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Abstract 

In the state of Minnesota, property tax assessments – the process by which property owners’ 

valuations and eventual tax amounts are determined – are governed, in part, by Statute §273.08. 

According to this statute, every property under the jurisdiction of local assessor offices must be 

separately and specifically inspected under independent, in-person quintile assessments. Yet, such strict 

requirements largely ignore the many impediments to the in-person assessment process as well as 

viable alternative methods for determining property value. While there is intrinsic value in the unique 

information gathered through in-person assessments, there is also a need for tools that are reflective of 

the contextual challenges faced by assessors, namely the use of alternative assessment methods. Even 

with recent, formalized changes to the interpretation of the governing statute, our research performed 

with Minnesota county property assessors has suggested an ongoing need for statute-defined flexibility 

in assessment practices that would promote more efficient and more effective work.1  

1As a formal recognition of our appreciation, we would like to thank: our partners at the Resilient Communities Project at the 
University of Minnesota’s Center for Urban and Regional Affairs, as well as the staff of the Scott County Assessor’s Office. 
Together, these groups provided the framework and initial ideas which helped define our research; but they also served as a 
constant touchstone for encouragement and assistance throughout the process. We would also like to thank our Professor, 
Greta Friedmann-Sanchez, and Teaching Assistant, Sarah Carroll, for their frequent guidance, frankness, and persistent 
availability. It was through their mentorship that we were able to execute the project in a professional manner, considerate of 
all the possible complexities of research design and ethics. Finally, we thank any and all of our research participants, whose 
names have been omitted from this paper in protection of their identities but whose candid insights are found throughout – it 
is by their willingness to participate and share insight that this paper was completed. 
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Introduction 

Local property tax represents a significant revenue source for cities and counties, as well as a 

substantial financial burden for tax payers. Governments are tasked with striking a balance between 

these two competing ideas – a process by which public services are funded and a tax system that is not 

unduly burdensome. Property taxation aspires towards an equitable funding mechanism by tying the tax 

to the value of real estate property. The data which inform property valuations consist of variables such 

as the area of the property and its buildings, number of rooms, and the general condition of the 

property. After being established, these variables are amalgamated using algorithms into a value that is 

used for calculation of the tax amount. In jurisdictions within Minnesota, data are collected through the 

work of property assessors, who are agents of local governments tasked with visiting these properties to 

periodically update or inform the valuation information, establishing these individuals as intimately 

involved in the equitable distribution of property tax [1].  

To perform their work, property assessors have a number of tools and techniques at their 

disposal allowing for various methods of information gathering. For example, a building’s size might be 

determined through measurement performed by an assessor in-person, or it can be approximated to 

within a foot using aerial imagery and GIS tools [2]. While an assessor’s presence at the property can 

verify the external quality and components of a building or home, street-level photographs may provide 

similar information. With respect to building interiors, data is collected in-person by an assessor after 

gaining access to the building; alternatively, information from permitting records may inform some 

fixtures and features of the home. Though many options exist to gain the information required to 

establish property valuations, in-person assessments represent the sole method which can furnish all 

the requisite information. 
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As organized within the state of Minnesota, county assessors are defined as agents of 

government and are guided by State Statute, which is often interpreted and elaborated upon through 

formal memos by the Department of Revenue. Both statute and the additional guidance established by 

the DOR are meant to ensure good governance with respect to property tax and parameterize all 

aspects of the property valuation process, from who is involved in forming valuations to the accepted 

range of average accuracy for a particular jurisdiction. Among the statutes regulating property 

assessment is Statute 273.08, which states that “assessors shall actually view, and determine the market 

value of each tract or lot of real property…at maximum intervals of five years.” This once-every-five-year 

process is known as the quintile review [3]. The DOR has interpreted “actually view” to mean an in-

person visit by an assessor to a property, where an attempt is made to gain access to its interior for the 

purpose of inspection. Though a recent memorandum from the DOR has allowed for some additional 

leniency regarding the need for an in-person inspection for quintile reviews, in-person assessments are 

still largely regarded as guideposts for property valuations [4]. 

Despite the established necessity of in-person inspections, a number of legal and logistical 

challenges may inhibit jurisdictions from effectively carrying them out. Among these include the 

resources – in staff time and capital – required to visit properties, as well as the possibility of refusal of 

entry for the assessor. While in-person inspections may provide the highest level of accuracy, their 

viability suffers if they cannot be reliably completed. Compounding this is the fact that there exist 

potential alternative methods by which valuation data can be drawn and which do not require full 

access to the property. This intersection, between the importance of in-person inspections, the utility of 

alternative methods, and the want for accuracy in home valuations, informs our research question: Do 

in-person property inspections, as mandated by the quintile review process, represent the most efficient 

and effective way to conduct property tax assessments? Furthermore, how do alternative methods 

compare in terms of effectiveness? 
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Literature Review 

A literature review identified three broad and non-exclusive categories of literature that 

provided some context for our evaluation of in-person inspections. There was scholarly literature that 

analyzed property valuation and tax from the perspective of equity outcomes, grey literature outlining 

how alternative methods are used and recommended for use in other jurisdictions or assessment 

organizations, and first-hand information provided by the state of Minnesota and some of its counties 

regarding the outcomes of its practices. While the literature, altogether, is informative for suggesting 

alternative possibilities to practices of in-person inspections, little is suggestive towards their efficiency 

or effectiveness singularly or comparative to those alternative methods. Therefore, it is difficult to draw 

from the literature an inclination of how the current statute might be impacting the assessment process. 

