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Misconceptions about buying and selling Real Estate 
 
The first thing you learn about selling property is how much 
sellers don’t know. Want to sell your house? Easy,  just put out 
a For Sale sign. Don’t want to be bothered? Call a real estate 
broker. A few visits, an offer, and a sale agreement. A cake 
walk, right? A mine field is more like it. Want to know what’s 
hidden under the dirt? Here are some of the pitfalls. 
 
On your own. 
  Yes, you can sell your property on your own. A sign on the 
lawn,  classified ads in the newspaper, or one of the many For-
Sale-By-Owner (FSBO) internet sites could do it. The most ap-
pealing thing about FSBOs is you may save the broker’s com-
mission (often 6%). In a really hot market area this may work as 
many buyers prowl the 
neighborhood for their dream 
house. In a slow market or a 
thinly populated county it does-
n’t work so well. 
  So what is the downside? 
About 70% of all FSBO sellers 
eventually turn to real estate 
brokers for help. Only 14% 
made a sale on their own in 
2003 and only 5% of buyers 
purchased directly from sellers 
they did not know before the 
transaction. Why? For one thing 
the average FSBO sale price is 
about 15% less than the average 
agent-assisted sale. That’s the 
case despite FSBO properties 
having a reputation for being 
overpriced. FSBO sellers tend  
not to be objective about their 
homes, overlooking deficiencies 
that should have been corrected, 
or not realizing there are defi-
ciencies. Failure to disclose defi-
ciencies is a source of many 
lawsuits against sellers. The 
most difficult task for FSBOs is 
understanding the paperwork 
required. Yes, try it if for no 
other reason than it will be a learning experience. 
 
Holding hands 
 Not up to handling a sale on your own? Call a broker. But 
which one? The one you bought your house through? If the 
transaction went without a hitch, that is a recommendation. 
Someone a friend knows, especially if they had experience with 
that broker? Another recommendation. How do you judge who 
is best? Where and how much they advertise? The number of 
listings or sales persons they have?  The type of property they 
list? How close by are they? These are most of the reasons - the 

accessible reasons at least - which cause people to call one bro-
ker over another.  
   The less accessible reasons would include these: How suc-
cessful is the broker at sales (what percent of listings do they 
actually sell, and how close to original asking price)? How 
ethical and thorough are they in representing the seller (what 
complaints have been lodged against them before their Board 
of Realtors; what lawsuits have been brought against them - 
and if they were found at fault)? This kind of information may 
be sought from county court records and the Board of Realtors. 
   You have a right to expect a broker or sales person - acting as 
seller’s agent - to put your interest before that of others, to give 
you knowledgeable and accurate advice and counsel on selling 
your property.  Under the law of agency that agent has a fiduci-
ary relationship to you; he or she owes you trust and confi-
dence. To a buyer he owes factual information and fair and 
honest dealing. If at any time you believe you are not being 

treated by these standards, take 
action. Consult your lawyer 
and/or the Board of Realtors.   
 
Getting the word out 
   When you list a property for 
sale there are a number of 
choices you will have to make. 
Most brokers are members of a 
regional Multiple Listing Ser-
vice (MLS) and have an obli-
gation to list your property 
with this service if you agree to 
it. A surprising number of sell-
ers misunderstand how MLS 
works. They think it means 
they are listing with multiple 
brokers when in fact, in order 
to be listed in MLS, you must 
list exclusively with one broker 
who has agreed, under MLS 
rules, to cooperate with other 
brokers who are also MLS 
members and who may bring 
their customers to buy the 
property (the two brokers usu-
ally splitting the commission). 
In fact most sales in our region 
are such cooperative sales. The 

advantage to the seller is he/she has most of the brokers in the 
area working to sell his house. It is a real advantage which 
doesn’t cost him any more.  
    A few sellers just don’t want it generally known that they are 
ready to sell, so they list with one broker and ask not to be in 
MLS, in some cases requiring that their broker not advertise 
locally. This cuts down the pool of buyers, resulting in fewer 
inquiries and likely much longer time on market. But for some 
sellers, usually wealthier ones, privacy is as important to them 
as money.  
   Most sellers don’t think to ask their broker what he will do 
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What 30 years can do.  The Anson Pratt House in New Concord is 
one of the best recognized Federal houses in Columbia County. 
Thirty years ago it came close to being a piece of Lost Columbia 
County. A generation of neglect (left) it a decrepit eyesore yet its 
original fine “Adamesque” details beckoned a buyer to save it. To-
day it is closer to its original self than at anytime in its nearly 200 
years - and worth 50 times more than 30 years ago. Preservation 
pays. Let would-be sellers be advised, keeping your house up is 
your best investment. A repair now is a lot cheaper than later. 
From A Visible Heritage, Columbia County,  New York - A History 
in Art and Architecture. Ruth Piwonka and Roderic H. Blackburn. 
Columbia County Historical Society, 1977, 1996. 



for them. They assume the broker will do what is necessary to 
get the word out, but they do not think to specify this in the list-
ing agreement. One of the most frequent complaints sellers have 
about brokers is “they don’t do what they promise to do.” What 
gets done should be spelled out in the listing agreement. Will 
there be a flyer to hand out to buyers? Will it be in MLS? Will it 
be in the local newspaper(s), the regional real estate buyer’s 
guide(s). How often? If it is a property which will appeal to sec-
ond home buyers, will it be advertised in big-city newspapers? 
Should it be in The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, 
The Boston Globe? I was just asked by one smart client to do an 
article on her elegant period house for a magazine. The house is 
worth it and the article will be wonderful free advertising, much 
better than an ad. If you are lucky, a property you list may have 
already been published in an article or, better yet, a book. Ex-
pect your broker to make use of these gifts from heaven. 
Between the placement and schedule of ads, and the promotion 
pieces, you have what is called an Advertising & Public Rela-
tions Plan. 
 
