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Home buying in 
and around 
Pasadena has 
some very unique 
challenges and 
often seems 
impossible.

The idyllic nature and the unique 
architecture of Pasadena and it’s 
surrounding communities like Altadena, 
Eagle Rock and Sierra Madre, place an 
incredibly high demand on homes when 
they come to market.

When homes do go up for sale, they can 
receive as many as forty offers, often 
including multiple all cash and over list 
price bids. This insane level of competition 
makes it uniquely challenging for the 
average homebuyer.

Landing the perfect home in these 
communities takes time, careful research 
and some expert insight. 

This guide will help you in your quest.
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GETTING PREPARED

Prior to going to open houses and even before you start seriously searching online, 
of some necessary tasks, including saving up funds for down payment and closing, enhancing 
your credit score, and determining what you dream of and what you can realistically obtain.

Let’s dive deeper into each of these topics and we can cover some strategies to each.  

BUILD UP YOUR 
SAVINGS

GAME YOUR 
CREDIT SCORE

CREATE WISH/ 
NEEDS LIST

BE REALLY 
REALISTIC 
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BUILD UP YOUR SAVINGS
Buying a house is a massive purchase, while you will most likely secure a loan for a bulk of the 
price, you will still need funds on hand for a down payment and closing costs. 

Down payments range from 3.5% on an FHA loan to 20%. There are NO zero down loans 
anymore (that’s how the crash happened). You can borrow or be gifted these funds, there just 
needs to be a paper trail of how you obtained the money.  

Closing costs include appraisal fees, credit report, origination and processing fees from the 
lender. Generally this is about 1-1.5% of the purchase price of the home. Note: You can select 
what lender you want to use based on how much they charge in fees. More on this topic later. 
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GAME YOUR CREDIT SCORE
For a bank to lend a stranger anywhere from $400,000 to a million dollars (or more), they 
want to know you can and will pay it back. Your credit score is one of the key ways they 
determine your worthiness. 

Get an idea of what your current score is by creating a free account on CreditKarma.com or 
CreditSesame.com. These sites will give you tips on how to improve your score. 

A 620 credit score is the minimum for a standard loan while special FHA loans require at least 
a 580. If you are below these numbers, put the hunt on hold and bring these numbers up.  

Ideally you want to be over 700-720 or it will cost you more to borrow. 
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CREATE NEEDS/WANTS LIST
Now for the fun part: start making a list of what you need and want in a home. 

What is the number of bedrooms you need now and in the future? How much square footage 
is right for you (use how much space you have now as a guide)? Is a one bathroom place 
enough or do you need at least two? Is a yard important? Craftsman house or newer modern 
architecture? What is the most I feel comfortable paying each month for a mortgage? Move in 
ready vs Fixer Upper?

Make a list and include as many details as you wish. You will refine later.
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BE REALLY REALISTIC
Time for dose of reality. If your needs/wants list has seven bedrooms, a helicopter landing pad 
and ocean views, be prepared to have a million dollar down payment. 

Conversely, there are NO three-bedroom single family houses for $350,000 anywhere in Los 
Angeles County. If there is, a flipper will beat you to it and offer $450,000. Also, there will 
not be a bubble to pop like we had in 2007. 

If you need space and don’t have the budget for a house, think condo. You can buy a fixer 
and sell it in a few years as you slowly upgrade into the house of your dreams. 

Being unrealistic in homeownership will only delay you as prices continue to climb. 
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Searching online 
is an amazing 
convenience, but it 
can get frustrating 
fast. 

Searching online real estate listing 
websites like Zillow or Realtor.com while 
in your sweats is an amazing way to 
spend an afternoon. 

But if you are serious, you will want to do 
more than just swipe left and right. 

There are thousands of property listings 
online but just like dating sites, many, if 
not most, are frogs. 

Here is how to find the gems in the piles 
and save time while enjoying the hunt.
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GET YOUR SEARCH ON

Real Estate Websites

All of the websites that are accessible to the general consumer receive their property listing 
information from the real estate MLS (Multiple Listing Service). Therefore all of the sites have 
the same information. Realtor.com and Zillow.com are the leaders due to ease of website use 
and their brand recognition from advertising.

Realtor.com does a slightly better job of updating listings as they sell, but use the one you 
like the best. Create an account, create and save your search so alerts are emailed to you. 

No-name websites that promise to cut commissions or to have a secret pool of inventory that 
no one else has, are a scam and a waste of your time. Legitimate listing websites don’t ask 
for your credit card to create an account. 
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GET YOUR SEARCH ON

Location, Location, Location

The old adage is true; real estate is all about location. Because you have very little effect on 
location after you buy a home, you should do ample research of where you want and do not
want to be.  