The literature does paint a broader landscape revealing a gap around the effectiveness of in-person 

inspections, within which this research aspires to contribute neatly.  

Regarding issues of equity within property valuation and tax, there were frequent depictions of 

alternative methods being used to supplement in-person methods, and the literature provided some 

evaluation of their effectiveness in this context. Schiller, in discussing property tax assessment and the 

burden induced by property tax more broadly notes that the incorporation of computer-aided mass 

appraisal (CAMA) systems produce results that are more equitable than standard methods alone – 

though the best system, he suggests, is also dependent on the context of the jurisdiction in question [5]. 

Gilderbloom, Hanka, and Ambrosius, in reviewing the potential for socioeconomic discrimination among 

valuations in Louisville, Kentucky find that expectation of inflated (comparative) valuations for those 

among the lowest socioeconomic brackets, which are common elsewhere, are largely avoided in 

Louisville [6]. This success is suggested to stem from the use of pictometry (photographs), community 

engagement initiatives, and increased measures of transparency.  
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On the whole, our analysis of scholarly literature emphasized the effectiveness of mixed 

methods, with the caveat of contextual awareness to inform selection of alternative assessment 

methods. The second class of literature, grey literature, can be described as focusing on potential 

alternatives to in-person inspections, as well as to their degree and parameters of usage in other 

jurisdictions. Once such example comes from the International Association of Assessing Officers (IAAO) – 

a professional organization of assessors designed to share resources and develop best practices – which 

published a set of “industry-accepted” standards for utilizing alternative assessment methods in 

substitute of physical inspections. Among these standards is the necessary resolution for the use of 

pictometry and the administrative requisites for incorporating permitting records.  

Another piece, composed by the Wisconsin agency supervising assessor practices, details their 

preferred practices [7]. Here, the use of alternative practices is suggested as well, but they also suggest 

means beyond just technological adaptations; further suggestions include scripts and common talking 

points which assessors can use to help to educate the public, reflecting a certain expectation of civil 

engagement and shared understanding. This larger body of literature informs not only the possible 

extensions that could be applied to the assessment process, but also how they should be applied. 

The third and final class of literature reviewed were those primary sources generated by and 

used amongst Minnesota assessor’s offices and within the DOR. This included state statutes as well as 

reports generated by independent bureaus and the state at-large. This information provided generous – 

often quantitative – background and helps express, in more comprehensible terms, the realities of work 

for assessors. For example, several DOR-issued reports highlighted the ratio of accuracy of valuations 

produced by assessors as averaged at 95% for the entire state; this indicates that the valuations 

produced by assessors represents about 95% of what those properties sold for, meaning that on 

average, assessments valued properties 5% below their actual selling price [8]. Though not a perfect 

number, it represents a certain degree of success, and falls within the legal expectations of accuracy of 
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between 90% and 105% of the sale price. Data shared by one assessor’s office showed that 27% of their 

assessors’ time was spent singularly on the quintile process. In this same jurisdiction, an independent 

survey found that nearly a third of residents would never let an assessor in their home, indicated a large 

cohort of preconceived rejection.  

Finally, Statute 273.08 itself plays a substantial role in this particular category of literature, both 

in its current iteration and through its amendment over time. As mentioned before, its current iteration 

has been interpreted quite specifically by the DOR as requiring in-person inspections. In general, this 

batch of literature provided context on the nature of Minnesota-specific assessor realities; in brief, in-

person inspections are time-intensive and result in low rates of success. 

Altogether, these categories of literature do little to suggest whether or not in-person 

inspections should be substituted or supplemented by other means. Though the literature provides no 

determination of the effectiveness of traditional methods, it does suggest that there are opportunities 

to improve outcomes from in-person inspections through an appropriate use of alternatives within 

provided guidelines. What our research attempts to establish, then, is whether or not these alternatives 

are relevant and could improve outcomes for Minnesota assessors.  

Qualitative research, by and large, is missing from the literature regarding property assessment, 

and is preferable to quantitative methodologies in this context because of its ability to answer broader 

interest research questions on the methods of assessment. To fill the gap within the literature regarding 

the efficiency and effectiveness of in-person inspections as a part of the quintile review, our study 

conducted qualitative research with assessors. The research we conducted seeks to fill this gap by 

offering insight from property assessors in Minnesota regarding the effectiveness and efficiency of the 

quintile review process, and whether alternative methods offer any utility in terms of effectiveness. 
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Methods 

Design 

As previously noted, our research design centered on a qualitative approach which involved 

conducting interviews with individuals in the field. These individuals were primarily current practitioners 

within the county property assessment field in Minnesota. Through the partnership with the Resilient 

Communities Project and contacts at partner community, Scott County, we had a natural entry point 

into the field, and utilized a key contact in Scott County to build our sampling list, which included 

individuals within Scott County and in a few counties in Greater Minnesota. Our inclusion criteria 

required that individuals be currently involved in the field of tax assessment or property valuation in 

Minnesota, but we did not limit our sample to Scott County assessors. We made this design decision to 

strengthen our research through allowing for comparison and potential confirmation of research 

findings among counties. As such, our sampling (heterogenous sampling) emphasized gathering data 

across different contexts, from rural counties outside the metro area to suburban and urban counties 

within the 7-county Metro area in Minnesota.  

