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Editor's note: I first published this in
2000. It is very interesting that not
much has changed since then! 

Appraisers regularly ask me if I
still do appraisals. I no longer have
time for 60+ hours a week for
appraising, due to my newsletter
business and my drumming, but I just
can't say no to appraising.

In the 1990s, I offered two days of
appraisal business management semi-
nars. The first day, attendees spent
the first hour or so venting about
lousy clients, cheap fees, etc. At the
beginning of the second day, one of
the older attendees said he thought
appraising was an easy way to make
money and really liked it. Another
younger attendee said that when a
home owner of a tract house says
how little time the appraiser's job
takes, he no longer tells home owners
that he has to do lots of research and
take lots of time. He just says, "Yes,
it doesn't take much time."

The remarks of those appraisers
got me thinking about why I agreed
with them, why I still enjoy apprais-
ing after over 30 years, and why I
don't complain much about my
clients, fees, the future of appraising,
etc.

Some other writers and speakers
bemoan the "fate of the appraisers,
"bad" clients, low fees, etc. But if

you've been reading this newsletter
for awhile, you probably already sus-
pect what I think. 

I am easily bored and have always
wanted to learn new things. After
graduating from college, I worked in
various biology and chemistry labs
for 7 years, but didn't like working
inside and found the work somewhat
boring. I was looking for a new
career.

In the mid-1970s I saw an ad for
an appraiser assistant at a California
Assessor's office. It said "Work in the
field." I had never heard of apprais-
ing, so got a book on appraising at
the local library before my interview.

My first year I only did inspections
and loved it. Then I got an appraiser
job with another county assessors
office, working in rural, urban, and
agricultural areas. I was hooked.

After about a year, I got an
appraisal job at another county and
worked there for 3 years. The experi-
ence was excellent as I was assigned
a specific geographic area and had to
appraise everything in it. Most
appraisers only appraise properties

for lenders. If the property is not
lendable, there is no loan, so it is not
appraised. 

I got my MBA in 1980, and went
to work for a biotech company han-
dling their real estate. But, once
again, it was too boring. I like work-
ing in the field and not stuck in an
office writing memos and going to
meetings. Commercial appraisal jobs
paid much less than the biotech com-
pany, so I went to work there. 

In late 1985 my husband met a
local fee appraiser at a gas station
while pumping gas. He said I could
work for him and make good money.
I took a few jobs as a subcontractor
and then started my own business. It
was hard adjusting to lender work,
with all the requirements. (One of the
primary reasons I quit doing residen-
tial lender work.) I had never seen a
Fannie Mae form. Fortunately a few
chief appraisers and local appraisers
helped me adjust to the lender world.
My husband was somewhat worried
about my change to self employment,
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with a reduced income for the first
few years, but he was very support-
ive. 

What do I like about appraising?
Every property is different. I am
never bored. I love it that someone is
paying me to find out about the real
estate market. I really like finding out
the "story behind the sale." For
example, I had been wondering for
over a year about the small apartment
market in a nearby city. I read arti-
cles in the local newspaper, but they
didn't have much information. A
local lender gave me an appraisal
assignment on a proposed construc-
tion of 7 units in the city. Now I
know about the market.

I am very good at analyzing infor-
mation and finding out what is hap-
pening. I am curious and always
want to know the “story  behind the
data.” For example, I want much
more than just a sales price for a
comp. Who does it appeal to? Were
there multiple offers? What’s the
market like for this home?

Even tract homes are still interest-
ing to me. Our local real estate mar-
ket (San Francisco Bay Area) is very
dynamic, with both big declines and
increases over the past 20+ years.
Most tract homes were built over 15
years ago and some have been
remodeled. Employment and traffic
patterns have changed significantly.

I work a smaller area than many
local appraisers. But, I am always
learning something new. Most of my
work now is in my city, Alameda
CA, with a 72,000 population. I am
always learning something new
abouit Alameda real estate, even
though I have been appraising here
for over 25 years. 

What about clients and fees? Of
course, I have had my share of prob-
lem clients. And, clients come and
go. 

But as a fee appraiser, I choose my
clients and I choose what fees I work
for. I don't like working for clients

who tell me what they "need" so I do
very little residential mortgage work,
as in my area mortgage brokers do
the vast majority of originations.
Commercial mortgage lending is
much less hassle, so I do commercial
appraisals for a few lenders. 

I recently returned a check for an
estate appraisal. I was paid at the
time of inspection. A sister-in-law
kept asking stupid and annoying
questions. I finally went into another
room. Then she screamed at me.
When I got back to my office I decid-
ed to return the check. The day after
the appraisal, before they had
received the check, they called asking
for the appraisal to be faxed. 

Lender based appraising has always
been cyclical. In the down cycle,
from 1980 to 1985, I quit appraising
and became a corporate real estate
manager. 

Just like lots of other appraisers, I
had a really tough time during the
appraisal recession from early 1994
to 1997. My firm changed from 3 full
time appraisers and 3 staffers to
myself and one staffer. 

