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Selling your home without the help of a real estate agent can seem like a 

good idea. In an ideal world, homeowners would save a lot of money — not 

having to pay a commission is a strong motivational factor. But is the “for 

sale by owner” (FSBO) option really as good a choice as it may seem? 

 

Selling a home without a real estate agent isn’t easy. And statistics seem to 

show that less than 10 percent of for sale by owner sellers actually 

succeed. But what is it, actually, that prevents FSBO sellers from being 

able to close their property sales? 

 

Here are some of the mistakes that FSBO sellers make; they illustrate why 

local real estate agents’ expertise is invaluable. 

1. Failure to prepare a property 

If a home isn’t appealing to buyers, homesellers are wasting everyone’s 

time. This doesn’t just mean making sure everything is tidy; the condition of 

the house needs to be perfect. This will involve: 

• Doing repairs. 

• Removing unnecessary furniture and clutter. 
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• Painting and decorating neglected rooms in a way to make them look as 

appealing as possible. 

• Having a professional cleaning. 

 

Houses that don’t have excellent curb appeal or have obvious things 

wrong are going to be challenging to sell. And they’re not likely to 

command top dollar. 

2. Lack of marketing experience 

If the FSBO property listing isn’t put in front of the right people, it will never 

be sold. The real estate agent will have the knowledge and experience to 

get this right; the owner usually won’t. There are also quite a few powerful 

online marketing channels that won’t let FSBO homes be listed. An agent 

will be able to market the property far better than a novice seller could ever 

hope to. 

 

Many for-sale-by-owners don’t realize the power of the multiple listing 

service (MLS) and the wide net it casts. 

3. Dealing with potential buyers 

A big part of the real estate agent’s job is handling inquiries. Many people 

who try FSBO aren’t ready or able to deal with queries. You have to be 

able to stay on top of calls and emails, and be prepared to show the 

property when it is convenient for the interested potential purchasers. 

Another problem is spending time on inquiries from people who aren’t in a 

position to buy. If you don’t understand how to screen genuine buyers, you 

are going to end up wasting a whole lot of time. 
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FSBO sellers often don’t understand that they should find out if the 

interested person has been pre-approved for a loan or needs to sell their 

house first. If they haven’t or they are only pre-qualified, they may not be 

able to buy the house even if they fall in love with it. 

 

Even if the seller can find a pre-approved buyer, there can still be problems 

when showing the home. It’s all too easy for a homeowner to put pressure 

on the potential buyer when all they want to do is be left alone to view the 

property: The buyer won’t feel that they can discuss the property honestly, 

they will want to avoid saying the wrong thing to the owner. This situation 

isn’t going to increase the chances of a sale. 

One of the critical roles of a seller’s agent is to screen potential buyers. 

4. Unwanted inspection results 

A home inspection may turn up some problems with the house that the 

owner doesn’t agree with. Most buyers will want a home inspection, and 

very often, they will highlight some problems with the house. This can upset 

the owner and can lead to the FSBO falling through when the owner is 

unwilling to correct the problems found. 

 

Real estate agents can be a great sounding board when it comes to 

inspections. They have been through the process many times and can offer 

their expertise in negotiating a successful outcome. Getting through a 

home inspection is often about give and take. 

5. Negotiating with buyers 

Pricing your home correctly can be difficult to get right if you don’t have the 

experience. The number one mistake FSBOs make is pricing their property 
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incorrectly. Negotiations over this price can also be problematic if the 

owner has unreasonable expectations. 

 

The purchase contract also needs to be negotiated. Is the buyer putting 

down the right amount of earnest money? Is the time the buyer is asking to 

procure a mortgage reasonable? 

 

Someone who isn’t familiar with real estate contracts can find them 

confusing. The homeowner may not fully understand what the contract 

holds them to, and when they need to negotiate with the buyer. 

