA document review

When comparing offers, we look not only at which contingencies are included, but how long the buyer requests to complete them.
Shorter periods may provide greater certainty; longer periods can create added time and risk.

D E C I S I O N  F O U R

Does the Closing Timeline Matter?
Absolutely. Every seller’s situation is different. Some need to close as quickly as possible; others need extra time to coordinate
the purchase of their next home, complete a move, or relocate. We look carefully at:

· Proposed closing dates · Possession timelines

· Rent-back requests · Other move-easing terms

The right offer is often the one that supports your timeline—not just your price.

T H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S  G U I D E 3 2



E V A L U A T I N G  E V E R Y  O F F E R C I V I T A S  R E A L T Y

D E C I S I O N  F I V E

Should You Negotiate or Accept the Offer?
Receiving an offer doesn’t always mean making an immediate decision. Depending on the situation, we may:

· Accept the offer · Counter one buyer

· Ask for highest and best · Negotiate specific terms

· Compare offers before responding

Every situation is different. The strategy depends on your goals, market conditions, and the strength of the offers. Sometimes the
best decision is to move quickly; other times it’s worth taking time to negotiate better terms.

B E F O R E  Y O U  M O V E  O N

Choosing an offer isn’t about winning a bidding war. It’s about selecting the buyer who gives you the best
opportunity for a successful closing. When you understand the strengths and potential risks of each one,
you can make your decision with confidence.

T H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S  G U I D E 3 3



K E Y  T A K E A W A Y S C I V I T A S  R E A L T Y

What to Remember About Offers
✓ The highest offer isn’t always the strongest offer.

✓ Financing, contingencies, timing, and buyer commitment all matter.

✓ Every offer should be evaluated as a complete package.

✓ Negotiation doesn’t end when the offers arrive—it often begins.

✓ The best outcome is the one that helps you achieve your goals with the greatest confidence.

U P  N E X T

We’ll walk through what happens after you accept an offer, so you’ll know exactly what to expect
during escrow—from inspections and appraisals to closing day.

T H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S  G U I D E 3 4
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S E C T I O N  S I X

Navigating Escrow
“Accepting an offer is a major milestone. But it’s not the finish line—it’s the
beginning of the final stage of your sale.”
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N A V I G A T I N G  E S C R O W C I V I T A S  R E A L T Y

What Happens Next?

For many homeowners, accepting an offer brings a tremendous sense of relief. The showings are over,
the negotiations complete, your home under contract. It feels like the hard part is behind you. In
reality, one of the most important phases of the transaction is just beginning.

Escrow is where the details come together—when inspections are completed, financing is finalized,
contingencies are removed, and ownership is prepared to transfer. Understanding what happens during this
stage can help you move through the process with confidence and avoid unnecessary stress.

F R O M  M Y  E X P E R I E N C E

One of the biggest misconceptions I hear is: “Great—we’re done!” I wish it were that simple. While most
escrows move smoothly, this is also the stage where unexpected questions can arise. An inspection may
uncover repairs. An appraisal may come in differently than expected. A lender may request additional
documentation.

None of these automatically mean the transaction is in trouble—they’re simply part of the process. One of
my roles is anticipating potential issues before they become problems, and helping my clients navigate them
with confidence.

T H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S  G U I D E 3 6



I N S I D E  E S C R O W C I V I T A S  R E A L T Y

D E C I S I O N  O N E

What Happens After You Accept an Offer?
Once an offer is accepted, escrow is officially opened—and several things begin happening simultaneously:

· The buyer submits their deposit · Inspection appointments are scheduled

· The lender works toward final approval · Escrow coordinates documents

While much of this happens behind the scenes, it’s a very active stage. The goal is keeping everything moving toward a successful
closing.

D E C I S I O N  T W O

What Happens During Inspections?
Most buyers complete one or more inspections early in escrow. These may include:

· A general home inspection · A termite inspection

· Roof, sewer, or chimney checks · Other specialty inspections

Sometimes inspections confirm everything is in excellent condition; other times they identify items the buyer would like addressed.
That doesn’t mean the deal is falling apart—findings often become a normal negotiation through repairs, credits, or information.

T H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S  G U I D E 3 7



I N S I D E  E S C R O W C I V I T A S  R E A L T Y

D E C I S I O N  T H R E E

What If the Appraisal Comes in Low?
A low appraisal is one of the situations that concerns sellers most—but it doesn’t automatically mean the sale is over.
Depending on the circumstances, several options may be available:

· The buyer brings in additional funds · The seller adjusts the price

· Both parties negotiate a compromise · The buyer may cancel, if contingent

A low appraisal creates a conversation—not necessarily the end of the transaction.

D E C I S I O N  F O U R

What If the Buyer Wants to Cancel?
Hearing that a buyer may back out can be unsettling, but it doesn’t always mean starting over. The outcome depends on:

· Why the buyer wants to cancel · Whether contingencies remain

· Where you are in the timeline · The options each scenario allows

Sometimes the issue is resolved through negotiation; other times, putting the home back on the market is best. Many homes that fall
out of escrow sell successfully shortly afterward. The key is understanding why it changed and responding strategically.

T H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S  G U I D E 3 8



I N S I D E  E S C R O W C I V I T A S  R E A L T Y

D E C I S I O N  F I V E

What Happens on Closing Day?
As escrow comes to an end, everything begins coming together. In the final steps:

· Final loan documents are signed · Funds are transferred

· The deed is recorded · Ownership officially changes hands

· The keys are delivered

What often feels like a long process is suddenly complete—and you can begin the next chapter with confidence.

