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Note to readers: I write this article
every year, with updated tax informa-
tion. Also, there have been some
changes for 2020 due to the pandem-
ic, such as the annual Required
Minimum Deduction from your
retirement account.

There is lots of complicated advice
available on reducing taxes, but

most do not apply to appraisal busi-
nesses. Travel and entertainment for
marketing purposes is one example.

Most appraisers are sole propri-
etors so this article covers these
deductions, including business and
personal. If you have another struc-
ture, such as LLC or Corporation,
contact your tax advisor or check
online.

It's not too late to get more deduc-
tions for 2020 and decrease your
taxes. Start now!

Your greatest savings in taxes is
usually by contributing to a SEP-
IRA, Solo 401-k, or other type of
retirement account

There are modest increases for
401k, etc. for 2020, but the limits are
relatively low. 

I personally have a solo 401k for
self-employed persons.
The maximum amount a self-
employed individual can contribute
to a solo 401(k) for 2020 is $57,000
if he or she is younger than age 50.
Individuals 50 and older can add an
extra $6,500 per year in "catch-up"
contributions, bringing the total to
$63,500. (These amounts are slightly
higher than the 2019 maximums.)

For a Solo 401k you effectively
can contribute up to 20% of your net
self-employment income as an
employer (your business income
minus half your self-employment
tax), though those contributions must
be made with pre-tax dollars. These
pre-tax contributions lower your tax-
able income and help cut your tax

bill. No changes for 2020. 
I contribute the maximum allowed

for my income. My enrolled agent
does the calculations, which can be
tricky.

Check the limits for your retire-
ment account and penalties for early
withdrawal. 

Taxes will be paid as you withdraw
the money.

There are other options, such as
Roth IRA. You can also save taxes by
setting up an S-Corp (pay yourself a
salary). They are more complicated
to set up and are used less often, so I
don't include them in this "last
minute" tax tips article.

The big advantage, of course, is
that the income is not taxable until
you take money out.

www.appraisaltoday.com

http://www.appraisaltoday.com


PAGE 2–©Appraisal Today–December 2020

Required Minimum Distribution -
significant changes for 2020

I am 77 years old. Prior to 2020,
every year after the year I turned 70
1/2, I was required to take an RMD
from my retirement account. I don't
like to do this as I prefer to keep as
much money as possible in my
account for future needs as I get
older. 

The SECURE Act, passed in late
2019, increased the starting age for
RMDs from 70½ to 72 as of Jan. 1,
2020. Then, in March of this year,
the CARES Act waived RMDs alto-
gether for the 2020 calendar year.

This change is somewhat compli-
cated, so check with your tax profes-
sional or the company that manages
your retirement account. I chose to
take my 2020 RMD. 

For 2019, your RMD (Required
Minimum Distribution) started at
3.65% (of your retirement account).
It started the year you turned age 70
1/2, going up every year. For 2019 I
was required to pay 4.55%. At age 92
it will be 9.80%, at current rates. 

RMDs allow the IRS to get some
of your tax deferred retirement
account back.

Unemployment benefits are taxable
- federal and some states

If you collected unemployment
insurance in the past, taxes were not
a significant issue. But, the $600 per
month increase in unemployment
benefits in 2020, was a significant
increase for most people, as com-
pared with 2019 and previous years. 

By law, unemployment compensa-
tion is taxable and must be reported
on a 2020 federal income tax return.
Taxable benefits include any of the
special unemployment compensation
authorized under the Coronavirus
Aid, Relief, and Economic Security
(CARES) Act, enacted this spring.
Withholding is voluntary. Federal
law allows any recipient to choose to
have a flat 10% withheld from their

benefits to cover part or all of their
tax liability.

States vary. Check with your state
to see if it taxes unemployment bene-
fits. They are not taxable in
California and  other states. 

When to start taking Social Security
Although this article is not about

taxes (except paying taxes on up to
85% of your Social Security) many
of us are getting older and this is a
very important decision. 

As we all know, people are living
longer and longer. My mother died 16
years ago at the age of 82. Now,
many are living into our 90s. We
need to plan for living much longer
than we did in the past.

When the Social Security program
was initiated in 1935, the average life
expectancy was 61 years old. Now, in
North America, a man can expect to
live to between 75 and 78 years of
age, depending where he lives. For
women, life expectancy hovers
between about 80 and 83 years of
age.  

I always recommend waiting until
age 70 to start collecting Social
Security. The longer you wait to start,
the larger your monthly check will
be. For example, if you start receiv-
ing retirement benefits at age 67
instead of age 66, depending the year
you were born, you'll get 108 percent
of the monthly benefit because you
delayed getting benefits for 12
months. At 70, you'll get 132 percent
of the monthly benefit because you
delayed getting benefits for 48
months.

In 2016, just 4.6 percent of women
and 2.9 percent of men first claiming
Social Security benefits were age 70
or older. This seems to be the most
recent data available.  

Some people start early because
they don't trust the "government" to
keep paying Social Security at the
same level they do now. I suspect that
those who are already collecting will
be "grandfathered" into their current

rate or a similar rate. Others just want
the money. 

I have a friend who is 65 and has
always had a relatively low income.
She plans to wait until age 70, so she
has the highest possible Social
Security payments. Another friend,
63 years old, retired with a pension at
60, and is now self-employed work-
ing long hours so she can increase
her Social Security benefits at age 70. 

Remember, for most appraisers,
85% of your Social Security is tax-
able, so be sure to set aside money
every month for the tax payment. If
your combined income was more
than $34,000, you will pay taxes on
up to 85% of your Social Security
benefits. For married couples filing
jointly, you will pay taxes on up to
50% of your Social Security income
if you have a combined income of
$32,000 to $44,000. No changes for
2020. 

Of course, if there are health issues
or a family history of dying early,
you may not want to wait. 

Or your income is very low, you
don't expect it to increase and really
need the money. I have another
friend, a former newspaper reporter
and editor, who lost her job when she
was age 59 and was not able to find
another job. That job market crashed
and gets worse every year. She start-
ed collecting at age 62.  

