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The premise of this short but informative eBook 
is to explore the world of buying houses. It 
seeks to demystify some of the key components 
and prominent figures that are met along the 
way – from estate agents, solicitors, mortgage 
brokers and banks through to surveyors and 
insurers – in order to supply you with the all 
information you might need for the process 
ahead. This is not designed to attack or criticise 
and particular industry or company, but should 
serve to highlight the reasons the industry 
exists the way that it does – and you can make 
it work for you.

Estate agents are an easy target. Their 
industry tends to rank poorly in public 
perception in terms of qualities such as trust 
and transparency. Agents are typically paid on 
commission and this commission is only payable 
when a property sells. However, some agents 
are also expected to get the best possible price 
for the property they are selling. When buying 
a property, having an understanding of estate 
agents can be your key to effective negotiation.

Solicitors have an unusual reputation. Delays 
can often occur due to the meticulousness of a 
solicitor’s work and clients can get frustrated, 
assuming it to be an issue of proactivity with 
one side’s solicitors. This guide explains that 
it’s worth remembering that the solicitor is 
tasked with picking through every detail and 
ensuring everyone knows exactly what they 

are getting. They also work for the lender, 
which is something not to be overlooked. 
Mortgage brokers can also suffer from 
distrust from consumers. Some brokers 
are independent, yet can charge steep 
fees, whilst others are linked to estate 
agents and may have a limited selection 
of products or use heavy sales tactics to 
gain commitment from clients. It’s all about 
doing your research and choosing the 
broker that best suits you. 

It is evident that there are many factors 
taking place behind the scenes and this 
guide seeks to offer expert advice and 
understanding, indispensible to anyone 
wishing to buy or sell property in today’s 
market.

INTRODUCTION
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Estate Agents have had a lot of criticism over 
the past few years. They had never been an 
industry known for honesty or trust but, whilst 
houses were selling, neither the buying public 
or the industry as a whole really challenged 
this preconception. Once the market crashed 
however, the spotlight was turned glaringly 
at the agents who were charging huge fees. 
Clients expected agents to work hard for their 
fee and many did; those that didn’t may have 
gone out of business or been swallowed up by 
their more competitive rivals.

Your first encounter with an estate agent 
is likely to be when you begin to think about 
selling your home. It seems typical that 
potential vendors will approach three or four 
local agents and invite them to assess the 
property in question. You should use caution 
when making these initial phone calls as smart 
agents will be collecting information that they 
will feed back to you when it comes to closing 
the sale. They may ask you why you bought the 
property, what its best features are, how much 
you think it’s worth and why you are looking to 
move. It’s not wise to lie about anything, but 
there’s no harm in keeping some information 
close to your chest during this initial stage. The 
important thing at this stage is assessing each 
agent’s ability to promote and sell your house. 
It is beneficial to create a level playing field and 
be able to assess their skills in selling it back to 

you. Of course, the most important factor 
in selling a home is price. You might not 
want to hear that it’s worth less than you 
hoped, and an agent would appreciate 
this; they will be keen to price it at a value 
that is flattering to you. They know they can 
always blame ‘the market’ (more on that 
later) and tell you to reduce the price later 
on. If you don’t give away too many clues 
during this initial consultation, then they 
will have to use their personal knowledge 
and experience to price it, a factor that 
should help you choose between agents.

So, how should you measure the quality 
of an estate agent? It is possible to find 
the average selling time of property in your 
area from a number of sources. Sites such 
as home.co.uk will have information about 
the market in your area. You will be able to 
see average ‘time to sell’ statistics for your 
price range and house type. You should also 
be asking agents about their own statistics 
when they visit and request figures. Those 
who don’t know, clearly don’t monitor 
these figures. It will also be crucial to 
understand how close to the asking price 
their average property transactions are. If 
they sell at an average of 90% of asking 
price, they are routinely putting homes on 
at higher prices than people are prepared 
to pay and then pushing vendors to drop 

ESTATE AGENTS
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the price later when it doesn’t sell. It’s likely 
these agents will also have higher than average 
time to sell statistics too. If an agent has close 
to a 100% selling price to asking price, then 
you know they are doing something right.

