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"But there never seems to be enough
time To do the things you want to do
"- Time in a Bottle- Words and Music
by Jim Croce Copyright © 1975

By Doug Smith, SRA, 
AI-RRS

Editor’s comments: Doug lives in
Montana and has always done a lot
of AMC work. Plus high end 
residential with $10,000 and up fees.
He has seen it all, plus trained
several appraisers who now have
their own businesses. 

Most major appraisal manage-
ment companies issue a month-

ly appraiser "report card" and bear
names such as "Vendor Performance
Report." 

One company's report does not
equivocate on the sole object of most
of these reports, and the report is
aptly named "Turn Around Time
(TAT) Report." Submitting timely
reports has come to dominate the
relationship between the appraiser
and the appraisal management com-
pany. Concurrently, there are even
more demands for greater and more
detailed reporting. 

The Fannie Mae Selling Guide and
Guidance on Appraisal Related

Issues speaks to this issue. In this
publication, Fannie Mae calls for the
inclusion of many interior pictures
and calls for reporting data/or verifi-
cation for each comparable sale. The
data source for this reporting must be
specific such as noting "the buyer,
seller, listing or selling agent." 

Fannie Mae summarizes their
position this way: "Regardless of the
source(s) used, there must be suffi-
cient data to understand the condi-
tions of sale, the existence of financ-
ing concessions, physical characteris-
tics of the subject property, and
whether it was an arms-length trans-
action." 

Appraisers are reporting using
many more comparables than were
used just a few years ago. Each com-
parable requires verification, and
often, even in this world dominated
by cell-phones and e-mails, verifica-
tion is difficult to come by within the
narrow time-frames appraisers are
given complete reports. 

The demands to complete
appraisals in even shorter times are
unrelenting, and the fixation by

clients on turnaround time (TAT) can
be a disruptive influence on consci-
entious and competent appraising. At
the same time, appraisers must allow
time for marketing, building, and
maintaining a client base. 

More than ever, as appraisers enter
2021, appraisers must face the reality
of time pressure focusing on produc-
tivity and the judicious use of the
hours in each day. Appraisers may
begin this process by focusing on
those conditions that may be consid-
ered "time wasters."

What Wastes Appraiser's Time?
Time wasters may be self-inflicted

or come about by external sources.
This is an important distinction.  
Examples of self-inflicted time
wasters are procrastination, perfec-
tionism, lack of self-discipline, wor-
rying, personal disorganization, lack
of priorities and over-commitment,
(the inability to say "no.") External
sources of time wasters are intrusions
from phone calls, e-mails, traveling,
waiting, crises, and failure to reach
people. 
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We add to this list workspace prob-
lems, sub-standard research
resources, and using the wrong soft-
ware and/or outdated technology for
appraisers. 

Appraisers live by their opinions.
Having an opinion about time is the
starting place to work toward person-
al time management goals.

Ten Top Appraiser
Time Wasters
1. Over emphasized work-life 

Appraisers generally underestimate
the fatigue factor in their lives.
Appraisers with travel time and
heavy inspection schedules can
become pressed for time to relax and
re-energize. 

Working when you are tired hin-
ders thinking. The words "time off"
and "vacation" should not be a for-
eign language in the appraiser's
vocabulary. 

The most important software in the
appraiser's office is themselves. Why
run on overload when there is a sim-
ple alternative to planning and insert-
ing time to refresh and recharge?
Sooner or later, health may suffer
when the crisis point is reached. Your
time off will be forced, and it will
probably occur at the wrong time. 

One casualty of an overly hectic
schedule is sleep. Sleep is fundamen-
tal to health, and appraisers must be
aware of the need for sufficient sleep
and rest. Take a sleep inventory over
a couple of weeks and abide by the
results of this survey. 

2. Procrastination and excuses
Putting things off for many is the

single most identifiable time waster. 
Delay wastes time and is draining

on energy, with too much time spent
worrying about what needs to be
done. It becomes an endless cycle,
disappointing both clients and the
appraiser. The general watchword is
if you don't start, you won't finish.
The somewhat timeworn cliché
states: "No one plans to fail, they just
fail to plan." 

Most authorities on time manage-
ment agree that planning must oper-
ate at two levels, the first being an
overall plan of personal goals and
priorities, preferably re-evaluated
annually and when this is in place,
then maintain a set out daily plan. 

The overall plan includes life goals,
family values, and financial projec-
tions. These incorporate a personal
value system. 

When it comes down to the day-by-
day challenges, these overall goals set
the tone for each day's decisions.
That decision to make the last inspec-
tion photo of the day or attend a son
or daughter's soccer match is more
easily made under the glare of an
overall plan that sets out priorities for
family interaction and values.

In the end, no matter how good the
system or credible the expert, the real
deep down cause of procrastination is
some undefined fear. When faced
with finally finishing a project, there
may be something in the assignment
that is causing apprehension or
unseen dread. Fight or flee are the
two natural instincts in man.
Procrastination is often fear-based
and is nothing more than flight.

Some appraisal projects involve
multiple variables that involve differ-
ent levels of analyses. In anticipation
of meeting the client's scrutiny,
appraisers are faced with the simple
question as to the acceptability of the
appraisal solution. 

