
As governments begin easing re-
strictions enabling non-essential 
workers to return to work, employ-
ers need to prepare return-to-office 
protocols. Employers must comply 
with government orders with guid-
ance from federal, state, and local 
officials as the situation evolves. 
As companies become legally per-
mitted to reopen and scale up oper-
ations, employers may still be ex-
posed to legal liability if sufficient 
precautions are not taken. Employ-
ees may also hesitate to return if 
they are concerned overall condi-
tions are not adequately safe.

Over the last several years em-
ployers continued to squeeze more 
workers into less office space. The 
average amount of square feet oc-
cupied by one office worker was 
250 for several years. As of 2018, 
the national average was 194 square 
feet per employee, which is down 
8.3% since 2009. The square foot-
age per worker varies with the more 
expensive markets having less 
space per employee.

Boston-area brokers and land-
lords report the average office 
worker now occupies roughly 175 
s/f. Therefore, a 100,000 s/f office 
building that traditionally housed 
400 workers now houses 571. The 
roughly 40% increase in the num-
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ber of people working in a building 
presents a challenge for landlords 
and employers to effectively main-
tain social distancing guidelines.

In addition to the overall office 
densification trend, many employ-
ers have chosen to place workers 
in shared office environments with 
common area congregation space. 
Offices with these shared common 
spaces are designed for group inter-
action. Several companies adopted 
these open designs without consid-
eration of disease transmission be-
tween employees.

Microbes tend to concentrate and 
spread from common area surfaces 
such as refrigerators, drawer han-
dles, faucet handles, push-out exit 
doors, and even coffee pots. It is 
important to remember the greatest 
risk is not from the building itself, 
but from infected employees. If one 
person is sick, they spread the germs 
through coughing and sneezing, 
touching surfaces, and contacting 
others. Even staying at their desks, 
germs are spread by the flying drop-
lets that settle on surface and cause 
contamination. Infected employees 
may also be asymptomatic and un-
knowingly shed the virus onto their 
fellow coworkers. A study from the 
American Society for Microbiology 
found that a virus on a single door-
knob or table in an office building 
could be detected on 40% to 60% 
of workers, visitors, and commonly 
touched objects within two to four 
hours.

These new generation office lay-
outs may require expensive recon-

figurations in order to comply with 
social distancing guidelines or risk 
liability lawsuits and employee 
turnover. In the interim, employers 
may be required to install protective 
barriers at workstations with the 
closure of common area congrega-
tion space. Office layouts designed 
to maximize density and employee 
interaction may now be functionally 
obsolete in the age of COVID-19.

WeWork leases roughly 1.5 mil-
lion s/f with another 1.2 million s/f  
leased to similar operators in Boston 
and Cambridge (excluding the sub-
urbs). If these facilities are required 
to operate at less than 50% capacity, 
the business model may not remain 
financially feasible.

Most health experts predict a sec-
ond wave of COVID-19 in the fall 
with no working vaccine available 
for mass distribution until at least 
late-2021.

Consider that a one million s/f 
tower houses approximately 5,000 
office workers. How can social dis-
tancing in elevators be maintained 
during the morning and evening 
commutes? Staggered work shifts 
would be difficult to manage be-
tween 75 to 100 companies. Are 
all of those companies maintaining 
consistent social distancing rules 
within their respective office areas? 
What about restrooms?

Companies offering workers pri-
vate offices with limited common 
areas may have an edge in attracting 
and retaining employees over larger 
companies with shared work envi-
ronments in towers. However, po-

tential off-sets could involve compa-
nies allowing a higher percentage of 
their employees to work from home.

Modifications designed to reduce 
disease spread that are less expen-
sive may include installing automat-
ed doors for ingress and egress into 
the main building, tenant suites, and 
restrooms and installing automated 
water and soap dispensers.

Others modifications may be 
more costly such as redesigning the 
HVAC systems to reduce spread of 
viruses and bacteria from coughing 
or sneezing employees.

Attention needs to be paid iden-
tifying potential obsolescence in 
the layout of tenant suites, new 
common area standards, and poten-
tially larger vertical circulation and 
HVAC issues. Thoughtful attention 
needs to be given in cash flow pro-
jections regarding tenant renewal 
assumptions, downtime between 
tenant turnovers, and the appro-
priate new and renewal tenant im-
provement allowances. In addition, 
there will likely be a substantial 
increase in cleaning/janitorial and 
management expenses.