After I made it through the 1990s
appraisal recession, I vowed to not be
dependent on lender work, and quit in
2005 when the new Fannie forms
came out. I didn't update my software
so I wouldn't be tempted. It was a
tough decision. Another primary fac-
tor was that I could not work for
mortgage mortgage brokers due to
the pressure. 

Since the HVCC fiasco of a few
years ago, and the shift to AMCs,
many appraisers have left the profes-
sion. They chose not to work for
AMCs. But, very few residential
appraisers can make it without lender
work. The vast majority of appraisals
are ordered through AMCs. 

What if I had to work for AMCs to
survive? I would have done it, but
would have worked on eliminating
the big hassle clients. My commercial
appraisals are done on a bid basis.

Many AMC fees are based on bids.
My commercial appraisal fees have
dropped about 40% or more, such as
$4,000 to $2,000. I don't like it, but I
still do commercial appraisals. Fees
go up and down for residential now.
Residential appraisers had relatively
fixed fees for many, many years. It
was great while it lasted. 

I prefer residential appraisals, but
take commercial work as the fee is
much higher for the same amount of
marketing effort. 

I am self employed so I can choose
who I work for, where I work, and
what type of work. If I don't like a
client, I don't work for them. If I
don't want to work for low fees or
fast turnarounds, I Just Say No. 

A critical factor in satisfaction with
your appraisal business, particularly
during down times, is seeing the
glass as half full, not half empty.
Actually, that is a very important fac-
tor in all types of businesses.
Motivational tapes, seminars, and
books can really help. 

If you don't like your clients, get
new ones. If you don't like low fees,
get new clients or only accept assign-
ments that don't take much time. If
you don't like lots of fast turn-
arounds, get some clients who will
wait. 

What is really sad is the long time
residential appraisers I know who are
quitting appraising because of client
pressures, fees, etc. 

Sure its easy to work for lender
clients instead of one time private
clients. They give you regular work
with minimal marketing efforts. But
if you don't like their requirements,
don't work for them. 

I am very lucky. Many people go
through their whole lives without a
career they really enjoy. 

Of course, my motto is: Appraising
would be much better without those
darn clients!!
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Reprinted with permission of
WorkingRE.com
Working RE Editor's Note: There are
multiple ways that residential
appraisers can handle the issue of
non-permitted construction; here are
a few.

My comments: This has been an
issue for many, many years. How
much is done depends on where you
are working. In my city, "in law"
units without permits are common.
Other work, such as kitchen remod-
eling and garage conversions is often
done without permits. It was a big
issue when I started doing lender
work in 1986. 

I have never used the "no value"
methods as they do not conform to
the standard definition of market
value. Of course, I was trained at an
assessor's office, not at a lender. But
many appraisers have done this,
mostly at the request of a client. In
my area, they do add value. 

The other article in this month's
newsletter on Buildfax shows how to
get permit information, if available,
for only 
$.99.

This is the only article I have read
concerning this issue and USPAP, so
I am reprinting it. 

Non-Permitted Buildings 
By KB Shure

A common issue in residential
appraising is construction which has
not been issued an appropriate build-
ing permit by the jurisdictional
authority. Here's how to handle this
sometimes difficult situation. 

Examples of this issue include:
additions and detached guesthouses;
and garages that have been modified
for use as a living area. One needs
only to peruse online forums, partici-
pate in continuing education discus-
sions or have informal conversations
with other appraisers on the subject
to realize that there are many differ-
ent perceptions about how to handle
this issue properly and sometimes,
even whether or not it is an issue that
needs to be addressed at all! 

Responses to this issue vary and
it's safe to say that there is no "cor-
rect" way to handle it. However, how
one proceeds can have possible
repercussions from both a compli-
ance and liability standpoint, particu-
larly when utilizing the typical
Fannie Mae form reporting formats. 

For clarification, we are discussing
readily observable items which have
discrepancies from what public or
assessor records indicate. It is not
necessarily within the appraiser's
scope of work to check building per-
mits for any particular property. It is
also not within the appraiser's scope
of work to ensure that every light
switch, electrical outlet and faucet is
associated with a permit. However,
readily observable discrepancies
from public or assessor records, par-
ticularly related to living area, can be
considered cause for concern and
should give appraisers reason enough
to consider modifying or expanding
the scope of work. 

There are typically four basic
ways appraisers handle the issue of
non-permitted construction. 

"No Value" Method
The first method needs to be

addressed directly as it is arguably
not USPAP compliant. And while its
purpose is to insulate appraisers from
liability, it often has the opposite
result. This method is to disclose that
the feature is present but then give it
"no value," due to it not having a
building permit. This often-utilized
phrase is controversial because,
remember, appraisers do not "give
value" to anything- the market does.
By basically declaring the construc-
tion in question to be non-existent
from a value standpoint, one is
arguably in violation of Standard 1.
Specifically, for an "as is" appraisal
within the context of a market value
assignment, to proceed without
acknowledging the value of a feature
because it does not have a building
permit can be viewed as proceeding
in an errant or misleading manner. 

