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A home inspection is a must when buying a house and it can be a good idea for sellers as well.  Buyers will probably need to have an inspection done to satisfy their mortgage lender and will also want to be sure that there are no hidden problems or defects.  Sellers can benefit by identifying repairs that will need to be done prior to sale.  An expert analysis of the home's condition at the time of sale can also help protect against liability later by establishing strong evidence that the seller has not failed to disclose any known defects.  

FINDING AN INSPECTOR 

Finding a home inspector is no different than hiring any other contractor - the best way to find a good one is through a recommendation from someone you trust.  Check with friends and family or with your real estate agent (who should be able to make several suggestions).  

You can also check the American Society of Home Inspectors' online database (http://www.ashi.com/find/).  Just enter your zip code to get a list of ASHI member inspectors.  ASHI members are required to pass several examinations to receive a certification, so you can be confident that they are qualified.

UNDERSTANDING THE PROCESS

The home inspector will visit the property and then prepare a written report.  It is well worth attending the inspection.  You'll be able to take a look at the home's systems, ask questions as the inspection progresses, and point out any areas of specific concern.  

The report will detail the condition of various systems and structures in the house.  At a minimum, the inspection report should cover the following areas of the subject property.

· Heating system 

· Central air conditioning 

· Plumbing 

· Electrical system 

· Roof 

· Attic 

· Insulation 

· Windows and doors 

· Walls and ceilings 

· Basement/foundation 

· Overall structural integrity 

NOTE:  The inspector is obligated to report on every defect and potential problem area in the house and, in fact, could be held liable for failing to identify these issues.  This does not necessarily mean that you should expect the seller to correct every minor wear and tear item.  While defects affecting safety or compliance with building codes should always be addressed, many other items are simply negotiating points.  Insisting that the seller correct every item on an inspection report is often a quick way to kill your deal.  As with all aspects of the home buying process, it is important to use your best judgment.
READING THE REPORT 

Reports vary considerably with the type of inspection.  A "checklist" inspection produces a report that is a basic listing of household systems and structures with a simple grade given to each (typically good, fair, or poor).  The report may or may not contain a summary listing specific major problem areas (i.e. "furnace in dangerous condition").

When reading a checklist report pay particular attention to areas rated "poor" (or the equivalent) and seek out further information - particularly if this is a potentially dangerous area (i.e. furnace, electrical system).  Further information may be available from the inspector or the homeowner.  Additionally, it may be worth hiring a professional contractor to check out the system more extensively prior to proceeding with the purchase.

A "narrative" report is preferable to a checklist since it provides far greater insight into the condition of the property.  The report will provide descriptions of each item inspected, noting any wear and deficiencies.  The report may even provide suggested remedial actions.

This type of report gives you significant insight into the overall condition of the house.  Keep in mind that typical wear and tear items, while clearly something to consider in deciding whether to buy, are not out of the ordinary.  

ASKING QUESTIONS 

A home inspection loses much of its value if you don't understand the report.  Don't hesitate to ask questions - or to schedule a meeting with the inspector if your concerns are broad in scope.  Ask for suggested remedies for problems.  You can also inquire about the implications of ignoring a specific problem area.

You are having an inspection done to benefit from the expertise of the inspector.  Make sure you take full advantage by understanding the implications of his or her findings.

