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Home Buying Action Plan: From Decision

to Keys in 90 Days

Buying a home safely is less about speed than sequence. The buyers who

reach closing with the fewest regrets usually did their hardest work before the

first tour: they knew the credit-score tier they were aiming for, the debt-to-

income ceiling they refused to cross, the exact cash they needed for down

payment, closing costs, reserves, and early repairs, and the documents a

lender would request once underwriting got serious. This guide turns the

action plan into a decision system. You will map a 12-month readiness

runway, build a savings schedule that matches your target purchase window,

gather a lender-ready file for pre-approval, hire a buyer's agent intentionally,

write offers that are competitive without becoming reckless, and move

through inspection, earnest money, contingencies, and closing day with

checklists instead of adrenaline. The goal is not only to get the keys. It is to

arrive with a mortgage you can carry, reserves you can sleep on, and a house

whose hidden problems do not ambush you in month three.

1. Foundation

Home buying becomes dangerous when the process starts with listing photos instead of

numbers. Start with affordability rules that survive real ownership costs. A conservative

framework is the 28/36 rule: keep housing at or below 28% of gross monthly income and

total debt payments at or below 36% of gross monthly income. If a household earns

$8,500 gross per month and carries a $350 car payment plus $250 in student loans, the

safe housing cap is the lower of $2,380 for housing alone (28% of $8,500) or $2,460 after

debt is included ($8,500 x 36% - $600). That housing number should include principal,

interest, property taxes, homeowners insurance, HOA dues, and any known flood or

mortgage insurance. Many lenders will approve higher back-end ratios, sometimes 43%

or more, but approval is not proof that the payment is wise. The purchase budget should
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also leave room for maintenance, furnishing, utilities that may be higher than a rental,

and a real emergency fund after closing.

Twelve months before buying, target the credit tier that actually changes

pricing. For many conventional borrowers, 740+ is a strong target because pricing is

usually best there, 720+ is still solid, 680 to 719 can be workable with slightly worse

pricing, and the penalty below that range can be meaningful. FHA may allow lower

scores, but lower down payments plus mortgage insurance can still make the total

payment expensive. If two borrowers are on the loan, the lender typically prices from the

lower middle mortgage score, not the average. That is why your action plan should begin

with the weaker profile. Pull reports from all three bureaus, dispute obvious errors, pay

every account on time, bring revolving utilization below 30% immediately and below

10% if possible in the 60 to 90 days before application, and do not open new auto loans,

furniture financing, or store cards while preparing to buy. A buyer who moves from a 697

to a 742 score often saves more through better loan pricing than through weeks of

haggling over minor closing fees.

Cash-to-close planning is more than the down payment. Your true target is: down

payment + closing costs + prepaid taxes and insurance + moving and setup costs +

immediate repair reserve + post-closing emergency fund. Closing costs often run about

2% to 5% of the purchase price depending on taxes, prepaid escrow, lender fees, and

discount points. On a $450,000 purchase, a 10% down payment is $45,000. Add 3%

closing costs ($13,500), $4,000 for movers and utility deposits, a $5,000 first-year repair

reserve, and a $15,000 emergency fund, and the real cash target becomes $82,500, not

$45,000. Buyers who drain every dollar into the closing table often end up financing

basic repairs on credit cards within the first six months. Build the full target early so the

savings plan reflects the reality of ownership, not only the marketing headline of a

minimum down payment.

The process also runs better when you define your team and decision rules

before emotions rise. A serious buyer needs a lender who can produce a usable pre-

approval letter quickly, a buyer's agent who knows the neighborhoods and contract

norms, an inspector who is willing to write clearly about expensive defects, and a

personal rulebook for contingencies and maximum exposure. That rulebook should

answer questions before you are under pressure: What monthly payment is the absolute

ceiling? How much earnest money are you comfortable putting at risk? Will you ever

waive inspection, or only shorten the period? What size appraisal-gap promise could you

cover from cash without destroying reserves? When you decide those thresholds in

advance, the house search becomes a filter instead of a scramble.
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2. Step-by-Step System