MONEY, MONEY, MONEY
Most agencies are somewhat flexible in their 
pricing, and this is a great chance to ensure 
they work hardest for you. Performance-based 
pricing based on a percentage of the asking 
price is a good way of ensuring you only pay 
a premium if you also get a great result. For 
instance 97% – 100% of the asking price 
could result in a fee of 1.8%, 94 – 97% could 
be 1.5%, and fewer than 94% could result in a 
fee of just 1.2%. So why would an agent bother 
putting a property on at too high a price? Well, 

aside from flattering you and getting the 
instruction, a lot of it has to do with market 
dominance. To an estate agent, the most 
important statistic is market share. They 
want to have the most properties on the 
market because that will attract the most 
number of buyers, and the highest number 
of potential sellers. When asked what 
motivated a potential vendor to call an 
estate agent, one of the most common 
answers given was it that the agent had 
the highest number of boards in the area. 
Is that always such a good thing though? If 
two agents have three staff members each, 
but on has double the number of properties 
than the other, it’s fair to say that the one 
with the most will struggle to give them 
the attention that the other would be able 
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to. Another thing to watch is that many estate 
agents have tie-in periods in their contracts that 
far exceed the average time to sell in an area. If 
this is the case, you may find yourself frustrated 
that an agent has priced a property too high, 
and that you are receiving a poor number of 
viewings, yet be unable to switch agent until the 
property has been on the market for a certain 
amount of time – often far too long.

Another way to gauge the quality of an agent 
is to gain an insight into how they work with 
potential buyers. After all, you assume that 
if someone calls up to ask about a property 
similar to yours, that the negotiator that takes 
the call will also be happy to promote your own 
property as well. This is easy to test: conduct 
your own mystery shop. Find a property similar 

to yours, call up and ask about it and see what 
they do. Are they order takers, or do they take 
time to understand what you want and try to 
ensure you know about everything that might 
suit. Obviously the latter is the agent you want 
selling your home!

The final thing to consider is should you 
choose a big corporate agent, or a smaller 
independent? Again the questions above 
come into play. A larger, corporate agency 
might be more interested in sales targets than 
actually selling your home, whereas a smaller 
independent might not have the finance to 
advertise and employ the required number of 
staff to handle all their calls. Each case would 
be different and you would have to assess each 
on their merits.
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Solicitors are perhaps the most underrated 
and underappreciated element of the house 
buying process. They are the ones that do the 
most work in any house buying transaction. 
They have huge amounts of paperwork and 
regulatory requirements to work through but, 
because its work few people understand, it 
largely goes unnoticed. The other unfortunate 
factor is that their fee is borne by both buyer 
and seller. In comparison, a mortgage broker, 
like myself, gets the bulk of their fee from the 
lender, making them great value and appealing 
to the buyer. The seller only pays their fees for 
the agents and solicitors from the sale of the 
property, again making it seem like less of an 
issue. The buyer however needs to find the 
cash for their solicitors from their own bank 
accounts and that makes it quite painful. Buyers 
therefore may be tempted to seek out the 
cheapest option available, which can be risky. 
Understanding the role a solicitor plays in the 
sale of your house is, therefore, an important 
step to take. In addition, if there is a mortgage 
involved, then the solicitor will also be working 
for the lender, and will have a responsibility to 
ensure the purchase is suitable for the chosen 
bank or building society. Buyers must be very 
careful to ensure that any information they 
disclose to the solicitor will not contravene 
any of the conditions of the mortgage lender 
or they may find themselves looking for another 

mortgage rather quickly indeed. As a result, 
a division in the conveyancing market is 
created. 

This is where some solicitors compete 
on price whilst others, who work at the 
opposite end of the spectrum, rely on 
word-of-mouth, recommendations and 
referrals. The latter are most likely to be 
found in offices in accessible, prominent 
places, typically in town centres. Those 
that compete on price may have more of 
an online presence and hold offices out 
of town, in trading estates. In order to 
compete, this type of company is most likely 
to hire young, newly qualified solicitors who 
may not have the experience of those who 
have established their own more lucrative 
practices in the centre of town. This isn’t 
to say that a solicitor sourced online will do 
a poor job, just that you shouldn’t expect 
them to do the very best job. If you feel the 
transaction is simple then you may feel the 
risk is low and the price most important. If 
your purchase is complex, the house old 
or particularly large, or if you have some 
reservations about the seller, then an 
experienced solicitor 

The key thing to remember is that every 
purchase is different; there can’t be one 
fool proof process that applies to every 
client, and experience will allow a solicitor 

SOLICITORS
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to intuitively know what to look for and when 
to be cautious or suspicious. After all, you are 
paying them to ensure that your purchase is rock 
solid, that there will be no disputes over land 
or access rights, no nasty surprises from old 
creditors or guarantees on the property that turn 
out to be worthless. Just a few hundred pounds 
more could potentially save you thousands 
down the line. Dealing with solicitors along the 
way can be a frustrating experience. They are 
hired for their expert caution and diligence yet, 
when agents, vendors or buyers start applying 
the pressure, this measured approach may 
become challenging to the process. 