Our recruitment process was conducted via email and facilitated through the network of 

individuals we obtained through our key contact in Scott County. Individuals were contacted using a 

University of Minnesota student email account, and were invited to participate in the research project 

(see email template in Appendix 1).  

Data Collection 

Prior to beginning data collection, ethical considerations were taken into account in a method 

consistent with University of Minnesota Institutional Review Board procedures. Data collection occurred 

between February and May of 2019, and was conducted by all four student researchers involved in the 

project. In total, eleven interviewees were assessed across ten interviews: ten interviewees worked in 
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assessor’s offices in five counties around the state, from sparsely populated and largely rural counties to 

those denser and largely urban (Figure 1). 

Figure 1. Summary Table of Interviewee Characteristics 

In addition to interviews with assessors, we also conducted an interview with an administrator 

at the Minnesota Department of Revenue. Before interviewing, subjects received information via email, 

which included a consent form to inform participants of potential risks involved in participation, as well 

as our interview guide which outlined question topics that would be covered in the interview.  

The process of interviewing itself was conducted by no fewer than two students at any 

particular time with the exception of one interview, which was conducted alone due to scheduling 

conflicts. This ensured accuracy in note taking and encouraged a triangulation of ideas through engaging 

multiple researchers in the context of the interview. Often, in these situations, one student would serve 

as note taker while the other led the interview according to the interview guide. Before beginning the 

interview, interviewers reviewed the consent form with the participant and verbal consent to 

participate in the interview was garnered. With the additional consent of the interviewee, interviews 

were audio-recorded via smartphone applications should particular quotes or ideas need to be re-

emphasized. 

At the conclusion of interviews the interviewers evaluated the information collected and 

collaborated together to identify trends related to that interview within the larger scope of the research 
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question. This debriefing process allowed for rewording, reordering, or the occasional addition of new 

lines of questioning to the interview guide to be implemented in subsequent interviews. This iterative 

process, unique to qualitative methods, allowed us to adapt our questioning to fit the trends emerging 

through interviews and to more effectively gather the data needed to answer our research question. 

While most interviews were conducted tele-electronically, student researchers sought to perform 

interviews on-site whenever possible for the purpose of a better understanding of the context in which 

these assessors worked. 

Interview Guide 

The interview guide we developed began with a route of questioning meant to establish a basic 

understanding of assessor responsibilities and working conditions. Thereafter, the guide posited more 

specific questions regarding individuals’ experiences conducting property assessments, ultimately, 

asking about perceptions regarding the current statute and how their work is influenced by it. As 

referenced earlier, the interview guide was part of an iterative process and was subject to change as 

researchers gathered novel and pertinent information that required a pivot in question focus or 

direction.  

Data Analysis 

The goal for sampling was to reach a level of data saturation wherein certain themes would be 

suggested and emphasized sufficiently so as to provide sufficient breadth and depth to accurately 

answer the research question. Once we had conducted sufficient interviews to reach this level, we felt 

confident beginning data analysis. Throughout the interviewing process, post-interview contact notes 

were written by the student researchers to encapsulate major themes and findings from interviews. 

Contact notes were utilized for the purpose of reflection and assurance in our analyses, and for 

triangulation among the research team. Once written, contact notes were coded using nVivo12 software 
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to highlight themes, consistent across interviews, as they relate to in-person assessments. The 

consequences of this analysis were the main points which facilitated the results of the research. 

Results 

Through data collection and analysis, clear and consistent themes emerged regarding the 

perceived relationships between assessors, how the in-person assessment statute could and does 

impact their work, and what role alternative methods of assessment might play. These themes can be 

categorized into four distinct ideas: a notion of contextualization of assessment methods, changed social 

realities, the “unnaturalness” of cold-calling, and the ultimate need for physical inspections. 

Contextualization of Alternatives 

The first distinct trend reflects on the need for balancing statute with the realities of assessor’s 

constraints and work environments. Most participants suggested that while many of their assessment 

practices were informed by the hegemonic expectations and enforcement of the DOR interpretation of 

statute 273.08, the amount of in-person assessments required were generally unrealistic and inefficient, 

given the realities of their work-environments and capital. The current iteration and interpretation of 

the statute, while permitting substitutes in novel ways, still requires at least one in-person physical 

assessment for any home across a three-quintile cycle (every fifteen years) [9]. This idea represents one 

of increased flexibility and autonomy at the county-level, but many participants nonetheless felt that 

this subtle modification to previous interpretations did not fully address inefficiencies in in-person 

interviews. A common example is the use of recent, non-quintile inspection records for informing the 

quality of a home, especially for the interior. In the case of a newly constructed property, an assessment 

is obligatory and would contain all the same information as required by a quintile assessment, but these 

construction and other records-based alternatives cannot be counted as part of the quintile process. As 

a result, a property may need to be inspected twice, or even three times during one five-year cycle [10].  
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In addition, it was often heard that certain property types required less frequent assessment; one often 

cited example were described as “ramblers”, single-floor units developed in the 1950’s in the style of 

ranches or bungalows, for which features and conditions of one property are going to be similar to 

another if only because additions to these homes would likely only be superficial in nature. The current 

statute requires, to some degree, individual assessments despite knowledge that little could have 

changed. These situations represent what one participant described as a “waste of resources” in 

pursuant of redundant information, but they also illustrate the disconnect between State Statute and 

the need for alternative supplements due to on-the-ground realities of the individuals completing the 

work [11].  