Moving forward, appraisers need 
to take into consideration the vari-
ous forms of obsolescence created 
by the COVID-19 pandemic in of-
fice properties through identifica-
tion, determining whether the issue 
is curable or incurable, and consid-
ering the use of capital deductions 
and extraordinary assumptions.
Thomas J. Jensen, MAI is Principal 
and Executive Director of Boston 
Appraisal & Consulting, LLC
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why we can’t estimate inspection 
times as easily now. Most people 
are understanding. 

We also have the lowest in-
terest rates in history with un-
precedented volume. There is a 
temporary shortage of appraisers, 
especially ones that can handle 
the complex properties. I will 
handle the high end homes and 
difficult floor plans that other 
appraisers decline. I strongly be-
lieve that experienced appraisers 
that can handle them should, but 
of course we need to be paid for 
that superior skill. I am concerned 
that there seems to be a shortage 
of appraisers that can handle the 
difficult properties. There needs 
to be more field training. You 
can’t learn that in a classroom. 
Lenders need to be sympathetic 
to what appraisers are struggling 
with to do their job during this 
time. Most appraisers are work-
ing harder than ever, working 
long hours. We know this volume 
won’t last. Then we will face an-
other set of issues as competent, 
experienced appraisers compete 
with less experienced appraisers 
and appraisal management com-
panies who will try and cut fees to 
increase their profit margins. But 
for now I just want to do the job 
I love, support my family without 
risking their life doing it. To all, 
stay safe. 

Maria Hopkins SRA, RA, is pres-
ident of Maria Hopkins Associ-
ates, Spencer, Mass.
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Real estate appraisers appraise 
real estate, except that what we really 
value are the rights in real property 
represented by the real estate. But, 
real estate is tangible and generally 
fixed in location. 

There have been some attempts 
to change the traditional role of the 
appraiser performing an inspection of 
a property for valuation purposes. As a 
result, there has been some confusion 
over what an appraiser is inspecting, 
when viewing the subject of a real 
estate appraisal.

One enhancement that has come 
to the forefront has been a hybrid 
appraisal where a third party inspects 
the real estate and provides a report to 
the valuing appraiser. This is a work 
in progress and where some GSE 
interest became apparent in using this 
splitting up of the appraisal process, 
there are some issues that need to be 
straightened out. 

Viewing and inspecting the real 
estate is a critical part of the process. 
A statement in the certification notes 
whether or not we inspected a property 
and the results of the inspection are 
reported in the body of the report.  
Inspecting the property is critical 
for both residential and commercial 
appraisers.  Likewise clients want to 
ensure that properties are adequately 
identified and inspected.

The large issue with third party 
inspections is ascertaining the inspec-
tor’s credibility and the realiability 
of the output from the inspection. 
Another issue is how to handle what 
is essentially “significant” assistance, 
since the inspection is conducted to 
obtain relevant physical characteris-
tics of the subject property.

USPAP defines physical charac-
teristics as “attributes of a property 
that are observable or measurable as 
a matter of fact, as distinguished from 
opinions and conclusions, which are 
the result of some level of analysis or 
judgment.”

The current edition of USPAP 
defines personal inspection as “a 
physical observation performed to 
assist in identifying relevant property 
characteristics in a valuation service.” 
The definition goes on to say:  “An 
appraiser’s inspection is typically 
limited to those things readily ob-
servable without the use of special 
testing or equipment. Appraisals 
of some types of property, such as 
gems and jewelry, may require the 
use of specialized equipment. An 
inspection by an appraiser is not 
the equivalent of an inspection by 
an inspection professional (e.g., a 
structural engineer, home inspector, 
or art conservator).” USPAP has 
provided clarity. 

  Another definition may be helpful: 
Relevant characteristics are “features 
that may affect a property’s value or 
marketability such as legal, econom-
ic, or physical characteristics.” 

This definition suggests that differ-
ent types of properties require differ-
ent approaches to what characteristics 
are relevant in a specific assignment. 
This is a scope of work decision. 
Thus, the relevant characteristics for a 
leased industrial facility are likely to 
differ dramatically from the relevant 
characteristics in an appraisal of a 
single family dwelling. 