Consider:
• Commute time in morning and evening
• Proximity to shopping, services, schools and parks
• Walkability score
• Local types of crime and frequency

The professional advise is to cast a wide geographical net based on how far you are willing 
to commute. Then start to exclude specific areas or neighborhoods you don’t care for. This 
will increase your odds of discovering great neighborhoods you are not aware of. 
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GET YOUR SEARCH ON

Days on Market

Days on Market (or DOM) is one of the best tricks a Realtor has to aid in searching.  DOM 
refers to the number of days a house has been on the market. It starts the day it is listed and 
ends the day a successful offer is accepted.  Average DOM in Pasadena is a mere 14 days.

Properties that have a DOM over 45 days is an indication of trouble. Either the property is 
over priced and the owners will not accept a realistic price or there is something dramatically 
wrong with the quality of the home (safety, construction issues, sinkhole etc). 

Adjust your search settings to just pull listings that have appeared in the last 30-45 days. 
Looking at properties that have been for sale for 120 days (four months) is a waste of your 
time.
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GET YOUR SEARCH ON

School Districts

School districts have an important effect on home values. Naturally, a  good school district is 
more desirable. If you have or plan to have children, the district will be important. If you 
plan to sell your new home one day, the school district will also be important.

Look on school review sites like GreatSchools.com for school district maps and the ratings for 
levels ranging from elementary, middle and high schools. 

You can cross reference your large geographic commute map with good school district maps 
to start to narrow the field of search. 

All of these settings should be saved to a search profile so you receive alerts as they happen. 
Remember, the good ones go fast. 
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Home buying is 
the single largest 
purchase a person 
make. Don’t do it 
alone, build a 
team of experts to 
help. 

With your search preferences set, you will 
start to discover properties that you will 
want to see in person. If you end up 
loving one of the homes you see in 
person, you will want to make an offer. 

As you now know, the great properties in 
Pasadena do not sit on the market for 
long and most often they have an offer 
deadline that is only a few days after an 
open house. 

To become a Pasadena homeowner, you 
need to be prepared to submit strong and 
professional offers quickly. Your best bet 
is to get some professional help.

It’s time to build your team. 
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YOUR TEAM OF EXPERTS

Buyer Side Advocate

Every real estate transaction has two sides; a Seller side and a Buyer side. Most often, both 
sides are represented by Realtors.

A good “Buyers Side Agent” Realtor can help with all of your prep and search tasks along 
with insight as to making and preparing strong offers. Most listings have offer guidelines that 
only Realtors can see (this info is not included on sites like Zillow or Realtor.com). 

The Seller side agent (or Listing agent) generally feel more comfortable working with 
another agent knowing it will make for a stress free and successful transaction for their client. 
While some agents think they can handle both sides of a transaction, double-ending is 
fraught with legal concerns and most local professional brokerages have banned it. 

The best part of using a Buyer’s Agent is that it costs you nothing. The buyers agent is paid 
by splitting the commission with the listing agent.  You get market expertise and someone 
looking out for your best interests at no cost to you.
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YOUR TEAM OF EXPERTS

Master Negotiator

With a veteran real estate agent comes veteran sales techniques. Put your trust in an 
experienced Buyer’s Agent Realtor who has proven to get the best possible terms for a 
collection of happy clients.

Negotiation skills will be instrumental in making offers, handling counter-offers and at several 
stages during escrow and with several different companies and people. With the good 
houses having multiple offers, you will want an agent that can navigate this for you. You 
want a house, but you don’t want to overspend. A Buyer’s Agent will protect you.

Your new Buyer’s Agent can advise on other key members of the team. Ones she or he 
knows can get the job done properly and with your best interests in mind.  
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YOUR TEAM OF EXPERTS

The Lender

Unless you are buying with all cash, you will need to borrow from a lender. The lender in a 
real estate transaction plays a critical part in the process. 

Every lender charges different fees and some deals fall apart because a lender cannot roll 
with the inevitable curveballs of a transaction. You need one that is fair and effective. 

Your bank is an obvious place to start, unfortunately you will be sent to a far-off mortgage 
broker that you will never meet face to face. Another word of caution with big banks is the 
fees are often higher than a local independent lender (who do you think is paying for those 
Superbowl commercials?).

The professional’s advice is to shop around, get quotes from an online lender, a national 
brand and a local lender.  Have them break down closing costs and monthly payments.  You 
will be glad you did.
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YOUR TEAM OF EXPERTS

Your Pre-Approval

The final member of your team is your Pre-Approval. This document is independent proof that 
you can afford a home. Your lender can generate this by sifting through your financials (pay 
stubs, bank account balances and previous year taxes). 

