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Abstract

Real estate listings report a home’s location, size, layout, age, and price in standard terms that
buyers can compare, but they rarely provide standardized information on how the home performs.

This report addresses three questions: which sources of information homebuyers rely on
when choosing a home, what performance information they value, and what kind of
information they would trust and use. It draws on a February 2026 survey of 833 recent and
active homebuyers, as well as focus groups and interviews held in the metro Atlanta area in
June and July 2026.

Buyers surveyed rank safety and health first among five dimensions of home performance,
with 44% putting it first, more than twice the share for any other dimension. Separately, the
condition of a home’s major systems is the home-related need they choose most often (56%),
and about half are very or extremely worried about unexpected repair bills or mold and
moisture problems (51% each). Many are not confident judging how a home will perform, and
72% worry about hidden problems a tour won't reveal. Six in ten (60%) say clear information
about energy efficiency is hard to find. Buyers' own definitions of “home performance” vary
widely, and energy efficiency is the meaning they give most often. This report defines the
distance between what buyers want to know about a home’s performance and the
information that listings provide as the “home performance gap.”

Buyers would most trust a performance assessment recommended by a home inspector
(80%), and 84% would prefer a buyer’s agent who can provide objective home performance
information. Nine in ten (91%) have used or would use general Al tools to research and
evaluate homes.

The findings suggest a role for listing agents, buyer's agents, and listing platforms in bringing
reliable performance information into the search for a home before an offer is made.
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Introduction

Real estate listings report many of a home’s features in standard terms, such as its location,
size, layout, age, and price, so buyers can compare homes on them. They rarely provide
standardized information on how a home performs, such as how safe and healthy it is, how
comfortable it is, what it costs to run, and how it holds up in storms and outages. How much
buyers want that information, and how they weigh it against the features already reported in
the listing, bears on decisions across the industry, including what listing platforms display,
which multiple listing service (MLS) fields agents complete, what agents discuss with clients,
and how appraisers value homes.

Home performance has mostly been studied in terms of energy use, and that research
suggests buyers do care about it. The National Association of Home Builders’ “What Home
Buyers Really Want” survey asks recent and prospective buyers to rate more than 200 home
features on a four-point scale, from “do not want” to “essential.” In the 2024 edition, 83% of
buyers rated ENERGY STAR windows essential or desirable, and 80% said the same of
ENERGY STAR appliances.* The American Council for an Energy-Efficient Economy (ACEEE)
has tested how buyers respond to energy information in listings. In a 2020 experiment in
which 1,538 participants searched simulated home listings, adding energy-efficiency
information changed which homes they chose.?

Despite that interest, energy efficiency rarely appears in listings. In an analysis of 2025
listings by the Smart Energy Consumer Collaborative, just over 8% mentioned energy
efficiency at all.® Buyers seldom raise it with their agents either. Only 6% of REALTORS®
surveyed by the National Association of REALTORS® (NAR) said clients always or often ask
for advice on energy-efficiency upgrades.*

Less is known about how buyers value home performance beyond energy, or how they weigh
it against everything else they consider. Energy-efficiency improvements often bring other
benefits, such as greater comfort, better indoor air quality, and improved durability,> and
some buyers may value those benefits more than energy savings. Studies of pricing and
disclosure say little about how buyers value them. They also leave open what buyers want to
learn about a home’s performance, how confident they are judging it, whom they trust to tell
them, and what form of information they would actually use.

Building-science standards treat comfort, health, and durability as part of home performance
itself. The Building Performance Institute’s home energy auditing standard and the federal
Home Performance with ENERGY STAR program both include health and safety, comfort,
and durability alongside energy use.>® Pearl, a ratings and standards organization for home
performance, adopts this broader definition and measures home performance across five
dimensions: safety and health, comfort, operations, resilience, and energy management.

This study had two purposes. The first was to learn how buyers receive, perceive, and value
performance information when buying a home. The second was practical. Pearl was
developing tools to help buyers and sellers share information about a home's performance
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during the transaction, and needed early evidence as to whether home performance, defined
across these five dimensions, matters to buyers at all, or too little to build around. Survey
length limited how much we could ask, so questions needed for product development took
priority. Most results specific to Pearl’s products informed that work and are not reported
here. The exceptions are buyers’ reactions to a described home performance assessment and
related information (Findings 4 and 5), which we include because they bear on whether
standardized performance information would help buyers. We are publishing the remaining
findings because we believe they are relevant beyond our own product decisions to the
agents, brokers, and listing platforms who help people buy homes.

The study addressed three questions: which sources of information homebuyers rely on
when choosing a home, what performance information they value, and what kind of
information they would trust and use. We collected data in two stages. A survey of 833
recent and active homebuyers aged 18 to 60, fielded in February 2026, was followed by
focus groups and interviews with recent buyers in the metro Atlanta area in June and
July 2026. Both stages addressed all three questions.