B E F O R E  Y O U  M O V E  O N

Escrow is where preparation pays off. The work you’ve done—preparing your home, pricing it strategically,
attracting strong buyers, and selecting the right offer—helps create a smoother path to closing. While
unexpected situations can arise, they don’t have to derail your sale. With the right guidance, most challenges
can be resolved.

T H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S  G U I D E 3 9



K E Y  T A K E A W A Y S C I V I T A S  R E A L T Y

What to Remember About Escrow
✓ Accepting an offer is the beginning of escrow—not the end of the sale.

✓ Inspections, appraisals, and financing are all normal parts of the process.

✓ Most issues that arise during escrow have practical solutions.

✓ Staying informed helps reduce stress and uncertainty.

✓ The goal is not just accepting an offer—it’s successfully closing the transaction.

U P  N E X T

We’ll wrap everything together with the most important lesson in this guide: there isn’t one perfect
way to sell a home. There is only the strategy that’s right for you.

T H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S  G U I D E 4 0
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S E C T I O N  S E V E N

Your Personalized
Selling Strategy
“There isn’t one perfect way to sell a home. There is only the strategy that’s
right for you.”
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Y O U R  P E R S O N A L I Z E D  S T R A T E G Y C I V I T A S  R E A L T Y

Every Homeowner’s Situation Is
Different

By now, you’ve seen that selling a home involves far more than preparing it, choosing a price, or
putting it on the market. Every decision along the way—from preparation and pricing to marketing,
negotiations, and escrow—should be guided by one thing: your goals.

There isn’t a single strategy that’s right for every homeowner. Some want to maximize their sale price. Others
focus on selling quickly. Some want as little disruption as possible. Others prefer to sell off-market for privacy.
The best strategy is the one built around what matters most to you.

F R O M  M Y  E X P E R I E N C E

Not long ago, I met with a couple trying to answer a question many homeowners face: “Should we sell, or
should we keep our home and rent it?” We didn’t start by talking about listing. We started by looking at both
possibilities—what selling would look like, what renting might mean for their family’s future, the financial
considerations, and their long-term goals.

By the end, they felt clarity and confidence because we’d thoughtfully explored both options. My
responsibility isn’t to convince someone to sell—it’s to help clients understand their options, weigh the
trade-offs, and make the decision that’s right for them. Success isn’t measured by whether a home sells. It’s
measured by whether my clients feel confident they made the right decision for their future.

T H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S  G U I D E 4 2



H O W  I  C A N  H E L P C I V I T A S  R E A L T Y

Your Personalized Seller Strategy Session
Whether you’re planning to sell in the next few weeks or simply exploring your options, a personalized strategy
session helps you understand what makes the most sense for your situation. Together, we’ll discuss:

· Your goals and priorities · Whether selling, renting, or waiting fits

· The current value of your home · Today’s market conditions

· Whether preparing your home is worthwhile · A pricing strategy based on buyer behavior

· On-market vs. off-market alignment · Your ideal timeline and process

There is no obligation and no pressure—just an honest conversation designed to give you the clarity and confidence to
make the decision that’s best for you and your family.

M Y  C O M M I T M E N T  T O  Y O U

Whether you decide to sell this month, next year, or not at all, my commitment remains the same: to provide
honest advice, answer your questions openly, help you understand your options, and be a trusted resource
whenever you need one. My role isn’t simply to help people sell homes—it’s to help them make informed
decisions about one of their most important assets.

T H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S  G U I D E 4 3



B E F O R E  Y O U  G O C I V I T A S  R E A L T Y

There Is No Perfect Strategy
If there’s one thing I hope you take away from this guide, it’s this: there is only the strategy that’s right for
your goals, your family, and your next chapter. The best decisions aren’t made by following a formula.
They’re made by understanding your options, weighing the trade-offs, and creating a plan that fits your life.
That’s exactly what I’d be honored to help you do.

K E Y  T A K E A W A Y S

✓ Every homeowner’s situation is unique.

✓ Your goals should drive every decision—not someone else’s strategy.

✓ Sometimes selling is the right move. Sometimes it isn’t.

✓ The best real estate decisions begin with understanding all of your options.

✓ Confidence comes from having the right plan before making your move.

T H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S  G U I D E 4 4



T H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S  G U I D ET H E  S M A R T  S E L L E R ’ S  G U I D E

R E A D Y  T O  E X P L O R E  Y O U R  O P T I O N S ?

Schedule Your
Complimentary
Seller Strategy
Session
We’ll talk through your goals, answer your questions, and
build a plan tailored specifically to you.
We’ll talk through your goals, answer your questions, and
build a plan tailored specifically to you.

Leilani Serrao-Baker
F O U N D E R  |  R E A L T O R  ·
C I V I T A S  R E A L T Y

(949) 444-9175

leilani@leilanibakerhomes.com

www.civitasrealtyca.com

“Selling a home isn’t just about the next transaction. It’s about helping you move confidently into the
next chapter of your life.”

“Selling a home isn’t just about the next transaction. It’s about helping you move confidently into the
next chapter of your life.”
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	What every South Orange County homeowner should know before listing their home.
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	Sell with confidence. Plan with clarity.