Starting at age 62 costs you. For
example, if you were born in 1956
and you decide to begin receiving
benefits exactly at age 63 this year,
then you'll collect 73.3% of the
amount you'd collect at full retire-
ment age. Thus, if your full retire-
ment age benefit is $1,000 and you
claim at age 62, you'll receive $733
per month in Social Security income.

Remember, this does not reflect the
cost of Medicare when you reach 65.

You can wait until after you are 70.
The government does not pay you
any money until you start collecting
Social Security.. There are no retroac-
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tive payments if you don't start tak-
ing it at age 70. 

The maximum monthly Social
Security benefit that an individual
can receive per month in 2020 is
$3,895 for someone who files at age
70. For someone at full retirement
age the maximum amount is $3,011,
and for someone aged 62 the maxi-
mum amount is $2,265. I am receiv-
ing $3,500 per month.

Your Social Security may increase
if within the past 35 years you had an
income less than your 2020 income.
The new higher income will replace
a previous year of lower income.  

Ways to defer income
Many appraisers are working

longer hours than 2019 and will have
more income taxes due. Deferring
income can help. 

If you have not been appraising, or
done very little in 2020, your taxable
income will be lower than in 2019.
You may not want to defer any
income for 2020 if you plan to return
to appraising when the virus risk is
lower and your income increases. 

If you are self-employed and on
the cash basis of accounting, bill
your clients near year end if you can.
They will probably pay you next
year.

If you work for AMCs that require
a fast turnaround and send your
invoice with the appraisal and pay
quickly, this may not be an option. 

Of course, although you have
deferred taxable income, you have
also deferred receiving taxable cash
until 2020, so your income will be
higher in 2021.

I do this every year. 

How to increase deductible expenses
by timing payments

Pay as many bills as you can by
the end of the year, such as property
taxes, software maintenance agree-
ments, etc. I do this every year. 

Equipment purchases limits
increased to $1,040,000 for 2020

The Section 179 Deduction is now
$1,040,000 for 2020, up from
$1,000,000 in 2019. This means busi-
nesses can deduct the full cost of
equipment from their 2020 taxes, up
to $1,040,000, with a "total equip-
ment purchased for the year" thresh-
old of $2,500,000. For 2020, there is
a bonus depreciation of 100%.

Section 179 is aimed at small to
medium businesses that purchase
anywhere from $5,000 to $2,500,000
worth of equipment. 

For appraisers, this typically
applies to auto purchases. This is a
bit more complicated. For example,
these deductions are only for vehicles
used more than 50% of the time for
business purposes. The deduction is
limited to the amount of use. Some
vehicles (like taxis, airport shuttle
vans, and limousines) are considered
only as business vehicles so they can
be deducted at 100%.

Second, the vehicle must be pur-
chased and put into service (used)
during the year in which you are
applying for the Section 179 deduc-
tion.

Check with your tax advisor on
auto purchase, depreciation, leased
vehicles, and other requirements.

Also check for other deductions
above, which can be complicated. 

Charitable contributions
Consider making charitable dona-

tions before the end of the year.
Credit card payments for business or
charitable donations made by
December 31 are deductible. Don't
forget that your Appraisal Today
renewal and other business subscrip-
tions are tax deductible. I do this
every year. 

Take advantage of all business
deductions not paid out of business
checks or business credit cards

Review your records and cancelled
checks carefully to take advantage of
all business deductions. Be sure your
deductions are adequately supported
by written records that indicate time,
amount and business purpose.

Be sure to check for any business
expenses paid using a personal
checkbook or credit cards. For exam-
ple, sometimes a vendor will not
accept my business Amex credit card,
so I have to use my personal card.
Also, I sometimes use a personal
credit card for paying expenses on
my rental property. Every year I go
through my personal checking
account and credit cards to be sure I
don't miss a deduction.

I hate cash purchases as I don't
keep track of them very well and
sometimes forget to throw the receipt
into a special "petty cash" box.

More ideas for reducing 2020
personal taxes

If your personal itemized deduc-
tions are close to the standard deduc-
tion, consider "bunching" your
expenses every other year.

Pay your fourth quarter state esti-
mated tax payment in December
instead of January every other year.
Pay your January mortgage payment
on December 31 every other year.
Just be sure the bank reflects this
extra payment in the annual mortgage
interest paid form so that your deduc-
tion matches the information the
bank sends the IRS.



Mileage deduction increased for
2020

For 2020, the standard mileage
rates for the use of a car (vans, pick-
ups or panel trucks) is 57.5 cents per
mile for business miles driven, down
0.5 cents from 2019.
- 17 cents per mile, up 2 cents driven
for medical or moving purposes,
down from 20 cents in 2019
- 14 cents per mile driven in service
of charitable organizations - no
change from 2019.

Education expenses
Most 2020 CE was online due to

the pandemic. But, prior to April
there were live classes. My last live
class was in early March. 

For appraisers, CE costs are anoth-
er deduction, including travel expens-
es. Be sure to keep complete records,
including receipts, especially if going
to a conference or other CE where
you are staying overnight.

Don't forget meals. If you don't
keep good record of your meals you
can use a standard deduction. If you
are driving, be sure to record it in
your mileage log.

Who should do your taxes?
I strongly recommend using an

enrolled agent or a CPA. Why? They
are tax experts and, also very impor-
tant, they can represent you if you
have an IRS audit. They can calculate
such items as Alternative Minimum
Tax, depreciation, and
advise you on deductions.

I always fill out a form that I am
sent by my tax service provider. Don't
show up with a box of receipts unless
you want to pay a very big fee. If you
don't use Quicken or Quickbooks,
make a commitment to do it ASAP.
Don't wait until just before April 15
to start using the software.

I represented myself once at an IRS
tax hearing about my husband's com-
mercial fishing business many years
ago. It did not go well as I had no
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Pay your property taxes early, if
allowed. You must have been billed
to pay early per IRS regulations. In
California, annual tax bills are sent
out every year with 2 payments
allowed. The first payment is due in
December and the second payment
the following year.

When my income is high I pre-pay
all my 2021 property taxes in
December. 

Charitable donations - unwanted
items

Clean out your closets every other
year and contribute your unwanted
items to a charity for a deduction. Be
sure to get a receipt for all donations
and contributions, regardless of the
amount. Photos can also work well
for verifying your donations.