We use the term home performance gap to define the distance between what buyers want to
know about a home's performance and what listings provide.
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Findings

About these findings

Percentages come from a February 2026 survey of 833 recent and active homebuyers.
Responses were weighted to match NAR’s figures for buyers’ age, region, gender, and
household income. First-time and repeat buyers were then given equal weight so the two
groups could be compared, although repeat buyers account for about four in five purchases.’
Where the two groups answered differently, a figure for all U.S. buyers would lean closer to
the repeat-buyer answer than the figures in this report. Quotations come from focus groups
and interviews in metro Atlanta. They illustrate the survey results and do not measure how
common a view is. Full details are in the Methodology section.

Pearl defines home performance across five dimensions. When ranking them, all 833 survey
respondents saw these descriptions:

e Safety and health (e.g., ability to mitigate risks from poor air quality, mold, radon, carbon
monoxide, and mechanical safety of systems)

e Comfort (e.g., ability to regulate temperature, humidity, as well as intrusive noise and light)

e Operations (e.g., the efficiency of the home’s systems and the resulting monthly
operating costs)

e Resilience (e.g., ability to withstand storms or maintain function during outages)

e Energy management (e.g., ability to incorporate smart thermostats and electrical panels,
EV charging, solar, and batteries)
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Finding 1
Buyers rate nearly all home attributes as important but prioritize
safety and health when evaluating homes for purchase

1.1 What buyers want from a home

Asked whether they agreed with a set of statements about what they want from a home,
buyers agreed with almost all of them. Between 88% and 96% agreed with each one,
including wanting a home that helps them feel healthy and safe (96%), one that can handle
storms, outages, or extreme weather (95%), predictable monthly energy bills (90%), and

avoiding expensive surprises or major repairs (88%).

Agreement with each statement
Percentage of homebuyers who agree or strongly agree with each statement

A home that supports our everyday routines — — 96%
A home that helps us feel healthy and safe - _ 96%

A o xtrome mesthe, ~ (NN 559

outages, or extreme weather
Apome that s strone o 5
long-term investment 94%
Predictable monthly energy bills — — 920%
Avoiding expensive
5 aire ~ N <

surprises or major repairs

A\

Source: Pearl 2026 Homebuyer Survey Pearl
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1.2 What buyers put first when choosing a home

Asked to rank five dimensions of home performance by what matters most when choosing a
home, buyers set a clear order. “Safety and health” was ranked first by 44% of buyers surveyed,
more than twice the share for any other dimension, followed by comfort (19%) and energy
management (17%). When asked which four of 12 factors matter most when deciding whether a
home is right for them, including location, price, and size alongside the five dimensions, buyers
chose safety and health (55%) more often than location (45%) or price (44%).

Five dimensions of home performance ranked first
Percentage of homebuyers ranking each dimension first when choosing a home

safety and health — ([ G 44%

Comfort — - 19%
Energy management — - 17%

Operations — - 11%
Resilience - . 10%

A\

Source: Pearl 2026 Homebuyer Survey Pearl

Buyers' general wishes did not carry through when they had to choose. Nine in ten (90%)
agreed that they want predictable monthly energy bills, yet operations, the dimension
covering a home's monthly operating costs, ranked fourth of the five dimensions with only
11% of buyers ranking it first. The description of operations shown to respondents did not
mention energy bills by name, but the pattern held in questions that named costs directly.
Predictable monthly housing costs was among the needs buyers chose least often (33%
included it in their top seven of 15), and when asked which four of 12 factors matter most,
28% chose monthly operating costs, fewer than those who chose the size of the home (37%)
or the number of bedrooms (32%). Resilience followed the same pattern: 95% agreed they
want a home that can handle storms and outages, yet it ranked last of the five dimensions,
and first for only 10%.

Ownership costs carried more weight in the final choice between homes. Asked how often
monthly ownership costs end up being the deciding factor when choosing between similar
homes, 59% of buyers surveyed said often or almost always.

Asked to choose the seven most important of 15 needs when buying a home, buyers chose
major systems in good condition (roof, heating and cooling, electrical, plumbing) more often
than any other need related to the home itself (56%). Two location needs were chosen more
often: a neighborhood that feels safe at different times of day (61%) and a location that fits
the household’s lifestyle (57%). Being in an area with low risk of flooding or other hazards was
among the needs chosen least often (33%).
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1.3 What matters when comparing homes

Asked how much of a role each of nine factors plays when they compare homes, buyers rated
all nine highly, with between 76% and 90% saying each plays an “important role” or “major
role.” Safety and health factors (such as air quality, mold, and radon) led (90%), followed by
the age or condition of the heating and cooling system (85%). Resilience to storms, extreme
weather, or power outages came third (84%), well above its place when buyers ranked the

five dimensions.