	Welcome
	If you're reading this guide, you're probably asking yourself one simple question:
	"Where do I start?"
	Whether you're thinking about selling next month, next year, or you're simply curious about today's market, you've probably realized there is no shortage of advice. Friends have opinions. Family members have stories. The internet offers endless articles—many of them contradictory.
	Selling a home is one of the largest financial decisions most people will ever make. It deserves more than quick answers or generic advice. That's why I created The Smart Seller's Guide.
	Over the years, I've found that most homeowners ask many of the same questions before they ever put a sign in the yard:
	Should I make repairs?
	How should I price my home?
	What happens once I accept an offer?
	Should I get a home inspection?
	What if it doesn't sell quickly?
	What if the buyer backs out?
	These are important questions, and the answers can have a significant impact on both your experience and your financial outcome. This guide was designed to answer them in one place—explaining how the selling process works in a practical, straightforward way, so you can make informed decisions with confidence.
	As a Dana Point resident and real estate professional serving South Orange County for more than 14 years, I've learned that no two home sales are exactly alike. Some sellers want to maximize every dollar. Others want the smoothest possible transaction. Some need to sell before buying their next home; others are downsizing after decades in the same house.
	Whatever your situation, the principles inside this guide are designed to help you understand the decisions that matter most—before your home ever goes on the market. My hope is that when you finish reading, you'll feel more prepared, more informed, and more confident about the road ahead.

	Let's get started.

	How to Use This Guide
	You don't have to read this guide from beginning to end. Instead, start with the questions that matter most to you today.
	If you're just beginning to think about selling…
	Before You Ever Call an Agent
	Evaluate your timing, think through your goals, and begin preparing before making any major decisions.

	If you're getting your home ready for the market…
	Preparing Your Home for Success
	Repairs, inspections, presentation, and which improvements are actually worth making.

	If you're wondering how to price your home…
	Pricing for Success
	Why pricing affects far more than your final sales price—and why the first few weeks on the market matter so much.

	If your goal is attracting strong offers…
	Creating Buyer Demand
	What actually creates multiple offers—and how to evaluate them when they arrive.

	If you've already accepted an offer…
	Navigating Escrow
	Inspections, appraisals, contingencies, negotiations, and what to expect before closing.

	Keep this guide nearby—the more informed you are before your home hits the market, the more confident you'll feel throughout the process.
	THE PROCESS
	CIVITAS REALTY
	SELLING YOUR HOME


	A Simple Roadmap
	Every successful sale follows a series of manageable steps. Here is the journey ahead—we’ll explore each stage in greater detail throughout this guide.
	Clarify Your Goals
	Understand why you’re moving: your reasons, what a successful move looks like, and your timeline.

	Build Your Strategy
	A plan shaped by your goals, your home, and the market: timing, pricing, prep, and marketing.

	Prepare Your Home
	Strategic improvements that build buyer confidence: repairs, cleaning, staging, photography.

	Price Your Home
	The right strategy shapes buyer interest, leverage, time on market, and your experience.

	Launch Your Home
	A professional introduction: marketing, online exposure, showings, and early feedback.

	Review & Negotiate
	Evaluate more than price: financing, contingencies, timeline, and overall strength.

	Navigate Escrow
	Inspections, appraisal, financing, contingency removals, and closing preparations.

	Close & Move Forward
	Documents are signed, funds transferred, ownership changes hands, and your next chapter begins.
	A NEW BEGINNING


	Whether you’re downsizing, relocating, moving closer to family, or starting a new season of life—the goal isn’t just a successful transaction. It’s helping you move forward with confidence.
	SECTION ONE


	Start With Your Why
	“Before we talk about your home, let’s talk about you.”
	START WITH YOUR WHY
	CIVITAS REALTY


	Every Successful Move Starts Here
	hen most people think about selling, they immediately think about price—how much is my home worth, what could I sell it for, what should I ask? Those are important questions. But in my experience, they aren’t the first ones we should answer. The first question is much simpler:
	Why are you moving?
	Your answer to that question shapes every decision that follows.
	FROM MY EXPERIENCE

	One of the biggest mistakes I see homeowners make is assuming every successful sale looks the same. It doesn’t. For one family, success means selling quickly to relocate for a new job. For another, maximizing every dollar to buy their next home. For someone else, simply making the transition with as little stress as possible. Before we ever discuss pricing, marketing, or timing, we need to define what success looks like for you—because once we understand your goals, every decision becomes much clearer.
	THREE QUESTIONS TO BEGIN
	CIVITAS REALTY
	QUESTION ONE


	Why Are You Moving?
	People sell their homes for many different reasons. You may be:
	Upsizing for a growing family
	Downsizing now the kids are gone
	Following children or grandchildren
	Relocating for work
	Moving closer to family
	Seeking a different lifestyle
	Simplifying your life
	Preparing for retirement
	Whatever your reason, it matters. The best strategy isn’t based solely on your home—it’s based on your life.
	QUESTION TWO


	What Does Success Look Like to You?
	Many assume the goal is always the highest possible price. Sometimes it is—but not always. Success can also mean:
	Selling with the least amount of stress
	Selling before buying your next home
	Selling off-market for privacy
	Avoiding unnecessary repairs
	Closing on a specific timeline
	Flexibility to coordinate your move
	There isn’t one definition of success—only the one that’s right for you.
	FROM MY EXPERIENCE
	CIVITAS REALTY