Contingencies and clauses may need to be changed so that the seller gets 

the situation they want. It isn’t just about negotiating on the price; the 

contract needs to be paid careful attention to as well if the sale is going to 

close successfully. 

 

6. You might net less 

The big attraction for most homeowners selling without a real estate agent 

is commission savings. But what if you net less even without paying an 

agent’s commission? The possibility is very real. You can forget about 

having a bidding war when selling as a FSBO. 

 

Given how strongly the market has favored sellers over the last few years, 

having a bidding war is not uncommon at all. Homes selling significantly 

over asking price has been relatively routine in many parts of the country. 

You’re almost certain to give up that chance when selling without a real 

estate agent. 
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7. Closing the deal 

If the FSBO seller is lucky enough to get an offer, things can still go very 

wrong. The homeowner can very easily make mistakes in the process after 

an offer is accepted, which can lead to failure. 

 

A specific order of events needs to take place for the sale to close.  

This will involve many different parties, and if they aren’t contacted at the 

right times, the sale can be delayed or even canceled. 

Final Thoughts 

If you, or someone you know, still decides to go ahead with the FSBO route 

despite reading about the many pitfalls, it can be a gamble with less than a 

1 in 10 chance of success. 

Hopefully, our highlighting of some of the common mistakes will allow you 

to succeed where so many others fail. 

Selling a house for sale by owner is risky. Make sure you have a backup 

plan in place that entails interviewing multiple top local real estate agents. 

 

Bill Gassett is a nationally recognized real estate leader who has been 

helping people buy and sell homes for the past 33-plus years. He has been 

a top agent with RE/MAX Executive Realty, which serves many towns 

across the state of Massachusetts. Check out his blog. 
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Use this plan as a basis for prospecting FSBOs. Add other successful strategies you have 

tried as you learn more about what is most effective in your market.  

 

LOCATE FSBOs 

You should spend a minimum of one or two hours a week (preferably right before the 

weekend) checking the sources listed below for new FSBO listing. Focus in on FSBO 

properties that are in your market area or that you feel have a strong market appeal 

because of price or features.  

 

• Drive-bys. Often FSBOs put up yard signs as a first step in marketing, so spending an 

early morning looking for yard signs can sometimes give you the first crack at FSBOs, 

suggest author and trainer Danielle Kennedy.  

• Your Web site. Place a free services package (See Component 10) offer prominently on 

your site, and let FSBOs find you. 

• Newspaper ads. (Yes, some people still use them.) Don't forget free or less expensive 

neighborhood papers, which appeal to FSBOs. 

• Internet sites for FSBOs—including FaceBook, Zillow and others. 

 

 

DEVELOP A TRACKING SYSTEM 

You will often need several weeks of contact before you can convert a FSBO to a listing. 

Once they've spent some time trying to sell their homes, FSBOs are often more receptive.  

 

Your tracking system should include: 

 

 

Name, address, and phone of the FSBO—use reverse phone directories or search title 

records for this information. 

 

Date and source where you first found the FSBO—for example, Zillow ad on March 15th. 

 

Continue to look for ads for the same property even after you've added them to the list to 

determine if a FSBO is still actively marketing or becoming discouraged.  

 

Date, time, medium of every contact, and response with FSBO, in chronological order—

for example, phone call at 9 a.m. on 9/14, offered and sent free services package.  

 

If you do mailings or e-mails to FSBOs, be sure to include those contacts in your tracking 

system.  

 

 

 



 

DEVELOP A SOLICITATION SCHEDULE 

Because they are initially less interested in talking to you than other home sellers, you 

must build a relationship over time with the FSBOs to gain their trust—and the listing.  

 

Regular solicitations once or twice a week are the key. Thursdays or Fridays—just before 

the sellers come on the weekend—are great days to offer FSBOs free service packages or 

advice. Sunday—after a discouraging weekend with no offers—is a good time to call or 

drop by and try to get the listing. The schedule below is a good, basic solicitation model, 

adapt it as you go along and determine what works best for you. 