1

Set readiness targets 12 months before application

Write down four numbers before you browse listings: target mortgage score,

maximum back-end DTI, total cash-to-close goal, and maximum all-in monthly

housing payment. For many buyers, the practical targets are 740+ for best

conventional pricing, 36% back-end DTI for comfort, at least 3% to 20% down

depending on program, and a payment that still leaves room to save after utilities

and maintenance. If your gross monthly income is $10,000 and your non-housing

debt is $900, a 36% back-end ratio leaves $2,700 for PITI, HOA, and mortgage

insurance. Add a second stress test: after paying that amount, can you still save at

least 10% of take-home pay? If not, the house may be affordable on paper but too

tight in real life. Use the year before purchase to fix late payments, reduce card

balances, document side income, and avoid large new obligations. Buyers with

variable income should also build a cleaner two-year earnings story because

underwriters care about stability, not only current cash flow.
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2

Build a down payment and reserves plan with separate buckets

Keep at least four buckets instead of one vague savings total: down payment,

closing costs and prepaids, inspection and appraisal spending, and emergency

reserves. This prevents the classic mistake of saving $50,000, assuming you are

ready, and realizing at contract time that $12,000 to $18,000 of that money is

already spoken for. Reverse-engineer the monthly transfer. If your target cash need

is $78,000, you already have $24,000, and you want to buy in 12 months, the

remaining gap is $54,000 or $4,500 per month. If that figure is impossible, adjust

the timeline, the price point, or the down payment percentage now instead of

discovering the gap after house hunting begins. Automate transfers right after

payday, send bonuses or tax refunds to the cash-to-close account, and keep gifted

funds documented with a paper trail if family help is part of the plan. Underwriters

dislike mystery deposits, so avoid moving money between multiple accounts

without a clear reason and statement trail.
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3

Get a real pre-approval, not a casual pre-qualification

A pre-qualification is often little more than a conversation. A useful pre-approval is

based on reviewed documents and can survive the first pass of underwriting.

Gather the standard file before you apply: recent pay stubs, two years of W-2s, two

months of bank and investment statements, government ID, Social Security

numbers, current housing history, and explanations for any unusual deposits or

credit events. Self-employed buyers should expect to provide two years of personal

and business tax returns, year-to-date profit and loss statements, and sometimes

balance sheets or business bank statements. Compare at least three lenders inside

the normal mortgage-shopping window so multiple credit pulls count as rate

shopping instead of scattered new inquiries. Ask each lender for the same scenario:

purchase price, down payment, occupancy type, loan term, and lock assumption.

Then compare not only rate but also lender fees, points, PMI assumptions, escrow

requirements, and whether the pre-approval has been reviewed by an underwriter.

Refresh the letter before making offers if pay stubs, balances, or rates have moved.
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4

Choose a buyer's agent the way you would choose any other high-

stakes advisor

Interview at least two or three agents before committing. Ask how many buyers

they closed in your target areas in the last 12 months, how they handle offer

strategy in multiple-offer situations, how quickly they can get you into new listings,

and who covers showings if they are unavailable. Review the buyer representation

agreement carefully, including duration, any termination rights, and exactly how

compensation is handled. After the 2024 rule changes, do not assume

compensation will work the way it did in past years; ask for plain-English examples.

A strong agent should help you sharpen the search, not widen it. Build a search

sheet with must-haves, nice-to-haves, and automatic no-go items: maximum

commute, minimum bedroom count, lot concerns, school boundaries, HOA

tolerance, age of roof or systems, and neighborhoods you will not consider. This

keeps you from getting emotionally attached to houses that fail your own financing

or livability rules.
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5

Write competitive offers with capped downside

Before you name a price, review recent closed comparables, active competition,

days on market, seller concessions, and whether the property appears likely to

appraise. In a balanced market, clean terms may matter as much as a slightly

higher price. In a hot market, speed and certainty matter more. Earnest money is

commonly about 1% to 3% of the purchase price, so a $500,000 offer may involve

a $5,000 to $15,000 deposit. That money is usually credited to closing if the deal

succeeds, but it can be at risk if you miss deadlines or back out without a valid

contingency. Keep inspection, financing, and appraisal contingencies aligned with

what you can actually absorb. If you promise a $10,000 appraisal gap, be certain

that cash exists beyond closing funds. If you shorten the inspection period to five

days, have the inspector lined up before the offer is submitted. Competitive does

not mean reckless. The right offer is the strongest one that still protects the

household if the lender, inspector, or appraisal reveals bad news.
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6