What plays arole in choosing between homes

Percentage who replied “important role” or “major role” when asked how big a role
the nine factors below play in choosing between different homes

Satety and heallh facters - CHEEE 90
(air quality, mold, radon) 90%
ge or concition of e _ D S5
heating and cooling system ®
Resilience to storms, extreme — 84%
weather, or power outages S
Age or condition of the roof — — 83%
s e e — N ¢33
would require after purchase )
Perceived energy efficiency _ — o
(insulation, windows, etc.) 82%
How move-in-ready the home feels — — 80%

Expected monthly utility bills - (|| | | T 75
Long-term resale potential — — 76%

A\

Source: Pearl 2026 Homebuyer Survey Pearlt

Finding 2
Buyers’ worries are broad, and they want information on major
systems first

2.1 Risk assessment

The survey asked buyers how worried they are about nine problems they could face after the
purchase. About nine in ten buyers surveyed expressed at least some worry about each one,
and between 44% and 51% said they were “very worried” or “extremely worried.”
Unexpected repair bills and mold or moisture problems were what most worried buyers, each

at 51%.
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“ I'm doing whatever we have to do so that | don’t end up with a
$15,000 bill two months after | move in.

Atlanta interview participant

First-time buyers were more worried than repeat buyers about seven of the nine problems.
The widest gap was 18 points for weather-related damage (57% versus 39%), followed by
buying a home that loses value (16 points), and roof issues and radon or other invisible health
risks (13 points each). Worry about mold or moisture and unexpected repair bills did not differ
significantly between the two groups.

What homebuyers worry about most after purchase
Percentage very or extremely worried about each, by buyer type

@ First-time buyers ® Repeat buyers
i S 54
Mold or moisture problems — Co 49502'/’
o
Unexpected repair bills - —_48;‘:%
Roof issues — % 56%
Heating or cooling system failure - —_‘M" 654%
Weather-related damage - —_39% 57%
High or unpredictable utility costs — =43%53%
Buying a home that loses value - __39% 55%
Radon or other invisible health risks - —_39% 52%
Poor indoor air quality - __39%49%
Source: Pearl 2026 Homebuyer Survey ﬁ
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2.2 Risk mitigation
Given these concerns, buyers were asked what information they would like to have when

purchasing a home. When evaluating a home, buyers most often rated information on the
heating and cooling system as important (85%), followed by the roof (83%), two systems that
also appear on the list of worries. Three-quarters (76%) rated records of major upgrades and

repairs as very or extremely important information when evaluating a home.

Information homebuyers want when evaluating a home

Percentage rating each very or extremely important

Heating and cooling system condition - (| | GG 352
Roof age or condition - (| | | GG s3%

Moisture or mold risks - (| | | G 75%

Insulation levels or energy efficiency — ([  GccNNGGEE 75%

HOA rules or restrictions - (| | | G 73

Expected maintenance needs - (||| [ GTcNGEEEE 73%

Indoor air quality indicators - (|| | | GG 772

Records of major home upgrades and repairs — — 76%

Estimated monthly utility costs - (|| | GGG 75%

Noise levels - (| | GGG 72%

school quality - (| | G 9%

A\

Source: Pearl 2026 Homebuyer Survey Pearll
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Finding 3
Buyers seek confidence and assurance when choosing a home
but are concerned about hidden problems

3.1 Priorities

Repeat buyers placed more weight on confidence and assurance than first-time buyers. Asked
how important a set of emotional aspects is when choosing a home, 95% of repeat buyers
and 88% of first-time buyers said feeling confident in their decision is very or extremely
important. For feeling assured there won't be major unexpected problems, 90% of repeat
buyers and 82% of first-time buyers said the same. Across all buyers surveyed, 91% rated
confidence very or extremely important, including 55% who rated it extremely important.
Assurance was rated very or extremely important by 86%, and extremely important by 49%.

3.2 Concerns

Seven in ten buyers surveyed (72%) agree that they worry about hidden problems a tour
won't reveal, and repeat buyers are more likely to agree than first-time buyers (78% versus
65%). More than half (55%) found it difficult to understand a home’s true condition. Close to
half agree that they don't really know what to ask about a home’s systems, such as heating
and cooling (45%), or that they don't know enough about those systems to communicate
effectively about them (48%).

‘ A roof just looks like a roof until you know
what a bad roof looks like, right?