You can contribute by using a
credit card by 12/31/20. Then pay it
off when you receive your credit card
statement. 

I do this every year. 

Medical expenses
Taxpayers may deduct only the

amount of the total unreimbursed
allowable medical care expenses for
the year that exceeds 7.5% of their
adjusted gross income. It was 10% in
2019.

If you had significant medical
expenses in 2020, look into whether
you can pay your medical bills next
year instead. By "bunching" your
medical expenses into one year, you
might be able to get over 2020's
7.5% threshold.

For the self-employed, 100% of
health insurance premiums are
deductible to reduce AGI rather than
as an itemized deduction.

Always keep receipts for all
deductions

If you are audited by the IRS, they
expect to see receipts for all expens-
es. I did not do this. In my recent IRS
audit, I had to spend a lot of time get-
ting receipts for 2015, because the
IRS goes back in time. Some banks,
credit card companies and many ven-
dors did not keep records older than
3 years.

Your credit card statements are not
adequate. You need receipts. 

Keep an accurate mileage log
Business mileage is targeted by the

IRS. 
I was not able to obtain any statis-

tics, but I am sure that many small
businesses, including appraisal, do
not have accurate business mileage
records.

Like many appraisers, I used to
drive a lot of miles and just used
90% of my mileage for business,
without keeping an accurate mileage
log. This is a big mistake.

A few years ago, I wrote about my
2016 IRS audit. I failed the auto
expense deduction as I did not keep a
mileage log and significantly over
estimated my business miles.

For the audit, I made a mileage log
using Google maps for all my
appraisals for the audit. It was a big
hassle. If you don't want to do this,
do the best you can for mileage esti-
mates. If necessary, you can estimate
it by using your calendar for days of
appraisals, medical appointments,
and charitable activities for all
mileage deductions.

You will need accurate beginning
and ending odometer readings for the
year. The best method is to use auto
repair receipts where the odometer
reading is listed. You can pro-rate the
monthly mileage.

I am now using a smartphone app
to keep accurate mileage records. I
have auto repairs close to the end of
the year or the beginning of the next
year.



December 2020–©Appraisal Today–PAGE 5

experience or training in what to do
at the hearing. I lost. 

At my 2016 random audit (looked
at everything, personal and business,
visited my home office, etc.) I did
not speak with the IRS agent. My
enrolled agent handled everything. 

Keep business and personal
expenses separate

I am always surprised when I get a
check for a newsletter subscription
from an appraiser that is written
from a personal account, not a sepa-
rate business account. Big Mistake.

Or, appraisers who don't have sep-
arate business and personal credit
cards. 

You should have separate business
checking and credit cards. If you
don't, do it now and try to get your
2020  personal vs. business expenses
straightened out ASAP.

Most of us occasionally pay busi-
ness expenses in cash or with per-
sonal credit cards or checks. Be sure
to check your records or box of
receipts. I try to do as few cash pay-
ments as possible as they are a hassle
to keep track of.

The IRS scrutinizes personal
expenses that may have been
claimed as a business expense, such
as the use of a business vehicle for
personal use. Be diligent about keep-
ing good records.

Use Quickbooks to keep track of
your business expenses

I am always very surprised that
some appraisers don't use
Quickbooks. When I started my busi-
ness in 1986, it was all manual. I
hired my mother to do it. When
Quicken was first available I started
using it, then went to Quickbooks
when it became available. My mom
retired and my office assistant started
using Quickbooks. 

Why Quickbooks? Relatively inex-
pensive, easy to use, and widely used.
Most small business bookkeepers use
it.

What if you have never used
Quickbooks? Taxes are not due until
April 15, 2021. Do it yourself or pay
someone to set it up for you and enter
all your income and expenses. 

What am I doing?
I will definitely maximize my con-

tribution to my Solo 401k because it
has a maximum fixed amount per
year.

Make charitable donations by year
end. My total personal deductions are
well over the standard deduction.

Get some repairs done on my rental
property.

Buy whatever business supplies and
equipment I need by year end. Pay
early my business insurance, property
taxes, etc.

I should have started earlier!!

Where to get more information
Google "year-end tax tips self-

employed". Most of the tips for
appraisers are in this article. But,
sometimes it is a good idea to read
how someone else explains it. And,
there may be tips not covered in this
article applicable to your personal tax
situation.

Contact your tax advisor with any
questions. I am not an attorney or
accountant, and have never played
either one on TV, Youtube, or in a
movie!

Renew your subscription to
Appraisal Today now and get that tax
deduction!
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easiest, such as sending holiday cards
and gifts.

This is one of the easiest types of
marketing you can ever do.

No email solicitations, no phone
calls, etc. 

Just compile names and postal
addresses from people you already
know. This does not take much time,
except for writing addresses on
envelopes and preferably including a
personal comment. 

What if you don't have any clients
except AMCs? Say thank you with a
card to helpful real estate agents,
property managers, appraisers,
employees at vendors who have been
helpful such as forms software com-
panies, etc.

What about AMCs?
If there is someone who has been

very helpful, send them a gift card. If
you don't have their postal address,
send a personal thank you email. I
doubt if they will get many from
appraisers. 

Don't forget the chief appraiser or
appraisal managers. 
When should cards be mailed? By
December 10. Get started now!!

When to send gifts? There are many
options

What if you don't have time to do
this now, or want to send at another
time, so you will be remembered?

There are many times to send gifts
and cards. For the traditional holiday
gifts, you can send them before
Christmas, between Christmas and
New Year, and after New Year.

Some like to send at the traditional
week before Christmas, others near
Thanksgiving, and others early the
next year. Your gift stands out more
if not sent at the traditional time, but

Editor's Note: I write about this
every November or December, and it
makes me remember to get some
cards at the office supply store!!
Mail your cards by December 10. 

START NOW GETTING HOLI-
DAY CARDS AS STORES MAY
RUN OUT SOON. 

When we worked for lenders and
mortgage brokers, we often had per-
sonal relationships, which included
in-person deliveries of gifts, etc.
With AMCs it is much more diffi-
cult, but a personal holiday email can
work. 

However, gifts delivered works
well for non-lender clients. Be care-
ful when sending to government
agencies (see below). 