Furthermore, communication is often cited as 
a main issue because solicitors work within very 
specific criteria; either something is suitable/
correct/proven/satisfactory, or it’s not. In order 
to get around this, it’s key to understand the 
basic processes involved in a house purchase. 
Essentially, the solicitor receives a draft contract 
from which they draw up a list of questions they 
need clarified from those on other side of the 
transaction. If there is a lender involved, there is 
a handbook (available for anyone to view online 
at www.cml.org.uk/cml/handbook) that lays out 
the criteria the solicitor must confirm are met in 
order for the lender to release the money. 

These ‘enquiries’ are then forwarded to 
the other side to await their response. These 
could be concerning anything, often relating 
to warranties, insurance, measurements, 
arrangements regarding shared access, 
maintenance and so on. Sometimes the other 
side may not be able to answer these queries 
right away and delays can occur. Frustratingly 
it seems, solicitors often use regular mail to 
converse rather than using more modern 

methods like telephone and email to 
ensure accountability. Whilst solicitors 
cannot skip these steps, estate agents, 
mortgage brokers and clients can and, 
especially in situations where both parties 
are at an impasse, picking up the phone 
and finding out exactly what the problem 
is and applying a little common sense can 
go a long way. This is not to say solicitors 
can’t be proactive or resourceful, but you 
pay them to look after your interests and 
to do things by the book. You wouldn’t 
be happy if you found they were cutting 
corners to save time but should you as the 
client feel that it warrants it, you could find 
some alternative methods to get things 
moving forward again.

In addition to raising these enquiries, the 
solicitors will also order ‘searches’ from the 
local authority, which the client pays for as 
an upfront fee. These can include planning 
permission applications, environmental 
reports and information about any other 
factors that may adversely affect the 
property or render it unsuitable for the 
lender. These searches can sometimes 
take as long as three weeks to be returned 
(though many solicitors often don’t order 
these until the mortgage offer has been 
produced, so as not to waste the client’s 
money). 

In addition to searches, mortgages can 
take anywhere from three to four weeks to 
arrange, and it is recommended you allow 
an extra week or two to finalise everything. 
As you can see, it can become a very 
drawn out process, and a property vendor 
might not be happy to wait three months to 
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complete the sale. It is well worth establishing 
if the vendor is working with any particular 
timescale and bringing this to the attention 
of your solicitor to avoid any friction later 
on down the line. If time is a high priority, for 
instance, it may be worth the risk ordering the 
searches immediately alongside the mortgage 
application.

Finally, there are many benefits to 
understanding a solicitor’s strict approach 
towards the client’s cash and where it has 
been sourced. Many of us may consider this 
an invasion of privacy and an unnecessary 
paper-chasing exercise but, what many of 
us working outside the financial services 
industry don’t often realise, this is to prevent 
them from facilitating money laundering. It 
is an extremely serious crime and, even at 
its most extreme, prison sentences can be 
handed down to solicitors for turning a blind 

eye towards questionable behaviour or 
information. Even something as simple as 
not ascertaining where funds have come 
from can spell disaster for a solicitor and, 
for this reason, solicitors, estate agents 
and mortgage brokers have to be able to 
see an audit trail for any funds passing 
through their business to ensure that they 
are not party to money laundering. It can 
be easy to feel frustrated when asked to 
discuss the source of your funds with a 
solicitor, but this could be misconstrued 
as an attempt to hide something and may 
create more paperwork or delays in the 
long run. Money laundering is serious, and 
these checks are all part of the process. It 
would be wise to keep paper statements 
for savings accounts, and any letters which 
relate to the credit or movement of funds 
for this purpose.
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Over time, mortgage brokers have become 
an essential part of the mortgage industry. 
Following the credit crunch, it was quite common 
for first time buyers and those remortgaging to 
visit their own banks. Because the volume of 
lending was so low, it made sense for them to 
deal with clients directly and they were able 
to tempt those customers with very low rates. 
Now rates have dropped across the board, the 
amount of lending is on the up, regulations 
have been tightened significantly and lenders 
are less willing to deal with customers up 
directly. The main reason for this is that banks 
have some very specific criteria and so there 
is a significant chance that client won’t always 
be suitable for them and be turned away. The 
advantage that banks that use brokers have 
is that they are able to source clients that will 
almost certainly be suitable for their policy. 
As a result of this shift, it’s rare to find deals 
through high street banks that are not available 
through a broker. The two notable exceptions 
to this are HSBC and The Post Office; however 
both are trialling new business through brokers 
this year and soon it should be a pretty level 
playing field. Being a mortgage broker myself, 
it’s perhaps a little harder for me to be critical. 
Yet, I did start AALTO Mortgage and Property 
Solutions with the intention of creating a far 
more transparent business, so evidently there 
are some improvements to be made to the 