Atlanta interview participant

3.3 Confidence

Asked how confident they feel evaluating eight performance aspects of a home, buyers were
most confident about the heating and cooling system (73%) and maintenance needs (70%).
Confidence was lowest for factors hidden behind walls, under floors, or in the air: 60% for
insulation quality and for moisture or mold risks, and 53% for radon-related health risks. Mold
and radon are among the safety and health factors that 90% of buyers say play an important
or major role when they compare homes.

“ You don’t know what you don’t know.

Atlanta focus group participant
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Repeat buyers were no more confident than first-time buyers in evaluating home
performance. They scored lower on all eight factors, though the gap is significant only for air
quality and ventilation (61% versus 73%).

What homebuyers want to know against what they can judge
Percentage of homebuyers, by topic, ordered by the gap between the two

@ Information is very or extremely important

® Very or extremely confident evaluating it

Moisture or mold _ (I 757
19-pointgap (D 607

Insulation and energy efficiency (I D 797
19-pointgap (NG 60%

Heating and cooling _ (HEEEEEEE &5
12-pointgap (N 739

Utility costs _ (R 759
11-pointgap (N 647

Indoor air quality _ (KN 77
10-pointgap (N 679

Maintenance needs (N 737
8-pointgap (NN 70%

A\

Source: Pearl 2026 Homebuyer Survey Pearl.

Finding 4
Buyers want clear, standardized information
for comparing homes

4.1 The term “home performance”

Asked to define “home performance” in their own words, buyers gave a wide range of
answers. Energy efficiency or utility costs was the most common meaning (29% of coded
definitions), followed by comfort and the indoor environment (15%), and 16% of answers
were too varied to group. Safety, health, or air quality appeared in 6% of definitions, although
safety and health is the dimension buyers most often rank first when choosing a home
(Finding 1).
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4.2 Challenges

Buyers report difficulty with the information they have now. Six in ten (60%) agree that it was
or is hard to find clear information about energy efficiency.

Buyers also question the information they are given. The same share (60%) agree that they
found it difficult “to trust all the information” they were given during the buying process (see
Finding 5 for the sources buyers trust most).

How homebuyers describe buying a home
Percentage who agree or strongly agree with each statement

| wish there were clearer standards _ _ 78%
for comparing home quality S
| worry about hidden problems — 72%
that aren’t obvious from a tour 2
[ find it difficult to trust _ ®
all the information I’'m given _ 60%
Itis hard to find clear _ _ 60%
information about energy efficiency ©
Itis difficult to understand _ _ 55%
the true condition of a home °

| don’t know enough about the home’s systems
; e - G 45%

to communicate effectively about them
I don'’t really know what | should _ 45%
be asking about the home’s systems o

Source: Pear| 2026 Homebuyer Survey @

4.3 Standardization

Nearly eight in ten buyers surveyed (78%) agree that they wish there were “clearer standards
for comparing home quality.” Only 7% disagree.

Asked how valuable it would be to compare homes more easily across safety and health,
comfort, operating costs, resilience, and energy management, not just by price, size, and
location, 81% said “very valuable” or “extremely valuable.” Nearly as many (80%) said it would
be very or extremely valuable to have clear information explaining how a home functions
across those areas. Asked whether they would pay for this kind of information, participants in
two of the Atlanta groups said yes, and they would pay more for it if it were standardized and
objective or if it let them compare one home with another.
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“ Do we like the location? Do we like the aesthetics of the house, both
inside and outside? That’s really what we’re limited to, up until the
point where we get that homeowner’s inspection.

Atlanta interview participant

4.4 Reactions to a described assessment

The survey asked about an independent, overall assessment of how a home performs across
the five dimensions of home performance. Asked how valuable it would be to have a single
overall assessment summarizing how a home functions across those dimensions, 81% of
buyers surveyed said very or extremely valuable. The same share (81%) valued clear insight
into long-term operating and ownership costs, such as typical utility bills and maintenance.

How homebuyers would adopt a standardized

home performance assessment
Homebuyers’ reaction to a standardized home performance assessment

How valuable it would be
Very or extremely valuable

A single overall assessment summarizing _ _ 81%
how a home functions °

e I © 1%

operating and ownership costs -

How an independent performance assessment could help
Somewhat or strongly agree

e

choosing between homes

Help me feel more informed when [ KEIfA

discussing a home with professionals
Make it easier to tell apart homes o
oo o — (N 5 0%
that appear similar online

How likely they would be to use it
Very or extremely likely

Compare two similar homes - (| NN S 1%

Understand long-term costs — ([ NG s1%
Guide questions for an inspector — (| G 75
Negotiate with more confidence — ([ D 759

Source: Pearl 2026 Homebuyer Survey ﬁ
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Most buyers agree such an assessment could help them choose. Nine in ten said it could
increase their confidence when choosing between homes (91%), make it easier to tell apart
homes that appear similar online (90%), and help them feel more informed when discussing a
home with agents and inspectors (91%).