It also can be argued that the
appraiser who utilizes this option is
relying on an extraordinary assump-
tion that the market gives no value to
a feature that does not have a build-
ing permit. Without properly and
clearly stating this, the appraiser is in
violation of the USPAP requirements
regarding extraordinary assumptions.
In addition, if reported on a 1004 or
other standard Fannie Mae form,
incorporation of an extraordinary
assumption, while proceeding with an
"as is" report, violates the preprinted
form language, a topic that will be
discussed below in further detail. 

In some cases, proceeding in this
manner is a condition imposed by a
lender or lender agent, as it is seen as
being more conducive to the loan
process. Appraisers would be well
advised to understand not only the

Non-permitted construction and USPAP



licensed building contractor. Even if
they are qualified to make these
determinations, they should make
sure that they are aware of the
responsibility that comes along with
expanding the scope of work to this
degree.

Ignorance is (not) Bliss
The third common manner that has

been noted to occur is to simply
ignore the permit issue altogether and
appraise the home "as is," with no
distinction between areas of construc-
tion, whether they are built with per-
mits or not. In areas where there are
no commonly utilized public or asses-
sor records this might be the only
practical option. However, proceed-
ing in this manner, where discrepan-
cies from accessible public records
are readily observable, could be con-
sidered an incomplete scope of work
and increase the potential liability
involved with any particular assign-
ment. Appraisers who proceed in this
manner should be aware of what
would be expected to be known
and/or researched within their area of
practice, and if applicable, give con-
sideration to the potential repercus-
sions of proceeding under an inade-
quate scope of work. 

Extraordinary Assumptions
The fourth common manner in

which this issue is handled is via the
use of an extraordinary assumption
(EA) or hypothetical condition (HC).
In these cases, the area in question is
included in the GLA or treated for
valuation purposes as a detached area
constructed with permits. The value is
determined from market data based
on the EA or HC as the situation war-
rants. In the case of the preprinted
Fannie Mae forms there is a specific
checkbox located within the
Reconciliation section that needs to
be completed when incorporating
either an EA or an HC. The preprint-
ed form language precludes this route
without checking one of these boxes.
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possible violation of Standard 1
noted above, but also that having
construction "not built with permits"
can have a large effect on property
and fire insurance claims- as in,
negate them. One does not want to be
defending against a non-compliance
charge in the midst of insurance liti-
gation revolving around damage or
destruction to a property with con-
struction built without proper per-
mits. Appraisers as a group should
resist inappropriate assignment con-
ditions, such as this, that unnecessari-
ly expand potential liability.

Excluding GLA
The second manner in which this

issue is commonly handled maintains
compliance with Standard 1, but also
poses liability concerns. In the case
of additions, this involves excluding
the area from the Gross Living Area
(GLA) and applying a value based on
market data from the neighborhood
for similar construction completed
without building permits. Or, in the
case of a guest house, applying a
value based on market data for simi-
lar, detached construction also com-
pleted without building permits.
Proceeding in this manner is compli-
ant with USPAP and other laws and
rules associated with residential lend-
ing assignments but can leave one
accountable.

Assuming MLS data is accurate
with regard to the presence of con-
struction built without permits, it
might be apparent that construction
of this type retrieves some level of
value within the market based on
market extraction of suitable compa-
rables. But should the jurisdiction
apply scrutiny to the structure based
on building or zoning codes in place
as of the effective date of the
appraisal, the value determined could
turn out to be significantly erroneous.
Logic dictates that an addition with
no building permit, determined to
have a value in the tens of thousands
of dollars by the appraiser, would be
worth much less if the jurisdiction
finds it in need of demolition. And as
noted above, the presence of con-
struction built without permits can
have a negative influence on any
future insurance claims for the
improvements as a whole. The issue
of liability to the appraiser could be
relevant should an event occur and
any property or fire insurance claim
be negated by the presence of con-
struction with no permits. Perhaps
this is not a worry if the report main-
tained compliance with USPAP and
other relevant laws and rules, but
appraisers who proceed in this man-
ner should give consideration to any
potential repercussions in an environ-
ment where damaged individuals and
their advocates are seeking parties to
blame. 

In both of the above cases, apprais-
ers should also give full considera-
tion to potential repercussions prior
to declaring that "construction built
without permits" is built in a "work-
manlike" or otherwise professional
manner, as is often requested by
lenders. Phrases such as "workman-
like" have made their way into legal
arenas and carry potential responsi-
bility with their use. Appraisers
should be wary of expanding their
scope of work to include such decla-
rations unless they are qualified to do
so, like a building inspector or
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Incorporating the use of an EA or
HC, while checking the "as is" box,
could be considered misleading and
is not advised. When proceeding
properly within the constraints of the
form, one remains compliant with
USPAP and other relevant rules
without assuming the unnecessary
liability associated with the other
options cited. 

One other advantage of proceeding
in the fourth manner is the avoidance
of making erroneous declarations
within the report as to whether or not
zoning compliance is legal under
current city codes. Under the EA or
HC the area or structure in question
is treated as having the proper build-
ing permits and is, therefore, viewed
as unambiguously legal or grandfa-
thered for the current zoning, as the
case may be. When proceeding out-
side the umbrella of the EA or HC,
as described in the first three
options, one must take the risk that
the area or structure in question com-
plies with the multitude of zoning
restrictions that might be in place,
including setbacks, footprint limita-
tions, or even items that are far more
difficult to determine, such as one
city's zoning restriction that limits
guest houses to no more than one
within a specified radius. The radius
limitation in place often requires
researching dozens of properties to
ensure that a guest house with a per-
mit does not already exist within the
specified distance from the guest
house of interest. 