More and more lenders are relying
on computer rule sets to check the
work presented in an appraisal.
Appraisers are finding meeting this
level of scrutiny both time consuming

and sometimes difficult to address. 
Unfortunately, avoidance of these
future issues comes into play, result-
ing in the hesitation to complete the
project. One solution is to anticipate
this level of review by providing
more detail. 

For the computer initiated clarifica-
tion requests, accumulating a running
set of boilerplate comments to
address the clarification requests may
expedite resolving these computer-
driven clarifications requests. 

3.  Mail, telephone, e-mail, and the
Internet

The most common external intru-
sion on an appraiser's workday is the
telephone. Now cell-phones extend
the reach of anyone wanting to talk to
an appraiser. 

Conventional wisdom regarding
phone interruptions is that phone
calls should be turned over to an
answering machine, and phone calls
should be returned at a more conve-
nient time. 

While appraisers can control the
time they call for information etc., no
one can control when a call is
received. 

Appraisers have to remember that
they operate a business with no
inventory and dependent on a con-
stant stream of orders. 

As appraisal management compa-
nies are handling more and more
appraisal products, more and more
appraisal work comes from persons
in a cubicle at some AMC headquar-
ters whose sole job is to place that
appraisal order. 

If the appraiser is not there at the
end of the phone line to say yea or
no, the AMC staff person goes to the
next appraiser on the list. 

An appraiser who is not answering
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the phone immediately, returning
calls promptly after being on the
phone, or forwarding calls to their
cell phone when they are in the field,
is missing out on orders. 

When it comes to phone calls, I
advocate dealing with the phone now
and quickly putting the matter behind
you. Not taking calls promptly is
detrimental to the marketing of an
appraisal firm. In my experience,
answering the phone, and dealing
with that call when it comes in, tends
to be more effective than returning
calls later in the day. 

Ever since reading Alan Lakein's
classic "How to Get Control of Your
Time and Your Life," I think in terms
of priorities when it came to sorting
mail. 

Mail is an "A," "B," or "C." An
"A" requires quick response and goes
into my immediate 'to do" list, and a
B is something not so urgent.
Catalogs, magazines, and such go
into the "C" pile to be looked at
when things are caught up. Or at the
end of the day when concentration
wanes. 

It took a while before I began to
apply the same system to my e-mail.
There is no question that Spam and
Pop Up ads are ruining the Internet
and making e-mail more of a chore
each day, now more of a sorting and
deleting process. 

My ISP has an excellent Spam
trapper from my in-box. I am aston-
ished at how effective it is and what
amazing volumes of e-mail it can
divert. In the beginning, I had to
check to make sure I listed all the
names in my address book so that
those who needed to reach me would
not wind up in dead-Spam-land. 

As far as handling the e-mail that
does get through, I now prioritize my
e-mail in the same way I handle the
mail. For those newsletters or items,
I want to read later, I put them in a
folder. I unsubscribe if I do not find
them of on-going interest. 

Formerly I used e-Fax where all
my faxes came to me as an e-mail
attachment. Now faxing has gone out
of fashion, and dealing with faxes is
no longer necessary. 

My priority items or "A" items are
handled right away if there is an
urgent need. 

I have not used instant messaging,
but for those within an office or in a
workgroup where time is of the
essence and where phone tag is like-
ly, instant messaging appears to be an
efficient way to communicate. 

Use filters to separate private per-
sonal e-mail from business e-mail.
The point is that e-mail can be man-
aged to conserve time. 

In terms of when to check e-mail,
doing so upon every arrival is not
efficient. But since e-mail may also
include an order, not checking e-mail
frequently enough may cause an
order to be lost. Striking a proper
balance is best worked out by trial
and error.

4.  Crisis management
Communication is probably the

best deterrent for a building crisis
that becomes the fire of the day to be
extinguished. Keeping the client
informed about delays and inspection
times is the most effective way to
avoid a crisis. 

If, through lack of planning or fail-
ing to follow an ordered approach to
the workday, crisis becomes the order
of the day, very little can be accom-
plished. Problems are compounded if
the work at hand becomes rushed. 

Work that is rushed may be inaccu-
rate and not represent the appraiser's
best work, resulting in callbacks. 

When a crisis occurs and creates an
interruption, there is always an
opportunity to take preventive mea-
sures to avoid a reoccurrence. 

The single most effective tool for
dealing with office crisis manage-
ment is to work within an overall
plan with set priorities leaving time
to deal with the unexpected and
uncontrollable patterns of appraisal
practice. Use short blocks of time
constructively when between jobs,
working out priorities that leave time
eventually to deal with a crisis. 

5.  Wrong software and outdated
technology

When it comes to technology in the
appraisal office, nothing is constant
or enduring. Computers, printers,
software, and other technology that
are outdated can quickly reduce pro-
ductivity. Underpowered and under-
performing computers are the main
contributor to the slow-down of work
in an appraisal office. However, some
slow-down of computers may be due
to having too many files on a com-
puter. It is always best to have a com-
puter "guru" to consider such items. 

A simple solution may be archiving
old files and freeing up disk space,
allowing the computer to run at more
reasonable speeds. 