There are not many changes since
last year, but it is good as a reminder
of easy ways to say "thank you" for
appraisal business, being very help-
ful on an appraisal, etc. 

In the past I used to get many holi-
day cards from vendors, other
appraisers, etc. Sometimes I would
get a gift such as a Starbucks gift
card. But, this has slowed way down
in recent years. If you send some-
thing, it will be remembered.

Why would you want to send
holiday gifts and cards?

It is one of the few times in the
year that sending something is not
unusual. A few appraisal assignments
or referrals, or even one, will more
than pay for the cost. Send them to
current clients, previous clients, new
clients, prospective clients, etc. 

Don't forget the real estate agents
that were willing to spend time to
explain their sale and appraisers that
helped you on an appraisal.

Appraisers tend to be very weak
on all types of marketing, even the

you may prefer the traditional holi-
day season.

Be sure to send thank you cards
throughout the year, sent out soon
after receiving a good referral or data
you really needed. This is a "must."

Who to send gifts or cards to
1. Best clients.
2. Second tier clients.
3. The rest of your clients.
4. Referral sources - as many as you
can. Other appraisers, real estate
agents, accountants, attorneys, your
neighbor, etc.
5. Vendors who have been especially
helpful.
6. AMC employees who have been
helpful.
7. Appraisers and real estate agents
who have been helpful with data
and/or advice.
8. Good prospects.
9. Instructors and speakers that you
liked.
10. Authors of articles that you liked.

What am I doing this year? 
We purchased our 60+ holiday

cards at a local store, but go ASAP
before the cards you like are gone.
We learned that the hard way - by
waiting too long.

My best attorney client - flowers
for the office. I did it last year and
I'm sure they will really appreciate it
this year. I'm sending holiday cards
with personal notes to many clients,
referral sources, appraisers, real
estate agents, etc.

Starbucks gift cards go to many of
the appraisers and real estate agents
who have helped me this year. Plus,
attorney clients who I regularly get
work from once or twice a year. 

Holiday cards are a good reason to
contact clients I have been trying to
get for many years. Plus vendors who

Marketing with holiday gifts and cards - An Easy
and Most Excellent marketing tool!
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have been very helpful.

Why send holiday cards
"Unlike the cards we mail to loved

ones, greetings we send for business
are generally used for two purposes:
as a thank-you to individuals at other
companies with whom we have an
ongoing relationship, or as a means
of staying on the radar of an existing,
former or prospective client," says
manners expert Thomas P. Farley.

What type of holiday printed cards
are best?

A "season's greetings" card is usu-
ally a more suitable for business
choice than a Christmas card, so you
don't offend anyone. I am located in
the very diverse San Francisco Bay
Area, so I always send neutral holi-
day cards.

A handwritten address on the enve-
lope is a very good idea. 
Always, always include a personal
signature. A short handwritten note is
good also, especially if you know
them.

Be sure to be "generic" in your
cards and your message. Don't men-
tion a specific holiday.

Humor is risky and not recom-
mended. But, sending a humorous
card to someone you know well may
work.

Government and institutional
employees - be careful

When I was first employed by a
county Assessor's office in the mid-
1970's, I was told not to accept any-
thing from a taxpayer. If I went to
lunch with someone, I was to pay for
my own lunch.

Many government agencies have
similar policies. Before sending any-
thing other than a holiday card, be
sure to check.

Some banks and other institutional
clients have strict policies, although
few are as strict as government agen-
cies. Check to be sure. 

Some of my lender clients request-

ed that any gifts be for the entire
appraisal department, such as flowers
or candy.

Email "cards"
Postal mail is best, but it is some-

times hard to get postal addresses. 
Email addresses can sometimes be

difficult to obtain. Send them to peo-
ple that you have current email
addresses for.

When I checked online, many of
the e-cards had music, which can be
very annoying.

Search for Business Seasons
Greeting Cards or Business Holiday
cards if you prefer not to send
Christmas cards.

Another option, which may be bet-
ter, is to just send a personal holiday
email with maybe a photo of yourself
or another photo embedded in the
email. And a personal message. We
don't get many emails that say Thank
You!!

"Special" one time gifts
Remember the mortgage broker

days? Many businesses send one
time gifts, such as homemade cook-
ies or candy. Gift certificates are also
popular, with an almost endless list
of choices, including restaurants,
book stores (don't forget the online
stores such as amazon.com), car
wash services, movie theaters, etc.

A gift basket is another good
choice. To get an idea of the endless
varieties of gift baskets, go to your
favorite search engine and look for
"gift baskets."

"Perennial" flowers such as poin-
settias are good. You can also have
cut flowers delivered.

Gifts that last
One gift I see almost every morning

is a coffee cup from a local appraisal
firm that I received many years ago.

I used to send out a small desk cal-
endar with my company info to about
100 people. They loved it and called
me when they didn't get one.

One year I set up monthly flower
deliveries to a lender client that gave
me lots of work. It went to the
appraisal department, not the chief
appraiser.

Ideas on what to send
Sending gift cards, such as

Starbucks, is a very easy choice.
Most of us select gifts appropriate

to the volume of work, how easy the
client is to work with, and the likeli-
hood of continued work. For example,
a gift basket for your best clients, and
a calendar or card for others.

A gift that would appeal specifical-
ly to the person is always good. For
example, a gift certificate to a popular
restaurant for two for someone who
likes to eat out, or a gift certificate for
a "meal delivery" company for those
with children who are too busy to go
out for dinner. Or, a box of chocolates
for a "choc-o-holic."

A gift that is seen every day, such
as a desk calendar, mouse pad, or
paper clip dispenser, personalized
with your company name works well.

Some other possibilities:
• Home baked cookies, pastries, or
candied pecans.
• Gift baskets - food, wine, chocolate,
many choices.
• Dom Perignon champagne - for the
top clients
• Modest gift at Christmas and a card
at Thanksgiving or New Year's
• Baskets from local fruit wholesalers
•"Happy New Year" cards and wine
• Desk nameplates
• Rum soaked holiday cakes
• Starbucks certificates
• Sticky Note Pads (540 Sheet Ones)
with your name printed on all 4 sides



• Souvenir Stick Pen ($.75 Each)
• Massage therapist for an hour to do
chair massages one afternoon
between Thanksgiving and Christmas
(Editor's note: this one is my
favorite!)
• Chocolate cheesecakes on
Halloween and boxes of chocolates
on Valentine's Day.
• House shaped paperclip holders
with your company name & info
printed on the roof.