Societal Changes

Figure 2. Use of Alternative Assessment Methods and Inspection Rates by County 

The anecdotal response to an interview question asking, “how often are in-person visits 

conducted successfully,” where success refers to a percentage of properties visited that are accessed, 

was never more than 25% with most responses suggesting 10% or lower (Figure 2). This low success rate 

of visits, to some assessors, reflects a consequence of societal changes that have made many individuals 

less trusting of government, and more generally, less available during hours of the day when an assessor 

might seek to inspect a property. Not only is the burden of properties to visit larger due to increased 

population size, but changes in the labor force have lead to more properties being unoccupied during 

daytime hours. Reflecting changes in social dynamics, many assessors expressed a certain, growing level 
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of distrust regarding their work; often times property-owners are suspicious of the presence of 

“strangers” on their property or, even when familiar with the work of assessors, express distrust or 

disdain for government. Such changes are gradual and are associated with a number of reasons varying 

across counties. Nevertheless, the trend was pervasive across each of the communities investigated, 

creating new challenges for assessors seeking to comply with State Statute in an increasingly modern 

society. 

Unwelcome Cold-Calling and Safety Concerns 

Another point broached by many assessors was a lack of interest in the salesman-like door-to-

door activity in-person assessments require. Many jurisdictions do not have the resources to inform 

residents of the specific dates and times when they will be visiting properties, though we found that 

counties that do reported higher rates of successful inspections. Those that do not notify residents via 

mailings or phone calls may opt to inform residents through generic flyers or community-meetings, if at 

all. Without preliminary notification, assessors are dependent on “cold-calling,” or arriving at a property 

unannounced. Given the previously discussed issues of social distrust of assessors, these inspection 

attempts may lead to scorn on behalf of the property-owner. When assessors fail to gain access to a 

property they are usually expected to verify what information they can without entering the building, 

such as measuring the size of the property using externally available data.  

We noted a number of stories shared through the interview process where individuals 

recounted safety compromising situations. One particularly onerous and common example was given of 

dogs being untethered either prior to or because the assessor came onto the property. One interviewee 

gestured to scars on their forearms from an encounter with a vicious dog while conducting an 

inspection. Another interviewee recounted cases where a property owner brandished a firearm upon 

seeing the assessor. Though these situations are certainly among a minority of cases, they contribute to 
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a larger sentiment of animosity towards assessors conducting inspections, and are often outside the 

comfort of both assessors and residents, as one interviewee described the process as “unnatural” [12]. 

The Continued Need for Physical Inspections 

Despite all its many challenges, there was a near unanimous declaration of the value of in-

person assessments. One participant described these in-person assessments as the only way of truly 

validating what had been assessed on prior occasions and the valuations that stemmed from that; 

another described the entire assessment process as one which was important for securing “good data” 

(for the purpose of accurate valuations) and that in-person assessments provide the best opportunity 

for that good data [13] [14].  

For all the conveniences and reduced costs that alternative methods produce, there is no 

alternative without deep flaws that could otherwise be covered if in-person inspections were performed 

as expected. Few methods allow for an examination of the property interior, for example. Even if they 

provide quantitative information (such as the presence of certain fixtures or installations, as building 

permit data often does), these methods may not fully inform the quality or upkeep of the property, 

which is a large determinant of value. In addition to informing accurate valuations, another element of 

in-person inspections was noted that, when successful, inspections may allow for on-the-spot 

engagement with residents, allowing assessors to answer questions about the property tax system in 

whole, and build relationships in the community, thus helping to temper some of the negative 

perceptions of assessors and government in general. 

Discussion 

Data collected through the interview process present a tension between assessor’s need for 

freedom in utilizing alternative inspection methods, and the inherent value of successful in-person 

assessments as referenced above. It was never presented during the interview process that any one 
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method could supplant the value of an in-person assessment. Rather, there exist specific contextual 

instances where in-person assessments can be supplemented with information provided through other 

means. Such ideas were present not just in the interviews themselves, but within the background 

literature review as well: jurisdictions which found the most success – as measured by equity in the 

literature and effectiveness in and accuracy in interviews – were those that utilized a mixed 

methodology of assessment practices.  

The value of the in-person assessment process is considerable. In addition to providing the most 

assurances of accurate home valuations, they allow for working with communities directly, an act which 

can humanize the role of the assessor, dispelling mistrust in government and misinformation in 

assessors being only interested in raising property valuation. Consequently, this may increase the 

likelihood of access to properties in the future. In-person assessments, however, come at a great cost of 

resources as during the quintile review process assessors are removed from other areas of their work 

for the purpose of traveling into the field, with a high likelihood of failure gaining access to homes and 

exposing themselves to safety risks, all for the purpose of garnering potentially duplicative information.  

Those jurisdictions that find the most success with in-person inspections were seen to invest 

considerable resources to ensure the community is informed about their practices in advance via 

inspection notifications, and through outfitting assessors in safety vests or official-looking uniforms. 

However, these measures represent a considerable allocation of resources, and may not be possible for 

counties with lower tax bases or staffing restrictions. Given the inconsistency of results of and ability to 

perform in-person assessments and the range of possible alternative methods to in-person inspections, 

our research leads us to conclude that there should be increased flexibility regarding the quintile 

reviews. At the same time, we do not believe that in-person inspections should be altogether eliminated 

from the process. Rather, assessors ought to be allowed the leeway to utilize the most appropriate 

methods to achieve an accurate valuation of the property, taking into consideration the unique 
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challenges and nuances that may apply to the community they are working within, which based on our 

research, vary significantly across Minnesota counties. 