Access to the Internet with slow
dial-up connections results in extend-
ed transfer time for reports sent by e-
mail and longer times for Web-based
research. 

How to tell if your software is out-
dated? A general rule is if your com-
puter can't run the latest version of a
critical program, it is probably time
to upgrade. In making any investment
in new equipment or software, the
increased workflow is an important
consideration. 

It might be good for the residential
appraiser to take a serious look at res-
idential software and conduct a seri-
ous reevaluation of the needs and
benefits. 

Some residential appraisal software
may have too many features or be
more challenging to use for the level



application for the iPhone and Droid
phone? It is convenient. Item two:
Office weather report: Partly Cloudy,
becoming increasingly cloudy. 

Everyone should be thinking of
working on the Cloud to send a back-
up to the Cloud (DropBox) For notes
and keeping track. Check out Ever
Note, a multi-notebook program just
right for keeping track of a lot of
data.

6.  Workspace problems - Layout
and clutter

As 2021 rushes along, a New Year's
Resolution may be in order. 

It might be well to spend a few
days monitoring work patterns to
highlight inefficiencies built into
work habits and the place where most
of the work is done. 

Look at where you layout work and
where you do research. Check out
access to files and your file retention
guidelines. Most computer desks are
not suitable for reading and reviewing
documents. The location of frequently
used books and research material has
a bearing on workflow. 

How many times a day do you
have to get up to retrieve some item
or file, and are those files easy to
find? Look at how you answer the
phone and whether you have exten-
sion phones located where you can
pick them up and review a file at the
file location. 

I now use a "Weather-Tech" phone
stand for my smartphone. Previously,
finding the phone on the desk was a
treasure hunt, and now it is in easy
reach. Fixing many of the items that
reduce productivity may often be a
matter of reorganizing the physical
workspace. 

Reorganizing may add a longer
phone extension cord or transfer
books away from the work area. It
may merely be a matter of finally,
once and for all, reducing the clutter
around the work area. 
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of appraising in the appraisal office. 
Some residential software just has

not kept up with the demands of an
increased workflow. Residential soft-
ware has to enable the appraiser to
produce a report that meets the
client's needs. It must also allow the
appraiser to produce that report accu-
rately in the shortest amount of time.
When the 1004MC swung into place,
many appraisers embraced third-
party software programs and MLS
based programs that stepped up the
efficiency of producing this report.

An evaluation of the technology
and software in the office should be
comprehensive and be zero-based. It
is essential to look at all office soft-
ware as if you were starting a new
office. 

In this way, workhorse programs
such as the word-processing program
and spreadsheet program receive a
critical look at web-based programs
for flood maps, maps, sketch pro-
grams, and database programs.

Windows 10 set off a total revolu-
tion in the world of appraising. The
introduction of Windows 10 changed
how appraisers are developing
appraisals in the field. The clipboard
is about to go the way of the 35mm
camera. 

In the history of technology, it was
never the hardware. It was always the
software. VisiCalc, Lotus 1-2-3,
WordStar, Word Perfect drove com-
puter hardware sales. These early
software solutions evolved, demon-
strating that nothing is forever. 

Change is constant and merciless.
Tablets have been out there for years,
yet, appraisers were slow to adapt
simply because of the software gap. 

There is no longer a software gap.
Each appraisal software company has
adapted to the tablet world. However,

the reality of the appraisal profession
is that appraisers are slow to adapt. In
short, appraisers tend to be technolo-
gy nincompoops. 

With the state of appraisal soft-
ware, there is no excuse for not com-
pleting the sketch of properties on a
tablet or accumulating property data
in the field. The reason…. Windows
10 now makes it possible to take the
existing report directly into the field;
enter the data, the sketch info into the
report. Instead of a data collecting
program, the information goes direct-
ly into the report with no steep learn-
ing curve, no paid down-load fees. 

There are programs such as Ever
Note that make it possible to write
handwritten notes in the field on the
tablet and sync these notes with the
office computer. 

Appraisal software has a full array
of picklist options so that during the
inspection, these can be accessed and
noted in the report. 

With a smartphone camera, the
property photos and comp photos can
be put into the report while in the
field. WYSIWYG was part of the jar-
gon of early computer technology. 

Windows 10 makes a lot of
appraisers see their way clear to
finally adapt to tablet computers.
"What You See Is What You Get"
Windows 10 and a good tablet make
it possible to lug the familiar report
software into the field and skip the
clipboard once and for all. 

Keep your eye on the developing
tablet world. The Windows 10 tablet
means the appraiser can keep all the
familiar software and not have Droid
or Apple applications on one comput-
er and Windows version on another.

On a closing tech note: Does
everyone know there is an HP-12C
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Analyze the filing system. Make
sure you have the necessary supplies
to maintain a proper filing system.
Assess whether you need to shift into
a paper-less office system or need
more filing cabinets to make files
easily and quickly accessible. 

I had a chance to reorganize my
work area recently. I had enough
room in my new office to create two
work areas, one where my computer
is located and another for a desk
where I could do reading and review
research. 

Again, it is vital to keep the
fatigue factor in mind. Trying to read
lengthy documents at a computer
desk is tiring. Having a work area
more conducive to paper handling
can reduce fatigue and, more than
likely, eye-stain. Another argument
for another work area is to consider
where you view your e-mail. 