Your employees (including family)
Don't forget your employees - a

special holiday lunch and gifts really
make a difference. What if your fami-
ly members are your employees? It
makes an even bigger difference!

Where to get gifts
For gifts personalized with your

name, do them ASAP. Advertising
companies are used to last minute
requests, but they are all busy before
Christmas.

For gifts with your name on them,
use an advertising specialties compa-
ny. Use the Internet to locate them.

How to send gifts
Personal delivery by the principal

or owner is always best, even for
cards. If at all possible, do this for
your best clients.

For non-local gifts you can use the
U.S. mail or UPS.

What personal message should you
include in your cards?

Remember, this is for business,
which is different than sending cards
to personal friends and family. Look
in the mirror. What type of message
do you like to receive?

This depends on how well you
know the person. For example, you
can mention about a spouse or a
hobby.

Don't make it too much of a "sales
pitch".

Go to a store and see what is on
the cards there. Check out messages
online for business card companies.
Do not include a business card.

Business law and gifts
Bribery is the primary issue from a

legal viewpoint. Appraisers seldom
give such large gifts, but it has hap-
pened. For example, you're bidding
on a big appraisal contract and pay
for a Hawaii vacation for the person
making the decision before you are
awarded the contract.

USPAP and gifts
Some appraisers mistakenly

believe that USPAP doesn't allow
giving gifts to clients.

USPAP doesn't include much about
marketing and gifts.

"The payment of undisclosed fees,
commissions, or things of value in
connection with the procurement of
appraisal, review, or consulting
assignments is unethical." 

"Disclosure of fees, commissions,
or things of value connected to the
procurement of an assignment should
appear in the certification of a writ-
ten report and in any transmittal let-
ter in which conclusions are stated." 

Thus, appraisers try to avoid situa-
tions where USPAP would require
such disclosure.

Understand that payment of fees,
etc. in order to get an assignment is
not prohibited by USPAP. It just has
to be disclosed.

USPAP and gifts after getting
assignments

Although USPAP doesn't forbid
giving current clients "things of
value" as a "thank you," it does not
address how far you can go (i.e. trip
around the world for two). Business
law does.

Remember the stories in the news-
papers about business owners being
accused of bribery? U.S. law is pret-
ty strict on giving bribes to get work
from a current customer or a
prospect.

The basic rule is that the gift must
be appropriate to the work per-
formed. For example, a client has
given you $2,000 in work over the
past 12 months. A box of candy,
flowers, etc. is certainly appropriate.
If a client has given you $150,000 in
work, a more expensive gift would
be appropriate, say a set of golf
clubs.

Planning for next year
It may be too late to order person-

alized gifts, so plan now for next
year.

If you want your gifts to have your
company name on them (a very good
idea), order them now. Suppliers can
get back logged at holiday time. 

Where to get more information on
gifts

For gifts with your name on them,
use an advertising specialties compa-
ny. Google for local companies.
Baskets can be ordered from local
stores or national companies over the
Internet. Sometimes they are avail-
able at grocery stores. Check with
local real estate agents and see who
they use.

Where to get more information on
cards

Google Holiday Business Cards
for vendors, if you want them cus-
tom printed or emailed.

For ideas on what type of a mes-
sage, go to web sites that sell busi-
ness cards or Office Depot or other
local store that sells cards.

PAGE 8–©Appraisal Today–December 2020
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The pandemic has made everyone
more stressed, depressed uncer-

tain, etc. This article focuses on busi-
ness related stress. I also include a
brief discussion of pandemic stress,
which affects appraisers. 

I started writing this newsletter in
June, 1992 and periodically write
about stress reduction. For this
newsletter article I write about stress
that all of us have - too busy or too
slow, deadlines, conflicts between
business and family, regulatory
issues, etc.

I provide many, many ways to
reduce stress. A few examples:
throwing a smurf ball at a picture of
an AMC logo (or a photo of what
you imagine the reviewer or under-
writer looks like), walking outside
for 10-15 minutes, or doing Tai Chi
or yoga. Pick those that you are
interested in. They all work. Just Do
It!!

But, since AMCs took over
appraisal management after HVCC
in 2008, many appraisers have had
much less control. The ever increas-
ing Scope Creep, requests for revi-
sions, etc. has caused dramatically
increasing stress levels for many
appraisers. 

Appraisers can choose not to work
for AMCs, of course. Or, work for
AMCs that are less hassle. Working
for non-AMC clients can help. But,
most residential appraisers work for
AMCs, even if only during slow
times.

Pandemic stress
This is on top of the usual

appraisal stresses due to a shortage
of appraisers and a large increase of
mortgage loans, particularly refis.
For appraisers there is also the addi-
tional stress of going inside homes
and apartments, which has become
much more risky as the weather gets
cooler and people stay inside more. 

Personally, I started feeling very
anxious and depressed soon after the
new vaccines were announced,
which did not make any sense to me.
I seldom experience stress reactions
except for very short periods of time.

The vaccine news was fantastic, of
course. But, due to the current
surges, so many people will get very
sick and some will die all over the
country before the vaccine is avail-
able to all of us next year.

I am not the only one affected. A
mental health therapist has an office
across the hallway from my office
space. She works longer and longer
hours, even on Sundays (virtual
appointments).  

I worry a lot about friends living in
areas where the cases are increasing
much more dramatically. Also, those
who do not use face masks, physical
distancing, etc. My family lives near-
by, in the Bay Area, which is safer
than many other areas, but is also
affected. Over 50% of infected peo-
ple don't know how they became
infected. 

Here in the Bay Area, we were one
of the first parts of the country to
shelter in place on March 17, and
have not "opened up" much since
then for high risk businesses such as
gyms and restaurants, and events
indoors and outdoors. We only
opened gyms and restaurants (interi-
or seating) a few weeks before the
recent changes. 