	A Lifetime of Memories, a Move Without Stress
	A few years ago, I met a wonderful couple who had lived in their home for more than 50 years—where they had raised their two children. The thought of leaving was overwhelming. When we first met, we didn’t talk about listing. We talked about whether there was a way for them to stay. Selling isn’t always the right answer, and I believe it’s important to explore every option first.
	Once they decided that moving was the right next step, our conversation changed. I asked them one simple question:
	“What would make this a successful move for you?”
	Their answer wasn’t every last dollar or a record sales price. It was having the least amount of stress. That became our strategy. Instead of preparing the home for the open market, I brought them an off-market buyer looking for exactly that type of property. The buyer paid market value. My clients didn’t have to repair, paint, stage, or spend weeks preparing for showings—and the buyers, after losing out on several homes, finally found the one. A true win for everyone involved.
	There isn’t one perfect way to sell a home. The best strategy is the one that’s built around your goals.
	BUILDING THE PLAN
	CIVITAS REALTY
	QUESTION THREE


	Where Are You Going Next?
	Your next move often influences the strategy for selling your current home. Questions we may need to answer include:
	Should you buy before you sell?
	Should you sell before you buy?
	Will you need temporary housing?
	Staying local or relocating?
	Flexibility with your closing date?
	Coordinating both moves smoothly
	Thinking through these questions early helps avoid unnecessary stress later.
	THE SELLER ROADMAP

	Now that you’ve identified your goals, it’s time to build the plan. Over the next sections, I’ll walk you through the same conversations I have with my clients every day:
	Preparing your home strategically
	How pricing influences buyers
	Creating strong buyer demand
	Evaluating offers
	What to expect during escrow
	Navigating challenges with confidence
	By the end, you’ll understand not only how to sell your home, but how to do it in a way that aligns with your goals.
	BEFORE YOU MOVE ON
	CIVITAS REALTY


	It Starts With You
	Selling your home isn’t just a financial decision—it’s often one of life’s biggest transitions. The clearer you are about what you’re trying to accomplish, the easier every decision becomes. That’s why we started here. Not with your house. With you.
	KEY TAKEAWAYS

	Every seller’s definition of success is different.
	Your goals should shape your selling strategy.
	The highest price isn’t always the highest priority.
	There is no one-size-fits-all approach to selling a home.
	The best real estate strategy begins with understanding what matters most to you.
	UP NEXT

	We’ll look at how to prepare your home for the market—and how to decide which improvements are worth making before you list.
	SECTION TWO


	Preparing Your Home for the Market
	“Before you spend money preparing your home, it’s worth taking the time to make sure you’re spending it in the right places.”
	PREPARING YOUR HOME
	CIVITAS REALTY


	What Should I Do Before I Put My Home on the Market?
	One of the first questions almost every seller asks me is:
	“What should I do before I put my home on the market?”
	t’s a great question—but there isn’t a one-size-fits-all answer. Some homes benefit from thoughtful preparation before they ever hit the market. Others need very little. And in some situations, selling the home exactly as it sits may be the best option.
	The key is knowing which approach is right for your home. That’s why I encourage my clients to think about preparation as a series of decisions—rather than a checklist.
	FROM MY EXPERIENCE

	One of the biggest mistakes I see homeowners make is spending money before they have a plan. I’ve watched sellers invest thousands of dollars in improvements buyers barely noticed—and I’ve seen simple changes like fresh paint, decluttering, better lighting, and thoughtful staging completely change how buyers viewed a home. Before you spend a dollar, it’s worth understanding which improvements are likely to make a difference, and which ones probably won’t.
	FOUR KEY DECISIONS
	CIVITAS REALTY


	Preparation is best understood as a series of decisions—not a checklist. These four shape nearly every plan.
	DECISION ONE


	Does My Home Need Preparation at All?
	Not every home needs to be painted, remodeled, or staged. The right approach depends on:
	The condition of the home
	The neighborhood
	Current buyer demand
	Your timeline & goals
	The goal isn’t one formula—it’s the right strategy for your situation.
	DECISION TWO


	What Repairs Are Worth Making?
	Buyers don’t expect perfection, but they notice deferred maintenance. The repairs with the best return build confidence:
	Obvious maintenance issues
	Water intrusion or leaks
	Broken fixtures & safety concerns
	Likely home-inspection items
	Major remodels completed just before listing rarely return what sellers expect.
	DECISION THREE


	Should I Inspect Before Listing?
	A pre-listing inspection isn’t required, but it can be a valuable tool that helps you:
	Understand the home’s condition
	Reduce surprises during escrow
	Decide which repairs to make
	Build confidence before going live
	Others prefer to let the buyer’s inspection guide it. Neither is automatically right.
	DECISION FOUR


	Should I Sell My Home As-Is?
	Beyond “prepare fully” or “sell as-is,” there’s often a third option built around your goals:
	A few thoughtful improvements
	Listing with minimal prep
	Selling off-market to the right buyer
	A blend tailored to your priorities
	The best strategy depends on what matters most to you.
	FROM MY EXPERIENCE
	CIVITAS REALTY


	The Right Improvements, Not the Most Expensive Ones
	A while back, I worked with a gentleman who had inherited his mother’s home. Like many people in that situation, he wasn’t looking to invest time or money into it. His plan was simple: sell the home completely as-is and move on.
	Because of where the home was located, he didn’t have to look far for interest. Several people approached him before it ever reached the market, each offering to buy it off-market in its current condition. On paper, it seemed like an easy decision—take one of the offers and be done.
	Instead, I suggested we pause and consider a different approach. Rather than accepting one of those early offers, I recommended making only a few strategic improvements: fresh paint, new carpet, and professional staging. Nothing structural. No major renovation. Just enough to help buyers see the home clearly.
	We then listed it on the open market at the exact same price those buyers had already offered before any improvements were made. Once it hit the market, the response was completely different. Buyer interest increased dramatically, the home received multiple offers, and it ultimately sold for approximately $300,000 over the asking price.
	I want to be clear about the lesson here, because it’s easy to misread. The takeaway isn’t that paint and carpet added $300,000 in value. It’s that thoughtful preparation, combined with proper marketing and exposing the home to the full market, can dramatically change the outcome.
	You don’t have to do everything before selling your home—but doing the right things can completely change the outcome.
	BEFORE YOU MOVE ON
	CIVITAS REALTY