Just to be clear, here is the USPAP 
definition of an appraiser: “one who 
is expected to perform valuation ser-
vices competently and in a manner 
that is independent, impartial, and 
objective.” If we really want to split 
the valuation and inspection func-
tions, both are considered valuation 
services and individuals performing 
them must meet requirements of 
competent performance and ethical 
behavior. 

As the Competency Rule of 
USPAP now states: “Perfection is 
impossible to attain, and competence 
does not require perfection. How-
ever, an appraiser must not render 
appraisal services in a careless or 
negligent manner.” Now, more than 
ever, appraisers (and appraisal users) 

need to use due diligence and due 
care and should approach the hy-
bridization of the process carefully 
and with careful consideration of 
consequences, whether expected or 
unexpected. 

Going back to the certification, 
USPAP guides us as follows: “When 
a signing appraiser(s) has relied on 
work done by appraisers and others 
who do not sign the certification, the 
signing appraiser is responsible for 
the decision to rely on their work. The 
signing appraiser(s) is required to 
have a reasonable basis for believing 
that those individuals performing the 
work are competent. The signing 
appraiser(s) also must have no rea-
son to doubt that the work of those 
individuals is credible.” In the hybrid 
environment as envisioned by some, 
there may not be a way to make that 
judgment.

The appraisal profession, in the 
wake of the real estate meltdown in 
the first decade of the new century, 
underwent a reshaping and took a 
good hard look at itself. As a result 
of the difficult times for real estate 
and appraisers, the profession is in 
better shape and has a much higher 
credibility than previously. Eroding 
the credibility of an essential part of 
the appraisal process may streamline 
the process but will create problems 
in the next downturn for appraisers, 
users, and for public trust.

Bill Pastuszek, MAI, ASA, MRA heads 
Shepherd Associates, Newton Mass.

Another definition may be helpful: Relevant character-
istics are “features that may affect a property’s value 
or marketability such as legal, economic, or physical 
characteristics.”
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When I think of those on the front 
lines taking care of COVID pa-
tients and risking their lives every 
day, it makes the problems we 
face as appraisers almost incon-
sequential. Nevertheless, we are 
facing real issues attempting to 
do our jobs and keeping ourselves 
and others safe. Some loans qual-
ify for an exterior inspection or 
a desktop assignment but many 
do not. It is up to the appraiser 
to decide for themselves if they 
want to do interior inspections. 
In my company, my staff apprais-
ers have stopped going in homes 
during this surge period but I will 
take assignments with very strict 
safety protocol. There are some 
towns considered high risk that 
I avoid due to a high number of 
COVID cases. It is taking much 
longer to do appraisals because 
there is a lengthy interview pro-
cess to decide if it’s safe to go into 
their home. If anyone works in a 
hospital or is exposed to COVID 
patients, I try and get their ap-
praisal converted to exterior only. 
It’s too risky going in their home.

The safety protocol requires 
that the occupants of the house 
take a walk or ride once I get to the 
driveway or if that is not feasible 
for someone, they must stay seat-
ed in one room as I walk through 
the house. The door is left open 
for me to let myself in. There is 
no contact with the occupants. 
They are asked to open all doors 
and turn on all lights as the goal 
is not to touch anything in their 

Appraising in a pandemic -
by Maria Hopkins

house. I wear a mask and gloves 
and remove my shoes at the door. 
My Lysol can is reserved for dis-
infecting my shoes. I have wipes 
in my car as well. I do not go in 
stores. Everything is delivered 
and washed. My office is in Cen-
tral Mass where the numbers are 
not as high but it only takes one 
carrier. There are a high number 
of uneducated or just sadly misin-
formed people. I have people tell 
me “I’m not sick” and I quietly 
explain “you could be a carrier 
and unknowingly kill someone.” 
There are many young people 
20-40 years old in the hospital on 
ventilators and dying due to ev-
eryone thinking this only affects 
old people. Even if you don’t get 
it, you can carry it to someone 
else. This is why I’m like a drill 
sergeant if I have to be with peo-
ple who forget the rules for safe-
ty. I try and have no contact with 
people. It’s funny when people 

want to get their dog away from 
me. I laugh and tell them your dog 
is fine. It’s you I’m worried about. 
I’m 61 with a 4th grandchild on 
the way. I’m not taking any chanc-
es. 80% of people are cooperative 
and appreciative but I have prob-
lems with 20% of people who 
say they agree to my protocol but 
then don’t wear a mask and want 
to be present. They either forget 
the rules or don’t think it applies 
to them, only to everyone else in 
their house, but not them. I used 
to dodge these people a month 
ago but now I realize some people 
have mental issues or don’t take 
this seriously. So I just enforce a 
no contact rule.