Our first mandatory face mask
orders inside public spaces, such as
grocery stores, were issued in early
April. Within two days almost every-
one in my city wore face masks. We
have had mandatory face masks out-
doors and done physical distancing
since June 18.

California has 4 risk "tiers", set up
in mid-November (yellow - mild,
orange, red and purple - widespread).
Tiers are based on 7-day average

data: percent infected of those who
tested positive and number of cases
from mild to widespread, set up in
mid-November. 

I thought we were relatively safe. I
live 10 miles from San Francisco,
which has one of the strictest covid
regulations in the country. Recently,
within a two week period, it went
from yellow to purple. I have no idea
why, but it definitely increased my
stress level. 

I have been playing pickleball for 4
years (similar to tennis, but on a 1/4
size court). Almost everyone plays
doubles. Very few wore masks when
playing as they were not specifically
mandated. The courts are small and
maintaining 6 ft. physical distancing
is sometimes difficult. 

We did not wear face masks,
including myself, as they were too
uncomfortable. Masks were mandat-
ed June 14 when not playing (waiting
to play, take a break, etc.) Even on
national pickleball Facebook groups,
few were wearing them.  

Two days after cases started rocket-
ing up in California and Governor
Newsom ordered night curfews,
almost everyone was wearing face
masks when playing. 

Podcast advice on handling
pandemic stress 

I listened to a lot of podcasts and
read articles, but only found one pod-
cast that I thought had some very
good overall advice that was directly
related to what appraisers are experi-
encing with the recent significant
surges in all states.

"Bay Area, Nation, Beset With
Pandemic Fatigue", KQED Forum,
November 18. 24 minutes. It refers to
the recently issued Governor
Newsom's "limited curfew" order. 

To listen:
www.kqed.org/forum/201010188089
4/bay-area-nation-beset-with-

How to reduce stress and be more productive

http://www.kqed.org/forum/201010188089
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pandemic-fatigue (copy and paste this
long link)

"As coronavirus cases surge in the
state, Governor Gavin Newsom has
issued a curfew for most of the state
and many counties are reinstating
restrictions that were only recently
lifted. Add to that the winter cold and
rains, which make it harder to gather
outside, and the coming holidays
which remind us of more festive
times. It's leaving many of us with
severe cases of pandemic fatigue.
We'll talk about what we're experienc-
ing and ways to alleviate it."

This is one of my favorite podcasts.
It is local but has an excellent inter-
viewer and has top speakers. 

Guests:
• Elissa Epel, professor and vice
chair, Department of Psychiatry,
UCSF
• Margo Pumar, psychiatrist and asso-
ciate medical director for integrated
and collaborative care, UCSF

Link to related article on pandemic
fatigue on University of California
San Francisco (UCSF) web site.
https://psych.ucsf.edu/
copingresources/covid19

Who has the highest work stress
levels?

Now, the greatest stress levels are
from people who have to leave their
homes to work and have possible
Covid exposure, such as appraisers. 

Who has the most stress, pre-pan-
demic? Many studies have shown that
the less control you have over your
work situation, the greater the stress
level. The lowest level people have
the most stress. For example, in a
large fast food chain it is not the
CEO. It is the workers on the bottom,
who have no control on how their
work is done, the hours they work,
their income, etc.

Self-employed people usually have
quite a bit of control over what they
do, and thus stress levels are lower
than for employees with little control
over their work. They choose who to

work for, their income, the hours
worked, when they work, etc. Of
course, there is always some stress
from deadlines, conflicts with family
commitments, etc.

Appraisers still control many fac-
tors, such as how much they work,
etc. but many feel their AMC clients
have too much control over what they
do.

Why stress reduction is important
for appraisers

You can't eliminate stress, but you
can change your reaction to stress.
When I was in college, I felt very
stressed. I met with a local psycholo-
gist once, who gave me a relaxation
tape that changed my life. I still feel
stressed, but the relaxation techniques
really helped.

I know what it is like to keep
"steaming" for several days about a
hassle from a client, particularly when
it is a nuisance call with irrelevant
questions.

What happens when you "steam"
for several days? The client has won,
even if they don't care. The time you
spend on the appraisal is significantly
magnified, even if you're just thinking
about it. It is hard to concentrate on
your other appraisals.

Even worse, some appraisers get
crabby with their family and friends,
bringing more people down. 

Of course, this does affect your
physical health, as we all know.
Humans are built for short periods of
high stress, such as running away
from a bear or killing the bear. When
we have long periods of continuous
stress, our bodies are affected.

Tips for appraisers
Most of our business stress is from:

• Too fast a turn around.
• Too many annoying phone calls.
• Can't get the information we need.
• Stupid questions and requests for
revisions that take up time and make
us even more stressed.
• Excessive client requirements.

Most of our worst stress comes
from interacting with our clients.

Here are some triggers to watch out
for:
• Accepting a fast turnaround without
screening the property, which doesn't
take much time using aerial maps and
public records.
• Don't ever, ever, ever call or email
when you are upset. It just makes it
worse. Wait until you have calmed
down.
• Imagine the underwriter, reviewer,
etc. in a humorous situation, such as
sitting at his desk and having a big
leak in the ceiling getting him all wet.
Or, stepping on a big wad of gum on
the sidewalk.
• Screen your calls. If an annoying
client is on the phone, call the person
back later.
• Get rid of clients from hell with stu-
pid stips and phone calls and exces-
sive requirements. Take them off your
approved client list. Then you will
have time and motivation to find a
better client.
• To avoid speaking directly with a
person, call after hours, when they
have left the office.

Time management can really help so
you're not overwhelmed with
appraisals

I have been writing in recent
Appraisal Today issues about time
management. This can significantly
reduce stress. I will continue to write
about this topic.

https://psych.ucsf.edu/
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Exercising - a great way to reduce
stress

Exercise is very good for deflating
anger and irritation.

I work out every morning for about
an hour and listen to podcasts. Gets
me started with a postive mind-set. 

I used to walk three times a week,
for an hour and a half, with two
friends for a while. We walked along
the San Francisco Bay shoreline and
look at the water, sky, trees, etc. I had
never done this before and was very
surprised at how much it reduces my
stress level. 