This is such a key piece of the team, you should not set foot into a listed house until you have 
this. 99% of all homes listed for sale in the Pasadena area will require a Pre-approval letter 
to be included in an offer.  Submitting and offer without one is a surefire way to have your 
offer ignored. 

Pre-Approval will also give you an idea of what your monthly payment will be and how much 
house you can really afford. Saving you the headache of falling in love with a place you can 
not afford?

Note: Pre-approval is stronger than Pre-qualification which is just “stated” information and 
not backed by proof. Pre-qualification is essentially worthless. 
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It’s time to hit the 
pavement and see 
some homes. You 
will need to see a 
lot of frogs to find 
that dream home. 

You have your search parameters set and 
your team is complete> Now you are 
truly prepared to go see some properties. 

Your best bet is to see a lot of them, 
being super selective and only seeing one 
property a week will not make you a 
homeowner. 

Touring multiple areas and properties will 
give you insight as to what 
neighborhoods you love (as well as which 
you don’t love) along with a better sense 
of what is realistic. 

Your agent will be able to arrange 
private showings so you aren’t limited to 
just open houses.
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SEEING PROPERTIES

Most buyers in the Pasadena, Altadena and surrounding communities will need to see a lot of 
properties before they become homeowners. There aren’t a lot of choices and fewer that are 
perfect for you.  What you see and how many you see will have a dramatic effect on how 
soon or how likely you will become a homeowner. 

Let’s dive into the strategies that the professionals use to help our clients become homeowners. 

TOURS FIXERS TYPES POCKETS 
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DRIVING TOURS
You will never become a homeowner unless you go see some properties in person.  Buyers can 
see upwards of forty properties over several weeks before making an offer. 

This volume of showings is near impossible to do on your own. A series of daytime driving 
tours with an agent is the best way to discover new neighborhoods and refine your search. It 
is an agents job to know the city better than you do. 

Keeping track of what you like and more importantly what you don’t like will help you and 
your agent narrow the showings to just the most likely ones. 
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FIXERS
Ahh, the fixer upper, while HGTV makes everyone believe they can do what Chip 
and Joanna Gaines can do, the odds of you being as successful on your very first 
house is highly unlikely. 

Major fixers require contractor connections, construction experience and lots of 
cash on hand. If you don’t have these and are maxed on the down payment, you 
will not have a budget to immediately renovate an open-concept kitchen. 

Fixers come in stages of severity. If you are dead-set, look for ones that just need 
flooring and surface upgrades (cabinet faces, countertops etc.). 
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Issues to Look For

CONDITION

• Foundation: Any cracks, 
breaks, mold, and pests 
discovered near a home’s 
foundation are big red flags 
that indicate you may want 
to head to the next listing 
on your list.

• Power and Heat: Faulty 
switches, poor wiring and 
insulation, low-performing 
air and heating systems, 
and window leaks are 
telltale signs of a residence 
that’s was never properly 
maintained.

• Exterior: Closely inspect 
panel siding, roofing, 
window shutters, and holes 
and cracks in walls and take 
a close look around the 
yard, like driveways, pools, 
sheds, and other outdoor 
areas for any potential 
defects.

• Odors: Smell doesn’t lie. If 
something in or around a 
real estate listing causes a 
physical reaction — whether 
it’s general air quality or a 
specific problem area with 
mold — it may not be an 
ideal choice.
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TYPES OF HOMES
Your needs list may state a house (or Single Family House) but a tour that includes condos and 
townhomes could open some interesting options: 

• Single Family Homes offer a yard and privacy but require maintenance and landscaping. 

• Condos cost less and are often near urban centers like Colorado Blvd making nightlife, 
dining and shopping walkable. The downside is less privacy, HOA payments and their 
restrictions.

• Townhouses generally fall in the middle of the two. 

Be sure to include all three types in your early tours if you have flexible needs. 
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POCKET LISTINGS
Many buyers think there is a secret pool of homes for sale that are not listed on the MLS, 
Zillow or Realtor.com. In actuality there are very few, and they are usually investment 
properties (triplex, quadplex) or a very large mansion that a private owner prefers not to 
have visitors scouring his home.

Pocket listings may be more common in other areas, but in Pasadena and San Gabriel Valley, 
they are just not very common. The demand of the open market always inspires a seller to put 
it out there, even if it is for just one day of showing and three days of bidding.  

Don’t hold out your search for a pocket listing that is very unlikely to happen. 
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You finally found 
one you love. 
Your not alone, 25 
other people love 
it too. Time to 
write a compelling 
offer.

You searching and tours have paid off 
and you finally found one that has 
everything or close to everything you 
need and want.