Conclusion
Clearly there are multiple ways that

residential appraisers can and do han-
dle the issue of construction that has
not been issued permits by the juris-
dictional authority. While it is unreal-
istic to expect that all appraisers pro-
ceed in a uniform manner in this
regard, it is hoped and encouraged
that they proceed in a manner compli-
ant with USPAP and other laws and
rules in place for the assignment and
recognize the varying levels of poten-
tial liability that can result whether
one is compliant or not.   

About the Author
Ken Shure is a Certified Residential

Appraiser practicing in the Los
Angeles, California area. He has been
appraising since 2001.
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BuildFax UAD permit history
Besides the fact that UAD requires

appraisers to accurately address the
state of the subject property, nearly
400 lenders are now using the
BuildFax Permit History service.
Avoid callbacks and hassles. Don't let
the reviewer know more about the
property than you do. 

The BuildFax UAD Property
Permit History Report was created so
appraisers could accurately comply
with the new UAD requirements in a
cost effective manner. The new UAD
requirements ask the appraiser to
state if the subject property has been
remodeled or updated in the past 15
years and, if so, the date the change
took place.

What is BuildFax?
BuildFax is a division of

BUILDERadius, provider of software
and data services to organizations
involved with building safety and
building code enforcement.
BUILDERadius was established in
1999. BuildFax as a stand-alone divi-
sion in 2008. Two years ago they
started selling BuildFax reports. 

What are their markets?
Their primary markets are:

Insurance, Lending, Inspectors,
Appraisers, Real Estate brokers and
home buyers. 

What types of reports are available?
Over 30 different reports are avail-

able for different markets, priced
from $ .25 to $39.95. Most use
reports costing $2 to $8 each. 

Here are three examples. 
Appraisal Verification Report: sold

to lenders at $4.75/ea. It organizes
permitted work into
"Likely/Potentially/Unlikely" to
impact the overall value of a struc-

Iam hearing about appraisers
receiving requests from AMC

"reviewers" about discrepancies
between public records and the
appraiser's square footage problems.
I have done many relocation
appraisals where there are one or
more appraisers appraising the same
property. Having the exact square
footage measurements is unusual.
Obtaining building permits is one
way to show if anything has
changed.

Also, the UAD requires informa-
tion on any remodeling done in the
past 15 years. Who remembers exact-
ly when something was remodeled in
their home? I don't. 

How do lenders use BuildFax?
About 400 lenders are using it,

including in their UAD appraisal
review process. 

I don't know how many lender
reviewers are using BuildFax now,
but they could easily start using it.
The price is relatively low and they
would be ordering in bulk for lower
prices. 

Lenders use to:
• Check whether a significant
increase in value on the subject can
be explained by permits.
• Checking whether permit data on
the subject property can rule out an
illegal flip.
• Checking whether the absence of
permit data on the subject indicates
an illegal flip.
• Checking whether permit data on
the subject can explain property con-
dition.
• Checking whether the subject prop-
erty was really comparable to the
"comps" in terms of permit data. 

See the attached lender report for
more info. 

ture. (Attached to this newsletter plus
a sample appraiser report.)

Major Systems Report:  sold to
insurers at $4.75/ea. It organizes the
permits by the major systems of a
structure-roof, electrical, mechanical,
plumbing and derives ages of each
system. Property and Casualty insur-
ers love this information; it helps
them make more accurate rate and
product decisions when offering
insurance on properties. 

Realtor Report: sold to Realtors at
$7.99/ea. It organizes permits by cat-
egories of deal risk- things that pose
a risk to a successful closing. This is
offered to realtors through our MLS
partners. 

If you go to their web site, there is
a cost of $39.95 for one time users.
But most customers obtain their
reports as part of a targeted industry. 

What about construction costs?
Some building departments provide

cost data. When available, it is
included in BuildFax reports, includ-
ing the appraiser version. 

Where do they get their data?
Per their web site:
"BuildFax collects and organizes

construction records on millions of
properties from cities and counties
across the United States (about 4,000
building departments). They collect
data on new construction, major sys-
tems repair, additions, renovations,
roofs, pools, demolitions, contractors
and more.”

"Currently, within their live data-
base, BuildFax has 60% of the
national permitting volume." 

"They try to help you answer ques-
tions about a property, whether you're
going to buy it, underwrite it, insure
it, inspect it, appraise it or finance it."

“For example (in the more detailed

How to get permit histories without going to the
building department - use BuildFax 
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non-appraiser reports):
• What is the age of this roof and is it
properly secured to the structure?
• Was the foundation repaired in
2001?
• Does this addition have the proper
electrical wiring?
• Which contractor installed the
pool?"