Multifamilies are especially 
difficult. The tenants must step 
out of the building while I go 
through their units. But then the 
landlord is sometimes more of 
a problem then the tenant. I of-
ten find that they haven’t even 
explained to the tenant what the 
procedure will be when they give 
them notice and they want to fol-
low me around with no mask. So 
you have to have a somewhat ag-
gressive personality to deal with 
people when rules are broken. En-
forcing safety protocol also takes 
more time. When I reach the prop-
erty, I call the owner and have to 
give them time to get people to-
gether to leave the home or get to 
one room. Because inspections 
can take longer, I give a time win-
dow now for an appointment and 
call if I’m running late explaining 

why we can’t estimate inspection 
times as easily now. Most people 
are understanding. 

We also have the lowest in-
terest rates in history with un-
precedented volume. There is a 
temporary shortage of appraisers, 
especially ones that can handle 
the complex properties. I will 
handle the high end homes and 
difficult floor plans that other 
appraisers decline. I strongly be-
lieve that experienced appraisers 
that can handle them should, but 
of course we need to be paid for 
that superior skill. I am concerned 
that there seems to be a shortage 
of appraisers that can handle the 
difficult properties. There needs 
to be more field training. You 
can’t learn that in a classroom. 
Lenders need to be sympathetic 
to what appraisers are struggling 
with to do their job during this 
time. Most appraisers are work-
ing harder than ever, working 
long hours. We know this volume 
won’t last. Then we will face an-
other set of issues as competent, 
experienced appraisers compete 
with less experienced appraisers 
and appraisal management com-
panies who will try and cut fees to 
increase their profit margins. But 
for now I just want to do the job 
I love, support my family without 
risking their life doing it. To all, 
stay safe. 

Maria Hopkins SRA, RA, is pres-
ident of Maria Hopkins Associ-
ates, Spencer, Mass.
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This definition suggests that differ-
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of some types of property, such as 
gems and jewelry, may require the 
use of specialized equipment. An 
inspection by an appraiser is not 
the equivalent of an inspection by 
an inspection professional (e.g., a 
structural engineer, home inspector, 
or art conservator).” USPAP has 
provided clarity. 

  Another definition may be helpful: 
Relevant characteristics are “features 
that may affect a property’s value or 
marketability such as legal, econom-
ic, or physical characteristics.” 

This definition suggests that differ-
ent types of properties require differ-
ent approaches to what characteristics 
are relevant in a specific assignment. 
This is a scope of work decision. 
Thus, the relevant characteristics for a 
leased industrial facility are likely to 
differ dramatically from the relevant 
characteristics in an appraisal of a 
single family dwelling. 

Just to be clear, here is the USPAP 
definition of an appraiser: “one who 
is expected to perform valuation ser-
vices competently and in a manner 
that is independent, impartial, and 
objective.” If we really want to split 
the valuation and inspection func-
tions, both are considered valuation 
services and individuals performing 
them must meet requirements of 
competent performance and ethical 
behavior. 

As the Competency Rule of 
USPAP now states: “Perfection is 
impossible to attain, and competence 
does not require perfection. How-
ever, an appraiser must not render 
appraisal services in a careless or 
negligent manner.” Now, more than 
ever, appraisers (and appraisal users) 

need to use due diligence and due 
care and should approach the hy-
bridization of the process carefully 
and with careful consideration of 
consequences, whether expected or 
unexpected. 

Going back to the certification, 
USPAP guides us as follows: “When 
a signing appraiser(s) has relied on 
work done by appraisers and others 
who do not sign the certification, the 
signing appraiser is responsible for 
the decision to rely on their work. The 
signing appraiser(s) is required to 
have a reasonable basis for believing 
that those individuals performing the 
work are competent. The signing 
appraiser(s) also must have no rea-
son to doubt that the work of those 
individuals is credible.” In the hybrid 
environment as envisioned by some, 
there may not be a way to make that 
judgment.