Handle inspection, underwriting, and closing day like separate projects

Once under contract, shift from shopping mode to verification mode. During

inspection, focus on defects that can create a five-figure surprise: active water

intrusion, foundation movement, roof age or failed flashing, old HVAC equipment

near end of life, sewer line problems, unsafe electrical systems such as knob-and-

tube or overloaded Federal Pacific-style panels, polybutylene plumbing, mold, and

drainage that sends water toward the house. Cosmetic issues belong in the budget,

not in panic. During underwriting, do not change jobs, miss a payment, open new

credit, move money between accounts without records, or make large cash

deposits. Before closing, review the Closing Disclosure as soon as it arrives and

compare it to your latest Loan Estimate. On the final walkthrough, verify agreed

repairs, included appliances, keys, garage remotes, and that the property is in

substantially the same condition. On closing day, confirm wire instructions verbally

using a trusted phone number, bring photo ID, have homeowners insurance active,

and know exactly when possession transfers.

3. Key Worksheets & Checklists

Use these pages with live numbers from your lender, bank, and search criteria. A home

purchase becomes more manageable when every moving part has a line item, a

threshold, and a deadline. The first worksheet compresses the affordability math, the

checklist keeps the transaction discipline tight, and the timeline tracker stops critical

tasks from being buried under tours and emails.

5/15/26, 2:30 AM Home Buying Action Plan: From Decision to Keys in 90 Days | Wingman Protocol

file:///opt/sovereign/revenue/data/published/store/home-buying-action-plan/guide/index.html 8/13



1. Affordability & Approval Worksheet

Gross monthly

income

Start with stable qualifying income before bonuses you

cannot document. Multiply by 28% for a conservative

housing cap and by 36% to 43% for back-end DTI range

testing.

Non-housing

monthly debt

Add minimum payments for auto loans, student loans,

credit cards, personal loans, and any co-signed debt

that still counts.

Maximum PITI +

HOA

Use the lower of gross income x 28% or gross income x

chosen back-end DTI minus monthly non-housing debt.

Target mortgage

score

Write the lower middle score the lender will likely price

from. For many conventional borrowers, 740+ is the

target tier and 720+ is still strong.

Down payment

target

Record both the minimum you could bring and the

amount that keeps payment, PMI, and reserves where

you want them.

Cash to close Down payment + 2% to 5% closing costs + prepaid

escrow + inspection/appraisal costs + moving/setup

costs.

Reserve target Keep a post-closing emergency fund plus a separate

first-year repair reserve; many buyers aim for at least 3

to 6 months of core expenses.

Earnest money

limit

Choose the maximum deposit you are willing to tie up,

often 1% to 3% of price, and note when it becomes

nonrefundable under the contract.

Offer ceiling The highest price you can offer while keeping payment,

cash-to-close, and reserve rules intact even if appraisal

is conservative.
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Walk-away rule State the exact condition that kills the deal: failed

inspection item, payment above ceiling, reserve breach,

or appraisal gap beyond cash available.

2. Execution Checklist

Pull all three credit reports 6 to 12 months before buying and dispute obvious

errors early; score improvements take time.

Keep revolving utilization low, ideally below 10% before application, and avoid

financing furniture, appliances, or a car before closing.

Save for down payment, closing costs, and reserves in separate categories so

the closing table does not wipe out your cash buffer.

Collect pay stubs, W-2s, tax returns if self-employed, bank statements, ID,

landlord history, and gift-fund documentation before lender shopping.

Compare at least three lenders using the same loan scenario; do not compare a

no-point quote from one lender to a point-heavy quote from another without

adjusting.

Interview buyer's agents about neighborhood knowledge, contract strategy,

response time, representation agreement terms, and compensation handling.

Choose inspection, financing, and appraisal contingency rules before you fall in

love with a specific house.

Schedule inspectors quickly after contract acceptance so a short inspection

period does not become a forced waiver.

