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A  C H A R T E R E D  S U R V E Y O R ’ S  T O O L K I T

The Property
Viewing Checklist
A Pre-Survey Risk Assessment System for Buyers

Spot the high-cost defects during a viewing — before you instruct a survey. Decide in 30 minutes 
whether to proceed, renegotiate, or commission a Level 2 or Level 3 survey.

I N S P E C T
What a surveyor would look at first

I N T E R P R E T
What each defect typically indicates

D E C I D E
Proceed · Negotiate · Survey

14 inspection zones · symptom clusters · cost-band assessment · decision matrix · real-world examples · survey strategy

By Matt Bright
BSc (Hons) MRICS
Chartered Building Surveyor



The Property Viewing Checklist  ·  Pre-Survey Risk Assessment Toolkit

Matt's PlanScope  ·  Matt Bright BSc (Hons) MRICS Page 2

H O W  T O  U S E  T H I S  T O O L K I T

Stop guessing. Start screening.
Most viewing checklists tell you to "look at the roof". This one tells you what to look for, what it likely 

means, what it could cost, and — critically — what to do about it.

It is written for buyers who want to behave like a surveyor for the 30 minutes they actually have inside a 

property. By the time you leave, you should be able to say one of four things with confidence: proceed, 

renegotiate, commission a survey, or pause until further professional investigation has been completed.

IN THE NEXT 30 MINUTES, YOU WILL

• Inspect the 14 zones a chartered surveyor scans first

• Recognise the symptom clusters that signal serious defects

• Assign each finding to a cost band — A (Maintenance), B (Moderate), C (Major)

• Translate observations into a clear next-step decision

• Identify findings that require further professional investigation before you proceed

• Decode estate agent language so the listing does not mislead you

• Match what you have found to the right level of survey or specialist report

W H A T  T O  D O  T O D A Y

Print this toolkit single-sided. Take a pen. Walk every room with it open. Photograph everything you 

tick — defects you cannot see again later are evidence you cannot use later.

A B O U T  T H E  A U T H O R

Matt Bright BSc (Hons) MRICS
Chartered Building Surveyor

The same defects appear repeatedly across UK residential properties — 

and most of them can be spotted at the viewing stage by anyone willing to 

look in the right places.

This toolkit is a pre-survey screening method drawn from chartered 

building surveying practice — distilled into something a buyer can use 

during a 30-minute viewing to decide whether the property is worth a 

£600–£1,500 survey, or whether further professional investigation is 

required before proceeding.
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S E C T I O N  0 1

How this Toolkit Works
A property viewing should not be a tour. It is a screening exercise. By the time you leave, the toolkit should 

have funnelled your observations into one of four outcomes:

Outcome What it typically means

Proceed Findings sit in cost-band A. The property is performing roughly as expected for 
its age and type.

Renegotiate Findings include one or more cost-band B items, or several A-band items 
concentrated in one area.

Commission a survey A cost-band C item is suspected, multiple B-band items are clustered, or 
symptom clusters indicate latent risk. Move to RICS Level 2 or Level 3.

Further professional 
investigation required

High-risk indicators are present (Section 12). Pause before proceeding and 
obtain specialist advice; treat findings as material to your decision.

T H E  P R A C T I C A L  R U L E

You do not need a single answer to every question on the checklist. You need enough confidence in 

the cost-band of what you have found to make one of these four decisions before you pay for a 

survey.

S U R V E Y O R ’ S  I N S I G H T

A surveyor’s value is not in confirming what you already saw. It is in investigating what you suspected. 

This toolkit is what gets you to a useful suspicion.
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S E C T I O N  0 2

The Cost-Band Framework
Forget point scoring. The question is not "how many defects" — it is "what would each one typically cost to 

put right, and which categories are stacking up?"

Use the bands below to label each finding as you walk the property. A single C-band defect changes the 

deal. Multiple B-band defects clustered in one area can change it just as much.

Band Typical cost 
range

What it includes (typical examples) Decision weight

A Under £500 Repointing a few bricks, replacing sealant, blocked 
gutters, minor décor, sticking doors due to seasonal 
swelling.

Maintenance
Expected.

B £2,000 – £5,000 Localised damp investigation and repair, replacement 
boiler, partial rewire, single-storey roof patch, drainage 
clearing and repair, replacement extractor system.

Negotiable
Price-correct.

C £10,000+ Subsidence investigation and underpinning, full re-roof, 
structural movement repairs, asbestos removal, spray-
foam removal and re-roof, full rewire, large-scale damp 
/ timber decay.

Major
Survey before 
proceeding.

W H Y  T H I S  M A T T E R S

Cost bands let you negotiate against numbers, not feelings. An estate agent will resist "the property 

has issues". They cannot easily resist "we have identified three B-band findings that, on conservative 

estimates, total £8,000–£12,000".

More importantly: the bands tell you when a survey will pay for itself. A £600–£1,500 survey is 

excellent value if it confirms — or rules out — a single C-band defect.

C O M M O N  M I S T A K E

Treating defects as a tally. Twenty A-band items is a maintenance schedule, not a deal-breaker. One 

unaddressed C-band item, however, can wipe out a decade of equity.

• Five A items = a weekend’s work.

• Three B items in one room = investigate further.

• One C item, anywhere = stop, re-evaluate, survey before progressing.
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T H E  P R A C T I C A L  R U L E

Multiple defects in one zone significantly increase overall risk — even if each one alone is only A-band. 

Five small symptoms around a chimney breast typically tell a single large story.
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S E C T I O N  0 3

Symptom Clusters
Single defects rarely tell the full story. Surveyors think in clusters: a combination of small symptoms is often 

more diagnostic than one large one. The clusters below are the patterns that, in practice, most often 

indicate a serious underlying problem.

S Y M P T O M  C L U S T E R  —  P O S S I B L E  S U B S I D E N C E

If you see all of:

• Stepped or diagonal cracks wider than 3mm in external brickwork

• A large mature tree (oak, willow, poplar) within 10–15m of the property

• Sticking internal doors, particularly at the corners of the affected wall

• Cracks visible from both inside and outside in the same location

This combination strongly suggests potential subsidence. Pause before proceeding without a Level 3 

survey and, if recommended, a structural engineer’s opinion.

T Y P I C A L  C O S T   Investigation £1,500–£3,000 · Underpinning £15,000–£40,000+ · Cost-band C.

S Y M P T O M  C L U S T E R  —  P O S S I B L E  R O O F  F A I L U R E

If you see all of:

• A visible dip or sag in the ridge line

• Slipped, missing or replacement-coloured tiles on one slope

• Water staining to upstairs ceilings, particularly near chimney breasts and around the eaves

• Damp, musty smell in the loft (where accessible)

This combination typically indicates a roof at or near the end of its serviceable life. Re-roofing a typical 

semi is a cost-band C item.

T Y P I C A L  C O S T   Single-slope patch repair £1,200–£3,500 · Full re-roof a typical UK semi £8,000–
£18,000 · Cost-band C.
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S Y M P T O M  C L U S T E R  —  P O S S I B L E  P E N E T R A T I N G  O R  R I S I N G  D A M P

If you see all of:

• External ground levels at or above the internal floor level

• Tide-mark staining, salts or bubbling paint to the lower 1m of internal walls

• Skirtings that have been recently replaced or repainted on a single wall

• A musty smell at floor level — particularly behind sofas or cupboards

Single-cause damp is rare. Combinations of these signs usually require investigation and, often, both 

an external (drainage / ground level) and internal (DPC / plaster) intervention.