There appears to be some divided
thought about when to read e-mail.
Conventional wisdom seems to think
of e-mail as an intrusion invading on
valuable time. Others see e-mail as
an essential tool that often requires
quick turnaround time. For some,
frequent checking of e-mail allows
for a small break from the intense
work of computer input. 

The new prevalence of Zoom
meetings and, for that matter, helpful
Podcasts is astonishing. Use of
Zoom and similar programs acceler-
ated in the on-going Covid-19 deba-
cle. 

Wireless networking is now ubiq-
uitous, with the ability to link two or
more computers on a network.
Setting up a second work area with a
second computer or laptop is a feasi-
ble alternative, allowing two separate

work areas, one allocated for research
and reading and the other reserved
just for computer work and data
input. 

I have a small laptop easily moved
for this means of communication.
This extra laptop allows the main
computer to remain operating while
participating in a Zoom meeting or
taking in a Podcast.

Of course, the greatest boost in my
work area's productivity was the addi-
tion of a second monitor and then six
months later a third. With more and
more data online, a second and third
monitor is a minimum standard. The
ability to cut and paste from one mon-
itor to the other will provide a signifi-
cant productivity boost. 

7.  Substandard research resources
Relying on information from unreli-

able or dated publications, Websites,
research papers, and other sources can
make it necessary to extend or dupli-
cate work. 

Subscribe only to those publications
and data sources that will be actually
used in the appraisal practice.
Discontinue those trade publications,
newspapers, and magazines that clut-
ter up the office and never really get
read or used. 

The Internet offers many sources of
data. Be on the lookout for new Web
sites and, by use of search engines
like Google, investigate others when
undertaking a new appraisal project.
Opportunities to move from printed
information to searchable databases
abound on the Internet. It just requires
an effort to develop them. 

8.  Running errands and traveling
Appraisers, particularly residential

appraisers, spend up to 25% of their
time on inspections and travel time. 
With so much time traveling and
working out of the office, an equal
effort to complete work in the office
to plan and prioritize carefully is
important. 

Mapping out trips in advance,

avoiding rush hour traffic, and com-
bining trips are useful tips when look-
ing at this important segment of an
appraiser's time schedule. I routinely
use an Internet map routing program
to set out my route for photographing
comparables. I estimate at least a 30-
minute savings using these mapping
offerings.

During the re-fi boom, appraisers
relied heavily on a priority system for
more valued clients as turnaround
times lengthened. This was an impor-
tant lesson learned with the applica-
tion when things begin to slow down. 

Scheduling appraisal inspections
start with the negotiation process at
the beginning of the assignment.
Allowing for some leeway at the
beginning of the appraisal process will
make it possible to combine inspec-
tions and make better use of the time
spent going from assignment to
assignment.

Now is also an excellent time to
look at the whole subject of appraisal
scope of work and the ramifications
on the amount of time spent inspect-
ing the subject, particularly a property
for a commercial report. 

More and more commercial apprais-
ers are not including the cost approach
in their reports recognizing the client's
needs and addressing the reliability
issues that must be addressed in
developing a scope of work for each
assignment. 

In developing an assignment with-
out the cost approach, the depth of
inspection is not as extensive as it
would be if the cost approach were
presented. This can likely result in
spending less time and effort in the
inspection process. 

Errands outside the appraisal prac-
tice and trips to buy office supplies
can eat away at valuable time.
Planning all trips, both business and
personal, is worth the effort. Not
wasting time on duplicate trips or
unnecessary trips is part of the process
of carefully managing time spent trav-
eling and completing errands. 
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Lastly, develop a set of criteria to
define work that is best left to others
or, in some cases, can be accom-
plished but at a greater fee. In terms
of work best left to others, as a mat-
ter of office policy, I do not accept
Reverse Mortgage appraisals. 

On the more challenging side of
appraising, I complete appraisals for
off-grid properties, but with strictly
held expectations of higher fees. In
Montana, appraisal requests are year-
round, with some properties only
accessible on lake islands by boat or
property only accessed in winter by
snowmobile. These are considered
only on a case-by-case since pre-
determined criteria is not generally
possible.

10. Ineffective delegation or no
delegation

There is a good argument for
appraisers without backup assistance
for taking on assistance in the form
of temporary help or long-term assis-
tance. Much of the input in appraisal
reports, filing, and making appoint-
ments can easily be turned over to
others, thus freeing up time for the
appraiser to do more meaningful
work. 

Using software accounting pro-
grams, such a Quick-Books, along
with their payroll service, make it
possible for those running one-person
appraisal office to take on part-time
help and steer clear of payroll prob-
lems in an IRS or State Agency audit.
It is also an excellent way to pay fee
splits to trainees who do not qualify
for contract worker status. 

There is always the thought that
you can do it better than your staff.
This usually puts you in a position of
doing more than is necessary, leaving
little time to focus on the necessary
and the essentials of your appraisal
practice. Time is not leveraged when
not allowing others to carry out basic
and routine tasks.