Asked how likely they would be to use this kind of information, 81% said very or extremely

likely to compare two similar homes and to understand long-term costs, 79% said they would
use it to guide questions for an inspector, and 78% to negotiate with more confidence. These
questions measured buyers’ reactions to a described score, not how they use one in practice.

Finding 5
Buyers would prefer an agent who can provide objective
performance information

5.1 Information from agents

Asked whether, all else equal, they would prefer to work with an agent who can provide
objective home performance information on the homes they are considering, 84% of buyers
surveyed agreed, including 31% who strongly agreed. One percent disagreed.

Homebuyers who prefer an agent who provides
objective home performance information

Percentage of homebuyers surveyed who agree or disagree with the statement:

“All else equal, | would prefer to work with a buyer’s agent who can provide
objective home performance information (comfort, energy use, operating costs,
air quality, resilience) for the homes I'm considering.”

ree or strongly agree: 84%
Ag gly ag

® Neither agree nor disagree ® Agree @ Strongly agree

Disagree or strongly disagree (1%) not shown. Figures may not add to 100% due to rounding.

Source: Pearl 2026 Homebuyer Survey Pearll
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5.2 Trusted information

Buyers placed less trust in a performance assessment recommended by an agent than in one
from a home inspector or contractor. Asked how likely they would be to trust a home
performance assessment depending on who recommended it, 80% said “very likely” or
“extremely likely” if it came from an inspector and 77% from a contractor. For a real estate
agent, the figure was 64%, and for friends or family, 61%.

Asked what would make them trust such an assessment, buyers rated authorship,
recommendation, and homeowner involvement highest.

e Most often, they said it was very or extremely important that the people who created the
assessment are clearly identified, with relevant credentials and experience (84%).

e Next came a recommendation from an inspector or building professional they trust (82%).

e Third was involvement by the homeowner in providing transparent information (78%).

It has to be third party, somebody [who] doesn’t have any interest [in]
getting this home [sold].

Atlanta focus group participant

Repeat buyers were less likely than first-time buyers to trust a performance assessment
recommended by an agent (59% versus 70%) or by friends or family (54% versus 69%). They
were more likely to prefer a buyer’s agent who can provide objective performance
information (89% versus 80%), and to say they like to see data or evidence before trusting
claims about a home (86% versus 78%). Each of these differences is statistically significant.
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Finding 6
Most buyers use or would use general Al tools
in their home-buying process

6.1 Information preference

Asked how well a set of statements described them, 81% of buyers surveyed said they like to
research thoroughly before making decisions, and 82% said they like to see data or evidence
before trusting claims about a home.

Information sources used by homebuyers
Percentage who used or would use each source

® Used or would use at all @ Used or would use quite a bit or heavily

Listing sites _ (I 99%
(Zillow, Redfin, Realtor.com) (NG 73

_ O 9%
e e o 71%

General Al tools _ (I 91%
(ChatGPT, Gemini, etc.) (NG 55%

A\

Source: Pearl 2026 Homebuyer Survey Pearl

6.2 Information sources

Asked which sources they used or would use in the buying process, 99% of buyers surveyed
named listing sites such as Zillow, Redfin, and Realtor.com, and 99% named their real estate
agent. General Al tools such as ChatGPT were named by 91%, and 55% said they would use
them quite a bit or heavily.

“ | personally would not have paid for [home performance information].
| could have gotten anything additional that | didn’t get from a
realtor, from ChatGPT, or walking through the house, taking pictures.
Al platform that can do a lot of this, and possibly better.

Atlanta focus group participant
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Discussion

The six findings identify a gap between what buyers want to know about a home's
performance and what real estate listings provide today. Buyers rank safety and health first
among the five dimensions of home performance, and the condition of a home's major
systems is the home-related need they choose most often (Findings 1 and 2). Many do not
feel equipped to judge those systems on their own, lack a common term for home
performance, and want clear, standardized information for comparing homes (Findings 3
and 4). They trust inspectors and contractors more than agents, and most would prefer an
agent who can provide objective information (Finding 5). Most already use or would use
general Al tools alongside listing sites and agents (Finding 6).

The results suggest buyers want performance information that comes from someone with
firsthand experience with the home (the homeowner or inspector), vetted by a credible third
party with no stake in the sale, and recommended by their inspector, contractor, or agent, in
that order.

