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If your home is bursting at the seams with little-
used possessions, but you hate to think of throwing or
giving them away, a garage sale could be the answer.
A garage sale is a chance to clean out the garage and
closets, and earn some cash at the same time. But
don’t fool yourself that this is an easy project. People
who profit from garage sales work hard for every cent
they earn.

Are You Strong Enough?

Before you start piling your slightly used but still
good items on your lawn or throw open the garage
door and shout, “Sale!” you should consider whether
you are the kind of person who can handle a sale. Are
you physically strong enough to lift and carry all
those clothes, toys, books, and appliances? Can you
convince family members to part with their treasures?

Are you persuasive enough to convince your fam-
ily to participate in the work? Can you deal with
crowds of people swarming over your property and
making less-than-complimentary remarks about the
merchandise? If you thrive on hard work and a chal-
lenge and aren’t too sensitive to people’s comments,
you can probably handle a garage sale.

If your major obstacle to a garage sale is lack of
physical strength or a physical disability, consider
asking a friend to share the heavy work and the prof-
its. If you involve another person, or have a multi-
family sale, make sure everyone agrees in advance on
the division of labor and profits. Too often one person
does all the work and everyone shares in the proceeds
equally. Don’t let this happen to you.

The Right Place

Another question to ask yourself is, “Do I have a
good location for a sale?” Ideal locations are in centrally
located neighborhoods in town. Shoppers should be able
to find your place on a city map.

If you live 50 miles from the next ranch, you can’t
expect the kind of crowds that spell success. On the

other hand, even if you live in a busy apartment com-
plex, you may not be allowed by management to have
a sale in the parking lot.

Once again, a friend or friends could be the answer.
Their home may be better suited, so a multi-family
sale away from your home could work for everyone.

Even if you have the biggest garage or driveway in
town, your location may not be ideal if the neighbors
complain. You may want to check with the next-door
neighbors to make sure they won’t object. At the
least, a garage sale causes parking problems and
noise, but many times neighbors won’t mind and may
even come over to see what’s for sale.

Know the Law

Check for special ordinances governing garage
sales. Can you put signs up in the street? Do you need
a permit for a sale? Are there regulations about hours
for the sale? In some areas the number of garage sales
you can have in a year is set—be sure to check if you
plan to have more than one!

The Right Stuff

If you’re up to your ears in priceless antiques, a ga-
rage sale is not the best place to sell them. Big items,
such as that 1979 like-new station wagon, are best
sold other ways. But if you have old dishes, toys,
small appliances, clothes, games, sports equipment,
and books, you probably have the right stuff. If in
doubt about the value of an item, get an appraisal or
put it aside until you have time to check on it. With
jewelry, use a magnifying glass and look for a karat or
sterling mark before you put it in the sale box.

Timing Your Sale

The best time to have a sale is spring through fall.
Bad weather can keep people at home in winter. Fi-
nally, consider the weather. Do you need an alternate
plan if it rains?

To find more resources for your business, home, or family, visit the College of Agriculture and Home Economics
on the World Wide Web at www.cahe.nmsu.edu
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Weekends are better than weekdays for a sale, with
the exception of Fridays. Fridays are popular sale
days in many communities. Two-day sales can be at-
tractive if you have lots of merchandise to sell.

Dedicated garage sale shoppers get up early, so ex-
pect the biggest crowds at 8 a.m. or even earlier. Af-
ternoons seem to drag at garage sales, so consider an
8 a.m. to noon sale on Friday and Saturday, for in-
stance. Sundays are generally poor days for sales.

Just after payday is a shrewd time for a sale, and
just before college or public school classes begin in
the fall is also a time when buyers are looking for
bargains.

Some people like to use gimmicks such as a sur-
prise grab bag for a quarter. Consider letting your
children sell their own things and keep the money.

Early Birds

Decide in advance what to do about early birds. It’s
up to you whether to let them shop early or not. There
are two schools of thought on this. The sticklers say
opening time should be advertised and everyone
should abide by it. Others say an early buyer is a seri-
ous buyer.

If someone comes asking to see a specific item you
have advertised, he or she could be the only person
interested in that item all day. Saying no, especially, if
it is a big item, could mean no sale. But if early birds
ask to see everything at the sale ahead of time, you
might want to refuse. The important thing is to be pre-
pared. Expect secondhand shop owners to arrive
early, looking for items they can resell.

Be a Step Ahead

Be an early bird yourself on the day of your sale.
Two ladies holding their first garage sale advertised
their sale for 8 a.m. They were so busy with early cus-
tomers, they didn’t get a chance to move some sale
items out of the house until 11 a.m. “We were sur-
prised! We weren’t expecting it,” they admitted.

Don’t underestimate the amount of time it will take
to set up the sale. Do as much the night before as you
can and have everything ready to set out just before
the sale begins.

Don’t try to handle a garage sale alone. You will be
overwhelmed at times answering questions and taking
money. In general, the more people who are available
to help you, the better. Be sure each knows his job.

Stock the refrigerator in advance with refreshments
for everyone helping at the sale. A typical sale has
busy times and lulls. Have a book, radio, or checker-
board on hand (marked “Not For Sale”) for idle moments.

Don’t try to be your own baby-sitter and run a sale
at the same time. If necessary, have a baby-sitter for
your small children.

Pricing Items and Handling Money

Price everything or at least know that all men’s
pants, for instance, are the same price. Proper pricing
methods can make the difference between a well-
ordered sale and chaos. If prices are set, you won’t
have to make spur-of-the-moment pricing decisions
during the rush of the sale. Use a marker of unusual
color so prices can’t be changed.

Attend other garage sales to get an idea of what to
charge. You don’t want to be out of line from the
norm. Be honest: price a broken toaster lower than a
like-new one, and if an item is broken, say so on the
price tag.