9.  Not saying "No." or Why do I
feel guilty when I say "NO."

How each person perceives time
has much to do with their ability to
negotiate assignments and control
their workflow. People who think of
time as relational or as "possibilities;
there is always time for one more
thing." have a difficult time setting
up boundaries and working within a
realistic framework. 

Then, how you think about time
bears heavily on your ability to say
"no" and control workflow. Taking
on too much prevents working at an
optimum pace, and therefore apprais-
ers do not work at their best level.
This becomes a disservice to the full
range of clients, and more time dis-
appears. 

One appraiser friend of mine puts
all this into stark terms. Early on, he
advises appraisers to deal with those
who say, "I need this right away."
very skeptically. When dealing with
clients, he says that appraisers have
to operate with a specific question in
mind, "How is your problem, my
problem?" 

In this 24/7/365 world, seldom are
things that urgent. This again is the
lesson of the re-fi boom. Business
went on when turnaround times
exceeded two to three weeks. 

The time to settle on a reasonable
start and finish time is in the initial
engagement negotiations. Appraisers
need not get caught up in the client's
urgent, last-minute world. 

Use a realistic deadline, somewhat
more significant than you expect, to
give you time to finish the assign-
ment without becoming rushed and
becoming another crisis. As in every
assignment, also cover the assign-
ment's scope of work so that the
client's true expectations and needs
are met, and the job can be complet-
ed with reliable results. 

Sometimes, a less extensive
approach to an assignment can yield
satisfactory results and meet a realis-
tic deadline.

There are many time wasters in
everyday appraisal practice.
Correcting, modifying, and eliminat-
ing these often take time and invest-
ment. Appraisers benefit themselves
and their firm by regularly reviewing
the changes made to ensure that they
are still effective. If they are, contin-
ue with the changes. If not, introduce
some new ideas. 

Recent developments in the
appraisal world, particularly the
Covid 19 virus's challenges, point to
some difficult times ahead. 

Increased marketing efforts will
mean the difference in the coming
months as the appraisal business
comes to grips with changes brought
about in a new Presidential
Administration. 

Considering an action plan based
on finding time to market is a good
way to meet the challenges in 2021.

About the author
Doug Smith has an appraisal prac-

tice in Missoula, Montana, and is a
certified general appraiser doing both
residential and commercial apprais-
ing with a specialty in high end resi-
dential properties as well as hotel,
bar and restaurant commercial 
businesses.

He has an MBA from the
University of Montana and the SRA
designation from the Appraisal
Institute as well as an AI-RSS review
designation. 

He is an active mentor and each of
the his last three trainees have gone
on to receive their SRA designation.
This month his latest trainee received
his residential license from the State
of Montana. 

He can be contacted at 
hotelman@montana.com

mailto:hotelman@montana.com
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By Rachel Massey, SRA,
AI-RRs

Editor’s comments: This is a fantastic
idea for all appraisers! I regularly do
"broker surveys" where I call, or
email, agents I know to see what they
say. This is much more sophisticated.

Over the years I have worked on
building a list of agents who

have opted in on email newsletters,
market data, and survey responses.
At this writing the list is at 200 par-
ticipants out of a local board of
850+/- members, so a decent list, but
not all. 

I've used this list to share interest-
ing market tidbits about my small
market area, providing monthly mar-
ket data that is a bit different from
what the Board of Realtors distrib-
utes, and use it as a way to ask ques-
tions when the market data is sparse. 

Often there are elements of com-
parison that are simply not easy to
extract from the market. These
include elements such as their opin-
ion of the value of a pond, cul-de-sac
locations, or the market value of a lift
in a two-story house.

Working on an appraisal of a love-
ly old Colonial style house, with all
bedrooms on the second floor. Client
installed a personal elevator, very
unobtrusive, to the second floor so
that they could age in place. This is a
very logical type of renovation, but
in searching the MLS, only one sale
of an older house such as this, turned
up a sale with this feature. One sale
is something, but not enough to
extract an adjustment. 

The question is, other than cost of
the lift, what would the value be
related to the market? I sent out a
question to my 200-participant distri-
bution list, hoping for 50 responses.
My question was the percentage of

cost value would be added, if any, by
installing the lift. 

At the end of the day, I received 53
responses, with the majority indicat-
ing around 25% or less than cost (25
votes), but another 22 indicating
between 50-75% of cost. My analysis
of cost was $30,000 and the owner
told me my cost was correct, with
another $10,000 for installation. This
elevator was recently installed and
lightly used, and does enable flexibil-
ity for some occupant. 

In the end, my opinion is that the
value added is at least 50% of cost
due to age and condition, as well as
due to the responses I received from
the agents. I had one sale available
with an elevator, but the house was
not competitive. 

Although this type of analysis for
an adjustment is not proof, it does
provide a level of support, and the

support is certainly better than pluck-
ing the adjustment out of thin air.

My recommendationfor appraisers
is to start to have relationships of
sorts with your local agents if one
does not already exist. 

Sharing the results of their own
information back with them is some-
thing the agents in my area love. It
builds bridges, and it keeps my name
in front of them for when they have a
divorce, estate, or other type of 
referral.

About the Author
Rachel is a former staff review

appraiser and has seen a lot of
appraisals. She start appraising in
1992 and has written many appraisal
articles. 