"We take that construction, con-
tractor and inspection data in its raw
state, which literally comes in hun-
dreds of file formats and databases,
representing thousands of business
processes (which, by the way, can
send even the most seasoned data
professional sprinting for the nearest
source of caffeine) and synthesize it
into one common format."

"And we don't stop there, because
that would be going against our 'geek
honor code'."

“We then take that data and slice it,
dice it and add our own intelligence
to the mix, based on our experience
of working with construction data for
more than a decade. That's the real
'special sauce' that BuildFax brings to
the equation—we take a hodge-
podge mix of data, apply organiza-
tion, industry intelligence, experi-
ence, and a standardized format to it.
It's a nationally standardized data set
on U.S. structures."

"Never before has anyone been
able to research the construction and
remodeling documentation on a
structure (or lack thereof), you can
often see details of the contractors
involved and inspection results as
well."

How far back does BuildFax data
go?

The average is 20 years, with a
range of 5 years to 50 years, depend-
ing on what is available from build-
ing departments. 

What kind of property does it work
on for appraisers? SFR, Condo, 2-4
units?

All information in the BuildFax
Permit Property History Reports are
based on building permit reports col-
lected by the Building Departments. 

Currently, AppraisalWorld has
partnered with BuildFax to provide
residential appraisers with a service
to stay compliant with UAD. Hence,
only residential properties are con-
sidered.

What about the secondary market?
Per BuildFax's Jason Delgado "The

agencies believe this works best
whenever an appraisal is on an older
home, say 10 years and the appraiser
rates it a condition of C2."

"In that scenario, we're hearing that
the agencies are pondering whether
to mandate inclusion of or at least a
reasonable effort to include building
permits to support that assessment." 

Who cares about comp permit
histories?

When you are determining and
adjusting condition and quality rat-
ings, you have support from
BuildFax. MLS seldom gives you the
year of construction or much details
on improvement construction.

Property tax data vs. BuildFax data
Tax records: house built in 2001

with "improvements updated" in
2004.

BuildFax: 2005: HVAC alterations.
Cost = $1,800 
2009: Two-Story Sunroom Addition
Cost = $78,000. 946 Sq. Ft.
-----------------------------

BuildFax: 1953: Single-Family
Residence 1,530 Sq Ft 3 beds, 2 bath

Tax records: 1953: New, Single-
Family Residence 1,530 Sq. Ft.
2002: ReRoof 28 SQ Shingles. Job
cost $6,915
2011: Addition to Front & Remodel.
Job Cost $112,000. 1,150 Sq. Ft.

Note: some building departments

do not provide costs. 

When will I be charged for a report?
You won't be charged for searches

on an address that BuildFax does not
cover. 
A. The address is recognized
B. The address is within the coverage
area of BuildFax

Which forms software integrates
with BuildFax?

For now, SFREP, ACI and
Clickforms integrate. 

What if your software does not
integrate with BuildFax?

You can purchase BuildFax reports
at www.appraisalworld.com. The cur-
rent introductory pricing is $99 for 10
reports, or $1 per report. 

You must register for
Appraisalworld (free) first and get a
username and password.

Once signed in, you'll be directed to
"My Office" where you can select
BuildFax. Then you can see coverage
percent by state and use the pulldown
menu to see which cities have
BuildFax data. 

What areas does BuildFax cover?
I have included a coverage map,

indicating which states have the best,
and worst, coverage. 

Coverage is based on building
department electronic data, the source
of BuildFax information.

BuildFax has good coverage in
California, the Pacific Coast, the
Southwest and the Southeast.

How do I find out about county and
city coverage?

If your software does not integrate
with BuildFax, the best way to find
out coverage in your city is to go to:
www.appraisalworld.com, click on
Products, then scroll down to
BuildFax. Then click on Service Area.
The top of the page has state and
county information. Scroll down the
page to BuildFax coverage. Click on



county, then see what cities are cov-
ered. 

I was not able to find another easy
way to access the information. 

My test of BuildFax
Of course, I had to check it out on

properties I have appraised and on
my own house and compare
BuildFax with the actual permit his-
tories I got from the local building
department. BuildFax had informa-
tion back to 2008, similar to other
Alameda homes. I guess that is when
we went to compterized records,
available in a download format. Since
I sold the home in 2008, it was inter-
esting to see what the permitted work
the new buyer did. 

My local building department has
computerized records going back
about 10 - 15 years. Many homes
were built prior to 1930. Prior infor-
mation is available by paying $14.75
for a complete permit history.
Obviously $1 is a lot cheaper. 

The question I sent to BuildFax
about local coverage: Probably not
much info where I work - Alameda,
Oakland, Berkeley, CA

Response:
"In the San Francisco MSA which

includes Alameda, Contra Costa,
Marin,San Francisco and San Mateo
counties, there are 65 building
departments. We have data from 28.
Measured by permit volume (the
overall amount of available permit
data) we have 90% coverage." 

"What this means; we will collect
data from areas where there are
large#s of houses, like Livemore and
San Leandro and so houses in those
areas are 'in coverage'. Contrast that
with areas like Tiburon and Sausalito
where each has only around 7,000
folks in their jurisdictions; we have

not yet collected data from those
areas." 