While in-person assessments should be emphasized as the most essential tool among the many 

used by assessors, such ideations are already present, even in communities where in-person 

assessments are particularly burdensome. Alternative methods are already being implemented in 

varying degrees by assessors in many counties to gather data for valuation, irrespective of the DOR’s 

guidance that, prior to Spring 2019, required in-person inspections every five years. Changes to the State 

Statute to acknowledge the methods already being used and allow for even more flexibility would help 

align policy with the current social context. We feel that a change of interpretation of the statute, rather 

than an amendment to the actual language, is not sufficient; interpretation (i.e. memos and guidance) is 

subject to the whims of individuals with supervisorial powers, whereas changes to the statute itself 

would reflect a more permanent approval of alternative methods and deviation would be less likely. 

Recommendations 

Both literature and local voices echo the need for flexibility to fit the needs, potential, and interest of 

the communities being served. Though the formal statutory language required for such a change is 

beyond the scope of this paper, it should be representative of the following considerations:  

1) That in-person assessments, due to their broad utility, should still be emphasized;

2) That alternative methods must be given due appreciation for their ability to aid assessors in

producing accurate valuations;

3) And that, given the commonality of themes posited by assessors, as well as their technical

expertise, the considerations of assessors should be given the status of expert opinion and

consulted as such in any changes affecting State Statute.
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We envision a Statute revision process that is inclusive of potential alternative methods using commonly 

accepted standards (i.e. IAAO) while still emphasizing the necessary role of in-person inspections and 

ensuring consensus among Minnesota assessor offices. Such a change would represent a progressive 

path forward that acknowledges both the current social context and presence of relevant technologies 

that together provide a strong case for reconsidering the Statute. It is noteworthy that most individuals 

interviewed did not define, with any unanimity, problems with the quintile nature of the Statute; rather, 

their comments mainly related to the DOR’s restrictive efforts of controlling the methods used to collect 

information for property valuation. Our research demonstrates that there is both anecdotal and literary 

evidence that through formalizing a state-wide acceptance of a mixed-methods approach, estimates for 

property values could be produced in a more equitable and efficient manner.  

Limitations and Potential Future Research 

It should be stated that the research questions asked and resources evaluated were not 

exhaustive. Foremost, our research was conducted intentionally with a select group of technical experts, 

and does not inform how individuals outside the assessment field might view changes in assessment 

methods. Future research might explore community perceptions of assessors, especially communities of 

non-native English speakers that would be further isolated from the communication efforts of assessors. 

How residents would respond to property valuations achieved through alternative methods is an 

important question that was beyond the scope of our research. 

Furthermore, as described earlier in our research Design, we gathered contacts to invite to 

participate in the interview process through a key contact in Scott County. We acknowledge that this 

contact could have, inherently, selected persons with similar perceptions of the Statute who share 

opinions regarding in-person quintile assessments However, given the diversity of jurisdictions assessed 

(Figure 1), we are confident that our sampling remained unbiased.  
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Finally, this research was also performed only among a select group of five Minnesota counties, 

and excluded many outlying jurisdictions due to time constraints. We acknowledge that there may be 

additional perceptions beyond the counties studied in this research, although we are confident in the 

diversity of responses to questions of staff size and standard operating procedure. Nonetheless, each of 

these points should, to some degree, encourage a critical analysis of results and conclusions. 

Conclusion 

When evaluating the role of in-person quintile assessments, it is important to note that in-

person inspections represent the gold standard, providing assurances of an accurate valuation. 

However, these in-person methods historically mandated by the DOR can be wildly inefficient, often 

come at great expense, and often are impossible to employ successfully. The situations in which 

inspection attempts fail differ circumstantially. Because of the subjective nature of each property 

assessment, as well as various alternative methods by which similar information can be garnered, the 

skills and expertise of the assessor to choose among a variety of approved tools for completing the 

assessment is critical. The current iteration of Minnesota Statute governing assessor practices does not 

allow for flexibility that is required for both effective and efficient property assessment practices. The 

research conducted among assessors in Minnesota and supporting literature suggests a mixed-methods 

approach that would allow for accurate property valuations while upholding the safety, time constraints, 

and demonstrated expertise of assessors.  
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Appendix 1: Draft Recruitment Email 

Hi [SUBJECT NAME], 

My name is [NAME] and I am a graduate student at the Humphrey School of Public Affairs at the 
University of Minnesota.  

This semester, I’m working on a team of students conducting a research project on the perceived 
efficiency and effectiveness of the current assessment process in Minnesota counties, and the potential 
that may exist for implementation of alternative methods. Our research is built on information shared 
by assessors and those affiliated with the assessment process. We hope to share our findings with the 
Minnesota Department of Revenue to inform interpretation or possible amendment of the state statute 
that mandates in-person quintile assessments. 

[If contact is affiliated with Scott County, add:] The topic for our research was identified by Michael 
Thompson, Property and Taxation Services Manager, as part of Scott County’s partnership with the 
Resilient Communities Project for the 2018-2019 academic year. 

[For snowball sample add:] [MUTUAL CONTACT] and I [spoke/met…. Etc.] and [he/she/they] suggested I 
contact you. 

I’m very interested in hearing your perspective as [POSITION at ORGANIZATION], and believe your 
experience in the field of assessment and perspective on current methods would add value to our 
research. Would you be willing to sit down with us for no more than 1 hour to speak with us in a short 
interview? 

