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Pending-Home Sales Hit 19-Month High

By JEFF BATER And ANDREW ACKERMAN

WASHINGTON—The housing market showed signs of improvement as the number of Americans signing
contracts to buy existing homes increased in November to the highest level in 19 months.

The National Association of Realtors' seasonally adjusted index for pending sales of existing homes
increased 7.3% on a monthly basis to 100.1, the industry group said Thursday. Sales increased in all four
regions of the country.

Economists surveyed by Dow Jones Newswires had expected pending-home sales would climb by 0.5%
in November. November's 100.1 level was the highest since April 2010.

The NAR credited the increase partly to pent-up demand from buyers who have been on the sidelines for
months and may have previously failed to obtain a mortgage.

"Some of the increase in pending home sales appears to be from buyers recommitting after an initial
contract ran into problems, often with the mortgage," the trade group's chief economist, Lawrence Yun,
said in a statement.

The NAR's pending sales gauge is 5.9% above its level in November 2010.

"The sustained rise in contract activity suggests that closed existing-home sales, which are the important
final economic impact figures, should continue to improve in the months ahead," Mr. Yun said.

The index tracks agreements to purchase homes. A sale is considered pending when the contract has
been signed but the transaction hasn't closed. Pending sales typically close within one or two months of
signing, and the 7.3% increase in the index suggests sales of previously occupied homes will continue to
rise.

Last week, the Realtors group said existing-home sales rose in November. Other reports showed
construction and sales of new homes increased.

But the signs of improvement were shadowed by data last week showing home prices keep falling. The
NAR reported the median price of a home last month was 3.5% below its level in November 2010,
indicating a bottom hasn't been reached in a slide that began around four years ago.
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Falling prices tend to discourage transactions in the housing market. In addition to would-be buyers and
sellers awaiting a better deal, banks are holding onto foreclosed property. A glut of unsold homes
depresses prices. Also, in a self-feeding cycle, falling prices trigger foreclosures by pulling homeowners
with shaky finances "underwater," meaning they owe more on their mortgages than the property is
worth, leading to still lower prices.

A decline in prices is a problem for the broad economy because many consumers have a bulk of their net
worth in their homes and feel less wealthy, and less inclined to spend, when their property values drop.

Lower consumer spending, in turn, stymies job growth. Unemployment in the U.S. is high and expected
to remain so, which is bad for the overall economy and the housing market.

Write to Jeff Bater at jeff.bater@dowjones.com and Andrew Ackerman at

andrew.ackerman@dowjones.com
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