"It does not mean that we will
have permits on every house.
Instead, what our data shows is
which houses have public records
backing up the property owner's rep-
resentations of major improvements
and which houses do not." 

Why should I get this report if all
my building departments have all
this information online?

No reason to get it. But not all
building departments have this infor-
mation online. 

What don't appraisers like about
BuildFax?

The #1 complaint is that BuildFax
conflicts with the homeowner who
says a permit was taken out. The
BuildFax report does not have the
permits. 75% of the time, BuildFax
is correct. The other 25% of the time,
BuildFax does not have the most
recent permit information, or it
occurred before data was available
from the building department.

The #2 complaint is that there is

no square footage, which assessors
records often have. Some building
departments collect square footages,
some don't. 

The appraiser report includes all
permits and does not indicate if they
are finaled. The Realtor report indi-
cates if the permits closed or open. 

Can I see a sample report?
I have included sample reports for

appraisers and lenders at the end of
this article. 

Should you use BuildFax?
For $1 per report, it is very cheap.

Try it and see if it works for you. In
my appraisal area, some cities will
be good and some will not have
much information. 

How much hassle and time does it
take to go to the building depart-
ment? Lots more than $1.
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With fees down due to AMCs,
managing your time for maxi-

mum productivity is critical to the
success of your appraisal business. If
you spend 2 hours per day doing
clerical work, or being disorganized,
or failing to say no to crummy
clients, that is 2 hours of billing time
gone. If it takes you 6 hours to com-
plete a $300 appraisal, that is $50 per
hour. Every wasted hour costs you
$50.

Why should you be worried about
time management when you're really
busy? Time is your only non-renew-
able resource. Once it is gone, you
can't get it back. With very strong
demand for appraisal services, now
is the time to make money to save
for the next slow period. Don't let
your client push you into missing
what is important to your family,
such as visiting elderly parents or a
child's baseball game. 

Why worry about time manage-
ment when you're not busy? We tend
to let the work fill up our time, how-
ever much time is available.
Establishing new habits is easier
when you're not busy. You will be
ready when business picks up.

There is nothing new in this arti-
cle, except using appraisal examples.
The techniques above have been
taught for many years. 

The key to time management is
managing yourself 

It's not other people who control
how you use your time, it's you! This
might require changing habits you've
established over a long period of
time. You also do it because you
want to have more time for important
activities, such as family, friends,
hobbies, education, or just relaxing.
And, have a less stressful business.
You want to work smarter, not hard-
er. 

If I am stressed out, it is my fault,
not my clients', for not managing my
time better.

Cut your driving time
The easiest and best way to save

time is to cut your driving time.
EVERY MINUTE OF EXTRA
DRIVING IS TIME AND MONEY
LOST. 

Here are some ideas:
1. Don't make two trips - one for the
inspection and the second for data.
Get a clear idea of the property
before you go out. Check MLS, pub-
lic records, interview the home
owner. Then you can take what you
need with you. Sometimes you have
to make a second trip, but make it
the exception, not the rule. The far-
ther away the property, the more data
you need to take with you. 

If you need more sales or listings,
log onto your MLS using your com-
puter or smart phone while you are
in the field. 
2. Don't take assignments that
require a lot of driving time unless
you get a bigger fee or can schedule
them with other nearby appraisals. 
3. Schedule assignments in times
when there is less traffic. You
already know your local traffic pat-
terns. If you're not sure, check for
traffic patterns on the Internet.

4. Use GPS to schedule the fastest
route. 
5. Work a smaller geographic area.
The wider the area, the less you make
per hour unless you can schedule
appraisals back to back.  

Time for marketing
One good reason for managing

your time is marketing - to be able to
get as much work done as possible
for your regular clients, and to be
able to "fit in" a few good clients for
the future. This is the time to
"cement" loyalty from your regulars,
get work from a client you have been
trying to get for a long time, or break
into a new appraisal market such as
estate work. 

How to use an assistant (not a
trainee)

If you are doing all your clerical
work instead of paying someone else,
you are losing money. If you are
billing out at $50 per hour ($300 fee
for 6 hours work), but are doing cleri-
cal work at $20 per hour, you are los-
ing $30 per hour of your time. 

How do you find and keep, good
assistants? Be sure to hire someone
who doesn't want to "become" an
appraiser if you want to keep them
after investing much time in training.
If you choose to use appraiser
trainees, you will have to retrain your
assistant every time they get "promot-
ed" to an appraiser. 

What appraisal tasks do you hate or
like? I don't like any clerical work,
and hate bookkeeping. When I first
started my appraisal business in 1986,
I didn't have an assistant. Within a
few months I realized that I really
hated the clerical work and hired a
full time assistant. I also have always
used my assistant for administrative
reviews. My assistant works part

How to get more appraisals completed 
and make more money
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time.
Now that all my reports are digital,

I need much less clerical support
for"pasting up" photos and maps. But
I need to train my assistant to com-
plete the addenda for me. The phone
tag of setting appointments also dri-
ves me crazy, so I set up a form so
my assistant can ask various questions
(such as verifying public records
information) while scheduling them.