The following days and times are available: 
[List of a few dates/times here] 

We are happy to drive to your workplace to conduct the interview so it’s convenient for you, or do it 
over the phone as an alternative. We prioritize confidentiality so your name and any identifying 
information will be kept private through the course of the project and in the final report. In the 
interview, it would be me and other members of my research team, [NAMES OF GROUP MEMBERS]. 

Please let me know if you would be interested in participating in our project or if you have any 
questions. 

Thank you, 

[NAME] 
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Appendix 2: Recruitment Follow-up Email 

[If yes to interview] Great! I look forward to speaking with you and hearing your perspective. [PROCEED 
TO SCHEDULING- share that there is a consent process 
and they can change their mind at any time] 

[If no to interview]. No problem, I completely understand. Thank you for your time. Have a great day! 

[If positive interaction, ask: We are hoping to interview [NUMBER] assessors in the field, and are looking 
for individuals that might be willing to participate. Is there anyone at [ORGANIZATION] you can think of 
that we should reach out to for an interview?] 

[If also yes, ask: That’s helpful. Thank you! Is it alright if I let them know that you suggested that I reach 
out to them?]. 
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Appendix 3: Informed Consent Document 

Introduction 

We are a student research team working in conjunction with the University of Minnesota’s Resilient 
Community Project and the Scott County Assessor’s Office. Our research seeks to evaluate the costs and 
benefits associated with the in-person element of the quintile assessment process (as mandated by 
Minnesota State Statute 273.08.) Our team’s work involves a literature review, analysis of assessor 
office data, expert interviews around the state, and regular presentations for the agencies to whom we 
are accountable.  

University guidelines require that we inform all participants of the risks they would incur by participating 
in this research. This document outlines these risks and provides information on what you may expect as 
a participant in the study. 

Voluntary nature of participation 

Participation is entirely voluntary and your decision will only be known to our four person research 
team. Additionally, participants may renege their decision to participate at any time – before, during, or 
after the interview process.  

Confidentiality 

In this study, we can only guarantee confidentiality, not anonymity. This means that, though the identity 
of participants cannot be protected, we ensure that responses will be de-identified and unable to be 
attributed to individual participants. Given the relatively small community of property assessors across 
the state, it is conceivable that your participation could be inferred by someone with knowledge of the 
project. Therefore, we encourage all participants to consider any possible retribution they may face due 
to their participation in this study.  

Interview process 

We expect interviews to last for no more than one hour and to focus strictly on material related to the 
property inspection and assessment process. Interviews will be conducted by two members of the 
research team, one to take notes and the other to ask questions. Only after verbal consent has been 
given will we start recording and begin the interview. Again, during the interview, participants may 
pause or stop the process at any point. 

We plan to interview four-to-eight assessors from Minnesota counties as well as one or two individuals 
at the Minnesota Department of Revenue. Interviews will be conducted in person if possible, but for 
participants that are located outside the seven-county metro area, interviews may occur via 
videoconferencing or phone. 
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Data security 

Interview audio recordings and notes will be stored on secure University of Minnesota servers and will 
be destroyed after the conclusion of our study, no later than June 2019.  

Final report 

We will present our research findings at the University of Minnesota on May 1st. If requested, we may 
also give a subsequent presentations to county assessor staff and officials and representatives of the 
Minnesota Department of Revenue. The final report will be curated by the University of Minnesota 
Digital Conservancy and will be available on the Resilient Communities Project website (rcp.umn.edu). If 
you would like a copy of the final report, please let us know. 

Research team contact information 

Please feel free to contact us at any time with questions about this study, the interview process, or your 
participation. 

Research team: 

Aaron Sepulveda: sepul028@umn.edu, cell: 216-703-5636 
Andrew Garner: garne211@umn.edu, cell: 314-803-7187 
Ashleigh Walter: walte888@umn.edu, cell: 406-860-3476 
James Hartnett: hartn039@umn.edu, cell: 651-280-5570 

Course instructor: 

Greta Friedemann-Sánchez (Professor): frie0013@umn.edu, cell: 612-625-4747 
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Appendix 4:  Assessor Interview Guide 

Question Format Key 
Question Number and sample phrasing. (Time allotted | Total time.) 

a) Topics of inquiry
i) Further probes.

1) Can you describe your work responsibilities during a quintile process? Grand Tour (10 mins |
00:10)

a) Daily responsibilities & seasonal cycles
b) Job challenges & highlights
c) Hours per week & overtime
d) Collaborative vs independent
e) Job requirements - certification, education, technical skills

2) Can you walk me through a single property’s assessment cycle? (5 mins | 00:15)
a) Stages:

i) Parcel is out of cycle (4 years)
ii) Parcel becomes due for a quintile review (How is this tracked)

iii) Assessment scheduled (by whom, is the owner informed?)
iv) Parcel assigned to assessor (by whom)
v) Assessment conducted: field inspections + market data + past value + inflation +

mill rate + ???
vi) Parcel value updated (owner informed?)

vii) Tax collected
viii) Property cycles out of quintile

b) Where do you fit in this process?
c) Do you think this process is a good way to determine property values? Why?
d) To your knowledge, has this process ever been changed? If so, how?