The line on online 
   It is said that seventy percent of people looking for property 
first look for what they want on the Internet. This is now  -  but 
wait until you see the future. Newspapers are already feeling the 
pinch of the Internet in slower classified ad sales. Your broker 
should have a website which is easily found through a Google, 
Yahoo, or other search engine, either by the firm name or “real 
estate in x county, x state.”  A website is relatively inexpensive 
to create and maintain and it can show properties and promote 
the broker far better and more clearly than any other kind of 
advertising -  for the price. A good-sized classified ad in The 
New York Times can cost more than the bill for developing a 
website. That is the power of the Information Revolution.  
   Word-of-mouth recommendations are still the best, but a good 
website is increasingly the way to go. On it you should expect to 
find pictures and information  on each property (not just a few 
lines of “fluff”), plus other pages on the firm, its activities and 
practices, who the staff are, and  general information on the  
region. Some sites will give you lots of information on real es-
tate-related subjects: mortgage rates and lenders, historic and 
recreational sites and activities, planning and zoning informa-
tion, media outlets, useful professionals (lawyers, inspectors, 
contractors), school ratings, and even assessments and tax rates. 
No end to it; you can get lost in the tunnels of cyberspace. In 
recent articles for this column I have explored the issues of real 
property assessment and  taxes (these and other articles will be 
posted to our website shortly, www.b6.com/re).  
    
 Cyclical responses 
   So you have put your property up for sale, where are the lines 
of customers? It pays to learn about the cycles of the real estate 
market to judge how your selling will go. Recently I did a line 
graph of real estate sales by month of the year and it showed 
how predictable sales were by month. It goes like this. The itch 
to buy a property is lowest during the holiday season, from No-
vember through January. Buyers are home with the family and 
could not be bothered with house hunting, at least a majority of 
them. Sellers too.  Who wants strangers traipsing through their 
holiday-decorated home? The season begins to awaken - not in 
the warm months of spring as you might guess,  but in February. 
That is when the serious buyers come out in numbers, serious 
we may guess because they are willing to brave the cold. But to 

be ready for them you need - your broker needs - a month lead 
time to get everything ready: pictures, property information, 
website, ads, and brochure. So just when Christmas rolls 
around, that is when you should be setting up the sales cam-
paign. The number of MLS listings reflect this. They  peak in 
February, then again in June before decreasing through the rest 
of the year. 
    It is no surprise that sales follow this cycle too. Sales in the 
first quarter of the year are the lowest, that is because fewer 
buyers were looking and deciding late in the prior year (it can 
take 1-3 months for most sales to close). Sales are up consid-
erably in the 2nd quarter (spring), even more so in the 3rd 
(summer), and fall back in the 4th quarter. If you want to ensure 
the maximum exposure to buyers, begin early in the year.   
   If you are not getting the response you expect, time of year 
may be one reason, but there are others. There is also the im-
portant year-to-year cycle of the real estate market. If you are 
ready to sell when the market is hot, as it has been for several 
years now, you can expect good prospects for selling more 
quickly (the average house takes 250 days to close). When the 
market is not hot (as was the case in 1989-1994), sales are a lot 
slower. Sellers are reluctant to encourage buyers by lowering 
prices and buyers know it is their kind of market to dicker in. 
The trick is to know when to sell in the present cycle. Sell at 
the top, of course. But no one knows when the market is at the 
top. No question is asked more frequently of me than that, and 
the answer is: we don’t know except that when financial, eco-
nomic, social, and political forces tip the balance of supply vs 
demand, the market trend will change direction. More on this 
in another column. 
 
Selling appeal 
Price is the most important factor in selling a house. If you 
have priced your property too far above the market, most buy-
ers won’t even call. Buyers can be a lot more knowledgeable 
than sellers; after all, they have likely looked at many proper-
ties and can recognize value. Most sellers have not seen what 
has been successfully selling and likely have an inflated idea of 
their property’s condition and value. A good broker will give a 
seller an accurate idea of value and convince the buyer to price 
within 15% of market value, the likely selling point. Alas, bro-
kers compete for listings and sometimes a broker will over-
value a property to get the listing, thereby doing a seller a dis-
service when the property doesn’t attract buyers.  
   Another problem with selling is condition. Condition issues 
make buyers wary. If problems show, what else is hidden? That 
is where house inspectors come in. They usually will uncover 
the hidden issues before a buyer has risked a down payment. 
On the other hand it rarely pays to fix up everything. Most 
“home improvements” don’t pay for themselves, much less 
make the seller a profit. Buyers have their own taste in kitchens 
and bathrooms, and don’t want to pay for a seller’s “poor” taste 
when they will have to pay again for new appliances and deco-
rating. Stick to fixing up the worst looking issues: a leak in the 
roof, a rotted sill, grungy floors, pests, dirty walls and trim 
(paint will cover a multitude of sins of neglect), and leaving the 
creativity to the buyer. After all, houses are the one great crea-
tive act for a lot of buyers. Why deny them the chance to ex-
press themselves by leaving them nothing to do? 
   So now you have your feet wet in the selling game. There are 
plenty of other pits to stumble into as you attract buyers. We 
will explore those in another article.  
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