A few years ago, I started playing
pickleball. I take regular lessons, plus
schedule playing times every week
with friends. 

When we are finished I often forget
what day of the week it is. I am very
relaxed and not stressed. I have not
been thinking about any of the hassles
in my business or personal life.

There are outdoor group exercise
classes available in many areas. You
can also exercise along with many
online videos, both recorded and live.

Tai Chi and yoga are very good. I
do tai chi every day at home. They
are low impact and focus on mind-
body techniques. Martial arts is good
also, but takes more time and prac-
tice.

Go outside and walk around for 10-
15 minutes. Or, walk inside your
house, which is better than nothing.
When it is raining or very hot outside,
I walk back and forth inside my
house or along the hallway in my
office building. Exercise works.

2. Many AMCs pay more. I will ask
for a higher fee. They will agree. If
they won't increase my fee, there are
many other AMCs I can
contact.(Optimist)

To change your attitude, look for
evidence that a more positive position
is reasonable. For example, remember
the last time you got a fee increase.
Remember the last time you took an
AMC off your approved client list
because they were too cheap. 

Another example: Jane Jones and
Andrea Ardus have meetings with a
local bank they've been trying to get
appraisal assignments from for sever-
al years. They want to get out of the
AMC rat race. 
1. Jane Jones drives to the meeting
thinking: "They probably want to use
one of the local "good old boys".
(Pessimist)
2. Andrea Andrus, on the way to the
meeting, is thinking: "I've been wait-
ing for this opportunity for a long
time. We can do really good quality
appraisal work for them and help
them avoid any appraisal problems."
(Optimist)

Handling conversations with
underwriters, reviewers, etc.

Ask them what the problem is. Let
them talk. Ask how you can both
resolve the situation.

Use humor. Image the person in a
clown suit. Smiling does work to
make you feel positive.

Think positive - critical to stress
reduction

I regularly receive calls and emails
from appraisers that complain bitterly
about AMCs and want to quit apprais-
ing. I don't have much to say except
quit working for them, which is not a
an option that many appraisers want
to pursue.

This is key to the success of your
business and having a happier life. It
can be learned. I learned how to be
more positive. It's not very hard, but
takes persistence.

An upcoming issue of Appraisal
Today will discuss this very important
topic in more detail.

Become an optimist
Do you see a glass of water as half

full or half empty?
Maintaining a positive attitude is

very important to being happily self-
employed. Before AMCs, the primary
negative factor was slow periods with
little work. Sometimes they last for
quite a while. Today, AMC hassles
are much greater. Maintaining a posi-
tive attitude can be challenging.

Avoid pessimistic people. Listen to
motivational CDs or read a book on
it. They really help. Take charge of
your business. Don't let it run you.

Athletic competitors have been suc-
cessfully using visualization tech-
niques for years. A figure skater visu-
alizes completing a perfect triple axel,
then does it at a major competition. A
downhill racer who has difficulty
starting well, while at the starting gate
visualizes herself making a perfect
start. It really does work.

Becoming an optimist may take
some practice and re-thinking. For
example, if you're trying to get higher
fees, you could have one of the fol-
lowing attitudes before calling:
1. The AMC will never pay me higher
fees. I'll just have to work for low
fees. All AMCs just look for the low-
est fees. (Pessimist)
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More ideas
Write a "mean" email but don't mail

it. This often works for me.
Talk with another appraiser who

has a positive attitude. People having
the same problems as you can under-
stand it much better than others.
That's why another appraiser is good.
Spouses and family often don't want
to hear about it again and again and
don't have actual experience with
your problems.

Stress relief toys, such as stress
balls are cheap and highly effective
stress relievers. Keep one in your
desk, glove compartment of your car,
hand bag, briefcase etc. Take it out
and pummel it whenever you start to
feel stress building. Over time the
continued stimulation of the acupres-
sure points in the hands will have far
reaching benefits throughout the
body.

Stuck in traffic? Use it as an oppor-
tunity. That's when I listen to my

MBA Loan Volume Application Index – 1/13 to 11/20
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music CDs. You could listen to a
relaxation CD.

Most appraisers are Self-employed.
Think about the stress at jobs in your
past when you worked for someone
else. You control what you do.

Relaxation techniques
Take an online class or get a CD or

book on meditation techniques. They
work very, very well. I learned medita-
tion techniques many years ago, back
in the 60s, and still use them.

Set aside relaxation time. Include
rest and relaxation in your daily sched-
ule. Don't allow other obligations to
encroach. This is your time to take a
break from all responsibilities and
recharge your batteries.

Relaxation techniques can be done
anywhere, any time, however long you
have for it, even if only 5 minutes. 
Relaxation techniques work.

Self-affirmation
This is a technique that has become

more widely used for many purposes. 
Self-affirmation may seem strange,

but does work.
• When you keep getting requests for
changes from an AMC, tell yourself:
"I am a good appraiser. They are being
too picky."

• You can't seem to find good
AMCs to work for tell yourself: "I
am a good appraiser and can get
clients that want me."
• If business is slow, "I can survive
the current market."

More tips
• Be willing to compromise when
you can't get a fee increase. When
you ask someone to change their
behavior, be willing to do the same.
If you both are willing to bend at
least a little, you'll have a good
chance of finding a happy middle
ground.
• Be more assertive. Don't take a
backseat in your own life. Deal
with problems head on, doing your
best to anticipate and prevent them.
For example, discuss why you can-
not make the requested revision.
• Look at the big picture. Take per-
spective of the stressful situation.
Ask yourself how important it will
be in the long run. Will it matter in
a month? A year? Is it really worth
getting upset over? If the answer is
no, focus your time and energy
elsewhere.
• Don't try to control the uncontrol-
lable. Many things in life are
beyond our control- particularly the
behavior of other people. Rather
than stressing out over them, focus

mailto:ann@appraisaltoday.com
mailto:info@appraisaltoday.com
mailto:info@appraisaltoday.com
http://www.appraisaltoday.com
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on the things you can control such as
the way you choose to react to prob-
lems.
• Look for the upside. As the saying
goes, "What doesn't kill us makes us
stronger." When facing major chal-
lenges, try to look at them as oppor-
tunities for personal growth. If your
own poor choices contributed to a
stressful situation, reflect on them
and learn from your mistakes.
• Learn to forgive. Accept the fact
that we live in an imperfect world
and that people make mistakes. Let
go of anger and resentments. Free
yourself from negative energy by for-
giving and moving on.
• Connect with others. Spend time
with positive people who enhance
your life. A strong support system
will buffer you from the negative
effects of stress.
• Do something you enjoy every day.
Make time for leisure activities that
bring you joy, whether it be stargaz-
ing, playing the piano, or riding your
bicycle.
• Keep your sense of humor. This
includes the ability to laugh at your-
self. The act of laughing helps your
body fight stress in a number of
ways.