What listings provide homebuyers today

Listing sites shape what nearly all buyers see first about a home, and performance
information is largely missing from it. On Zillow, in one interview participant’s words, “you see
this house at face value.” The listing system already has fields for some of this information,
but little of it reaches buyers. The RESO Data Dictionary, the national standard for listing
data, defines fields for heating and cooling systems, construction and roofing, windows, and
energy-efficiency and indoor-air-quality features.® In NAR’s 2025 “Residential Sustainability
Report,” 44% of agents said their MLS includes green data fields and 40% were not sure;
nearly half of those with access (47%) said they do not use them.* An analysis of listing text
by the Smart Energy Consumer Collaborative, NAR, and 257, a residential energy data
platform, found that just over 8% of 2025 listings mentioned energy efficiency at all, and that
where a heat pump was present, the listing mentioned it only 8% of the time.?

“ There’s no public record where you go and register... | bought an
HVAC system last year... There is no system like that for houses
outside of property taxes.

Atlanta interview participant

Agents report getting few questions on the subject. Only 6% of agents said clients “always” or
“often” ask for advice on energy-efficiency upgrades.’ The survey did not ask buyers why
they raise it so rarely, but its results point to two likely reasons. Buyers lack a common term
for home performance: their own definitions vary widely, and 45% agree they don't really
know what to ask about a home’s systems (Findings 3 and 4). Many also do not look to their
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agent as the source for answers on these questions. They would trust a performance
assessment recommended by an agent less than one recommended by an inspector (64%
versus 80%, Finding 5).

Buyers are turning to generic Al tools

Most buyers surveyed use or would use generic Al platforms like ChatGPT (Finding 6).
Several participants in the Atlanta focus groups said they could not have purchased their
home without these tools. The survey did not ask how much buyers trust what these tools
tell them, although one participant in the Atlanta focus groups walked away from a deal on
the advice of a generic Al platform that had read her inspection report.

“ | just didn’t know what | was looking at. | got an 82-page inspection,
and | was like, what matters, and my realtor was just trying to sell me
on the house... | had Claude. Claude saved me from a lemon of a
house. | would be in the wrong house if it weren’t for Anthropic
Claude Al... a neutral source that’s not trying to sell you on anything.

Atlanta focus group participant

The same type of reliance was noted in one agent’s account published by Inman. A buyer
canceled a contract after an Al tool estimated repairs at about $250,000; two licensed
contractors later priced the same work at about $17,000 and $19,000.°

The findings suggest that general Al tools are filling a role this report describes in Findings 3
to 5: interpreting what buyers cannot judge on their own, from a source outside the
transaction. How reliable that interpretation is, how buyers use Al during the process, and
how much weight they give Al's answers are questions for further research.

A precedent from used cars

Because detailed home performance information has not traditionally been part of residential
real estate transactions, sellers and their agents may see its introduction as a risk to the sale.
The used-car market offers a test of that concern. After federal rules in 1986 required
odometer records and states enforced them, mileage disclosure in classified ads rose 23.4%,
asking prices rose 9.7%, and cars sold 13.4% faster, measured by fewer repeated ads.'® More
reliable information was associated with better outcomes for sellers.

Vehicle history reports later became a common feature of used-car listings through voluntary
industry adoption, rather than a federal requirement.** Industry-sponsored research also
found positive associations between the availability of vehicle history reports and online
marketplace performance.’” Although these industry-sponsored findings do not establish
causation, they suggest that providing independent information may offer commercial
benefits beyond the information itself, including greater engagement and higher conversion.
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Implications for agents and platforms

In Pearl’s view, the findings point to a role for three groups:

Listing agents

The listing agent is best placed to close the home performance gap, because the seller holds
much of what buyers want to know: the age of the systems, the work done, the problems
fixed. For buyers to trust a home performance assessment, 78% say it is “very important” or
“extremely important” that the homeowner has actively provided transparent information
about the home. In the Atlanta focus groups, a report built only from public records and
claims data, without the owner’s input, was dismissed by one participant as “suspect.”
Another said they would “pay more [for a home] or be more inclined to look at a property if
the homeowner voluntarily disclosed this information [and] it was certified by a third party.”

The first step is already available to most listing agents. The national listing standard defines
multiple fields for a home's performance features. Completing these fields wherever the MLS
provides them would put basic performance information in front of buyers where most of
them start their search (Finding 6). Buyers also want more detail than a listing field can hold.
Eight in ten (80%) say clear information explaining how a home functions across the five
dimensions would be very or extremely valuable (Finding 4), and 76% rate records of major
upgrades and repairs as very or extremely important when evaluating a home (Finding 2).
Buyers' trust also depends on who produces the information: 84% say it is very or extremely
important that the people who created an assessment are clearly identified, with relevant
credentials and experience (Finding 5).