2.2) FOLLOW UP: You brought up (term), how would you define that? 
a) Assessment

i) In terms of accuracy
ii) In terms of fairness

iii) In terms of efficiency
iv) Differentiated from appraisals
v) Differentiated from inspections

b) Quintile
c) Parcel/Tract/Property
d) Structures (e.g. commercial, residential, industrial, vacant etc)
e) Alternative Methods (e.g. IOAA suggestions)
f) Contested/Appealed assessment

3) Can you describe the process of a field inspection? (10 mins | 00:25)
a) Field inspection

i) What makes them successful or unsuccessful
ii) Possible outcomes & examples
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b) How often are you able to gain access?
i) What happens when can’t?

ii) Do you have information to support the ratio of success/failure?
c) What do you typically learn about a property from these visits
d) How often does that information impact the valuation?
e) Could you have learned these things by other means? How (e.g. drive by, permits)?
f) What other information supplements your valuation?

i) Private realtor data (Zillow, apartments.com, etc)
ii) Permitting agencies and Govt. inspectors

iii) Generalizable market trends
g) What type of information can only be learned through visits (e.g. gold toilets)
h) How much time/resources do you spend on these visits?
i) How do you record information & what do you do with the data?
j) What complicates things (weather, traffic, politics, culture) & what makes things easier

(time of day/year, advanced notice, owner’s personality)

4) Can you describe your experience with field inspections? (10 mins | 00:35)
a) Do you feel they’re worth the effort?
b) How would you rank your assessment methods (i.e. field inspections, market data, past

valuations, permit info) from most to least useful?
c) Are appraisals 100% “accurate” and if not where does the error come from?
d) What happens if appraisals are inaccurate? (Contestation process)
e) How do residents make you feel when you’re assessing their property? Are they

welcoming, cold? Do they resent the visits?

5) What are some alternatives to field inspections visits you already use, or think could be
useful? (10 mins | 00:45)

a) Other technologies (e.g. drones, photographs, satellite, self-report)
b) Are you aware of how they do things in other states?
c) Should more effort be made to guarantee successful field inspections (e.g. advanced

notification, multiple attempts)
d) Should some counties have different assessment cycles/requirements than others?
e) Based on your experience, do you have any ideas as to how properties could be

assessed more effectively or efficiently?

6) Can you speak about the “Quintile” aspect of assessments? (5 mins | 00:50)
a) Why five years?

i) Can you speculate as to what the “optimal” number of years between reviews
would be?

b) How often do properties physically change within five years?
c) Are some properties unavailable multiple quintiles in a row? Why? What happens?

7) We’re interested in the context of assessments within Minnesota. How does your experience
compare to other counties or cities in the state? (10 mins | 01:00)

a) Are you aware of how things are done in other Minnesota counties? Do any stand out as
exceptional and, if so, how?

b) How do you see the Department of Revenue’s role in this process?
c) How do you see the legislature’s role in this process?
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8) Last week, MDOR released an updated version of the assessor's manual with guidelines for
desktop review of properties for the quintile. What are your feelings towards these changes?

a) Do these changes go too far/not far enough?
b) Will these changes impact the way your office conducts its quintile reviews? Why/why

not?
c) Do you believe that these changes will affect the quality of assessments statewide?

Positively? Negatively?

9) The following miscellaneous questions may be added at the end or throughout for rapport
building or to add color: (5 mins | 01:05)

a) Is there any advantage to a property owner to deny an assessor entry?
b) Have you noticed any trends in the way residents treat assessors?
c) What do you think of your own property taxes?
d) Do other people understand what you do? How do you explain it to them?
e) Do other people understand their property taxes?
f) Do you feel responsible to property owners?

10) Conclusion (5 mins | 01:10)
a) Are there any subjects you think are relevant to our research but that we have not

covered during this interview?
b) Do you have any concerns about the impact this research could have on the assessment

process?
c) Is there anyone else we should talk to that could offer insight on the topics we covered

today?
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Appendix 5: Department of Revenue Interview Guide 

1) What is the DoR’s role in the quintile review process?
a) Your responsibilities
b) Job challenges & highlights
c) Job requirements - certification, education, technical skills

2) How do you monitor an assessment agency’s compliance with MN guidelines?
a) Metrics?
b) Repercussions for non-compliance?
c) Does DoR feel there is variance between counties’ assessment quality? Why?

3) What value does the DoR find in the in-person inspections?
a) How do they affect the quality of an assessment?
b) Are you familiar with their success rate (gaining entry to the property) ~5% in Scott

County
c) Is any action taken to improve the success rate? (E.g. advanced notification or followup)

i) Does this lead to sampling bias? (e.g. only those who think it’s advantageous to
them will allow an inspection)

d) Are in-person inspections equally valuable across all types of properties?
i) e.g. mansions, farms vs row houses, dual entries, “ramblers”

4) How do you calculate the cost of conducting in-person inspections?
a) Time, travel, wages, job stress & safety hazards (dogs, weather, driving, dealing with

public)

5) Can you explain the DoR’s rationale behind their interpretation MN statute 273.08
a) Particularly the phrase “actually view”
b) Why 5 years?
c) What role does this interpretation play in the appeals process

6) Has the DoR considered alternatives to in-person inspections?
a) Methods

i) GIS
ii) Generalize from similar properties

iii) Permitting information
iv) Mail or Phone check-ups

b) Statutory Interpretations
c) Examples in other counties and states.

7) Do you feel that the current interpretation is necessary for ensuring the quality of
assessment? (considering its cost, value, and alternatives)

a) Efficiency of assessments?
b) Accuracy of assessments?
c) Public perception of assessments?
d) Could assessors feel more secure in trusting their judgement? Currently, they fear an

appeal on a property they did not successfully inspect.
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8) Do you think the Statute could be improved? If so, how?
a) What would be required to change the statute?
b) Why might there be resistance?