industry. Firstly, it is useful to understand 
how a mortgage broker earns their money. 
Like many on financial products, the 
lender pays the broker a commission on 
completion of the mortgage, and many 
brokers may charge additional fees to the 
client on top of this. Whilst every business 
is at liberty to choose how and what they 
charge, every care should be taken when 
this fee becomes payable. There are some 
brokers, particularly those embedded 
within estate agencies, that will charge a 
broker fee when the application is made – 
sometimes upwards of £500. This type of 
broker is likely to be driven by corporate 
sales managers and they will be targeted on 
mortgage applications first and foremost. 
This combination may lead a broker to 
be more optimistic about an application 
than they perhaps should be and if that 
broker fails to secure the mortgage, there 
is generally no comeback on the fee. On 
the other hand, a broker that is only paid 
commission from the lender on completion 
of the mortgage will be far more careful 
to ensure the application stands a good 
chance of success from the outset. Some 
other brokers may charge fees when the 
mortgage is offered or when the property 
completes and again this is tied to whether 
or not the application has been successful.

MORTGAGE BROKERS
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Brokers embedded within estate agencies 
have also been known to engage in practices 
that are not always in the client’s best interests. 
In fact, several large corporate estate agencies 
were reprimanded recently for inferring that a 
buyer’s offer on a property was more likely to 
be accepted if they used the in house broker 
to complete the mortgage. Giving preference 
to one person when negotiating offers on a 
property is illegal, and if you do feel that this 
is the case, make it clear to the agent that you 
know this is illegal and that it will be reported to 
The Office of Fair Trading.
Finally, ensuring a mortgage broker has 
access to the whole of the market is now more 
important than ever. Some brokers who only 
have access to a small number of lenders may 
tell you that, as a result, they enjoy a better 
relationship with their lenders, and so are more 
likely to get mortgages through, the nature of 
the highly regulated market we are in means 
that an even smaller number may actually be 
suitable for their client. This can mean that the 
client ends up paying more than they need to. 
A whole of market broker can ensure the very 
best deal can be sourced from the lenders that 
the client qualifies for.
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ASSET MANAGEMENT
Most people don’t come into contact with asset 
management companies when buying property, 
however they are an integral part of the market 
responsible for reselling repossessed properties 
through high street estate agents. Through 
these companies buyers can snap up excellent 
bargains, and understanding how they work 
behind the scenes can be key to getting an 
offer accepted on one of these properties.

Asset managers are focussed on turning 
properties around in as little as 30 days for 
as close to market value as possible. Asset 
managers rely on local estate agents to achieve 
this, and will approach several local agents and 
request their opinion on value, just like many 
homeowners do when they consider selling. 
However, they approach this in a slightly more 
pragmatic way. They require a ‘30 day’ price 
– that is, the price that ensures it will be sold 
within that period of time. As a result, buying 
a repossessed property at asking price can 
already be a great deal. Estate agents are 
instructed not to disclose when a property is 
a repossession, though it can be fairly easy to 
identify those that are; typically they are not 
part of a buying/selling chain and any internal 
photos of the property often look bare as the 
previous owner has been vacated.

When an offer is received on a repossessed 
property, the asset manager will almost always 
require proof of deposit and proof of mortgage 

before proceeding. It is important to 
have this ready as you might be facing 
stiff competition and those with the right 
paperwork may get an offer accepted 
before you. Asset Managers are shrewd 
and experienced and so offering more that 
they feel the property might actually value 
up for, for instance, or if you say you are 
a cash buyer but then have a mortgage 
valuation arranged, is a very quick way to 
lose the property. 

Frustratingly for the asset manager, a 
repossession has to stay on the open 
market and any winning offers have to 
be advertised, inviting other bidders. 
This proves to the lender that the asset 
manager did everything he or she could 
to get the best possible price in the short 
time allowed. This can be where getting a 
great deal as a buyer can quickly become 
expensive. The better the deal you get 
in the initial bid the more likely you are 
to face competition later on, when your 
agreed price gets listed on the internet. 
You might find yourself gazumped by a 
new bidder after you have paid solicitors 
and valuation fees with your only option 
to increase your offer price or walk away. 
As I mentioned earlier, it’s likely to be 
listed at an already great price, and there 
is a balance to be found when negotiating. 
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Typically, repossessed properties often come 
with short exchange deadlines (i.e. the period 
of time in which the sale must go through), 
usually around 28 days from when the draft 
contracts are issued. Draft contracts are issued 
by both parties’ solicitors to each other, and so 
you need to ensure you have the mortgage and 
the solicitors ready. If you cannot meet the 28-
day deadline, some asset managers may give 
you a week, but after that they will likely hand 
the sale to someone else and start the whole 
process again. 
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