T Y P I C A L  C O S T   Localised investigation £350–£600 · External works (lower ground, cut render) £900–
£2,500 · Replaster + redecorate one room £1,200–£3,000 · Cost-band B.

S Y M P T O M  C L U S T E R  —  P O S S I B L E  C H R O N I C  C O N D E N S A T I O N  /  V E N T I L A T I O N  F A I L U R E

If you see all of:

• Black-spot mould in window reveals, ceiling corners or behind furniture on external walls

• No working extractor in bathroom or kitchen — or trickle vents painted or taped over

• Strong recent décor, especially in bathrooms and around windows

• Plastic-faced loft hatch sweating, or condensation on north-facing window panes

A pattern, not a one-off. Manageable in isolation; revealing of a wider building physics problem when 

combined.

T Y P I C A L  C O S T   PIV unit installation £900–£1,400 · Two upgraded extractor fans £400–£700 · Mould 
treatment & redecoration £600–£1,500 · Cost-band A–B.
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S Y M P T O M  C L U S T E R  —  P O S S I B L E  D R A I N A G E  /  G R O U N D - W A T E R  R I S K

If you see all of:

• Damp staining to the lower section of the rear elevation

• Gutters with vegetation, sagging, or visible overflow staining beneath

• Patio, decking or render bridging the DPC

• Drain covers below ground level / standing water near the building

Most "rising damp" is in fact failed drainage and ground levels. This cluster typically lifts an A-band 

décor issue into a B-band external works project.

T Y P I C A L  C O S T   Gutter clean & realign £200–£600 · Drain rod & jet £250–£450 · Drainage CCTV survey 
£180–£300 · External regrade / hard-landscape adjustment £900–£3,500 · Cost-band B.

S Y M P T O M  C L U S T E R  —  P O S S I B L E  S U S P E N D E D - F L O O R  T I M B E R  D E C A Y

If you see all of:

• Bouncy or springy floors in original ground-floor rooms

• Air bricks blocked, painted, rendered over, or below ground level

• A heavy "earthy" or mushroom-like smell at low level near external walls

• Visible gaps where the skirting has dropped away from the floorboards or been replaced

Wet rot is common; dry rot, while rarer, is a serious finding. The combination above warrants invasive 

timber inspection in the floor void.

T Y P I C A L  C O S T   Specialist timber & damp report £350–£600 · Localised joist replacement £1,200–
£3,500 · Whole-room floor replacement £4,000–£8,000+ · Cost-band B–C.
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S Y M P T O M  C L U S T E R  —  P O S S I B L E  C H I M N E Y - S T A C K  F A I L U R E

If you see all of:

• Visible lean to the chimney stack when sighted from across the road

• Cracked or stepped pointing within the chimney brickwork

• Lifting, rusting or repaired flashing at the base where the stack meets the roof

• Internal staining or damp marks tracking down a bedroom chimney breast

Chimney stacks are exposed, weather-loaded structures. Defects rarely improve and, left unchecked, 

can lead to internal damp and, in extreme cases, partial collapse.

T Y P I C A L  C O S T   Repointing & flashing renewal £1,200–£2,500 · Stack rebuild £2,500–£5,500 · Removal 
& make-good £3,000–£6,000 · Cost-band B.

S Y M P T O M  C L U S T E R  —  P O S S I B L E  E L E C T R I C A L  I N S T A L L A T I O N  P A S T  L I F E

If you see all of:

• Original fuse-wire consumer unit (no RCDs, ceramic fuses)

• Round-pin sockets, brown bakelite switches, or pendant-only light fittings

• Visible cloth-covered or rubber-insulated cabling at the consumer unit

• No visible EICR certificate and the seller cannot confirm date of last test

Each indicator alone is not necessarily a problem; together, they suggest an installation that may not 

meet current regulations. An EICR is the proportionate next step.

T Y P I C A L  C O S T   EICR test £180–£300 · Consumer unit upgrade £600–£1,200 · Partial rewire £2,000–
£4,500 · Full rewire £4,000–£8,000+ plus redecoration · Cost-band B–C.

S U R V E Y O R ’ S  I N S I G H T

A single symptom is information. A cluster is a diagnosis. If three or more boxes in any cluster above 

are ticked, treat that as a trigger to commission a survey before proceeding — regardless of how good 

the property otherwise looks.
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S E C T I O N  0 4

Approaching the Property — External
Most of the high-cost defects in residential property are visible from the outside, before you ring the 

doorbell. Walk all four elevations slowly. Photograph anything you tick.

4.1 Roof, ridge and chimneys

Diagram — straight ridge versus a sagging ridge line.

INSPECT — FROM THE OPPOSITE SIDE OF THE ROAD

• Ridge line — sight along it. Is it dead straight, or does it dip in the middle?

• Slope — are tiles uniform, or is one slope patchworked with replacement-colour tiles?

• Verges (the edges) — is the mortar pointing intact, or crumbling?

• Chimneys — is the chimney leaning? Is the flashing around the base lifting or rusting?

• Valleys (where two roof slopes meet) — any moss build-up or visible debris?

W H Y  T H I S  M A T T E R S

A sagging ridge typically indicates structural fatigue in the roof timbers — often spreading rafters, 

undersized purlins or a failed ridge board. The fix is rarely a quick repair. A full re-roof on a typical UK 

semi is in the £8,000–£18,000 range — firmly cost-band C.

T Y P I C A L  C O S T   Slope-only patch repair £1,200–£3,500 · Re-tile a single slope £4,500–£8,000 · Full re-
roof a typical semi £8,000–£18,000.
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S U R V E Y O R ’ S  I N S I G H T

Replacement tiles in a different colour are not by themselves a problem — but a patchwork pattern 

across a single slope is usually a sign of repeated repairs. Repeated repairs to a roof often mean the 

underlying covering is past life.

4.2 External walls — cracking, movement and pointing

Diagram — common crack patterns and what they typically suggest.

INSPECT — CORNERS, OPENINGS AND CHIMNEY BREASTS

• Crack width — slide a £1 coin (around 3mm thick) into any crack. If the coin disappears, the crack 

matters.

• Crack pattern — hairline (cosmetic), diagonal (movement), stepped (subsidence/heave indicator).

• Crack location — concentrated around openings (windows / doors) and corners is more significant 

than across plain wall.

• Bowing or bulging — sight along the elevation. Any visible bow in the wall plane is significant.

• Pointing — repointed sections in a different colour mortar may indicate previous repairs.

W H Y  T H I S  M A T T E R S

Crack width over 3mm and a stepped pattern across multiple courses is the textbook indicator 

surveyors look for when assessing potential foundation movement. Most cracks are not subsidence — 

but the ones that are will determine whether the property is mortgageable and insurable.
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T Y P I C A L  C O S T   Cosmetic crack repair (re-fill, re-decorate) £150–£400 · Full repointing one elevation 
£900–£2,500 · Subsidence investigation & underpinning £15,000–£40,000+.

C O M M O N  M I S T A K E

Treating filled cracks as resolved cracks. Filler hides movement; it does not stop it. Look for fresh paint 

over old filler, especially around lintels and corners.