I use my assistant to return, and
prescreen, all calls. She finds out if it
is a telemarketer, flakey AMC, etc. If
it is for an appraisal request, she gets
the address and does preliminary
research so I can prescreen to see if I
want to bid on the job. 

I have had good luck with "stay at
home" parents, whose time is flexible. 

The 4 essentials of time management
This is the "classic" list of what is

important. 
1. Set goals and priorities.
2. Make a daily to do list.
3. When working on the to do list,
finish higher priorities first.
4. Get to work on what needs to be
done and do it now.

For example, I want to get out 2
appraisals for clients today. I need to
write them up and send them out.
Client X is a very good client and
gets top priority. Client Y's appraisal
is much more difficult and gets 2nd
priority as it may not be able to be

completed today. If it is not done, it
moves to the top of the to do list for
tomorrow. 

Another example: 3 of my clients
want updated E&O information. I
"batch" the requests and do them all
at the same time, taking much less
time than if done one by one. I sched-
ule them for Friday, with a relatively
high priority, so I will get it done. 

Procrastination and priortizing tasks
I start every day with one or more

"to do" lists. I have one list for "must
do" today and another list of tasks
that must complete within several
days. 

On my list, I start with the "most
hated" tasks to get them out of the
way. 

Time logs
All time management experts rec-

ommend making a time log. An
excellent way to start controlling your
time is to take a time log for one or
two weeks. 

Take a piece of paper and divide it
into categories of time such as travel,
writing appraisals, making phone
calls, etc. 

Write down at least once per hour
what you have been doing. If you
have multiple tasks you can do it in
15 minute intervals.

Don't even start the log if you can't
commit to filling it out at least once
every two hours. Very few people can
remember the details what they do
longer than a few hours. 

You will be very surprised at how
you spend your time. See what your
time wasters are and when they occur. 

Managing your email
The volume of mail is becoming

almost overwhelming. Be sure you
don't miss important client emails. 

If you've got an email address,
you're probably barraged with unso-
licited emails, forwarded jokes, etc.
Here are a few tips to save time.

Set up automatic filtering. individ-
ual filters for your clients. Then you

won't have to spend time looking for
their emails. Or, filter all your
appraisal orders into one mailbox. 
I belong to 5 email chat groups and
subscribe to many email newsletters.
All are automatically filtered into sep-
arate folders.

Delete, delete, delete. Since my pri-
mary email address, ann@appraisalto-
day.com has been "harvested" by
many email bulk mailers, even after
heavy filtering I still get about 30
junk email messages per day. I delete
them without reading them. 

Have a separate email address
which is very unlikely to be harvested
by the junk mailers. Some appraisal
association web sites and appraisal
product sites offer free email address-
es. You can try using yahoo or gmail
for an email address, but be sure to
test it to see if you get lots of junk
emails. 

When giving our your email
address to a web site, for example, to
get an email for a plane reservation,
use a special address so that if it is
harvested for junk email you can quit
using it.

Single-handling your postal mail
I always open my postal mail next

to a trash can.
How many times do you handle a

piece of mail, such as a request for a
resume or a flyer for a seminar?
Time management experts recom-
mend single-handling, or only han-
dling a piece of paper once. Every
time you pick up that piece of paper
is more time spent on it. Make a deci-
sion about what to do with the piece
of paper and don't just put it into a
pile to be "looked at later".

For appraisal business owners the
pieces of paper usually come from
faxes or the mail. Set aside a certain
time of the day for opening postal
mail and reviewing faxes. Always
have a waste basket handy when
opening and sorting the mail. Throw
out the obvious junk mail without
opening it.
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Urgent tasks such as making a
phone call, completing an appraisal
due in a few days, or getting inkjet
cartridges at the office supply store
can take up all your time. It is very
satisfying to put out fires. They bring
immediate results. But, we all know
there are probably more important
tasks we should be working on. 

Set aside time for important tasks
For many years, I have worked in

the office early in the morning or in
the evening, or in my home office, so
that I can complete important tasks. 

In order to complete your important
tasks, you must set aside the time.
Urgent tasks will always be able to
take up all your time if you let them. 

One way is to select a certain time
period per week or per day, with no
interruptions allowed. If there are too
many distractions in your office, work
at home during certain time periods
or come in early. The key is setting
aside the time and not backsliding.
You are trying to establish a new
habit. 

Distractions are also a problem if
you work at home. Telling your chil-
dren not to interrupt you for a few
hours, or working when they are not
at home can work. Separating work
and home tasks can be tough when
you only have a home office, but it
must be done.

Single-handling does require some
discipline, but it is a habit easily
learned. Every minute you save by
single-handling can be spent on a
more important task such as finishing
an appraisal report, or spending more
time with your family. All those min-
utes saved can really add up over a
month or two!  

Save time and reduce stress by
prioritizing

For appraisers, time is money.
When you're busy, every minute
counts. Spend your time on what is
important, not on the person who
calls on the phone.

Ever since I took my first time
management seminar 30 years ago, I
have been using priority or "to do"
lists. When I am very busy, they keep
me from going completely crazy. 