 

Week One  

Two mailings: Send two different items from your service package—such as a copy of a 

basic real estate purchase contract or a lead-paint disclosure brochure. Be sure that each 

item bears a sticker with "Compliments of …" and your name and contact information. 

Attach a personal note to each form offering to provide more information on how the 

FSBO can use the form in the transaction.  

 

Week Two 

Phone call: Use this call to solicit information on why the owners are selling, how long 

they have been trying to sell, and what success they have had. Offer your free service 

package. 

 

Mail service package: Again include a note offering more information. Be careful that the 

wording of your note does not imply that the FSBO is not bright enough to understand 

the information.  

 

If the FSBO doesn't agree to receive the package, go back to the activities of Week One, 

sending other material, such as information on mortgages, staging a home, or home 

inspections. Then, move on to Week Two again. 

 

Week Three 

Phone call: Follow up to ensure that the FSBOs has received your service package. Use 

this opportunity to ask if you can come over and see the house so that you can keep your 

buyer clients informed of everything available in the neighborhood.  

 

Face-to-face visit: Tour the home and make one or two suggestions on things the FSBOs 

could do to improve salability. Leave behind your brochure on getting your house ready 

for sale. Use this visit as an opportunity to ask if the owner would be willing to establish 

a cooperating relationship and pay you a commission if you bring in a buyer who 

purchases the home. If the FSBO agrees, sign a written compensation agreement with 

them.  

 

If the FSBO says that they cannot pay you a commission even if you produce a buyer, ask 

if they would be willing to share the names of buyers who saw their home or came to an 

open house but were not interested.  



 

Week Four  

Face-to-face visit: Stop by—without an appointment -  if the homeowner seems 

easygoing. Offer advice on a problem the FSBO might have encountered during any 

showings of the house. Use this visit to assess the FSBO's frustration level and shift 

toward a willingness to list. 

 

Listing presentation: If the mood is right, present a prepared listing agreement during 

your visit for signature. As an alternative, you could set up a full-scale listing 

presentation, but by then the FSBOs' discouragement may have gone away.  

 

If you aren't able to get a signed listing, leave the door open by offering advice and 

telling the FSBOs that if they change their mind and want to list, to please call you first.  

 

 

Week Five and Beyond 

Continue contact: A mixture of phone calls and weekly or biweekly visits are essential to 

staying in touch. If the FSBOs have agreed to compensate you if you find a buyer, call 

the FSBOs to update them on your buyer's feedback. Putting the FSBOs on your regular 

newsletter or e-mail contact list is also helpful in keeping your name in front of them.  

 

Monitor mood and act when you see a shift. You need direct contact to monitor when a 

FSBO might be ready to list, so try to call or drop by weekly. Other indicators of 

discouragement might be not advertising or holding open houses. In extreme cases, a 

FSBO might take the home off the market.  
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Activity 1 
Responding to FSBO Objections 

 

Read each objection to signing a listing contract and write in your most effective 

response.  

 

Objection 1: I'm sure I'll get a buyer in no time. I've only had the house on the market 

one week, and I've already had three people come and see it. 

Most effective counter: 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Objection 2: I need every cent I can get from the sale to put toward my new house. I 

can't afford to pay a real estate commission.  

Most effective counter: 

____________________________________________________________________ 

 

____________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Objection 3: What do I need you for? I can put up a sign in my yard just like you would.  

Most effective counter: 

____________________________________________________________________ 

 

____________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Objection 4: If I list my property, it will be with my friend in real estate. 

Most effective counter: 

___________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________ 
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Activity 1 
Responding to FSBO Objections Answer Sheet 

 

Use these answers to suggest possible counters to some common FSBO objections.  

 

Objection 1: I'm sure I'll get a buyer in no time. I've only had the house on the market 

one week, and I've already had three people come and see it. 