4.3 Damp proof course and ground levels

Diagram — the 150mm rule for damp proof course height.

INSPECT — AT THE BASE OF EVERY EXTERNAL WALL

• Locate the DPC — usually a visible black bitumen line, blue plastic strip, or two thicker mortar joints, 

around 150mm above ground.

• Ground clearance — is there at least 150mm (two brick courses) between ground level and DPC on 

every elevation?

• Bridging — has soil, paving, render, decking or a flowerbed been built up above the DPC line?

• Render — does external render terminate above the DPC, or does it run continuously down to the 

ground?

W H Y  T H I S  M A T T E R S

Bridged DPCs are one of the most common causes of misdiagnosed "rising damp". The fix is often 

inexpensive (lower the ground, cut back the render) — but only if it is identified early. Left alone, it 

leads to internal plaster, timber and decoration damage that rapidly escalates into B-band repairs.
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T Y P I C A L  C O S T   Cut render back above DPC £300–£700 · Lower ground / regrade £600–£1,800 per 
elevation · Replaster one elevation internally £900–£2,200.

T H E  P R A C T I C A L  R U L E

If any single elevation has the DPC line buried under paving, decking, render or soil, that property has 

a known risk of damp ingress. It does not mean the deal is over — but it does mean budget for 

remediation, and seek further professional investigation if the indicators inside the property confirm 

it.

4.4 Rainwater goods and drainage
INSPECT — GUTTERS, DOWNPIPES, GULLIES

• Gutters — visible vegetation, sagging sections, or staining on the wall directly below.

• Joints — water marks on brickwork at every joint typically indicate failure.

• Downpipes — do they discharge into a gully, or simply onto the ground?

• Gullies and inspection covers — check for standing water, debris, smells.

• Slopes and patios — does surface water run away from the building, or toward it?

W H Y  T H I S  M A T T E R S

Rainwater management is the single most under-appreciated cause of damp problems in UK housing. 

Failed gutters typically saturate the wall behind for years before damp shows internally — at which 

point the cost has compounded.

T Y P I C A L  C O S T   Gutter clean & realign £200–£600 · Replace cast-iron with uPVC (whole house) 
£1,200–£2,500 · Internal damp repair following gutter failure £900–£2,500 per affected wall.

W H A T  T O  D O  T O D A Y

If it is raining during your viewing — count yourself lucky. Watch the gutters. Active overflow during 

light rain is a significant finding and worth photographing.
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4.5 Sub-floor ventilation and air bricks

Diagram — clear versus blocked or buried air bricks.

INSPECT — AT THE BASE OF SUSPENDED-TIMBER-FLOOR PROPERTIES

• Count — at least one air brick every 2m around the perimeter, on opposing sides.

• Clear — air bricks must not be blocked by debris, paint, render or insulation.

• Buried — air bricks below ground level (e.g. under a new patio) are functionally absent.

• Original vs. extension — extensions sometimes seal off existing air bricks; check for replacements 

through the new wall.

W H Y  T H I S  M A T T E R S

Suspended timber ground floors require sub-floor ventilation. Without it, joists and floorboards retain 

moisture, leading to rot and, in some cases, dry rot — a cost-band C defect that is often invisible from 

inside.

T Y P I C A L  C O S T   Install / renew air bricks £40–£90 each fitted · Periscope vents through extension wall 
£150–£300 each · Localised joist replacement after rot £1,200–£3,500.

S U R V E Y O R ’ S  I N S I G H T

On any property older than 1950, walk the perimeter and count air bricks. If you find fewer than 

expected, or any obvious blockages, a Level 3 survey is justified — invasive timber inspection in floor 

voids is exactly the work it covers.
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4.6 Boundary walls, outbuildings and externals
• Garden walls and retaining walls — leaning, cracking, or showing signs of movement.

• Outbuildings — particularly pre-2000 garages and sheds (asbestos cement roofs, garages with 

corrugated cement panels).

• Driveways and patios — significant cracks, slumping, or surface water issues.

• Trees — note species, height, distance from the building, evidence of recent felling.

W H Y  T H I S  M A T T E R S

Trees within roughly the height of the tree from the building are a recognised subsidence factor on 

shrinkable clay soils. Recent felling (a fresh stump within 10–15m) can equally be a heave indicator on 

the same soil types.

T Y P I C A L  C O S T   Asbestos cement garage roof removal £600–£1,800 · Retaining wall rebuild £200–£500 
per linear metre · Tree-related subsidence investigation (arboricultural + structural) £1,500–£3,000.
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S E C T I O N  0 5

Inside the Property — Internal
Inside, you are looking less for the headline defect and more for the supporting evidence — the small 

marks, smells and finishes that confirm what you saw outside. Walk the rooms in the same order each time 

so you do not miss any.

5.1 Damp, mould and condensation indicators
INSPECT — EVERY ROOM, EVERY EXTERNAL WALL

• Tide marks — any horizontal staining within the lower 1m of internal walls.

• Black-spot mould — concentrated in window reveals, behind furniture, in ceiling corners.

• Brown halo stains on ceilings — indicating roof or pipe leaks above.

• Bubbling, blistering or cracking paint on plastered surfaces.

• Replaced skirtings or fresh plaster on a single wall — often resurfacing rather than resolving.

• Strong smell of fresh paint or air freshener — a known masking signal.

W H Y  T H I S  M A T T E R S

Damp is rarely fixed by decoration. If the symptoms have been concealed rather than addressed, they 

will return — often within 6–12 months. Internally redecorated walls along the lower courses on 

external elevations should always be queried.

T Y P I C A L  C O S T   Single-room damp investigation & repair £900–£1,800 · Replaster + redecorate one 
room £1,200–£3,000 · Full-house damp & timber report £400–£700.

C O M M O N  M I S T A K E

Accepting "freshly painted throughout" as a positive. In the context of a viewing, it is a question — not 

an answer.

5.2 Internal cracking and movement
INSPECT — CORNERS, DOORWAYS, CHIMNEY BREASTS, CEILINGS

• Corner cracks — fine vertical cracks where two walls meet are common; horizontal cracks across an 

entire wall are not.

• Doorways and windows — diagonal cracks running from the corners of openings are a classic 

movement indicator.

• Sticking doors — particularly where the door binds at one specific corner.



The Property Viewing Checklist  ·  Pre-Survey Risk Assessment Toolkit

Matt's PlanScope  ·  Matt Bright BSc (Hons) MRICS Page 19

• Ceilings — fine "map" cracks are usually plaster shrinkage; long, single-line cracks are often more 

significant.

• Chimney breasts — check for sloping mantel shelves, cracks tracking up to the ceiling, or staining.

W H Y  T H I S  M A T T E R S

Doors stop fitting their frames when the building moves around them. Sticking doors are an internal 

expression of an external defect — and they are often the easiest movement indicator to spot in a 30-

minute viewing.

T Y P I C A L  C O S T   Cosmetic crack monitoring £0 (annual photo log) · Re-hang & make-good doors £150–
£350 each · Lintel renewal above an opening £700–£1,800.

5.3 Floors, ceilings and surfaces
• Floors — drop a marble or pen. Does it roll, and if so, in which direction and how far?

• Bouncy floors — significant deflection underfoot can indicate joist failure on suspended floors.

• Floor coverings — heavy rugs in unusual locations may conceal stains, lifted boards or damaged 

screed.

