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First-Time Homebuyer Guide to Pensacola, FL

Your First Home in Pensacola: A Friendly Guide
Buying your first home is one of the biggest financial decisions you'll ever make — and in Pensacola, it

comes with specifics you won't find in generic guides. The insurance landscape is different here. The

neighborhoods are layered. The market dynamics have their own rhythm.

I've spent 22 years guiding buyers through Pensacola real estate. A meaningful portion of those buyers

have been first-timers — people who came to me nervous, full of questions, and worried about getting it

wrong. Almost every one of them left the closing table surprised by how manageable the process was with

the right support.

Step 1: Get Your Finances in Order
Before you look at a single listing, you need a clear picture of your financial situation. Three things matter

most:

Credit score. Conventional lenders typically want 620+; better rates require 700+. FHA loans accept 580+

with 3.5% down. VA loans have no VA-set minimum (lenders typically want 580–620+).

Down payment. Conventional: 3–20% down. FHA: 3.5% down. VA and USDA: 0% for qualified borrowers.

Florida HFC offers down payment assistance for first-time buyers in eligible income brackets.

Debt-to-income ratio. Most conventional lenders want DTI below 43%. Run the numbers early so you know

your real purchase budget.

Step 2: Get Pre-Approved — Not Just Pre-Qualified
Pre-qualification is informal. Pre-approval is a verified commitment. In Pensacola's market, sellers take

pre-approved buyers seriously. Get pre-approved before you schedule home tours.

Step 3: Understand Your Loan Options
• Conventional: Standard financing, 3–20% down, best rates for 700+ credit score.

• FHA: 3.5% down, more flexible credit requirements. Upfront mortgage insurance premium applies.

• VA: For eligible military buyers. No down payment, no PMI, competitive rates. Widely used in

Pensacola.

• USDA: Some outlying Pensacola-area properties qualify. 0% down for income-eligible buyers.

• Florida HFC: Down payment assistance programs for first-time buyers. Worth researching with your

lender.



Step 4: Build Your Team
You need four professionals: a buyer's agent, a lender, a home inspector, and an insurance broker.

Your buyer's agent represents your interests at no out-of-pocket cost to you in most standard transactions.

Local Pensacola knowledge is not interchangeable with general Florida real estate experience — make sure

your agent knows the specific neighborhoods you're considering.

Your insurance broker should be contacted before you make an offer. Florida's insurance market has

unique costs that can meaningfully affect your monthly payment. Get quotes early.

Step 5: Know What You're Looking For
Before your first tour, answer these questions:

• Where are you working and what commute is acceptable?

• Are school zones a priority? (Gulf Breeze City Schools vs. Escambia County is a real fork in the road.)

• Move-in ready or open to a project? Historic character or newer construction?

• What's your flood zone tolerance?

• Urban walkable, quiet gated suburban, or Gulf-access coastal living?

Step 6: Making an Offer
Your agent will help you structure a competitive offer. Key elements: purchase price informed by comparable

sales (not list price), earnest money deposit (typically 1–3%), contingencies (inspection, financing, appraisal

— protect these as a first-time buyer), and a 30–45 day closing timeline.

Step 7: Due Diligence
Once your offer is accepted, the due diligence period is your opportunity to verify everything. Schedule your

home inspection within the first week. Get insurance quotes. Review survey and HOA documents if

applicable. Do not rush this phase.

Step 8: The Closing
Florida closings happen at a title company. Closing costs typically run 2–4% of the purchase price. Ask your

lender for a Closing Disclosure at least 3 business days before closing — no surprises at the table.

What First-Time Buyers Often Don't Expect in Pensacola
Insurance is more complex and more expensive than most buyers from other states expect. Get quotes

early, understand homeowners + flood + wind coverage, and build the real number into your budget.

The community. First-time buyers often come to Pensacola focused on the transaction. They leave

surprised by how much they love the place. The Gulf, the pace, the porch culture in East Hill, the sunsets

from Pensacola Beach — Pensacola rewards the buyers who take time to know it.
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22 years of Pensacola real estate expertise. Ready to help when you are.