The appraisal profession, in the 
wake of the real estate meltdown in 
the first decade of the new century, 
underwent a reshaping and took a 
good hard look at itself. As a result 
of the difficult times for real estate 
and appraisers, the profession is in 
better shape and has a much higher 
credibility than previously. Eroding 
the credibility of an essential part of 
the appraisal process may streamline 
the process but will create problems 
in the next downturn for appraisers, 
users, and for public trust.

Bill Pastuszek, MAI, ASA, MRA heads 
Shepherd Associates, Newton Mass.

Another definition may be helpful: Relevant character-
istics are “features that may affect a property’s value 
or marketability such as legal, economic, or physical 
characteristics.”
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When I think of those on the front 
lines taking care of COVID pa-
tients and risking their lives every 
day, it makes the problems we 
face as appraisers almost incon-
sequential. Nevertheless, we are 
facing real issues attempting to 
do our jobs and keeping ourselves 
and others safe. Some loans qual-
ify for an exterior inspection or 
a desktop assignment but many 
do not. It is up to the appraiser 
to decide for themselves if they 
want to do interior inspections. 
In my company, my staff apprais-
ers have stopped going in homes 
during this surge period but I will 
take assignments with very strict 
safety protocol. There are some 
towns considered high risk that 
I avoid due to a high number of 
COVID cases. It is taking much 
longer to do appraisals because 
there is a lengthy interview pro-
cess to decide if it’s safe to go into 
their home. If anyone works in a 
hospital or is exposed to COVID 
patients, I try and get their ap-
praisal converted to exterior only. 
It’s too risky going in their home.

The safety protocol requires 
that the occupants of the house 
take a walk or ride once I get to the 
driveway or if that is not feasible 
for someone, they must stay seat-
ed in one room as I walk through 
the house. The door is left open 
for me to let myself in. There is 
no contact with the occupants. 
They are asked to open all doors 
and turn on all lights as the goal 
is not to touch anything in their 
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house. I wear a mask and gloves 
and remove my shoes at the door. 
My Lysol can is reserved for dis-
infecting my shoes. I have wipes 
in my car as well. I do not go in 
stores. Everything is delivered 
and washed. My office is in Cen-
tral Mass where the numbers are 
not as high but it only takes one 
carrier. There are a high number 
of uneducated or just sadly misin-
formed people. I have people tell 
me “I’m not sick” and I quietly 
explain “you could be a carrier 
and unknowingly kill someone.” 
There are many young people 
20-40 years old in the hospital on 
ventilators and dying due to ev-
eryone thinking this only affects 
old people. Even if you don’t get 
it, you can carry it to someone 
else. This is why I’m like a drill 
sergeant if I have to be with peo-
ple who forget the rules for safe-
ty. I try and have no contact with 
people. It’s funny when people 

want to get their dog away from 
me. I laugh and tell them your dog 
is fine. It’s you I’m worried about. 
I’m 61 with a 4th grandchild on 
the way. I’m not taking any chanc-
es. 80% of people are cooperative 
and appreciative but I have prob-
lems with 20% of people who 
say they agree to my protocol but 
then don’t wear a mask and want 
to be present. They either forget 
the rules or don’t think it applies 
to them, only to everyone else in 
their house, but not them. I used 
to dodge these people a month 
ago but now I realize some people 
have mental issues or don’t take 
this seriously. So I just enforce a 
no contact rule.

Multifamilies are especially 
difficult. The tenants must step 
out of the building while I go 
through their units. But then the 
landlord is sometimes more of 
a problem then the tenant. I of-
ten find that they haven’t even 
explained to the tenant what the 
procedure will be when they give 
them notice and they want to fol-
low me around with no mask. So 
you have to have a somewhat ag-
gressive personality to deal with 
people when rules are broken. En-
forcing safety protocol also takes 
more time. When I reach the prop-
erty, I call the owner and have to 
give them time to get people to-
gether to leave the home or get to 
one room. Because inspections 
can take longer, I give a time win-
dow now for an appointment and 
call if I’m running late explaining 