• Ceilings — check the underside of every upstairs ceiling for any staining around chimney breasts, 

valleys and around bathrooms above.

• Loft hatch — open it. Smell, light, movement, sagging insulation are all observable from the hatch 

alone.

T H E  P R A C T I C A L  R U L E

You do not need to enter the loft to assess it. Smell at the hatch, point a phone torch at the rafters 

and ridge line, and look for daylight. A 30-second loft check at the hatch is one of the highest-value 

checks in this entire toolkit.

T Y P I C A L  C O S T   Top-up loft insulation to 270–300mm £350–£600 · Repair / renew bathroom ceiling 
after leak £400–£900 · Strengthen bouncy joists £1,200–£3,000 per room.

5.4 Windows, doors and joinery
• Glazing — failed double glazing (misted between panes) is normally a B-band item once stacked.

• Frames — soft, painted-over timber sills suggest concealed rot.

• Sealants — gaps around external door frames let water in long before they become visible.
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• Locks — replacement locks on timber sash windows should match window age; mismatches suggest 

break-ins or repairs.

W H Y  T H I S  M A T T E R S

Failed sealed units do not technically affect structural performance, but a property with multiple 

failed units is typically heading toward window replacement — quietly a B- or C-band item once 

across a full house.

T Y P I C A L  C O S T   Replace single sealed unit £160–£280 · Renew timber sash window £900–£1,800 each 
· Whole-house uPVC re-glazing (typical 3-bed) £5,000–£9,000.

5.5 Kitchens, bathrooms and wet areas
• Tile grout and silicone — black mould in the silicone, missing or replaced sealant, lifting tiles.

• Below sinks and basins — the cabinet base will tell you whether there have been leaks. Run a finger 

over it.

• Around shower trays and baths — flex underfoot at the edges suggests water has reached the 

substructure.

• Extractor fans — turn them on. Do they run with overrun, or stop dead with the light?

• Boiler location — older boilers in bathrooms / kitchens may need relocation under current 

regulations if replaced.

W H A T  T O  D O  T O D A Y

Open the under-sink cupboard in every kitchen and bathroom. Photograph the base. A slightly bowed, 

stained or replaced kitchen cabinet base is one of the highest-value 10-second observations in any 

viewing.

T Y P I C A L  C O S T   Re-grout and re-silicone bathroom £200–£500 · Wet-room reseal £600–£1,200 · Floor 
& joist replacement after concealed bathroom leak £2,500–£6,000.
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Services & Hidden Risks
You are not testing services on a viewing. You are screening them — checking age, location and obvious 

failure indicators that may turn into B- or C-band findings later.

6.1 Heating
• Boiler — age stamp on the unit. Anything older than around 12–15 years is approaching the end of its 

serviceable life.

• Radiators — original (older, slimmer) versus replaced (modern panel) tells you whether the system 

has been updated.

• Hot water — combi (no cylinder) versus system (cylinder in airing cupboard or loft); large old 

cylinders are a system-replacement marker.

• Pipework — exposed lead pipework on incoming mains or to the kitchen tap is a known replacement 

item.

T Y P I C A L  C O S T   Replacement combi boiler (typical 3-bed) £2,200–£3,500 fitted · Power flush £400–
£700 · Lead mains replacement £600–£1,500 · Cost-band B.

6.2 Electrical
• Consumer unit — modern (RCD-protected, plastic or metal-cased with mini circuit breakers) vs. 

original fuse-wire box.

• Sockets — count of double sockets per room (low counts often indicate a dated installation).

• Light fittings — pendant fittings only and brown bakelite switches typically indicate an older 

installation.

• Test certificate — the seller may produce an EICR (Electrical Installation Condition Report). Worth 

asking for.

W H Y  T H I S  M A T T E R S

A full rewire on a typical UK 3-bed is firmly cost-band C — typically £4,000–£8,000+, plus internal 

redecoration. A consumer unit change alone is much cheaper. The age and type of the consumer unit 

is a useful indicator of which is likely.

T Y P I C A L  C O S T   EICR test £180–£300 · Consumer unit upgrade £600–£1,200 · Partial rewire £2,000–
£4,500 · Full rewire £4,000–£8,000+ plus redecoration.



The Property Viewing Checklist  ·  Pre-Survey Risk Assessment Toolkit

Matt's PlanScope  ·  Matt Bright BSc (Hons) MRICS Page 22

6.3 Drainage and water
• Inspection covers — find them. Lift if accessible. Standing water in the chamber suggests blockages or 

partial collapse downstream.

• Smell — unexpected smells around external gullies are diagnostically useful.

• Soil stack — externally rendered or boxed-in soil pipes may conceal damage; old cast-iron stacks 

corrode at joints.

• Water pressure — turn on a tap. Is it flowing freely, or hissing weakly?

T Y P I C A L  C O S T   Drain rod & jet £250–£450 · CCTV drainage survey £180–£300 · Localised drain 
excavation & repair £900–£3,500 · Full drain renewal (front to road) £4,000–£12,000.

6.4 Insulation and energy
• Loft insulation — visible at the loft hatch. Less than around 270mm depth is below current standards.

• Cavity wall insulation — look for the small drilled patches in the brickwork mortar joints.

• Original solid-wall properties (typically pre-1930) — assume no cavity insulation unless internal lining 

is evident.

• EPC rating — request it before viewing if possible.

T Y P I C A L  C O S T   Top-up loft insulation to 270mm £350–£600 · Cavity insulation extraction (if failed) 
£1,500–£3,500 · Internal wall insulation per room £1,800–£3,500.
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High-Risk Construction Types
Some construction types require informed handling. The categories below typically demand specialist 

inspection and, in some cases, will materially affect mortgageability and insurance.

Category Common signal at viewing Why it matters

Spray-foam insulated 
roofs

Rigid yellow / white foam visible to 
underside of rafters in the loft.

Many lenders refuse mortgages on properties 
with closed-cell spray foam to roof timbers. 
Removal plus re-roof is a cost-band C item.

Non-traditional 
construction

Concrete, metal-framed, prefab 
post-war, BISF, Cornish Unit, 
Wimpey No-Fines, etc.

Mortgageability and insurability can be 
restricted depending on type. PRC certificates 
may be required.

Flat roofs Felt, asphalt, single-ply membrane, 
EPDM. Bubbling, ponding, lifted 
edges.

Typical life 15–25 years depending on 
covering. End-of-life flat roofs are reliably B- 
or C-band.

Single-skin extensions / 
outriggers

Older rear extensions of half-brick 
thickness or block-only construction.

Likely cold and damp; rebuild or upgrade is B- 
to C-band.

Asbestos-containing 
materials

Pre-2000 garage roofs, Artex 
ceilings, soffits, certain floor tiles.

Removal is regulated; budget for licensed 
removal where disturbed.

Japanese knotweed Distinctive bamboo-like canes, 
heart-shaped leaves; sometimes 
seen at boundaries.

Lender restrictions; treatment plans run for 
years; insurance backed warranty often 
required.

H I G H - R I S K  I N D I C A T O R

Closed-cell spray foam to the underside of the roof: pause the viewing, photograph it, and assume the 

property will be very difficult to mortgage in its current state.