Many people have found that masking tape or peel-
off stickers work well for most items from clothing to
appliances, or staple prices to items when possible.

If you are having a multi-family sale, you can use
different-colored price stickers. When someone buys
an item, peel off the sticker and put it on a sheet of
notebook paper designated for that family. Be sure to
indicate if the price was changed. At the end of the
sale, stickers should reflect the sales made by each
family. Make sure everyone understands the system
ahead of time.

Some shoppers will try to barter. Before the sale
begins, you should decide whether you will take less
than the marked prices. You may want to stick to your
prices the first two hours or so of the sale, and then
come down a little when traffic thins.

It’s a good idea never to price items below a quar-
ter. You can group small items so they total at least a
quarter; that way it is easy to make change.

Get a cash box with a lid. Don’t carry money on
your person. NEVER LEAVE THE CASH BOX UN-
ATTENDED. As the day progresses, don’t let the
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money build up in the cash box. Take proceeds into
the house and keep only $30–$40 in the box. You can
improvise a cash box from a shoe box, cigar box, or
tackle box if necessary. Have a calculator, pencils,
scratch pad, and record-keeping materials on hand.

Do not leave your house unlocked during a ga-
rage sale unless a friend or family member is inside
at all times.

Spread the Word

OK, so you are strong enough, your family and
friends will participate, you have a great location, and
an amazing assortment of items. You have chosen a
date and checked out city ordinances. Now you need
to advertise.

Local newspapers’ classified advertising sections
are the best places to tell people you’ll be open for
business. Don’t just advertise in your daily newspa-
per; place ads in the weekly newspapers and shop-
pers that serve your town. Check newspaper dead-
lines for taking ads so you are sure to get your ad
there on time.

If your house is hard to find, include directions in
the ad. Don’t put your phone number in the ad unless
you are willing to answer many phone calls. Be pre-
pared for callers who want to come for a preview.

Write a catchy ad, but not one that is too cute. Tell
people what kinds of items you have, and be sure to
give them the dates, times, and place for the sale.

An ad might read: “Follow the signs to 225 Yucca
(corner of Payne) July 11 and 12 for the sale you’ve
been waiting for. Like-new toys, baby clothes, linens,
books, fishing and ski equipment, crutches, plus much
more, reasonable prices. 8 a.m. to noon both days.”

If you live in a community which has no local pa-
per or shopper, you will need to post flyers with per-
mission, of course, in supermarkets, coffee shops,
churches, laundromats—any place with a bulletin
board in your community.

On the day of the sale put up signs, too, pointing
toward your house from main streets in town. Make
the signs colorful, and put your address on them in big
letters and numbers.

Radio stations will sometimes run a public service
announcement the day of your sale. Ask them.

Word of mouth helps, too. Announce your sale to
friends and if permissible, at meetings of organiza-
tions to which you belong. Many people love garage
sales and will be eager to come to yours. Don’t ne-
glect to tell them about it.

Prepare Yourself

Sale items won’t organize themselves into catego-
ries. You can expect to spend several days preparing
for the sale. Enlist your family’s help.

Arrange to borrow card tables to display items,
if needed. You will need a clothesline or racks for
clothing and probably extra hangers. Hanging
clothes keeps items from being unfolded and
jumbled in a pile.

It’s useful for shoppers if items are grouped. Place
children’s clothes or toys together for instance, and
kitchenware in another area. Boxes keep small items
from getting lost among other things.

Allow plenty of space for people to move about
and browse. Crowding causes confusion. Arrange for
electrical outlets or an extension cord to be available
so appliances can be tested.

If you have quite a bit of clothing, you might con-
sider partitioning off a corner of your garage for
people to try on clothes. Provide a mirror. Do not al-
low them to enter your house.

Mark items in your garage or yard that are not for
sale. If necessary, cover these items with sheets, drop
cloths, or tarpaulins. Move small items to your back
yard or into the house.

You can hang items on a fence or place them along
your driveway. Put books, binding up, in cardboard
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boxes. If you or a friend have a knack for displaying
items, use it to your advantage.

If you have toys for sale, put them in a box on the
ground for children to play with. This keeps children
busy and also helps sell the toys. Some people pick up
toys at other sales to have on hand to keep children
occupied. Be sure they are priced.

Up Front

Sit at the front of your property with the cash box
so people will have to walk past you to leave. This
will prevent thefts. Have helpers watch so items don’t
walk off. Place items such as jewelry near the cashier
or on the cashier’s table.

Indicate boundaries that are off limits to your
customers. Use ropes or signs if your sales location
is such that people might wander into your back-
yard or house.

If you can provide paper bags or boxes for pur-
chases, people will appreciate it.

Add Pizzazz

Some experienced sellers like to add a little flair or
some traffic-stopping touches such as balloons or

streamers at the site. One couple hung an oversized
pair of red hunter’s pants on a tree. Election hats, bar-
becue aprons, or other apparel can be worn to identify
yourself and your assistants as the persons in charge.

A large half-price sign can be put up when sales lag
and you are ready to clear out the last items. Most ex-
perts agree serving refreshments is far more trouble
than it is worth. Children might have fun with a lemon-
ade stand if you can cope with that and the sale, too.

Aftermath

Do not expect to sell everything. You will have
some left-over items. You can give them to a charity
or to friends, keep them, or throw them away. Some
charitable organizations will pick up your leftover
items and give you a receipt so you can claim a tax
deduction.

It will take some time to clean up the lawn, patio,
driveway, and garage and pack up everything. You
may want to arrange in advance for extra help with
this job.

Be sure to take the signs down when the sale is
over. Some communities fine people who do not re-
move their garage sale signs promptly.

Then it is time to perform the most enjoyable task
of the day—counting your profits.
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