	Making Informed Decisions
	The goal of preparing your home isn’t to spend as little as possible, or as much as possible. It’s to make informed decisions that support your goals, your timeline, and your budget. Sometimes that means strategic improvements. Sometimes it means doing very little. And sometimes it means taking an entirely different approach.
	KEY TAKEAWAYS

	Every home requires a different preparation strategy.
	Not every repair is worth making.
	Major remodels often provide less return than sellers expect.
	A pre-listing inspection can be valuable, but isn’t necessary for every home.
	The best preparation plan supports your goals—not a generic checklist.
	UP NEXT

	“Once you have a plan for preparing your home, the next decision becomes one of the most important you’ll make: pricing it correctly from the very beginning.”
	SECTION THREE


	Pricing for Success
	“Price doesn’t just determine what your home sells for. It influences how buyers respond from the moment your home hits the market.”
	PRICING FOR SUCCESS
	CIVITAS REALTY


	One Number Can Change Everything
	any homeowners believe pricing is simply deciding what they’d like to receive for their home. In reality, it’s much more than choosing a number. It influences:
	How many buyers see your home
	Whether they schedule a showing
	How quickly offers begin to arrive
	Your negotiating position
	Your overall selling experience

	One pricing decision can affect everything that follows.
	FROM MY EXPERIENCE
	One of the biggest misconceptions I hear is: “Let’s just start high. We can always come down later.” It sounds logical—if your home is worth $2,000,000, why not ask $2,100,000 and see what happens?
	But after years of helping sellers in Dana Point and throughout South Orange County, I’ve found the strongest outcomes usually aren’t the homes that start the highest. They’re the ones positioned correctly from the very beginning. Pricing isn’t about testing the market—it’s about understanding how buyers respond to value.
	HOW BUYERS RESPOND
	CIVITAS REALTY
	DECISION ONE


	What Does Pricing Correctly Actually Mean?
	Pricing correctly doesn’t mean pricing low. It means positioning your home where buyers immediately recognize its value. Today’s buyers are informed—before they ever schedule a showing, they’ve compared your home to recent sales, active and pending listings, and nearby communities like San Clemente, Laguna Niguel, and San Juan Capistrano. They’re asking one question: “Is this home worth seeing?”
	When buyers perceive value, they act. The goal isn’t the lowest or highest number—it’s the price where the market says, “We need to see this one.”
	DECISION TWO


	What Happens When You Start Too High?
	The biggest risk of overpricing isn’t that your home won’t sell—it’s that the right buyers may never see it as an opportunity. A new listing receives the greatest attention it will ever get: waiting buyers receive alerts, agents schedule showings, and your home appears at the top of search results.
	If buyers believe a home is priced above market value, many simply move on. By the time the price is adjusted, those buyers have often found another home. Starting too high can cost you your strongest moment of momentum.
	HOW BUYERS RESPOND
	CIVITAS REALTY
	DECISION THREE


	Why Do Homes End Up Reducing Their Price?
	A price reduction isn’t necessarily a sign that something is wrong with the home. More often, it’s the market providing feedback. When a home doesn’t generate enough showings, inquiries, or offers, it’s usually because buyers don’t see enough value at the current price.
	That doesn’t mean the home isn’t desirable—it means price and buyer expectations aren’t aligned. Often a small adjustment brings buyers back. Reductions are usually a response, not a failure.
	DECISION FOUR


	Why Do Some Homes Sell Immediately While Others Sit?
	Two homes can be similar in size, condition, and location, yet have completely different results—one receives multiple offers within days, the other sits for weeks. The difference usually comes down to a combination of factors:
	· Pricing
	· Preparation
	· Presentation
	· Marketing
	· Buyer perception
	Homes that create confidence tend to create activity. Homes that create doubt tend to create delays.
	HOW BUYERS RESPOND
	CIVITAS REALTY
	DECISION FIVE


	What If My Home Doesn’t Sell in the First 30 Days?
	If your home hasn’t sold during the first month, don’t assume something is wrong. Instead, ask a different question: “What is the market trying to tell us?” The first 30 days provide valuable information—how many showings you had, what feedback buyers gave, how your home compares to new competition, and whether the market has shifted.
	Sometimes the answer is pricing; sometimes presentation; sometimes buyers are comparing your home to stronger alternatives. The market is remarkably honest—when several buyers reach the same conclusion, it’s worth listening. The goal isn’t to chase the market, but to understand it and respond strategically.
	BEFORE YOU MOVE ON

	Pricing isn’t about predicting the future. It’s about understanding how today’s buyers think and positioning your home so they recognize its value the moment they see it. Done well, pricing creates momentum—more showings, more opportunities, and the strongest possible negotiating position. The goal isn’t simply to sell your home; it’s to give it the best opportunity to sell on your terms.
	KEY TAKEAWAYS
	CIVITAS REALTY


	What to Remember About Pricing
	Pricing is a strategy—not just a number.
	The first few weeks on the market are often the most important.
	Buyers respond to perceived value, not seller expectations.
	Price reductions are feedback from the market.
	Listening to that feedback early helps maintain momentum.
	The best pricing strategy positions your home for success from day one.
	UP NEXT