It is not uncommon for installers to have received an additional payment for installation. Removal plus 

re-roof typically lifts the cost into the upper end of cost-band C. Treat this as a finding requiring 

further professional investigation before proceeding.

T Y P I C A L  C O S T   Spray-foam removal £4,000–£8,000 · Re-roof following removal £8,000–£18,000 · 
Total typical exposure £12,000–£26,000 · Cost-band C.
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The Estate Agent Filter
Listing language is not neutral. The phrases below appear in property descriptions for a reason — and 

translate, in surveyor terms, into specific things to check during the viewing. None of these are dishonest. 

All of them are cues.

What the listing says What it might mean — and what to check

"Recently decorated throughout" Cosmetic refresh may conceal damp, cracking or staining. Open every 
cupboard, look behind furniture, photograph below windows and along 
external-wall skirtings.

"Renovation opportunity" / "in need 
of modernisation"

Often code for "we cannot price the works confidently". Treat as default 
cost-band B+ on services and finishes; possibly C on roof and damp.

"Cash buyers only" Has typically failed a previous mortgage valuation. Ask why. Common 
reasons: short lease, non-standard construction, structural issues, severe 
damp.

"Sold as seen" Vendor declines to warrant condition. Treat every observation as your 
responsibility — and budget commensurately.

"Some updating required" Almost universally means kitchen / bathroom / windows / heating system 
— typically a stack of B-band items.

"Charming period features" Often correlates with single-glazing, original boiler, no cavity insulation, 
and a higher running cost.

"No onward chain" Useful from a transactional point of view, but often associated with 
probate / tenanted disposals — meaning maintenance has typically been 
deferred.

"Quick sale required" Always ask why. Sometimes vendor circumstance; sometimes a vendor 
who wants the buyer past the survey before another defect is discovered.

"Recently re-roofed" Ask for invoices and guarantees. "Recently" is meaningless without a date 
and a contractor.

"Surveyed in 20XX" A previous survey is not your survey. Defects identified then will be older 
now. Ask if a copy is available — and read it.

S U R V E Y O R ’ S  I N S I G H T

When the description seems to over-protest a feature ("immaculate throughout", "no work required") 

and your viewing is suggesting otherwise — trust the viewing. Listings are a marketing artefact. Your 

inspection is a screening artefact.
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Real-World Viewing Examples
Three case studies drawn directly from chartered surveying practice. Each illustrates how the toolkit 

converts what you see into a defensible decision. Names, locations and identifying details have been 

removed; the diagnostic patterns are typical of issues observed across UK residential housing.

Example 1 — Subsidence indicators on a 1930s semi
WHAT WAS OBSERVED

• A diagonal stepped crack approximately 5mm wide running from the top corner of a side-extension 

window, downward through six brick courses.

• A mature oak tree approximately 9 metres from the affected elevation; soil locally identified as 

shrinkable clay.

• Two upstairs internal doors binding at the corner closest to the crack; one no longer latching closed.

• A faint matching crack visible internally in the bedroom corner aligning with the external crack 

pattern.

• Recent filler and repaint observed on the same crack line, suggesting prior cosmetic intervention.

WHAT IT INDICATES

A textbook three-of-four cluster for potential subsidence: width, pattern, internal/external alignment and a 

clay-soil tree influence within tree-height of the elevation. Cosmetic redecoration over the same line is, in 

practice, a tell that the movement has been noticed before. This is a finding requiring further professional 

investigation before proceeding.

T Y P I C A L  C O S T   Investigation (engineer + soil/CCTV) £1,500–£3,000 · Underpinning if required 
£15,000–£40,000+ · Buildings insurance premium loading often £200–£600 p.a. for years following a 
claim · Cost-band C.

RECOMMENDED ACTION

• Pause negotiation; do not exchange or commit financially.

• Commission a RICS Level 3 (Building Survey) and instruct a structural engineer in parallel.

• Request the property’s full insurance claims history (CIC check) from the vendor — past subsidence 

claims are material.

• If proceeding, consider an indemnity policy and obtain underpinning quotes before exchange. 

Renegotiate against documented evidence, not impressions.
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S U R V E Y O R ’ S  I N S I G H T

The single most useful question to ask in this scenario is not "is it subsidence?" — it is "has this 

property been subject to a subsidence claim in the last twenty years?". Insurance history changes 

both negotiation and future cost.

Example 2 — Roof failure on a Victorian terrace
WHAT WAS OBSERVED

• A visible 35–50mm dip along the front-slope ridge line, observed by sighting from the opposite side of 

the road.

• Four replacement-coloured tiles distributed across the rear slope; mortar verge crumbling on the 

gable end.

• A musty smell at the loft hatch and a single brown halo stain to the rear bedroom ceiling close to the 

chimney breast.

• Original natural slate covering still in place; nail-fatigue (slipped slates) visible at the ridge.

• No felt sarking layer visible at the loft hatch — a typical pre-1970 detail.

WHAT IT INDICATES

All four boxes ticked in the roof-failure cluster. Slate roofs of this age commonly fail through nail fatigue 

rather than slate decay; the underlying timbers spread without sarking, producing the visible ridge dip. The 

internal staining places the date of the most recent rainwater event within months. Re-roofing — including 

new battens, breathable sarking, ridge re-bedding and reused or replaced slates — is the proportionate fix.

T Y P I C A L  C O S T   Slope-only re-roof £4,500–£8,000 · Whole-roof re-slate (typical Victorian terrace) 
£10,000–£18,000 · Internal redecoration following ceiling repair £400–£900 per room · Cost-band C.

RECOMMENDED ACTION

• Commission a RICS Level 3 survey before progressing.

• Obtain two written quotes from local roofing contractors with current public liability and a track 

record on slate roofs.

• Renegotiate by the conservative midpoint of the contractor quotes, not by surveyor opinion alone.

• If the property remains attractive at the renegotiated price, proceed; if the seller will not move on 

price, treat as a finding requiring further professional investigation before committing further fees.
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T H E  P R A C T I C A L  R U L E

A re-roof is a near-certain spend on any pre-war property in this condition. It is not a hidden defect — 

it is a known and estimable cost. Negotiate against the quotes, not the listing price.

Example 3 — Damp and drainage failure on a 1960s detached
WHAT WAS OBSERVED

• External patio raised approximately 80mm above the original DPC line on the rear elevation.

• Render dropped continuously from first-floor sill level down to ground level on the same elevation.

• Internally, a tide-mark stain to the lower 600mm of the rear lounge wall and softened skirting.

• Replacement skirting and freshly redecorated plaster on the affected wall; original skirting elsewhere.

• A blocked rainwater gully discharging directly against the rear wall during a brief rain shower mid-

viewing.

WHAT IT INDICATES

A combined drainage / DPC-bridging cluster — not a single-cause "rising damp". The patio bridges the DPC; 

the render terminates below DPC providing a continuous moisture path; the gully discharge concentrates 

rainwater against the wall. The internal redecoration suggests prior occupant awareness without 

resolution. This is one of the most common B-band misdiagnoses encountered in practice.

T Y P I C A L  C O S T   Lower the patio / cut back render £900–£1,800 · Reroute & renew rainwater discharge 
£200–£450 · Internal replaster + redecorate one wall £900–£1,800 · Total typical exposure £2,000–
£4,000 · Cost-band B.

RECOMMENDED ACTION

• Commission a RICS Level 2 survey, requesting specific reference to the rear elevation, DPC and 

rainwater drainage.

