
With much of the past year spent indoors, Americans are thinking more about their drafty windows, the 

way their child’s asthma has been flaring up, the costs of utility bills, their general comfort in their 

homes. 

While many people are remodeling and upgrading their current homes, others are seeking to purchase. 

Increasingly, homebuyers are looking for houses that are affordable, energy-efficient and comfortable.  

Energy Star appliances LED lighting, sustainably harvested wood for flooring and cabinetry, low VOC 

paint, high-quality windows, geothermal heating and cooling and solar panels — all may be features of 

what’s being called “green,” “sustainable” or “high-performing” when it comes to the built environment.  

But will investing in some or all of these features that can make a home energy-efficient and sustainable 

actually bring a premium at resale? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Woodstone Custom Homes in Pittsford, N.Y., is an Energy Star builder. CEO Jeff Smith says people expect higher 

standards when it comes to new homes. "Whether you’ve got geothermal or solar or a higher efficiency furnace or 

additional insulation," it's clearly an advantage for resale. Photo: Jamie Germano, Democrat & Chronicle 



National Findings 

In 2017, a U.S. Green Building Council Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) study in 

the Austin-Round Rock, Texas, metro found that LEED-certified homes commanded about $25,000 more 

when resold. “And, we find that nationally, LEED homes do sell for a premium and spend less time on 

the market than other homes,” says Alysson Blackwelder, project manager on USGBC’s advocacy team.   

LEED is currently the most widely used green building rating system in the world. It provides a 

framework to create healthy, highly efficient and cost-saving green buildings and is available for 

commercial and residential buildings.  

Other studies support the Texas findings. A multi-state price premium analysis of solar homes done by 

the Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory found that homes with solar PV (photovoltaic) systems sold 

for more than those without. 

It also found that home buyers “consistently have been willing to pay more for a property with PV across 

a variety of states, housing and PV markets and home types.” 

The researchers found the present value of energy savings over time and the cost to replace the system 

were likely driving factors in how the market priced the solar systems. 

Beyond the Sunshine States 

Austin is not Boston, however. Can what happens out West also happen in the Northeast?  

In 2018, Craig Foley, chief sustainability officer for LAER Realty Partners, New England’s largest 

independent Realtor, did a post-sale analysis of newly constructed condominiums in Boston’s Fort Hill 

neighborhood.  

The condos have a 31 kW rooftop solar PV system, are LEED platinum certified and had HERS index 

scores ranging from -14 to -22. HERS or Home Energy Rating System is an industry standard for 

measuring a home’s energy efficiency. The index for the Fort Hill condos means that they produce more 

than they use; “zero is the holy grail for HERS scores,” Foley says.   

At the same time these condos were being built, another, similar project was going up on a nearby 

street. This one was built to code but not to LEED standards. Ultimately, Foley says, “We sold the four 

properties on Fort Hill for $450 a square foot before two of the seven in the other development sold at 

$375 a square foot. That was a 22 percent price premium for those homes.” 

In the Finger Lakes area of New York State, Bill Wheeler, a salesperson with Mitchell Pierson Realtors, 

says that “green” features “certainly add value to a home.” He recently sold a house in South Bristol, 

N.Y., with a geothermal system. “It made their heating bills fairly insignificant,” he says. 

“When pricing the home, I added in about $30,000 to $35,000 for the geothermal.” The home sold 

quickly in the $300,000 range.  

Sarah Ann Panitsidis, an agent with Howard Hanna Realtors in Rochester, agrees with Wheeler. 

These kinds of features create value for the buyer. She points to stats on three comparable homes in 

Honeoye Falls to make the point. One with geothermal recently sold for $340,000 and the other two 

sold for $295,000. “They were similar quality homes on similar land,” she says.  



Panitsidis is having her own custom home built on seven acres in Ogden, and it includes geothermal. 

“When you’re building from scratch, the cost to install geothermal to heat, cool and supplement hot 

water is only incrementally more than a traditional furnace and A/C units and all the ductwork 

associated with that,” she says.  

Current tax incentives including a 26 percent federal tax credit, put Panitsidis’ out-of-pocket costs at 

$22,533. (For more information on tax incentives go to the Database of State Incentives for Renewables 

& Efficiency at www.dsireusa.org.) 

Her HVAC contractor, AJ Heiligman, owner of A.C.E.S. Energy, estimates that installing a traditional 

system would have cost between $17,000 and $20,000. “For us, in our forever home, this is a no-

brainer,” Panitsidis says.  

Builders such as Jeff Smith, president and CEO of Woodstone Custom Homes, based in Pittsford, has 

been an Energy Star-builder “since the beginning,” he says. (Energy Star is an EPA-backed program that 

sets standards for energy efficiency for new and existing homes.) 

Meeting higher standards “is something people have been expecting when it comes to new homes. It’s 

one of their motivations for buying. And whether you’ve got geothermal or solar or a higher efficiency 

furnace or additional insulation – I believe that clearly has an advantage for resale.”  

Educate and Valuate 

There are a lot of acronyms and a lot of programs out there, and despite a few studies, there isn’t really 

a lot of hard data yet. 

But, according to a 2020 study done by the National Association of Realtors, “68% of buyers want an 

environmentally friendly home; 46% would pay an extra $1,000 to $9,999 on a home with green 

features that saves $1,000 annually on utilities, and 37% would pay $10,000 or more.” 

Millennials and younger buyers, in particular, are interested in more sustainable living options and are 

willing to pay for them. But issues may arise when creating a value proposition for home sales since 

there are so many moving parts: Many consumers, real estate agents, appraisers, and mortgage lenders 

are not educated about sustainable features and their value. Current valuation methods rely on 

comparable homes sales, of which there aren’t enough in some markets. 

“There’s just not enough data to determine if people are willing to pay an additional price for solar 

panels, for example,” says Tim Murphy, a licensed appraiser and director of real property for Monroe 

County, N.Y.  

There are, however, several programs and products available to all stakeholders in the real estate 

process to help people make educated decisions. These include the aforementioned LEED certification 

and the HERS index, which can help consumers compare one home to another. 

But there are others such as Pearl Certification, which offers education for consumer and builders and 

tools to help homeowners increase their home’s value and maximize its price when it’s time to refinance 

or sell. For Realtors, NAR offers continuing education courses. 



Appraisers have access to green valuation tools through the Appraisal Institute. And, Foleys says, that 

although a listing agent can’t pick an appraiser, he or she “can demand a qualified appraiser,” one who 

knows and understands the value of sustainable features. 

Homebuyers can connect with mortgage lenders familiar with Freddie Mac’s GreenCHOICE mortgage 

product or Fannie Mae’s HomeStyle Energy Mortgage.  

But getting all the information out will take time and cooperation among the myriad orgnizations. One 

program, Home Energy Labeling Information eXchange or HELIX, created by Northeast Energy Efficiency 

Partnerships, is a database that pulls together readily available information from tax assessor databases 

and green certifications. 

“When you went to buy or sell a home you couldn’t search to find out if it had a certification like Pearl, 

LEED, HERs, etc. That information didn’t exist,” says Carolyn Sarno Goldthwaite, NEEP’s senior director 

of advanced efficiency solutions. Now, with HELIX, “when authorized and approved we would send the 

info to the MLS.” 

This means that a real estate sales agent could see a home’s energy efficiency and sustainable features 

and compare them with other homes. Currently HELIX is being used with New England Real Estate 

Network.  

There is interest in New York State, Sarno Goldthwaite says, “but it has to be driven from the bottom up. 

If homebuyers ask for it, then Realtors may start to populate their listings with data from HELIX.” 


