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This guide is educational in nature and reflects general market and preservation principles as of publication. It is not a substitute for a certified 
appraisal, a licensed contractor's estimate, or advice from your State Historic Preservation Office. Program details (tax credits, designation rules) 
referenced here are illustrative and should be verified directly before you rely on them.

WHY HISTORIC HOMES ARE SO OFTEN MISPRICED

Every buyer starts the same way: a Zillow or Redfin estimate, then a quick look at what's sold nearby. For an ordinary home, that's a 
reasonable starting point. For a historic home, it's the single most common source of a bad number — and it cuts both ways, 
sometimes leaving sellers underpriced against homes that don't deserve the comparison, and sometimes leaving buyers convinced a 
fair price is an inflated one. Historic properties are valued incorrectly more often than almost any other category of residential real 
estate, for three compounding reasons.

1. Automated Estimates Can't See What Makes the Home Historic

Automated valuation models (AVMs) are built on statistical patterns across large datasets: square footage, bedroom and bathroom 
count, lot size, last sale price, and neighborhood trend lines. They have no field for "hand-hewn chestnut beams," "documented 
1790s provenance," or "restored using the Secretary of the Interior's Standards." An AVM anchored to a decades-old sale price, or to 
a algorithm that treats a 1790 stone farmhouse the same as a 1990 colonial of similar size, will systematically understate a well-
preserved or well-restored historic property — often by a wide margin.

2. The Nearest "Sold" Comps Usually Aren't Comps at All

The next stop is typically the MLS: what sold within a mile, in the last six months, at a similar size. In most towns with a historic core, 
that search returns 1970s–2000s construction — competently built, conventionally finished, and priced on conventional terms. 
Those sales are real market data, but they are not a substitute for a historic comparable. A buyer or agent who prices a hand-built 
1850s Federal farmhouse off a nearby vinyl-sided colonial is comparing two different products that happen to share a zip code.

3. True Historic-to-Historic Comps Are Genuinely Rare

Even when a buyer or agent knows to look for a historic comparable specifically, the pool is thin — and every home in it is different. 
Two historic homes rarely share the same era, architectural style, level of documented provenance, historic designation status, or —
critically — the same depth and quality of restoration. One may have been sensitively rehabilitated with original materials preserved; 
another may have been gutted and modernized, losing the character that justified its premium in the first place. Matching on "circa 
1800, four bedrooms" is not the same as matching on comparable value.
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None of this means historic homes can't be valued with rigor — it means they require a different method than pulling the three most recent 
nearby sales and averaging them. The rest of this guide lays out what actually drives value and how to build a defensible number without a 
matched comp.

WHAT ACTUALLY DRIVES A HISTORIC HOME'S VALUE

A rigorous historic valuation looks past bedroom count to the attributes that are unique to — and often irreplaceable in — an older 
property.

Documented History & Provenance

A confirmed construction date, a chain of title, named architects or builders, notable former owners, or a documented role in local 
history all add value that has nothing to do with square footage. Provenance is part of what a buyer is purchasing, and it's worth 
assembling and presenting as its own body of evidence — deed history, local historical society records, and any prior National 
Register or Maryland Inventory of Historic Properties (MIHP) documentation.

Architectural Significance & Craftsmanship

Hand-tooled stonework, original plaster, wide-board or heart-pine flooring, hand-forged hardware, and construction methods no 
longer economically viable today (true masonry load-bearing walls, timber framing, lime plaster) represent skilled labor and 
materials that cannot be reproduced at any price in most markets. This is the single most under-valued driver in an AVM-based 
estimate.

Historic Designation Status

Designation is not a single thing — it materially changes both value and restrictions, and the difference is worth explaining clearly to 
a buyer:

⦁ Individually listed in the National Register of Historic Places (NRHP) — an honorific, research-based designation. It imposes no 
restrictions on a private owner's use of the property and requires no local design review, but it does open the door to state and (for 
income-producing use) federal rehabilitation tax credits, and it documents the property's historical significance for marketing 
purposes.

⦁ Contributing resource in a National Register historic district — similar honorific status and credit eligibility, tied to the district's 
significance rather than the individual building.

⦁ Locally designated historic property or district — this is the designation that typically brings actual restrictions: a local historic 
preservation commission may have design-review authority over exterior alterations. This can be a value protector (it prevents 
incompatible development nearby) as well as a planning consideration for a buyer intending future work.

⦁ Undesignated but historic in character — many wonderful historic homes carry no formal designation at all. They're valued on 
craftsmanship, age, and character alone, with no credit eligibility and no restrictions.

Quality & Authenticity of Restoration

A restoration performed in keeping with the Secretary of the Interior's Standards for Rehabilitation — repairing rather than replacing 
historic fabric, matching materials and craftsmanship, differentiating new work from old — preserves both character and value. A 
renovation that strips original material in favor of generic modern finishes may improve marketability to a buyer who doesn't want a 
historic home, but it destroys the very premium that historic buyers are willing to pay for. When evaluating a restored historic 
property, what was preserved matters as much as what was updated.

Modern Systems Layered Onto Historic Character

The strongest position in today's market is the rare property that offers both: original character and craftsmanship intact, paired 
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with fully modern plumbing, electrical, HVAC, and kitchens/baths. Buyers increasingly want the aesthetic and story of a historic 
home without the maintenance risk of 100-year-old systems — a home that delivers both commands a real premium over one that 
offers only the history or only the updates.

