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Don’t buy a pig in a poke. Know what you’re 
getting into with a complete checkup first.  
When you first toured your house, chances are you focused on the aesthetics: Is 
the floor plan open? How many sinks in the bathroom? What, no stainless steel 
appliances? Wow, look at that view! But did you turn on the faucets to test water 
pressure? Or flip on all the light switches? Or do a load of laundry to see if the washer 
and dryer work?  
 
When you buy a house you don’t want to buy a pig in a poke. Every house will have 
flaws, even a new house, so it’s a good idea to have it inspected before you fork over 
your life’s savings. You can do a cursory home inspection yourself, walking through 
and around the house, eyeballing for obvious problems. But it’s best to have a certified 
professional conduct a thorough home inspection once you’ve made an offer on a 
house.  

What’s involved in a home inspection? 
Consider a home inspection the equivalent of a physical for your house. Like a doctor, a 

certified home inspector will poke and prod, checking under the hood and behind the ears 

to get a read on the health of your house. An inspection will reveal if the bones of your 

home (the structure) and its heart and lungs (mechanical systems) are in good working 

order or need major repair.  

 

To do the job, you’ll want to hire a licensed professional engineer or a certified home 

inspector. Your broker can recommend several qualified inspectors, or you can check out 

the National Academy of Building Inspection Engineers and the International Association 

of Certified Home Inspectors websites to find professionals in your area. Expect your 

home inspection to take between two and three hours, during which time the inspector will 

examine your house from top to bottom, roof to foundation, inside and out. Here’s what’s 

on the checklist: 

 

 •    Structural elements. Construction of walls, ceilings, floors, roof and               
                 foundation. 

 •    Exterior. Wall covering, landscaping, grading, elevation, drainage, driveways,     
                 fences, sidewalks, fascia, trim, doors, windows, lights and exterior receptacles. 

 •    Roof and attic. Framing, ventilation, roof construction, flashing and gutters.  

 •    Plumbing. Material and condition of pipes used for potable, drain, waste and      
                 vent. Toilets, showers, sinks, faucets and traps. 



 •    Systems and components. Water heaters, furnaces, air conditioning, duct work,  
                 chimney, fireplace and sprinklers. 

 •    Electrical. Main panel, circuit breakers, types of wiring, grounding, exhaust    
                 fans, receptacles, ceiling fans and light fixtures. 

 •    Appliances. Dishwasher, range and oven, built-in microwaves, garbage    
                 disposal and smoke detectors. 

 •    Garage. Slab, walls, ceiling, vents, entry, firewall, garage door, openers, lights,    
                 receptacles, exterior, windows and roof. 
 
What else should I know? 
Standard home inspections typically do not include a sewer review, though having one is a 
good idea, as the sewer systems in many cities are aging and repairs – which may be the 
responsibility of the homeowner – can be costly. Inspectors also generally do not check for 
the presence of: 
 

 •    Asbestos 

 •    Radon, methane, radiation or formaldehyde  

 •    Mildew, mold or fungus  

 •    Wood-destroying pests 

 •    Rodents 

 •    Lead

Depending on your area, a home inspection will cost about $300 to $500, and you can 
expect a printed copy of the findings within a few days. The inspection report will speak to 
the general condition of the house, the nature and severity of any repairs and their potential 
costs. Serious problems to watch for include: health and safety issues; furnace and A/C 
defects; foundation flaws; moisture or drainage issues; and roofs on their last leg.  
 
After the inspection … now what?  
Knowing how well your house passes muster before you sign on the dotted line gives 
you room to negotiate – you may want the seller to make fixes or lower the home’s price 
accordingly – and ultimately protects you from buying a lemon.
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