One interview participant described the used-car precedent from the buyer’s side: dealers
provide a CARFAX report “because they want to show you that they are on the up and up.”
Further research is needed to test this for housing, but it seems plausible that a listing with
verified performance information would earn more trust from buyers and lead to fewer
surprises later in the transaction, such as when the inspection report arrives.

Buyer’s agents

As stated in Finding 5, 84% of buyers would prefer an agent who can provide objective
performance information on the homes they are considering, and most say they would use
such information to compare similar homes (81%) early in the buying process (Finding 4). One
interview participant said they wanted their agent to have the report “when they come to
meet with me.” The information provided has to be independent and objective. Another
participant did not want it to come from the agent at all: “Somehow | don't want it from the
realtor. ... | don't want it from anyone who has a vested interest either way.”

Today, most buyer’s agents rely on the listing to provide them with information about the
home, but few listings include performance details. These findings suggest that an agent who
brings independent information, without authoring it, can differentiate themselves, deliver
more value, and earn buyers’ trust.
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Listing platforms

Platforms are where most buyers start: 99% of buyers surveyed “used or would use” listing sites to
narrow down homes to evaluate (Finding 6). Buyers also see them as neutral. “Zillow doesn’t have
a dog in the game,” one interview participant said. “It just wants to show you the information.”

The national data standard already defines fields for energy-efficiency and other green
features,® yet nearly half of agents with access to green data fields in their MLS say they do
not use them.* In used-car marketplaces, vendor research has linked free history reports to
stronger listing performance: an analysis by Experian and TrueCar found that listings offering
a free vehicle history report converted to leads at a 27% higher rate and to sales at a 50%
higher rate.’ The analysis did not report whether it accounted for differences in the vehicles’
price, age, or condition. It is reasonable to expect that a platform which presented home
performance information consistently, so buyers could compare like with like, would meet the
demand for standardized, comparable information described in Finding 4.

Future research

This research set out to measure the sources on which buyers rely, the performance
information they value, and what they would actually trust and use. The survey and the
Atlanta sessions point the same way: buyers care deeply about performance-related factors,
but the traditional home-buying process gives them little by which to judge.

The way buyers look for answers is changing quickly. Nine in ten buyers we surveyed used or
would use general Al tools to research homes, and participants in our Atlanta sessions were
already using those tools to interpret inspection reports. Other research points to a widening
gap between use and trust: in a Cotality study published in April 2026, three in four buyers
across four countries assumed Al is already part of home buying, while trust among U.S.
buyers in Al to help find a home fell from 30% to 16% in a year.*®

This research raises new questions to explore. They include how buyers use Al platforms in
the home-buying process today; what they ask their Al tools at each stage of the search; how
far they trust the answers compared with those of inspectors, agents, and sellers; and at what
point in a transaction they act on Al-generated advice. They also include how buyers respond
when reliable home performance information is in front of them before making an offer.
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Conclusion

Buyers want to know how a home will perform, both as a place to live and as an asset. The
factors they rank most important, safety and health and the condition of a home's systems,
are among those they feel least able to judge on their own, and they lack a common term for
asking about them. Today, little of the information they seek appears in the listings where
buyers start their search.

In Pearl’s view, closing the home performance gap would let buyers judge how a home will
perform before they commit to purchasing it, while providing the industry with a standard
way of describing what buyers most want to know.
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Methodology

This research was commissioned and funded by Pearl. The survey, focus groups, and interviews
were designed and conducted on Pearl’s behalf by independent research specialists.

The report draws on four studies: a usability study in spring 2025, a quantitative survey in
February 2026, three focus groups in June 2026, and ten individual interviews in July 2026.

Usability study (2025)

A moderated usability study with 14 single-family homeowners in seven states, conducted on
an early prototype of a home performance score. It informed the survey design.

Survey (2026)

Sample

Recruitment
Fielding

Quality control

Weighting

The Home Performance Gap

833 U.S. adults aged 18 to 60 in the 48 contiguous states who had
purchased a single-family detached home as their primary residence
in the previous 12 months or were actively shopping for one: 417
first-time buyers and 416 repeat buyers. Participants did not know
Pearl was behind the survey.

A nonprobability sample drawn from Symmetric's triple-opt-in, identity-
verified consumer panels. Respondents received cash compensation.

Online and mobile-friendly, median length 17 minutes, February 5
to 27, 2026, following a soft launch.

Automated fraud detection, including digital fingerprinting, proxy
and bot checks, and geo-verification, with trap questions and review
of open-ended responses.