Setting & Land

Historic homes are frequently tied to a specific historic landscape — mature plantings, stone walls, historic outbuildings (barns, 
springhouses, smokehouses), or agricultural acreage that is itself part of the property's story. This context is difficult to value with a 
per-square-foot number and should be considered separately from the house itself.

A DEFENSIBLE WAY TO VALUE A HISTORIC HOME

Rather than relying on a single comp grid — which usually doesn't exist for a true historic property — a defensible historic valuation 
triangulates from several independent methods and shows the reasoning behind each.

A. Expanded & Adjusted Sales Comparison

Widen the search radius and time window well beyond a typical CMA — regionally, and back several years if needed — to find 
genuinely comparable historic sales: similar era, similar level of documented history, similar restoration quality. Where an exact 
match still isn't available, use the closest available sales as directional evidence and adjust explicitly for era, craftsmanship, 
designation, and restoration quality rather than presenting them as matched comps.

B. Price-per-Square-Foot as a Floor, Not a Ceiling

Local price-per-square-foot data from updated, non-historic homes is useful as a baseline — but only as a floor. A well-documented 
historic property with quality craftsmanship and restoration should be benchmarked above that baseline, with the size of the 
adjustment tied to the specific value drivers above (provenance, materials, designation, restoration quality) rather than an arbitrary 
premium.

C. Replacement & Reproduction Cost

Estimate what it would cost to reproduce the home's craftsmanship and systems today — and be explicit about where that estimate 
breaks down. Some elements (old-growth timber framing, hand-tooled stone, a documented 18th-century provenance) simply 
cannot be purchased at any price; the reproduction-cost exercise is most useful for pricing the restoration and systems work, while 
the irreplaceable elements are priced through scarcity and buyer demand rather than cost.

D. Bring in Specialized Expertise

A historic property benefits from a valuation built by people who work in this niche regularly: an agent with specific historic-property 
experience (such as a Certified Historic Home Marketing Professional), and — for financing, estate, or tax purposes — an appraiser 
with demonstrated historic-property experience rather than a general residential appraiser. State Historic Preservation Offices and 
organizations like the National Trust for Historic Preservation are also valuable resources for provenance research and designation 
questions.

A Note on Tax Credits (Maryland Example)

Historic designation can carry real, quantifiable financial value through rehabilitation tax credits — worth understanding when 
valuing a designated property, and worth verifying directly before relying on it, since programs and figures change:

Program Snapshot

MD Homeowner Tax Credit

20% state income tax credit on eligible rehabilitation expenses, capped at $50,000 per 24-month period; 
minimum $5,000 in eligible work; requires a certified historic structure (individually NRHP-listed, a 
contributing district resource, or locally designated) and pre-approval by the Maryland Historical Trust 
before work begins.
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Federal Rehabilitation Tax Credit
20% federal credit on qualified rehabilitation expenses — available only for income-producing 
(commercial, rental) certified historic structures, not owner-occupied residences. Requires NPS 
certification and Secretary of the Interior's Standards compliance.

QUICK-REFERENCE CHECKLISTS

For Buyers Evaluating a Historic Home

1. Ask for documented provenance — deed history, prior designation research (NRHP/MIHP or your state's equivalent), and any known 
architect, builder, or notable ownership.

2. Confirm the designation status specifically — individually listed, contributing to a district, locally designated, or undesignated — and 
understand what each does and doesn't restrict.

3. Ask what was preserved versus replaced in any past renovation, and request receipts, permits, and before/after photos where 
available.

4. Budget separately for systems (plumbing, electrical, HVAC) versus character-defining features — the two should be evaluated, and 
priced, differently.

5. Have inspections performed by professionals experienced with historic construction methods, not just general home inspectors.

6. Ask whether any rehabilitation tax credits were used previously, or remain available, and verify current program details directly with 
the state historic preservation office.

7. Work with an agent who has specific historic-property transaction experience — pricing this category well is a specialty, not a 
generalist skill.

For Agents Building a Historic CMA

1. Do not price primarily off an AVM or off nearby non-historic MLS sales — use them only as a supporting data point, clearly labeled as 
such.

2. Document the value drivers explicitly: provenance, architectural significance, designation status, and restoration quality and 
authenticity.

3. Expand your comp search radius and time window to find genuine historic-to-historic sales; adjust transparently where an exact 
match isn't available.

4. Present price-per-square-foot data from updated non-historic homes as a floor, not a ceiling, and justify the premium above it with 
specific evidence.

5. Use a replacement/reproduction-cost estimate to support systems and craftsmanship value, while being explicit about which 
elements are irreplaceable and priced by scarcity instead.

6. Disclose your methodology and its limitations clearly — a transparent multi-approach analysis is more persuasive, and more 
defensible, than a single confident number.

7. Bring in a historic-property-experienced appraiser early, especially where financing or estate valuation is involved.

About Historic Home Team

Gary Gestson is a Certified Historic Home Marketing Professional (CHMP) with Long & Foster Real Estate, specializing in the research, 
marketing, and valuation of historic and legacy properties across Maryland and Pennsylvania. If you're buying, selling, or simply 
trying to understand what a historic property is really worth, I'd welcome the conversation.
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