Web site:
www.annarborappraisals.com

The Power of Surveys 
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By George Dell, MAI, SRA,
ASA, CRE

Editor’s Comments: George is a year
younger than me (mid-70s) so I
remember what  it was like in the
“old days?. I started appraising in
the mid-1970s. He is very dedicated
to helping appraisers advance in
their skills. We are both over 75 and
will be eligible for the Covid vaccine.

Thank you to Ann O'Rourke for
asking me questions for this arti-

cle, and perhaps more in the future.
Questions of a more personal nature,
but helpful to get over my self-ego-
fear. The need to appear humble,
while reveling in secret self-adula-
tion. 

Ann has been a friend for many
years. She was one of the earliest to
recognize the importance of comput-
ers for the (then) future of valuation.
She said everyone should get an
email address, and perhaps even grab
a website name! Can you imagine
that? (1990s)

She helped me (and others) get
solutions before we realized we had
problems. Can you imagine that? I
was flattered that she asked me to
speak at her early conferences, and
later contribute articles for her
newsletter.

In writing such articles over the
years, she often taunted me about
being too technical, too hard, and too
"academic." I have always had an
excuse. How can you explain high-
falutin' things with low-falutin'
words? "Not possible," said I.

But it's worth a try. Others have
said the same. Make it plain.

I wanted to be helpful to those
who wished to stay with appraisal,
knowing that big changes are com-
ing. To help others gain what I
gained from those who went before
me. To share from my unique back-
ground and history. The best of my
mentors weren't snooty, but they
were able to tell their own story.
Like their stories, my story is partly
accident, and partly intention. It was
always fun.

Ann said if I make it more person-
al, it is more readable - and please,
please explain the obsession with sta-
tistics.

Why do I do this? 
The first article (the May 17, 2017

Analogue Blog) along these lines was
titled: "Why I Do This: Because the
Appraisal Profession is in Trouble."
My hope for this blog, this forum,
this place for community is to pro-
vide you - and us - a place to con-
nect, to exchange ideas, theories,
thoughts and better ways.

Others wrote comments to that
blog (still available to free
georgedell.com blog subscribers). 
" One, Jerry Tomko, noted the loss
of joy in going to work after 35
years, brought on by less-than self-
honest appraisers;
" Another (my friend Steve Smith)
mentioned the interplay of the four
elements of our lives: physical, men-
tal, emotional, and spiritual.
" Spence Powell, a long-time con-
tributor to the profession, reminded
us that we get paid for honesty, and
that honesty is in demand by those
who care!
" And Gary Kristensen, a many-time
commenter who actually endorsed
'balance.'

" And Teresa Martin, Tom
Terwilliger, and Dean Mangione
(who I first met in service to the
Society of Real Estate Appraisers -
remember?)

School and Borax 
My story begins before all this,

when I was pushing my 40's, trying
to figure out what to do when I grew
up. It was getting scary. There were
some past successes, but mostly
short-lived.

School (mostly accounting and
economics) set me up with some use-
ful knowledge. Those letters after my
name opened doors. But what gave
me deeper value as an employee, as
a participant, was what I learned
from other people. It was people who
gave me values, intentions, and a
sense of purpose. People.

Before appraising, I was CEO of
my second insulation manufactur-
ing/marketing company, during the
first 'awareness' (around 1981) of the
need for energy conservation. It was
fun and varied. We had a huge
machine, three stories tall -- with a
'cyclone' on top. The machine ground
up recycled newsprint and combined
it with borax to create housing insu-
lation. Contractors could blow it into
ceilings, or wet-spray it on between
studs.

Conveniently, the borax also
helped with pest control. (The little
bugs just hate it on their feet).
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George Dell - The Anti-Statistics Guy
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First appraisal "job"
I engineered the sale of the compa-

ny to a larger one, and sold myself
out of a great management job.
Jobless again. But I had a friend. Her
name was Ceil. She said her
boyfriend, a former navy pilot, had
recently become an appraiser and
needed someone to keep the office
open while they went on vacation.
Of course - why not?

His name was Phil. He had six
months experience. Sounds good.

Fortunately, Phil had good ethics
and good intentions. And he rented
office space in an MAI's office
(Gerry Kibbey). The honor and
ethics I learned in that office stands
out still today. I liked it. Doing hous-
es, I noticed people treated me as an
authority figure. It felt nice to feel
respected. I liked it. 

I liked the freedom to do other
things, as I was doing a lot of volun-
teer work at the time. Gerry did not
like adjustments. He swore by 'qual-
itative' analysis. He did a lot of liti-
gation work. He said he did not like
to have to explain adjustments and
adjustment sizes. You could easily
say 'superior' or 'inferior' or 'similar' -
but explaining $40/square foot was
squirmy.

Who you knew was more valuable
than what you knew - before
computers

In those days, who you knew was
more important than what you knew.
Good data came only from people.
We didn't call it 'confirming.' We
called it collecting information. Data
collection was 80% of the work.
The other 20% was evenly split: 10%
analysis and 10% typing.

Even getting the sale price often
required conversations, mostly with
agents. We cultivated our relation-
ships with brokers and agents and
even title company 'ownership'
departments. And even Board of
Realtors' office managers, who
guarded the gate to the magical
paper records of sales.