Weighted to National Association of REALTORS® benchmarks for
age, region, gender, and household income. Income was weighted in
three bands: under $100,000, $100,000 to $149,999, and $150,000
or more. First-time and repeat buyers were weighted equally so the
two groups could be compared, and figures for all buyers combined
them in roughly equal proportion. Because repeat buyers make up
most of the market’, a national figure would lean toward their
answers. Unless otherwise noted, all percentages are weighted.
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Precision

Measures

Performance
dimensions

Limitations

The Home Performance Gap

Because the sample is non-probability, a conventional margin of
sampling error is not reported. Differences between first-time and
repeat buyers are reported only where the survey data tables mark
them as statistically significant at the higher of the two confidence
levels shown.

Most questions used five-point scales. Unless otherwise noted,
percentages combine the top two points of the scale, for example
“very” and “extremely.” Open-ended definitions of “home
performance” (Qéa) were coded by the survey’s research specialist;
percentages are shares of 377 coded responses and are not weighted.

Pearl defines home performance across five dimensions.
Respondents saw the descriptions below with the question asking
them to rank the dimensions (Q15), in the fifth of the survey’s eight
sections. Questions about buyers’ general priorities, worries, and
information sources came in the first four sections, before
respondents were shown Pearl’s five dimensions, so that those
answers would not be shaped by Pearl’s framework.

When answering the ranking question for the five dimensions (Q15),
all 833 survey respondents saw these descriptions:
e Safety and health (e.g., ability to mitigate risks from poor air quality,
mold, radon, carbon monoxide, and mechanical safety of systems)

e Comfort (e.g., ability to regulate temperature, humidity, as well
as intrusive noise and light)

e Operations (e.g., the efficiency of the home’s systems and the
resulting monthly operating costs)

e Resilience (e.g., ability to withstand storms or maintain function
during outages)

e Energy management (e.g., ability to incorporate smart thermostats
and electrical panels, EV charging, solar, and batteries)

The survey covered buyers aged 18 to 60. Almost all respondents
(99%) had some college education or more. Households earning
under $75,000 make up 2% of the weighted sample, compared with
18% of buyers in the NAR benchmark, so the findings mainly
describe buyers with household incomes of $75,000 or more.

25



The Home Performance Gap

Respondents came from an opt-in online panel. The sample was
weighted to NAR benchmarks for age, region, gender, and income, but
weighting cannot correct every way an opt-in sample may differ from
all buyers, and a non-probability sample has no conventional margin of
error. First-time and repeat buyers were weighted equally, so the
figures describe the buyers surveyed and are not national estimates.

Excluding screening and demographic questions, the survey asked
36 questions covering 214 items. Three of these questions (Q2,
Q12, and Q24, 28 items) asked buyers whether they agreed with
statements or how well statements described them, covering what
they want from a home, the buying process, and their own decision
style. Statements of this kind tend to draw more agreement than
disagreement, particularly when they are uncontroversial or
flattering. The survey also asked buyers to rank the five
performance dimensions (Q15) and to choose four of 12 factors in
choosing a home (Q15Top3), which measure how they weigh items
against each other. Both came directly after respondents read
Pearl’s descriptions of the five dimensions, which may have raised
the share choosing those dimensions in Q15Top3.

Six questions (26 items) asked buyers about a home performance
score and related performance information described in the survey:
how valuable it would be (Q14), how useful (Q16), what would make
them trust it (Q17), how likely they would be to use it (Q18), how
likely they would be to trust it if a given professional recommended
it (Q21), and whether they would prefer a buyer’s agent who
provided objective performance information (Q21b). Pearl included
them to inform product development. They measure stated interest
in a concept described to the respondent, and stated-preference
questions can overstate enthusiasm compared with what people
later do. On Q14 and Q16, between 80% and 91% of buyers gave
one of the two most favorable answers, and between 1% and 3%
gave one of the two least favorable. Findings that draw on these
questions report buyers’ reaction to the concept and should not be
read as measures of demand.

The focus groups and interviews were held with recent buyers in the
metro Atlanta area. They help explain why buyers answered the
survey as they did, but they cannot show how widely a view is held.
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Focus groups and interviews (2026)

Three 90-minute focus groups with 18 recent buyers of single-family detached primary
residences were held in metro Atlanta on June 25, 2026. The groups discussed participants’
recent home purchases and their reactions to a prototype report of home performance
information for a specific home. Ten participants were then interviewed individually, online, from
July 13 to 15, 2026. Qualitative findings are exploratory and not statistically generalizable.
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About Pearl

Founded in 2013, Pearl is a ratings and standards company building the national standard for
home performance. Pearl SCORE™ rates every single-family home in the U.S. across five key
pillars — Safety, Comfort, Operations, Resilience, and Energy — so homebuyers, homeowners,
and real estate professionals can understand how a home performs in daily life. As a Certified
B Corporation, we're accountable not only to our shareholders, but also to the homeowners
and communities we serve. For more information, visit pearlscore.com.
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