Review the Closing Disclosure line by line, verify wire instructions independently,

and complete a final walkthrough close to signing time.

5/15/26, 2:30 AM Home Buying Action Plan: From Decision to Keys in 90 Days | Wingman Protocol

file:///opt/sovereign/revenue/data/published/store/home-buying-action-plan/guide/index.html 10/13



3. Contract-to-Closing Tracker

Stage Action Evidence Complete

Pre-search Set payment ceiling, DTI

target, score target, and

cash-to-close goal

Numbers written in one

worksheet and shared

with all decision-makers

Lender shopping Collect at least three

comparable quotes and

one fully reviewed pre-

approval

Loan Estimate-style fee

comparison saved

Offer drafting Confirm earnest money,

contingencies, closing

date, and concession

strategy

Offer summary shows

maximum cash

exposure

Inspection window Book general inspector

plus any specialists for

roof, sewer, foundation,

or pests if needed

Inspection report and

repair decision logged

before deadline

Appraisal phase Track value, any

appraisal-gap promise,

and lender response if

value comes in low

Written plan for

renegotiation, extra

cash, or exit

Underwriting Respond to lender

conditions quickly and

avoid account or

employment changes

Conditions list shrinks to

"clear to close"

Final walkthrough Verify repairs, included

fixtures, vacant

possession if promised,

and no new damage

Photo checklist

complete within 24

hours of closing
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Stage Action Evidence Complete

Closing day Bring ID, send verified

wire, review figures, and

collect keys, codes, and

remotes

Signed package, funded

wire, and possession

instructions received

4. Common Mistakes

Treating the lender's approval as

the real budget

Lenders measure whether the loan fits

guideline ratios, not whether the

payment leaves room for vacations,

childcare swings, medical bills, or

future maintenance. A household

approved for $650,000 may sleep

much better at $525,000 if that lower

price preserves a six-month

emergency fund and keeps monthly

savings intact. Use approval as an

outer boundary, then set your own

ceiling from take-home cash flow and

reserves.

Starting tours before your cash

and documents are ready

House hunting without a clean pre-

approval and documented funds

creates bad urgency. The right house

appears, but the buyer still needs to

explain large deposits, move money

between accounts, or wait for a lender

to review tax returns. In competitive

markets that delay is expensive. Get

the file organized first so when the

right property appears you are

deciding whether to bid, not whether

you are even ready to bid.
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Waiving contingencies you

cannot financially self-insure

An appraisal waiver is really a promise

to bring extra cash if the valuation

comes in low. Waiving inspection

means accepting the possibility of a

foundation repair, roof replacement,

sewer failure, or mold remediation

with no contract escape hatch. Those

are not symbolic choices. Only

weaken contingencies when you have

quantified the downside and can

absorb it without wrecking reserves or

taking on bad debt.

Changing your financial profile

during underwriting

Buying furniture on a store card,

moving cash around with no paper

trail, changing jobs, missing a

payment, or depositing unexplained

cash can all force last-minute

underwriting problems. The period

between application and funding is

not the time to optimize credit-card

rewards or restructure accounts.

Freeze the profile the lender

approved, document every exception,

and wait until after the loan funds to

make lifestyle purchases.

5. Next Steps

After you finish the guide, turn the numbers into operating rules. Save the payment

ceiling, reserve requirement, and offer ceiling in one place that both buyers can see.

Then run the final loan scenario through the Mortgage Calculator and pressure-test it

with taxes, insurance, HOA dues, and a monthly maintenance line item. Rework the rest

of the household cash flow inside the Budget Calculator so the house payment is

measured against the life you actually plan to live, not against a lender's spreadsheet.

Once you are under contract, keep a transaction folder with the accepted offer,

inspection reports, repair requests, appraisal, Loan Estimate, Closing Disclosure, wire

confirmation, settlement statement, and insurance binder. In the first week after closing,

change exterior locks or codes, photograph utility meters, schedule critical maintenance,

and rebuild any cash reserves you used. The action plan works best when it carries

beyond closing day and into the first year of ownership.

Back to store Need help? support@wingmanprotocol.com
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