9) Conclusion
a) Are there any subjects you think are relevant to our research but that we have not

covered during this interview?
b) Do you have any concerns about the impact this research could have on the assessment

process?
c) Is there anyone else we should talk to that could offer insight on the topics we covered

today?
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● Local governments establish budgets and determine tax levy = “size of the pie”

● Mill rate x  Property value = Property owner’s “slice of the pie”

Property Tax 101: “Easy as pie”

Budget Proposed-
“Choosing size of pie”
August

‘Truth in Taxation’ 
Public Notice & Hearing
November

Budget Approved- “Pie is Baked”
December

Property Tax 
Statements Issued- “Pie is Sliced”
March

Property Tax Collected
May & November

What Assessors Do & How They Do It

● Assessors as the “pie slicers”
● Assessors’ toolkit

Building permits

In-person inspections- “Quintile Reviews” required  every 5  years 

Recent sales data, real estate listings

Aerial, satellite, & street-view pictometry

Phone calls with property owners
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The Perils of Minnesota Statute §273.08

273.08 Assessor’s Duties.

The assessor shall actually view, and determine the market value of each 
tract or lot of real property listed for taxation... at maximum intervals of 
five years... 

1905- established
1975- amended
2003- amended (again)
2019- ?

https://www.ci.new-prague.mn.us/vertical/sites/%7BAD7ECB62-2C5E-4BA0-8F19-
1426026AFA3E%7D/uploads/NewPragueDowntownSurvey4_15_15_FINAL_APPROVED.pdf

State Statute

Dept. of Revenue

Guidelines

Assessors’ Offices

Assessors

From Statute to Assessment
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Research 
Questions

● Do  in-person property 
inspections represent the 
most efficient and effective 
way to conduct property tax 
assessments? 

● What alternative methods 
exist, and how do they 
compare in terms of cost 
and effectiveness?

Enter Team SCAMP: Research Design  & Analysis

Research Design & Rationale

Literature review: Academic & Government/Industry papers 

Email recruitment  

Expert interviews via snowball sampling: 
● Assessors: 10 individuals  across 5  counties, in-person and via phone
● Department of Revenue: 1 individual, in-person 

Interview guide- iterative, fluid, adapted to context

Collaboration & triangulation throughout
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In-person inspections are still the gold standard

… BUT …

There are problems with  feasibility.

There are useful alternatives

They are not statutorily mandated

They are subject to limited enforcement

Overview of Research Findings

“Fifty years ago, more people were in types of families 
where someone was home all day... less fear of the 
assessor- you maybe even knew them. It was just a 
‘nicer world’.”

-Interview Subject (County Assessor)
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Problems With Feasibility

● Assessors are not able to access properties.
○ Failure rate between 75% to 95%

● Attempts are resource intensive
○ Especially in rural areas

● Successful inspections rarely yield unique information
○ Less useful on old and “stock” structures
○ Homeowner disincentives

● Why? Theories abound but... 
○ Politics 
○ Mistrust
○ Societal Change
○ General Disengagement

● Technology (i.e. Desk Reviews)
○ GIS, CAMA
○ Pictometry (Satellite, Aerial, Street)

● Market Data
○ “Arms Length” sales of similar properties
○ Past values + market trends (statistical models)
○ I.e. Zillow

● Permitting Info & Other Inspections
○ New Construction
○ Sales
○ Appeals

● IAAO Standards

Useful Alternatives
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Not Statutorily 
Mandated

● In-Person Inspections have never 
been specifically mentioned

● Original Text: “...actually view 
when practicable...” 1905-1975

● 1975 – Quartile added 
○ 2003 – Revised to Quintile

Subject to Limited 
Enforcement

● Constrained by Reality
○ Limited resources need to be used 

efficiently
○ Sovereign Citizens & known 

inaccessibility

● Limited Enforcement
○ Dept. Revenue does not monitor 

methods

● Safety
○ Dogs, hunters, aggressive owners, 

solitary work environment

“Yeah I actually had one try to take my arm off.”

-Interview Subject (County Assessor)
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Surprise Ending & Next Steps

New Guidelines from The Dept. Revenue:

● Desktop review allowed for two consecutive 
quintiles

● Non-quintile inspections still not allowed

● Limited acceptance of IAAO standards

Recommendations for 
Dept. Revenue
● Allow similar inspections to fulfill 

quintile requirements
○ DoR: “Assessors’ offices should also be clear that 

new construction assessments, partial completions, 
sales verification follow-up, etc. are outside of the 
quintile plan, and are expected to be completed in 
addition to the quintile review.”

● Relax statutory interpretation & allow 
more county discretion
○ Guidelines should be practical, not idealistic

● Consider updating statute language
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Recommendations for 
Assessors

● Send advanced notice
○ Both surveys and experience has shown this to 

be effective

● Wear official-looking apparel
○ Help property owner identify through a 

peephole

● Work with other counties to highlight 
shortcomings of current system

Study Limitations

● Did not investigate other states 
or internationally

● Sample was limited to 
geographically similar counties

● Did not talk to residents

● Relied on expert perspectives
○ Highly technical subject matter

● Need more input from the 
Dept. of Revenue

Further Research

● Precedents for state-sponsored 
technology and imagery services

● Public education and 
perceptions about property tax 
process

● Generational Analysis

● Repeat interviews in context of 
new guidelines
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Questions?