• Obtain a damp & timber report from a CSRT-qualified surveyor (independent of any chemical-

injection contractor).

• Renegotiate against the conservative repair total. This is a price-correction conversation, not a deal-

breaker.

• Confirm in writing the specific scope you expect resolved before exchange.
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C O M M O N  M I S T A K E

Accepting an injected chemical DPC as the diagnosis. In practice, the bridging — patio level, render 

termination, gully position — is the cause. Treating the symptom without treating the cause 

guarantees recurrence within 12–24 months.
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Survey Strategy
A survey is not a single product. It is a family of professional services, each appropriate to a different level 

of risk. The strategy below matches the right inspection to what you actually saw on the viewing. Spending 

the right fee on the right report is what makes a survey a financial control rather than a transactional reflex.

The four common survey routes — and when to use each.

10.1 When to use a RICS Level 2 (HomeBuyer Report)
Level 2 is the right baseline for typical second-hand housing in apparent good condition. It is a visual, non-

invasive inspection by a chartered surveyor, with a condition rating against each major element and a 

market value if requested.

CHOOSE LEVEL 2 WHEN

• The property is post-1930 and of conventional construction (cavity-walled brick, tiled pitched roof).

• Your viewing flagged no cost-band C concerns and no symptom clusters from Section 03.

• You require a baseline professional opinion plus a market value figure for mortgage / negotiation 

purposes.

• Findings are confined to A-band items or one isolated B-band item.

T Y P I C A L  C O S T   Typical fee £400 – £900 depending on size and location.
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10.2 When to use a RICS Level 3 (Building Survey)
Level 3 is the more detailed and forensic option. It includes a written narrative on every accessible element, 

identifies likely causes and consequences of defects, and offers repair guidance. It is the right tool wherever 

the property is unusual, older, altered, or showing meaningful defects.

CHOOSE LEVEL 3 WHEN

• The property is pre-1930, of period or unusual construction, or has been significantly extended or 

altered.

• Any of the symptom clusters in Section 03 has three or more boxes ticked.

• A single suspected cost-band C defect is present (sagging ridge, stepped cracking, multi-elevation 

damp, spray foam, etc.).

• Multiple B-band findings are clustered in one zone — the property may have a single underlying 

cause that warrants narrative analysis.

• You intend to undertake works after purchase and want to baseline the condition before instructing 

contractors.

T Y P I C A L  C O S T   Typical fee £600 – £1,500+ depending on size, location and complexity.

10.3 When to instruct a structural engineer
A structural engineer is instructed where the issue is one of structural performance — load paths, 

foundations, lateral movement or specific failed elements — rather than general condition. In practice, a 

Level 3 surveyor will often identify the need for an engineer; you can also instruct one directly where the 

indicators are unambiguous.

INSTRUCT AN ENGINEER WHEN

• Stepped cracks wider than 3mm are visible externally, with internal alignment.

• A visible ridge dip, bowing wall, leaning chimney or significant floor distortion has been observed.

• A suspected lintel failure is evident above any opening (diagonal cracking from corners, drop above 

the opening).

• You are planning material structural alterations post-purchase (chimney removal, opening up walls, 

loft conversion).

T Y P I C A L  C O S T   Typical fee £500 – £1,200+ per visit; site investigation reports with soil sampling 
£1,500 – £3,000+.
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10.4 When specialist reports are needed
Specialist reports cover specific systems or risks: damp and timber, drainage CCTV, electrical (EICR), gas and 

heating, asbestos, roofing, knotweed, arboricultural. They are appropriate either where a Level 3 surveyor 

has recommended one, or where the issue is itself a single-system risk that does not warrant a full survey.

COMMISSION A SPECIALIST REPORT WHEN

• A surveyor recommends one in writing as part of a Level 2 or Level 3.

• The issue is system-specific and would not be definitively answered by a general survey (e.g. drainage 

CCTV after standing water at the rear gully).

• A lender requires confirmation of a particular condition (e.g. EICR for older installations; CSRT damp 

report for a previously claimed property).

• Knotweed, asbestos or non-traditional construction has been identified; specialist disciplines exist for 

each.

T Y P I C A L  C O S T   Damp & timber report £350 – £600 · Drainage CCTV £180 – £300 · EICR £180 – £300 · 
Asbestos R&D survey £300 – £600 · Knotweed management plan £350 – £900.

T H E  P R A C T I C A L  R U L E

A survey costs a fraction of the spend it controls. The economics of choosing the right survey are 

simple: pay £600–£1,500 to obtain professional clarity on a £10,000+ exposure. The wrong survey for 

the wrong property is worse than no survey — it provides false comfort.

S U R V E Y O R ’ S  I N S I G H T

Always read the surveyor’s scope before instructing. A Level 2 report is not designed to explain, only 

to flag. If your viewing has produced any "why does this happen?" questions, you are buying the 

wrong product. Move up to Level 3 and obtain a written narrative.
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Symptom-Cluster Decision Matrix
Use the matrix below to convert your inspection notes into a verdict. Each row combines the strongest 

indicator with its supporting evidence and routes you to a recommended action.

Primary observation Supporting indicators Likely 
cost band

Recommended action

Stepped cracks > 3mm to 
external wall

Nearby tree, sticking doors, 
internal cracks aligned

C Level 3 survey + structural 
engineer

Sagging ridge or patched 
roof slope

Internal staining, replaced 
ceilings, musty loft

C Level 3 survey, roofing contractor 
estimate

DPC bridged on multiple 
elevations

Internal tide marks, replaced 
skirtings

B Level 2 survey, drainage / damp 
specialist

Spray foam to underside of 
rafters

— (presence alone is sufficient) C Pause; obtain specialist removal 
scope and re-roof quote before 
proceeding

Active damp staining to 
multiple ceilings

Recent décor, old roof covering, 
loft smell

B–C Level 3 survey

Failed extractor fans + 
persistent mould

No trickle vents, recent 
decoration only

A–B Negotiate price; budget for 
ventilation works

Original consumer unit + 
lead pipework

Older fittings throughout B Level 2 survey, EICR + plumbing 
report

Multiple failed sealed 
glazed units

Soft sills, sealant failure B Negotiate; obtain glazing quote

Bouncy ground floors + 
blocked air bricks

Musty smell at low level, 
replaced skirtings

B–C Level 3 survey + specialist timber 
& damp report

Leaning or cracked 
chimney stack

Lifted flashing, internal staining 
at chimney breast

B Level 3 survey + roofer / specialist 
quote

Single A-band finding — (isolated) A Proceed; include in offer or 
maintenance plan
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T H E  P R A C T I C A L  R U L E

A property with a single C-band finding is not necessarily a no — it is a property whose price needs to 

reflect that finding.

A property with three B-band findings clustered in one area is rarely a yes without further 

investigation.
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Findings Requiring Further Investigation
There are a small number of findings where, in practice, the most cost-effective decision a buyer can make 

is to pause and obtain specialist advice before progressing. The list below is not exhaustive — and none of 

it overrides professional judgement on a specific property. Each entry is a finding where, until further 

professional investigation has been completed, the further you progress, the more financial commitment 

you tend to lose if the investigation confirms the worst case.