	We’ll look at how thoughtful preparation, strategic marketing, and the right launch plan work together to create buyer demand—and why some homes attract multiple offers while others don’t.
	SECTION FOUR


	Creating Buyer Demand
	“The best marketing doesn’t convince buyers to love your home. It helps the right buyers discover it, recognize its value, and inspires them to act before someone else does.”
	CREATING BUYER DEMAND
	CIVITAS REALTY


	Great Homes Don’t Sell Themselves
	ne of the biggest myths in real estate is that a great home will simply sell itself. While exceptional homes certainly have an advantage, they still need the right strategy to reach the right buyers.
	Creating buyer demand isn’t about luck. It’s about combining thoughtful preparation, strategic pricing, professional marketing, and maximum exposure to create the strongest possible first impression. When those pieces work together, buyers notice. When they don’t, even beautiful homes can struggle to gain momentum.
	FROM MY EXPERIENCE

	Sellers often tell me: “I want multiple offers.” I understand why—they mean stronger negotiating power, better terms, and confidence you’re making the right decision. But after helping hundreds of buyers and sellers across South Orange County, I’ve learned multiple offers aren’t the goal.
	They’re the result of doing many things well before the first buyer ever walks through the door. The real goal is creating enough demand that you’re negotiating from a position of strength. Sometimes that’s five offers; sometimes one exceptional offer. Both can be successful.
	WHAT CREATES DEMAND
	CIVITAS REALTY
	DECISION ONE


	How Do You Create Multiple Offers?
	Multiple offers rarely happen by accident. They’re usually the result of several important factors working together:
	Strategic pricing
	Thoughtful preparation
	Professional presentation
	Effective marketing
	Broad exposure
	When buyers believe they’re looking at one of the best opportunities in the market, they act quickly. The goal isn’t artificial urgency—it’s genuine demand.
	DECISION TWO


	Why Are the First Two Weeks So Important?
	The first two weeks after your home is listed are often the most important of the entire selling process. During this time:
	Waiting buyers receive listing alerts
	Agents introduce it to qualified buyers
	Your home gets peak online exposure
	Serious buyers decide what to see
	A strong launch creates excitement that carries throughout the transaction; a weak launch is much harder to recover from. That’s why so much preparation happens before your home ever goes on the market.
	WHAT CREATES DEMAND
	CIVITAS REALTY
	DECISION THREE


	What Makes Buyers Want to See Your Home?
	Long before scheduling a showing, buyers are deciding online. Within seconds they ask: “Is this worth seeing in person?” Several things influence that decision:
	Professional photography
	Compelling marketing
	A clean, well-presented home
	Thoughtful staging
	Excellent curb appeal
	The goal is simple—help buyers picture themselves living there before they ever walk through the front door.
	DECISION FOUR


	Why Do Buyers Fall in Love With One Home Over Another?
	Buying a home isn’t only financial—it’s emotional. Buyers remember how a home made them feel: bright, comfortable, welcoming, easy to imagine living in. Small details have a bigger impact than owners realize:
	Natural light
	Fresh paint
	Clean spaces
	Well-arranged furniture
	Inviting outdoor areas
	These details help buyers focus on the lifestyle your home offers instead of the projects they think they’ll need to tackle.
	WHAT CREATES DEMAND
	CIVITAS REALTY
	DECISION FIVE


	Is Marketing More Than Just Putting a Home on the MLS?
	Absolutely. The MLS is only one piece of a comprehensive marketing strategy. Today’s buyers discover homes in many different ways:
	Online real estate websites
	Social media
	Email campaigns
	Agent networking
	Private buyer databases
	Video marketing
	Off-market opportunities
	Targeted digital ads
	The more qualified buyers who know your home is available, the greater the opportunity for interest and competition. Exposure creates opportunity—the right exposure creates the right opportunity.
	BEFORE YOU MOVE ON

	Creating buyer demand isn’t about one great photograph or one successful open house. It’s the result of dozens of thoughtful decisions working together. When preparation, pricing, presentation, and marketing all align, buyers respond. That’s when momentum begins.
	KEY TAKEAWAYS
	CIVITAS REALTY


	What to Remember About Demand
	Buyer demand is created through strategy—not chance.
	The first two weeks on the market are often your most valuable.
	Buyers make decisions emotionally before they justify them logically.
	Professional presentation helps buyers recognize value immediately.
	Effective marketing maximizes exposure and creates more opportunities to attract qualified buyers.
	UP NEXT

	We’ll look at what happens once the offers begin to arrive—and why the highest offer isn’t always the best offer.
	SECTION FIVE


	Choosing the Right Offer
	“The best offer isn’t always the one with the highest price. It’s the one most likely to help you achieve your goals.”
	CHOOSING THE RIGHT OFFER
	CIVITAS REALTY


	It’s More Than Just a Number
	eceiving an offer is exciting—receiving multiple offers can be even more so. But once the offers arrive, many homeowners discover something they didn’t expect: choosing the right offer isn’t always as simple as accepting the highest purchase price.
	Every offer tells a story. Some offer more money. Some offer greater certainty. Some offer flexibility that better fits your next move. The goal isn’t simply to choose the highest number—it’s to choose the offer that gives you the strongest overall outcome.
	FROM MY EXPERIENCE