Well, the deadline clock just started to 
tick and your team is going to have to 
cover a lot of ground fast.

You will need to analyze pricing, draft a 
compelling offer, predict the future and 
be prepared to wait 45 days for an 
answer. 

Lets get into the nuances and strategies of 
the offer stage of the buying process for 
a home in and around Pasadena.
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OFFER STRATEGIES

Your Offer Price

The list price of a home is rarely what you buy it for in Pasadena. You could end up above or 
below that price, it just varies on how it’s is priced and how much it is wanted. 

To determine an intelligent offer price, the best way is to work with your agent to review 
what similar properties in the same area have sold for over the past six months (called 
comps). A good agent will also be able to often find out what competing offers are like. 

Just know that 40% of homes sold in Pasadena in 2017, sold for less than list price. 
Overpricing is rampant, due diligence on pricing research is a must. 

To compound the issue, 60% of all properties sold in Pasadena receive multiple offers, some 
times there can be as many as 20 plus offers for one single property is not uncommon.

In multiple offer situations, there is often a round of counter-offers where the property’s 
Listing Agent will invite those that submitted the top offers to resubmit another higher offer in 
a final runoff. 

Your initial offer needs to be compelling enough to be accepted or to at least make it into the 
second round of offers. 
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OFFER STRATEGIES

Your Offer Packet

With price determined, you will need to submit an offer packet. 

Comprised of 30-40 pages, this document packet contains all of the legal documents needs 
to begin a sale agreement. It will detail the offered price, information about the deposit (3% 
of purchase price generally), specifics about contingencies like selling another property, how 
long you have to secure a loan and many additional details. 

These specifics along with a copy of your Pre-Approval letter and Proof of Funds from your 
bank are submitted as your formal offer.

Due to the demand, the smart strategy is to shorten or eliminate any and all contingencies, 
make the escrow time period as short as possible (10-20 days) and of course, an intelligent 
offer price. 

Note: Low-balling an offer as a strategy without justification is futile. If you are offering 
under list price, be prepared to detail why. Just know, in the end, the price of a home is what 
a person is willing to pay for it. 
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OFFER STRATEGIES

Back Up Offers

Real estate transactions have a lot of moving parts, and it is not uncommon for one, or 
several, parts to fail resulting in a cancelled transaction. For example, a buyer mail fail to 
secure financing or the house may not appraise for the agreed price. 

Knowing this, Listing Agents will have a back up offer in line rather than start the entire 
showing process over again.

If your offer was close but not the ultimate choice, you can request to be the backup offer. 
The odds aren’t the best that you will get it, but it does happen. On the plus side, you could 
end up with the home that you love, on the negative side, you will have to wait a few weeks 
for an answer. 
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Once you have an 
accepted offer, 
the tough part for 
you is done but 
your team has a 
lot to cover.  

An accepted offer can be a great relief to 
a home buyer.  While you have less to do 
on a daily basis, your agent, your lender 
and their support teams go into full work 
mode. 

A solid team will keep you apprised all 
along the way and make it seem 
seamless. Follow their instructions and 
you will be moving into your new place in 
30 to 45 days.

A good agent and professional lender 
will walk you through the many stages of 
closing escrow.  

These are the main stages. 
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CLOSING TIME

Earnest Money

Buyer ’s Inspection

Appraisal

Closing Costs

Keys

The first step in closing is wiring in your deposit (generally 3% of 
purchase price). This will go towards your down payment at the 
close of escrow.

You and your agent will schedule your Buyers General Inspection. 
This is when you get to find out what is right and wrong with the 
property and negotiate corrections. The cost for the inspection is 
roughly $350-$450 which you will pay for.

Your lender will order an appraisal to determine the true value of 
the home. You want this value to be equal to or greater than the 
price you have agreed to. 

Your lender will provide estimates and breakdowns of closing costs. 
These are generally 1-2% of the price of the home. Having a local 
lender that you can ask a lot of questions is beneficial. 

Once the loan is funded and the county has recorded that you are 
the new owner, your agent will present you with the keys. 
Congratulations, you are now a homeowner. 
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NEXT STEPS

You now have a greater than average sense of what it takes to buy a 
home in and around Pasadena and how you can better your odds of 
becoming a homeowner. 

It is a lot to cover and near impossible to tackle alone. As the author of 
this guide, I am glad to apply the proven techniques that I have shared 
here to your personal quest for a home in or around the Pasadena Ca 
area. 

Michael Robleto
REALTOR®
BRE #01980172
Compass- Pasadena
michael.robleto@compass.com
www.BungalowAgent.com
213-595-4720

Compass is a national real estate 
brokerage focused on using the latest 
technology to help buyers and home 
sellers make the most of the home 
buying experience. 
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