A C T I V E  S T R U C T U R A L  M O V E M E N T

Recent (within 12 months) cracks visible from both inside and outside, particularly stepped or wider 

than 3mm, with associated door / floor distortion. Diagnostic and remediation costs alone can exceed 

£20,000 before any building works, and lender / insurer cooperation is often slow. This is high-risk — 

proceed only with specialist advice.

C L O S E D - C E L L  S P R A Y  F O A M  T O  R O O F  T I M B E R S

Most mainstream lenders restrict or refuse mortgages on these properties. Removal plus re-roof is 

typically £15,000–£30,000 depending on size. Further professional investigation required before 

proceeding; if the seller is unwilling to fund full removal and provide post-removal certification, treat 

the finding as material to your decision.

S E V E R E ,  M U L T I - E L E V A T I O N  D A M P

Where damp is present on more than one elevation, internally and externally, with replaced plaster 

on multiple walls and active mould — it is rarely a single cheap fix. Expect five-figure remediation, 

redecoration disruption, and a property that may not be habitable during works. High-risk — proceed 

only with specialist advice from a CSRT-qualified surveyor.

S I G N I F I C A N T  R O O F  D E F E C T S  O N  A  P R O P E R T Y  A L R E A D Y  A T  T H E  T O P  O F  Y O U R  B U D G E T

A roof at end-of-life on a property where you are stretching financially is the wrong combination. Re-

roof costs do not typically reduce, and a roof failure mid-ownership is one of the highest-impact 

household financial events there is. Pause; obtain two written contractor quotes before any further 

commitment.
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C O N F I R M E D  J A P A N E S E  K N O T W E E D  W I T H I N  7 M  O F  T H E  P R O P E R T Y ,  U N T R E A T E D

Treatment plans are multi-year, lender requirements vary, and insured warranties cost. Further 

professional investigation required before proceeding: an INNSA-affiliated surveyor should produce a 

management plan, and lender appetite should be confirmed in advance. Proceeding without this work 

is rarely the rational choice.

R E F U S A L  O F  A C C E S S  T O  K E Y  A R E A S  D U R I N G  T H E  V I E W I N G

Locked rooms, blocked-off cellars, or "the loft has been boarded over and cannot be opened" should 

be treated as data. They might be benign. They might also be the reason the property is on the 

market. Treat as a finding requiring further professional investigation before committing further fees.

S U R V E Y O R ’ S  I N S I G H T

There is no shame in pausing a transaction — or stepping away when the evidence justifies it. Buying a 

property is the single largest financial decision most people make, and the cost of a missed property is 

almost always smaller than the cost of the wrong property. None of this overrides professional 

judgement on a specific property; it sets the threshold at which professional judgement should be 

sought.
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What to Do Next
You have walked the property. You have notes, photographs and a sense of the cost bands involved. Your 

next decision is one of four — and each carries a specific set of steps.

Outcome 1 — Proceed confidently
If your findings are predominantly cost-band A, the property is performing as expected for its age and type. 

Proceed to offer at the asking price (or your strategy price), and move forward.

STEPS

• Submit your offer with confidence; do not pre-negotiate against minor maintenance items.

• Commission a RICS Level 2 (HomeBuyer Report) survey as a default — this is the right baseline for 

typical second-hand housing in good condition.

• Use the survey findings to confirm — not to revisit — your existing assessment.

• Build a 12-month maintenance plan from the A-band items. Time-box and cost each.

T H E  P R A C T I C A L  R U L E

A Level 2 survey on a property whose viewing flagged no cost-band C concerns is one of the most 

cost-effective inspections in residential housing — typically £400–£900.

T Y P I C A L  C O S T   Level 2 survey £400 – £900 · 12-month A-band maintenance budget £400 – £1,500.

Outcome 2 — Renegotiate with evidence
If your findings include one or more cost-band B items, or several A-band items concentrated in one zone, 

the property is buyable — but at a price that reflects the works.

STEPS

• Calculate the conservative repair total across all B and stacked A items, using the cost ranges in this 

toolkit and quotes you have obtained where practicable.

• Present the calculation to the agent in writing, with photographs and the relevant cost-band line for 

each item.

• Frame the renegotiation as price-correction against quantifiable findings — not as a haggle.

• Commission either a Level 2 or Level 3 survey before exchange, depending on the most significant 

finding.

• Where the works are major, request retention or completion before exchange, in writing, via your 

solicitor.
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S U R V E Y O R ’ S  I N S I G H T

Vendors typically respond better to numbered lists of findings than to general statements. "Three B-

band items totalling £8,500–£12,000" is a negotiation. "There are some issues" is an argument.

T Y P I C A L  C O S T   Survey £400 – £1,500 · Anticipated post-purchase B-band remediation £4,000 – 
£15,000 · Use the conservative midpoint when negotiating.

Outcome 3 — Pause before offering and pursue specialist advice
If your findings include a suspected cost-band C item, multiple B items clustered in one area, or any of the 

symptom clusters in Section 03 — the next step is professional inspection. Commission the appropriate 

survey (see Section 10) before progressing the deal. Do not exchange contracts before specialist advice has 

been obtained and considered in writing.

Survey type When to commission Typical fee

RICS Level 2 (HomeBuyer 
Report)

Standard housing in apparent good condition; no major 
C-band concerns; needing a baseline plus market value.

£400 – £900

RICS Level 3 (Building Survey) Older properties (pre-1930), unusual construction, 
period features, properties with any cost-band C 
concern, properties that have been altered or 
extended.

£600 – £1,500+

Structural engineer report Where Level 3 identifies movement or where stepped 
cracks / sagging ridge / floor distortion are observed.

£500 – £1,200+

Specialist (damp / drainage / 
electrical / roofing)

Where the surveyor recommends a follow-up specialist 
inspection on a specific defect.

£250 – £600 each

T H E  P R A C T I C A L  R U L E

A Level 3 survey costs perhaps £600–£1,500. A C-band defect costs £10,000+. The economics of the 

survey decision are simple: the survey is an insurance premium against the largest financial 

misjudgement of your year.

Outcome 4 — Seek quotes before progressing further
Where a single high-cost item is suspected — re-roof, re-wire, drainage renewal, structural movement 

repair — obtain written contractor quotes before committing further fees. Surveyors estimate; contractors 

price. The two together produce a defensible negotiation position.
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STEPS

• Identify the one or two highest-cost items from your viewing.

• Obtain two written quotes from established local contractors with current insurance and a track 

record on the relevant defect type.

• Cross-reference the contractor quote against the cost-band line in this toolkit. If the quotes sit 

materially above the band, commission a survey before proceeding further.

• Present the quotes to the agent / vendor as the basis for renegotiation, retention, or — if the seller 

will not move — a stepped withdrawal from the transaction.

C O M M O N  M I S T A K E

Pushing on with a property because you have already paid for surveys, valuations or solicitors’ fees on 

it.

These are sunk costs. They should not influence the decision in front of you. The only relevant 

question is: given everything you now know, is this the right property to buy at this price?

When to pause before offering
A pause is not a withdrawal. It is the decision to stop spending until specific information is in hand. Pause 

when:

• A symptom cluster from Section 03 has three or more boxes ticked.

• A finding from Section 12 (Findings Requiring Further Investigation) has been observed.

• The vendor refuses access to a key area, refuses to release survey or insurance history, or the agent is 

materially restricting your time on site.