I make one up the day before for
the next day. I continuously revise it
throughout the day, as I finish some
tasks and decide not to do others. I
just use pages from a small "scratch
pad" and keep them with me.
Sometimes I use multiple "to do"
lists, for personal and business.  

Without one, you drift through the
day, "putting out fires" and not really
accomplishing what you wanted to.
You cannot do everything. Some
tasks will not be done. 

Start your day with a to-do list (or
do it as the last thing you do at the
end of the day before). Prioritize your
list. When prioritizing, both important
and urgent tasks must be listed. If you
only list and do the urgent tasks,
you'll probably won't get
around to any important tasks. 

Don't be a "fire fighter"
A vital concept in time manage-

ment is the difference between impor-
tant and urgent tasks. Important tasks
have long-term results, like market-
ing, catching up on periodicals read-
ing, or learning a new software pro-
gram.

Or, have an assistant screen your
mail by throwing out the junk or
responding to routine queries.

Don't leave magazines and journals
sitting on your desk, where they will
be a distraction. Put them on a side
table or in a drawer.

If you receive a meeting notice, put
it on your calendar.  If you need to
keep the agenda, put it in a "tickler
file" for future reference. A tickler file
is a filing system with a separate file
for each month or week. Or, you can
use a calendar type computer pro-
gram, which is much more flexible.

To single-handle a form letter with
a phone and address change or a regu-
lar caller, immediately insert it in
your Rolodex and throw away the let-
ter.

If a letter or fax needs immediate
action such as a phone call, do it now.

Give requests for tax ID numbers or
copies of a license or resume to your
assistant to send out. Or, finish it
immediately by filling out the form or
putting a resume or license in an
envelope, and mailing them.

Put all bills into a "to be paid" bin
or drawer. Set a time and pay them all
at the same time. 

Decide whether or not you want to
take an advertised seminar. Sign up
now. If you really can't decide, you
could put it in a drawer, but you'll
probably forget about it.



Appraisal Today
ISSN 1066–3900

Appraisal Today is published 12 times per year by 
Real Estate Communication Resources. 

Subscription rate: $99 per year, $169 - 2 years
Publisher

Ann O'Rourke, MAI, SRA, MBA
ann@appraisaltoday.com

Subscriber Services
Theresa Lua

M,T,W 7AM to noon
Friday 7AM to 9 AM (Pacific time)
info@appraisaltoday.com (24 x 7)

Circulation
Hancock Mailing Service

Editorial and Subscription Offices
2033 Clement Ave., Suite 105

Alameda, CA 94501                         
Phone: 1-800-839-0227
Fax:  1–800–839–0014

Email: info@appraisaltoday.com
www.appraisaltoday.com

Appraisal Today is sold with the understanding that the publisher,
editors, and others associated with the publication are not engaged
in rendering accounting, legal, or other professional services. It
does not attempt to offer specific solutions to individual problems.
Questions about specific issues should be referred to the appropri-
ate professional for analysis. 
©2012 by Real Estate Communication Resources. All rights
reserved. The contents of this publication may not be reproduced
either whole or in part without consent.

PAGE 12–©Appraisal Today–March  2012

You can't do everything
Certain tasks will stay on your to-

do list for some time without being
done. No one can do everything. Take
them off your to-do list. It's very hard
to try to do everything, but it is criti-
cal to effective time management.

Overcoming procrastination
As you use your to do list over a

few weeks, you will see certain tasks
seem to take much too long to get
done. 

We all procrastinate. Unfortunately
procrastination often results in taking
more time, at a lower quality perfor-
mance, when a task is left until the
last minute. 

Procrastination is a corollary to a
lack of planning. Ways to avoid pro-
crastination are:
- Setting your own deadlines
- Starting and completing a difficult
or unpleasant task or breaking it
down into manageable segments

MBA Loan Volume Application Index – 1/08 to 1/12

Market Index                           Base = 100 in 1990
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- Setting priorities, and focusing on
one problem at a time and not letting
yourself get distracted. 

One way to get started conquering
procrastination is to start your day by
prioritizing and doing the most
unpleasant task on your to-do list. You
will feel relieved that you don't have
to worry about the task any longer,
and confident that you're conquering
procrastination. 

Doing this every day will make it a
habit, replacing fear and guilt for not
getting the job done with a positive
feeling of accomplishment. You'll start
your day with a good feeling and will
look forward to getting tasks done.

Procrastination will be conquered.
I have done this for many years. It

works!!

Helping your assistant (or yourself if
you don't have an assistant)

Many years ago, I had a secretary
who trained me in how to help her.
When she came into the office in the

morning, I had a priority list on her
desk. 

I still use that method today. In
my office, when there is more work
that we can ever get done due to the
high appraisal volume, the list is
very valuable to my assistant.  

Where to get more information
See the November, 2011 issue for

more time tips, such as just say no
and handling phone calls. Available
free on the paid subscriber down-
load page. 

Take a live time management
seminar or class in your area. Do a
google search. I took a two day
class in 1980 and am still using the
techniques I learned there. It
changed my life. If there are none
offered locally, take an online class. 

There are many books written on
time management. Just go to
www.amazon.com. 