What if you don't work for AMCs?
Everyone has stress in their lives. 
Before AMCs took over, apprais-

ers, just like other business owners,
had stress for various reasons.
Remember what it was like before
2008.

I have never worked for an AMC
but do have hassles, particularly
client hassles. I regularly have con-
flicts between my personal life and
business demands. Plus, stress in my
personal life for various reasons. 

The techniques and tips in this arti-
cle work on whatever stress factors
in your business or personal life.

Appraiser online chat groups
Avoid online groups that are often

negative when you want to have a
more positive attitude, a critical fac-
tor in stress reduction and having a
business that you like. www.apprais-
ersforum. com has the most negative
comments. The email groups are pos-
itive. Facebook groups are usually
positive.

Read my review of the various
online chat resources in "How to
communicate with appraisers online.
What's the best way for you?" in the
June 2020 issue of Appraisal Today,
available on the paid subscriber web
page.

Handling stress varies widely
How do you handle stress? What is

stressful for you?
What's stressful for you may be

quite different from what's stressful
to your best friend, your spouse, or
the person next door. 

For example, some people:
• Enjoy speaking in public; others are
terrified.
• Are more productive under deadline
pressure; others are miserably tense. 
• Are eager to help family and friends
through difficult times; others find it
very stressful.
• Feel comfortable complaining about
bad service in a restaurant; others
find it so difficult to complain that
they prefer to suffer in silence.
• Many feel that changes at work rep-
resent a welcome opportunity; others
worry about whether they'll be able
to cope.

How do you respond to stress?
• Foot on the gas - An angry or agi-
tated stress response. You're heated,
keyed up, overly emotional, and
unable to sit still.
• Foot on the brake - A withdrawn or
depressed stress response. You shut
down, space out, and show very little
energy or emotion.

• Foot on both - A tense and frozen
stress response. You "freeze" under
pressure and can't do anything. You
look paralyzed, but under the surface
you're extremely agitated.

Lack of control - a major stress
factor

Today, we all feel a significant lack
of control because of the pandemic
surges while we are waiting for vac-
cines to bedome available. 

Lack of control is a major stress
factor. You control who and what you
do as an appraiser. Who has the most
stress at AMCs? Not the CEO. Those
with the least control, on the bottom
of the pile, such as those who call for
updates who have appraisers scream-
ing at them. Or underwriters, who
don't understand appraisals at all
because they have had little or no
appraisal training and have difficulty
communicating with appraisers.

You may feel like the stress in your
life is out of your control, but you
can always control the way you
respond. Managing stress is all about
taking charge: taking charge of your
thoughts, your emotions, your sched-
ule, your environment, and the way
you deal with problems.

Stress management involves chang-
ing the stressful situation when you
can, changing your reaction when
you can't, taking care of yourself, and
making time for rest and relaxation.

http://www.apprais-ersforum.com
http://www.apprais-ersforum.com
http://www.apprais-ersforum.com


How to get more control of your
work life

You're not working at a low paid,
high stress job at a fast food restau-
rant with no control over what you
do.

Before AMCs took over, you had a
lot more control over your work life.
How did you control it then? What
can you do now?

You are self-employed. You can
control your time. When you are an
employee, you have little control.
Make a decision to take control back
from your clients.

None of your clients' employees are
available 24/7. Why are you? Keep
your personal and business lives sep-
arate.

Have separate business and person-
al phones. Turn off your business
phone during non-work hours.
Answer your work phone only during
normal business hours, never on the
weekend. None of my clients have
my cell phone number, only my land
line business phone number in my
office.

Have separate business and person-
al email addresses. Don't look at your
business email on the weekend.

I know you can schedule 5 or 10
minutes a day to take a break and
walk around, leaving your business
cell phone in your office.

Get rid of very demanding clients
who expect you to be available 24/7
as soon as you can. Getting new
clients is very, very easy now as there
is a shortage of appraisers in many
areas.

Don't ever, ever, ever miss a child's
performance in a play, soccer game,
etc. When they grow up you will
regret it every day. You will regret
working too much.

Time spent with aging parents is
worth whatever it takes. My mother
used to call me 10-15 times a day.
She died 15 years ago. I would give
anything for one more phone call.

Where to get more information
There are many books and CDs

available on stress reduction and
relaxation techniques discussed
above. Check with your local library
or amazon.com.

Unfortunately, due to the pandemic,
there are few live classes and group
activities. But there is lots online. 

There are many places online for
yoga and meditation classes or exer-
cises. Or, get a CD of the exercises
and do them in front of your TV.
Youtube is an excellent resource. 

Google time management classes
online.

Many years ago I took a one day
time management class. I am very
glad I took it early as it really helped
me organize my business to save a lot
of time.

For stress management, ask around.
My health insurance provider, Kaiser
Permanente, offered many free live
classes and now offers them online.
Local hospitals often offer them.
Check with your doctor to see what is
available in your health plan.

Google "reducing business stress
for self-employed people". There are
many articles. "Mindfulness" classes
online are available. They are excel-

lent. Lots of information.
At www.amazon.com there are

many books, CDs, etc. on stress
reduction techniques. Business-relat-
ed resources focused on employees
but can be useful. It was easier for
me to use google to have more small
business information.

Just Say No to demanding clients,
taking on too much work, appraisals
that will take too much time, low
fees, etc. Yes, it can be hard, but you
will never regret it. Since I started
my business in 1986, I have always
said No when necessary.

There are many good ideas. I only
discuss a few of them in this article,
to keep it short and focused on
appraiser examples.
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