 

Most effective counters: 

1. That's great you've had so much interest. Could I come over and preview the property? 

I might have a buyer who would be interested. 

2. How many of those people have come back a second time? One of the problems with 

showing a house is that you get a lot of browsers who just like to see other people's 

homes. 

3. Did you have anyone who made an offer? Often prospective buyers find that they can't 

really afford the houses they find appealing in the ads. As a real estate professional, I 

always try to prequalify buyers first so that I'm not wasting an owner's time showing 

buyers houses they can't afford.  

 

Objection 2: I need every cent I can get from the sale to put toward my new house. I 

can't afford to pay a real estate commission.  

 

Most effective counters: 

1. I know that it's important to have the biggest downpayment possible. But a NAR 

survey (Profile of Home Buyers and Sellers) found that people who sell their homes 

through a real estate professional sell their homes for almost 15 percent more than people 

who sell their homes themselves. So even if I charge a 6-percent commission, you will 

probably come out ahead.  

 

2. Often the buyer who wants the house most will be willing to pay the highest price. 

Because our company advertises so many (include number) of homes every week, we 

probably get a call from just about every buyer in the market. If more than one buyer gets 

interested in your home, you might be able to get a better price.  

 

3. You know, buyers understand about real estate commissions, too. Any buyers who 

purchase from an owner will automatically assume that they can discount the price by the 

amount of the commission. The only person who gains if you sell your house directly is 

the buyer.  

 

Objection 3: What do I need you for? I can put up a sign in my yard just like you would.  

 

Most effective counters: 

1. It's true that your sign will attract buyers, but many of them won't be able to afford 

your home. When I get a call from a house sign, I can prequalify the buyer before 
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showing the house and steer them to a house that fits their financial abilities.  

 

2. When you advertise your own home, you have an inventory of one. We currently have 

many (include number) listings. So every call I receive from a buyer gives me a prospect 

of several homes. That means that if you get ten calls from your yard sign, you might 

have five prospects. But if I get ten calls from the houses I've listed, I might have 30 

prospects for your home.  

 

Objection 4: If I list my property, it will be with my friend in real estate. 

 

Most effective counters: 

1. It's great to be loyal to your friends. But you know that your home is probably your 

single biggest asset. Do you really think your friend is the person who could get you the 

best price for your home? 

 

2. I've always found that the biggest problem with working with friends is that it's so hard 

to fire them if they don't perform. You take such a risk of losing their friendship and 

wasting a lot of time not selling your house.  

 

3. Can you afford to list your property with a friend for 60 or 90 days, and take the 

chance that it won't sell. If you're planning on buying another home, that's a big gamble. 

Our company sells homes in your area fast (number of days on market). 
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10 Free Things FSBOs Want 
 

Include several of these giveaways in a free services package targeted to FSBOs. Use 

others to mail one at a time to FBSOs to build a relationship (See “a FSBO Prospecting 

Plan” for mailing suggestions). 

 

• How to get your home ready for sale—this can be the same handout you use for sellers 

who list with you. 

• How to conduct an open house. 

• A lead-paint disclosure brochure from HUD and information on how they can obtain a 

supply of lead-paint disclosure pamphlets. 

• A list of required property disclosure forms. 

• A list of suggested inspections often required by sellers—home inspection, termite 

inspection, radon, and so forth. 

• Sellers' and buyers' net sheet for calculating what they will realize in the transaction. 

• Suggestions on way to market their property—include items here such as listing with 

the MLS, posting on listing Web sites, and suggestions for local papers and home books 

that feature real estate ads.  

• A brief overview of mortgage financing, including fixed and adjustable loans, points, 

loan-to-value ratios, and so forth. 

• A sheet explaining how to qualify buyers. 

• A copy of the Closing Settlement Statement. 
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Activity 2 
Role Play-- FSBOs Face to Face 

 

 

Use these scenarios to practice techniques for convincing FSBOs to list their properties 

with you.  