Collecting the data was half the
fun. We learned to smile. And be
nice.

For residential work, we hand-
wrote our reports, with a half-page
"grid" and a few words (if neces-
sary). On page 2 we glued the
'Polaroids' of the front and street of
the subject house. There was empha-
sis that the subject property actually
showed in the street picture.

Ceil, the girlfriend, had a secretari-
al service. After a great deal of
haranguing, she convinced Phil that
typing reports would be much more
professional. I hated it.

Fortunately, in high school, I took
an 'early' 7am class to learn to type.
18+ words per minute! We debated
between 'Pica' or 'Elite.' The office
was broken into, and the Pica
machine stolen. Elite it was!

MLS was the primary data source.
The white "comp books" came out
four times a year, quarterly. It took
about three weeks for them to be
published and distributed. A good,
easy comp was always some four
months old or older. But it was easy.
We had a copy machine.

I could copy three or four pages,
checkmark the ones that seemed use-
ful, and look at 8 or 10 comps out in
the field. No one told me what a
good comp was. Just that it had to be
nearby (within ½ mile, never more
than one mile). Similar size. The rest
was intuitive. It just felt right. 

I learned on handwritten, one-page
reports (and subject/street 'Polaroid"
pictures). Then we went to two-page
reports, with pictures of all three
comps. (Can't they just trust us?) The
answer was we had to -- because
some appraisers were caught not
looking at comps. Because they could
make more money faster! Worse yet,
they had been told that they had to
have good ethics. Can you imagine? 

There was still little pressure to "hit
the number." Most lenders really
wanted to know the truth. Risky
packages could not yet be sold off to
the GSE (Government Sponsored
Enterprises), or other wall-street-type
of passing on of risk.

Fannie Mae forms 
And we had approved "FannieMae"

appraiser numbers. Official! Then we
got the FannieMae Report. A front
page on the neighborhood and sub-
ject, the cost approach, and a second
page for the comps 'grid.' On legal-
size paper! Always more and more!
Grrrr!

But still, I enjoyed the job. It
blended a bit of bean-counter, field-
work, research, and people. The vari-
ety of skills and activities really went
well for me. There seemed to be
respect for the work done, and in par-
ticular, SREA and AIREA education
(which merged into today's Appraisal
Institute).
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The return to appraising a career
Later, after another non-appraisal

'turnaround' company situation (comic
book publishing/distribution), I
returned to appraisal. 

A former appraisal client (Kevin)
had gone independent fee-appraiser.
He said my education and experience
was well suited for commercial
appraisal, and he would train me in
that direction. I said ok. With a smile.

After a year or so, I decided it
would be nice to just go out on my
own. I rented the space next door,
sharing a bathroom and data with
Kevin's office. It worked! Both the
data and the bathroom were impor-
tant.

In short order, it seemed this would
be a career. Something I had really
been seeking. A variety of activities,
apply prior education in economics,
real estate experience, and indepen-
dence.

I joined the SREA, attending both
the San Diego Chapter and the SD
North County Chapter meetings,
every month. And the AIREA. And
the "Council of Lenders and Affiliated
Services" group. Even got to speak
there once. Introduced myself as
"George, your friendly neighborhood
appraiser." Always got a laugh, and
even some customers.

Society classes were excellent. I
took seminars. Lots of seminars.
Anything possible to improve my
knowledge. A résumé with a long list
of classes. Years later, when inter-
viewing for MAI experience credit
one member of the committee
remarked: "All these seminars - how
do you ever find the time to do any
appraisals?!"

I liked the learning. And the practi-
cal application. And more and more,
appraisal seemed to be a very relevant
application of my education in eco-
nomics. In particular, micro-econom-
ics (dealing with buyer/seller interac-
tions), and welfare economics 
(measuring well-being). Also, 
econometrics, a blend of economic
theory, math, and statistics. And even
game theory which seemed to suit the
few-buyers, few-sellers reality of real
estate markets.

And the degree in accounting fit
well with the aspects of income prop-
erty evaluation.

First college computer class 
I had always wanted to learn more

about computers. The class was
"Basic Computers." We learned about
Hollerith cards, "IBM cards." Holes
in census cards. 80 columns wide, and
10 rows high.

We "programmed" a computer by
sitting at a keypunch machine (a loud,
hole-cutting typewriter). One card at a
time. Put them into a box. Then carry
the box three buildings over on the
school campus. Fill in the form, smile
at the computer center student helper
person. Gently ask when. When will
the program be run? Usually it took
two days.

Walk back over, and get the com-
puter run printout. With any luck, you
actually got results. It was wonderful.
Well, not really. It didn't seem to have
any practical application for things I
was doing.

How I got started with econometrics
(math and economics)

But Ann asked me that crude ques-
tion: "Why and how did you become
obsessed with statistics?"

There are two parts to this answer.
First it is not true. I am the anti-sta-
tistics guy! Second, economics had
come to use a lot of the (old) statis-
tics. It was my love of economics.
Appraisal is micro-economics. And
that included "statistics."

I did not like stats. That stuff made
me uneasy! It was a challenge. They
said it was important. I wanted to fig-
ure it out. Take stats classes. Then I
would be smart!