	One of the biggest misconceptions I hear is: “We’ll just take the highest offer.” Sometimes that’s exactly right—but not always. I’ve seen slightly lower offers produce smoother transactions, fewer surprises, and better results because the financing was stronger, the contingency periods shorter, or the buyer simply in a better position to close.
	The highest offer only matters if it actually closes. That’s why we evaluate the entire package—not just the purchase price.
	EVALUATING EVERY OFFER
	CIVITAS REALTY
	DECISION ONE


	Is the Highest Offer Always the Best Offer?
	Not necessarily. When comparing offers, I look at the complete picture—not just the number at the top:
	Purchase price
	Financing
	Down payment
	Contingencies
	Closing timeline
	Strength of the buyer
	The buyer’s commitment
	Sometimes an offer that’s $20,000 lower leaves you in a stronger position because it presents fewer risks. A successful sale isn’t measured by the offer you accept—it’s measured by the one that closes.
	DECISION TWO


	Why Does Financing Matter?
	Not all financing is the same. A buyer’s financial strength can significantly affect how smoothly the transaction moves through escrow. We consider:
	Cash versus financing
	Size of the down payment
	Loan type
	Strength of the lender
	Buyer’s qualifications
	The goal isn’t to favor one buyer over another—it’s to understand how each financing scenario may affect the likelihood of a successful closing.
	EVALUATING EVERY OFFER
	CIVITAS REALTY
	DECISION THREE


	What Are Contingencies—and Why Do They Matter?
	Contingencies are conditions that must be satisfied before the sale becomes final. They’re a normal part of most transactions. Common ones include:
	Home inspection
	Appraisal
	Loan approval
	Review of disclosures
	HOA document review
	When comparing offers, we look not only at which contingencies are included, but how long the buyer requests to complete them. Shorter periods may provide greater certainty; longer periods can create added time and risk.
	DECISION FOUR


	Does the Closing Timeline Matter?
	Absolutely. Every seller’s situation is different. Some need to close as quickly as possible; others need extra time to coordinate the purchase of their next home, complete a move, or relocate. We look carefully at:
	Proposed closing dates
	Possession timelines
	Rent-back requests
	Other move-easing terms
	The right offer is often the one that supports your timeline—not just your price.
	EVALUATING EVERY OFFER
	CIVITAS REALTY
	DECISION FIVE


	Should You Negotiate or Accept the Offer?
	Receiving an offer doesn’t always mean making an immediate decision. Depending on the situation, we may:
	Accept the offer
	Counter one buyer
	Ask for highest and best
	Negotiate specific terms
	Compare offers before responding
	Every situation is different. The strategy depends on your goals, market conditions, and the strength of the offers. Sometimes the best decision is to move quickly; other times it’s worth taking time to negotiate better terms.
	BEFORE YOU MOVE ON

	Choosing an offer isn’t about winning a bidding war. It’s about selecting the buyer who gives you the best opportunity for a successful closing. When you understand the strengths and potential risks of each one, you can make your decision with confidence.
	KEY TAKEAWAYS
	CIVITAS REALTY


	What to Remember About Offers
	The highest offer isn’t always the strongest offer.
	Financing, contingencies, timing, and buyer commitment all matter.
	Every offer should be evaluated as a complete package.
	Negotiation doesn’t end when the offers arrive—it often begins.
	The best outcome is the one that helps you achieve your goals with the greatest confidence.
	UP NEXT

	We’ll walk through what happens after you accept an offer, so you’ll know exactly what to expect during escrow—from inspections and appraisals to closing day.
	SECTION SIX


	Navigating Escrow
	“Accepting an offer is a major milestone. But it’s not the finish line—it’s the beginning of the final stage of your sale.”
	NAVIGATING ESCROW
	CIVITAS REALTY


	What Happens Next?
	or many homeowners, accepting an offer brings a tremendous sense of relief. The showings are over, the negotiations complete, your home under contract. It feels like the hard part is behind you. In reality, one of the most important phases of the transaction is just beginning.
	Escrow is where the details come together—when inspections are completed, financing is finalized, contingencies are removed, and ownership is prepared to transfer. Understanding what happens during this stage can help you move through the process with confidence and avoid unnecessary stress.
	FROM MY EXPERIENCE

	One of the biggest misconceptions I hear is: “Great—we’re done!” I wish it were that simple. While most escrows move smoothly, this is also the stage where unexpected questions can arise. An inspection may uncover repairs. An appraisal may come in differently than expected. A lender may request additional documentation.
	None of these automatically mean the transaction is in trouble—they’re simply part of the process. One of my roles is anticipating potential issues before they become problems, and helping my clients navigate them with confidence.
	INSIDE ESCROW
	CIVITAS REALTY
	DECISION ONE


	What Happens After You Accept an Offer?
	Once an offer is accepted, escrow is officially opened—and several things begin happening simultaneously:
	The buyer submits their deposit
	Inspection appointments are scheduled
	The lender works toward final approval
	Escrow coordinates documents
	While much of this happens behind the scenes, it’s a very active stage. The goal is keeping everything moving toward a successful closing.
	DECISION TWO


	What Happens During Inspections?
	Most buyers complete one or more inspections early in escrow. These may include:
	A general home inspection
	A termite inspection
	Roof, sewer, or chimney checks
	Other specialty inspections
	Sometimes inspections confirm everything is in excellent condition; other times they identify items the buyer would like addressed. That doesn’t mean the deal is falling apart—findings often become a normal negotiation through repairs, credits, or information.
	INSIDE ESCROW
	CIVITAS REALTY
	DECISION THREE