 

FSBO Scenario A:  

Susie and Sammy Smith. A successful two career couple—she's in HR, he's an attorney. 

They have one child, with a second on the way. They're moving up to a bigger home in a 

suburb with better schools. They're smart, selling into a strong market, and don't see why 

they should "waste money" on a real estate associate who won't do much for them 

anyway. 

 

FSBO Susie's Talking Points: We're so busy. We work 60 hours a week and hardly have 

any time to spend with our daughter. Plus this second pregnancy seems harder than the 

first.  

 

We're both college-educated professionals who understand contracts and marketing. 

We've also talked to several of our neighbors, so we know what homes are worth in our 

area. 

 

Salesperson's Talking Points: I do this full-time, so I can be available when a buyer 

needs me. And the sellers will still have a life.  

 

Of course, the sellers are probably smart enough to do what has to be done. But why 

spend all the time figuring out something you may not do more than a few times in your 

life. Let someone who has experience do the work for you.  

 

 

FSBO Scenario B:  

Fred and Ethel Merton. The Mertons have lived in their home for 30 years. Their children 

are grown and they're planning on moving to a condo they own in Florida. They think it 

will be fun to show people around their beautiful home that they've spent so much time 

working on.  

 

FSBO Fred's Talking Points: We have a lot of time on our hands so selling our home 

would give us some thing to do. We love our house and we are proud to show it off—but 

we want our buyers to love it as much as we do. 

 

Salesperson's Talking Points: Why wait to start the exciting new life, with new 

experiences and new friends you'll have in Fla. Because I talk to a great many more 

buyers than you do, I'll have a better chance of finding a buyer who likes your home than 

you will. . 
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FBSO Scenario C:  

Phil and Phyllis Proctor are a middle-aged couple with two children who moved here two 

years ago because of a company transfer. They had the "world's worst experience" buying 

their home through a competitor and swore they would never work with a real estate 

salesperson again. 

 

FSBO Phyllis's Talking Points: Transferring is so hard for the kids; we just moved here 

three years ago and just as they started to make friends, we have to move again. Plus, 

we're afraid they'll get behind in school. We just felt that the other real estate salesperson 

didn't care about us at all. She never told us what was happening, and she almost made us 

miss the closing because she "forgot" to tell use about repairs that the buyers wanted 

made before closing.  

 

Salesperson's Talking Points: Being in your new home before school starts is guaranteed 

if you let me sell you home. I can show the home even after you've moved. My clients 

love me, and I've got the testimonials to prove it. 
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Getting Fees From FSBOs 
 

If your company permits it, you can still gain some income by offering limited service 

options to a FSBOs who may not want to enter into a full-service listing agreement. 

 

Free Offers  

Use these offers as ways to build a relationship that leads to a full-service listing. 

 

• Brochure box 

• For Sale signs 

• Flags and open house signs 

• List of advertising sources 

• Free school report for buyers 

 

Income Sources 

If you can secure a full listing, these tasks can bring in some income and keep you in 

contact with the FSBO. And, of course, you can offer to fold all prior charges into your 

commission if the FSBO lists with you before the home is sold.  

• Any transaction-related activity charged on a per hour fee  

• Creating a CMA for the property 

• Developing a marketing plan for the property 

• Listing the home on the MLS 

• Showing the property to buyers  

• Earning a partial commission if you locate a buyer for the home—commission rate and 

terms should be agreed upon in writing through a letter of agreement signed by both 

parties. 

• Negotiating purchase agreement and amount of deposit 

• Overseeing inspections and other tasks necessary for closing. 

(In an article in Real Estate Broker's Insider, Julie Garton-Good, with Garton-Good 

Companies, in Lenore, Idaho, noted that in a survey she conducted, sellers were willing 

to pay between $1,500 and $2,000 for assistance in negotiating and closing a transaction.) 
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