It never happened. But I still want-
ed to be smart.

My early interest in economics
came to me mostly in classes at San
Diego State University, which also
included a class in econo-metrics.
(Measurement of economic things).
Empirical, evidence-based economics
was still new. 

Computers become available to
social sciences 

At that point computers were just
coming available to the social sci-
ences - not totally a math physics
engineering type of thing.
(Interestingly, the earliest of the social
sciences to use computers and statis-
tics were psychology and human
behavior. Later, evidence-based medi-
cine and public health like Covid stuff
- made heavy use of statistics.) 

The study of economics combined
with math and stats was to be called
"econometrics." As computers bled
into research and analysis in that
field, economics as an academic sci-
ence went from words to math. And
the math always involved statistics.
And data slowly began to arrive elec-
tronically instead of on paper.

In earlier days, the only people who
could even think about regression
analysis were college professors.
They had three or four graduate assis-
tants to do the massive arithmetic.
But the statistics was always inferen-
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It was wicked blasphemy. Analyze
the market first - then select similar
comps? It wasn't in the book. It was-
n't in the standards. It wasn't in the
courses required to get your license.

The groupthink, the body of knowl-
edge, and even standards, blocked -
and still block - the correct sequence
of scientific investigation and analy-
sis.

But unblocking it requires change. 
Going from statistics to data analysis

I do not see me as obsessed with
statistics. I see the industry, the pro-
fession, and clientele as being locked
into an outmoded, outdated pattern of
thinking about valuation. It is that
very subjectivity and bias that arrives
on our doorstep.

We have the data, we have the
algorithms, we have the computer
power. Can we deliver?

The answer is the Science of Data,
the analysis of all the relevant data,
not picking comps, just like USPAP
requires.

So my "obsession" with statistics is
actually not. I am against the use of
sophisticated p-values, confidence
intervals, and pretend random sam-
ples. Inferential statistics is not rele-
vant, and should not be used in valua-
tion. 

I also question the continued use of
a handful of cherry-picked comps.
Comps are subject to unintentional
and intentional selection bias. I ques-
tion the focus on comps, when what
we really need to be focused on is -
the market. The market in which the
subject competes. It could be three
directly competitive sales, or 13, or
130. Or even thousands of data points
for income property types.

sale information, one sale on each
sheet, colored by property type.

It was the start of instantly avail-
able electronic data. And soon after,
we had the start of the desktop com-
puter. My first computer was an
AT&T 5300. Two 5¼" floppy drives.
One for the DOS comps software,
and one for the appraisal itself. It was
a great moment.

Computers and the beginning of end
of the "trust me" for appraisers

We gathered the whole office staff
together. Eight appraisers and two
clerical staff. There was actual
oohhing and aahhing as I turned it on,
and explained how the advanced sys-
tem did "self-testing." The change
was exciting.

But there was something wrong. In
my heart I knew it was the beginning
of the end of "trust me" appraisal
work. We would need more. It was
the start of AVM-type competition. It
was the start of data and the form
printing. Later with the magic of the
laser printer!

We even got an office network,
with wires running up to the drop-
ceiling, so appraisers could use the
modem and print right from their
desk. We took turns.

Data analysis not statistics 
Statistics. My obsession. Not. We

were just stuck with the word 'statis-
tics' because no one had really heard
of 'data analysis': the direct study of
large groups of data, without the need
to take samples. No random samples
were necessary to study markets. You
could study the data directly.

It became obvious to me that if you
had all the data on a market, you did
not need to take a sample. Not a ran-
dom sample. And not a convenient
judgment sample.

You could simply study the market
directly. No need to pick comps. 

tial statistics - describing a popula-
tion from a random sample.
You summarized the whole by sam-
pling a part. There were two types of
samples:
- Random samples, from which the
whole world of inferential 'statistics'
comes.
- Judgment samples, from which the
traditional world of appraisal comes.

Statistics and appraising in the early
days 

Appraisers and appraisal education
could escape the difficult, convoluted,
and often-deceptive inferential statis-
tics. It was not really a part of the
appraisal curriculum at all. We were
comparing comps, not measuring
markets.

In fact, even basic 'descriptive sta-
tistics,' like mean, median, range, and
standard deviation, were considered
unnecessary. The idea was pooh-
poohed. Rightfully so. "Why would
you take the average of three or four
comps?" Of course . . . You just look
at them!

Yet something bothered me. Two
things were happening: desktop com-
puters, and easy electronic data deliv-
ery. We went from those MLS comp
books -every three months - to
modem availability at 60 bps! Why in
a just five or ten minutes, you could
get all the information on a recent
sale - the whole listing!

Non-residential information took
longer, still in print form. In the early
1980s, the then-manager of Datacomp
(a predecessor to today's CoStar) used
to come to my office to learn to do
appraisals, to improve their product -



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)

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. 
©2021 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–January 2021

What I am doing now
In my writings, and the Stats,

Graphs, and Data Science classes, we
focus on markets, not comps. We
apply the three basicodels to predict
value, and five dimensions to identify
the relevant data set. And we use
modern open-source (free) software. 

And we have a community of
appraisers who help each other. Join
us.

What we do is simple and intuitive.
It makes sense. And we have more
fun!
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