• The property is at the very top of your budget and the cost-band picture is leaning toward the wrong 

side.

S U R V E Y O R ’ S  I N S I G H T

Pausing is often the cheapest decision in the entire process. Five days of clarification typically costs 

nothing; five years of dealing with the wrong property is the most expensive default in residential 

housing.
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S E C T I O N  1 4

Biggest Financial Mistakes Buyers Make
Most of the money lost on UK residential transactions is not lost to the defect itself — it is lost to a small set 

of buyer-side decisions made before, during and after the survey. The five errors below are where, in 

practice, the largest avoidable losses occur.

S K I P P I N G  T H E  S U R V E Y  T O  " S A V E "  T H E  F E E

A £600–£1,500 survey is the cheapest professional control over a £200,000+ commitment. Buyers 

who skip it routinely discover the C-band defect post-completion, when negotiation leverage has gone 

and remediation cost is borne in full.

N E G O T I A T I N G  O N  F E E L I N G S ,  N O T  F I G U R E S

"It needs work" is not a position. "Three B-band findings totalling £8,500–£12,000 on conservative 

quotes" is. Buyers who present numbers consistently achieve larger price corrections than those who 

present impressions.

T R E A T I N G  C O S M E T I C  D E C O R A T I O N  A S  E V I D E N C E  O F  C O N D I T I O N

Fresh paint, new carpets and a tidy kitchen can mask a damp wall, a sagging joist or a failed extractor. 

A property that has been "presented" is not a property that has been "maintained" — the two are 

routinely confused.

B U Y I N G  A T  T H E  T O P  O F  B U D G E T  O N  A  P R O P E R T Y  R E Q U I R I N G  W O R K S

A property at the ceiling of affordability with a foreseeable £15,000–£30,000 spend is the single most 

reliable way to enter financial stress in the first three years of ownership. The sums do not improve 

after exchange.

F A I L I N G  T O  O B T A I N  I N D E P E N D E N T  Q U O T E S  B E F O R E  E X C H A N G E

Surveyors estimate; contractors price. A surveyor saying "budget £10,000" and two roofing 

contractors quoting £14,000 and £16,500 is a £4,000–£6,500 negotiation that simply does not happen 

if quotes are not instructed before exchange.
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S E C T I O N  1 5

Surveyor’s Insights & Common Mistakes
A short collection of the buyer-side judgement calls that, in practice, determine whether the toolkit 

produces a good decision or a missed one.

S U R V E Y O R ’ S  I N S I G H T

Photograph everything you tick. Memory of a viewing degrades within 24 hours. Photographs do not.

S U R V E Y O R ’ S  I N S I G H T

Visit twice — ideally once in dry weather and once in wet. Drainage, gutter and ground-level issues 

often only express themselves under rain.

S U R V E Y O R ’ S  I N S I G H T

Trust the smell. Musty odours, wood rot smells and damp loft air are reliable surveyor cues that 

almost no listing photograph can hide.

S U R V E Y O R ’ S  I N S I G H T

Listen at the boiler. Older units often whine, kettle or hammer. A noisy heat source is rarely a healthy 

heat source.

S U R V E Y O R ’ S  I N S I G H T

Walk the boundary. The garden side of the property is where deferred maintenance accumulates: 

leaning fences, retaining walls, leaning sheds, blocked gullies, asbestos garage roofs. Each is an A- or 

B-band line by itself.

S U R V E Y O R ’ S  I N S I G H T

Check the meter. The electricity meter location and type is a surprisingly reliable indicator of the age 

of the wider installation. A modern smart meter on an original fuse-wire consumer unit, however, is a 

clue — and not a reassuring one.
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S U R V E Y O R ’ S  I N S I G H T

Ask the neighbours. Half a sentence over a fence — "any work done on the front roof?" — produces 

information that no listing, agent or seller is incentivised to provide.

C O M M O N  M I S T A K E

Letting the agent steer the viewing. The agent is incentivised to keep your attention on the kitchen 

and the garden. You are interested in the loft hatch, the boiler stamp and the air bricks. Set the route.

C O M M O N  M I S T A K E

Ignoring rooms not currently in use. Spare bedrooms, garages, cellars, lofts and outbuildings are the 

rooms where defects are typically allowed to develop unchecked. They are also the ones agents skip.

C O M M O N  M I S T A K E

Surveying the property from the description. The listing is not evidence; your viewing is.

C O M M O N  M I S T A K E

Writing "looks fine" in your notes. It either is or it is not. If you cannot form a view, photograph the 

area and assign it for the surveyor to investigate.

C O M M O N  M I S T A K E

Negotiating before you have quantified. "It needs work" is a feeling. "Three B-band items at a 

conservative £8,500" is a position. Always move the conversation from the first to the second before 

opening price.
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D I S C L A I M E R

Scope and limitations
This document is an educational tool only. It is intended to help prospective buyers structure their 

observations during a property viewing and to inform the decision of whether to commission a professional 

survey. It is not, and does not purport to be, a survey or a professional inspection of any specific property.

THIS IS NOT A SURVEY

This document does not constitute, and must not be used as, any of the following:

• A structural survey or structural assessment of any kind.

• Engineering advice, including but not limited to foundation, lateral-load, lintel, roof-truss, beam, joist 

or stack assessments.

• A professional building inspection of any specific property.

• A legal opinion, conveyancing advice, lender requirement or planning advice.

• A formal valuation for mortgage, probate, taxation or matrimonial purposes.

PROFESSIONAL INSPECTION ALWAYS REQUIRED FOR CONFIRMATION

No defect identified in this toolkit, and no symptom cluster, is intended to be acted on without 

independent confirmation. Findings must be confirmed by a suitably qualified professional (a Chartered 

Surveyor and, where indicated, a Chartered Engineer or other specialist) before any financial or contractual 

decision is taken. Specifically, this document does not replace:

• A RICS Level 2 (HomeBuyer Report) Survey.

• A RICS Level 3 (Building) Survey.

• A structural engineer’s opinion on observed movement.

• Specialist damp, timber, electrical, drainage, gas, asbestos, knotweed, arboricultural or roofing 

reports.

NO LIABILITY FOR DECISIONS MADE

All observations, indicative cost ranges, symptom clusters, decision-matrix entries and recommended 

actions in this toolkit are general guidance only and apply to typical UK residential housing. Every property 

is different and requires site-specific inspection by a suitably qualified professional. Costs vary considerably 

by region, contractor, scope, building age, access, season and prevailing market conditions, and the figures 

cited are indicative only.

Language throughout this toolkit is intentionally indicative — words such as "typically", "may", "suggests", 

"often" and "could" are used because definitive diagnosis requires inspection on site by a suitably qualified 
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professional. Nothing in this document should be construed as an instruction or recommendation to take, 

or refrain from taking, any specific action in respect of a specific property.

The author and Matt’s PlanScope accept no liability whatsoever — whether in contract, tort (including 

negligence), under statute or otherwise — for any decision made, action taken, or loss or damage of any 

kind suffered (including financial, legal, structural, consequential or otherwise) based on, or arising from, 

the use or reliance on this document or any part of it. By using this toolkit, the reader accepts that any 

action taken in reliance on its contents is taken entirely at their own risk.

· · ·
Written and compiled by Matt Bright BSc (Hons) MRICS · Chartered Building Surveyor.

All content © the author. Toolkit version 2.0.