	What If the Appraisal Comes in Low?
	A low appraisal is one of the situations that concerns sellers most—but it doesn’t automatically mean the sale is over. Depending on the circumstances, several options may be available:
	The buyer brings in additional funds
	The seller adjusts the price
	Both parties negotiate a compromise
	The buyer may cancel, if contingent
	A low appraisal creates a conversation—not necessarily the end of the transaction.
	DECISION FOUR


	What If the Buyer Wants to Cancel?
	Hearing that a buyer may back out can be unsettling, but it doesn’t always mean starting over. The outcome depends on:
	Why the buyer wants to cancel
	Whether contingencies remain
	Where you are in the timeline
	The options each scenario allows
	Sometimes the issue is resolved through negotiation; other times, putting the home back on the market is best. Many homes that fall out of escrow sell successfully shortly afterward. The key is understanding why it changed and responding strategically.
	INSIDE ESCROW
	CIVITAS REALTY
	DECISION FIVE


	What Happens on Closing Day?
	As escrow comes to an end, everything begins coming together. In the final steps:
	Final loan documents are signed
	Funds are transferred
	The deed is recorded
	Ownership officially changes hands
	The keys are delivered
	What often feels like a long process is suddenly complete—and you can begin the next chapter with confidence.
	BEFORE YOU MOVE ON

	Escrow is where preparation pays off. The work you’ve done—preparing your home, pricing it strategically, attracting strong buyers, and selecting the right offer—helps create a smoother path to closing. While unexpected situations can arise, they don’t have to derail your sale. With the right guidance, most challenges can be resolved.
	KEY TAKEAWAYS
	CIVITAS REALTY


	What to Remember About Escrow
	Accepting an offer is the beginning of escrow—not the end of the sale.
	Inspections, appraisals, and financing are all normal parts of the process.
	Most issues that arise during escrow have practical solutions.
	Staying informed helps reduce stress and uncertainty.
	The goal is not just accepting an offer—it’s successfully closing the transaction.
	UP NEXT

	We’ll wrap everything together with the most important lesson in this guide: there isn’t one perfect way to sell a home. There is only the strategy that’s right for you.
	SECTION SEVEN


	Your Personalized Selling Strategy
	“There isn’t one perfect way to sell a home. There is only the strategy that’s right for you.”
	YOUR PERSONALIZED STRATEGY
	CIVITAS REALTY


	Every Homeowner’s Situation Is Different
	y now, you’ve seen that selling a home involves far more than preparing it, choosing a price, or putting it on the market. Every decision along the way—from preparation and pricing to marketing, negotiations, and escrow—should be guided by one thing: your goals.
	There isn’t a single strategy that’s right for every homeowner. Some want to maximize their sale price. Others focus on selling quickly. Some want as little disruption as possible. Others prefer to sell off-market for privacy. The best strategy is the one built around what matters most to you.
	FROM MY EXPERIENCE

	Not long ago, I met with a couple trying to answer a question many homeowners face: “Should we sell, or should we keep our home and rent it?” We didn’t start by talking about listing. We started by looking at both possibilities—what selling would look like, what renting might mean for their family’s future, the financial considerations, and their long-term goals.
	By the end, they felt clarity and confidence because we’d thoughtfully explored both options. My responsibility isn’t to convince someone to sell—it’s to help clients understand their options, weigh the trade-offs, and make the decision that’s right for them. Success isn’t measured by whether a home sells. It’s measured by whether my clients feel confident they made the right decision for their future.
	HOW I CAN HELP
	CIVITAS REALTY


	Your Personalized Seller Strategy Session
	Whether you’re planning to sell in the next few weeks or simply exploring your options, a personalized strategy session helps you understand what makes the most sense for your situation. Together, we’ll discuss:
	Your goals and priorities
	The current value of your home
	Whether preparing your home is worthwhile
	On-market vs. off-market alignment
	Whether selling, renting, or waiting fits
	Today’s market conditions
	A pricing strategy based on buyer behavior
	Your ideal timeline and process
	There is no obligation and no pressure—just an honest conversation designed to give you the clarity and confidence to make the decision that’s best for you and your family.
	MY COMMITMENT TO YOU

	Whether you decide to sell this month, next year, or not at all, my commitment remains the same: to provide honest advice, answer your questions openly, help you understand your options, and be a trusted resource whenever you need one. My role isn’t simply to help people sell homes—it’s to help them make informed decisions about one of their most important assets.
	BEFORE YOU GO
	CIVITAS REALTY


	There Is No Perfect Strategy
	If there’s one thing I hope you take away from this guide, it’s this: there is only the strategy that’s right for your goals, your family, and your next chapter. The best decisions aren’t made by following a formula. They’re made by understanding your options, weighing the trade-offs, and creating a plan that fits your life. That’s exactly what I’d be honored to help you do.
	KEY TAKEAWAYS

	Every homeowner’s situation is unique.
	Your goals should drive every decision—not someone else’s strategy.
	Sometimes selling is the right move. Sometimes it isn’t.
	The best real estate decisions begin with understanding all of your options.
	Confidence comes from having the right plan before making your move.
	READY TO EXPLORE YOUR OPTIONS?


	Schedule Your Complimentary Seller Strategy Session
	We’ll talk through your goals, answer your questions, and build a plan tailored specifically to you.
	Leilani Serrao-Baker
	(949) 444-9175
	leilani@leilanibakerhomes.com
	www.civitasrealtyca.com
	“Selling a home isn’t just about the next transaction. It’s about helping you move confidently into the next chapter of your life.”



