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By James Komen

low arborist the other day about tree

appraisal. He told me he felt that too
many people care about tree appraisals,
given the number of arborists who actu-
ally perform them on a regular basis. He
asked me, “Why put so much effort into
a process that affects so few arborists?” |
was struck by this comment because of the
underlying assumption that tree appraisal
methodology is only important to those
who perform appraisals. So | offer this re-
sponse in defense of the importance of tree
appraisal.

Tree appraisal is relevant to arborists be-
cause the determination of tree value is the
very justification of their profession. If trees
had no value, arborists would not be de-
manded by the marketplace in the same way.

A commercial arborist must justify the
value of his proposed scope of work. Why
should a client spend the extra money to
hire a certified arborist? Why should a
client pay to keep a tree manicured and
inspected when the maintenance liability
could just as easily be removed perma-
nently?

A municipal arborist must justify his
maintenance expenditures to a city. What
value do the trees create for the commu-
nity? Why should that community pay to
keep them maintained? Why not just re-
move the trees to cut costs? Why should
a certified arborist be kept on a city staff?

A consulting arborist must justify the
value of his words alone. If trees had little
or no value, why would someone pay to
have a consultant write about how to pre-
serve them?

Why? Because trees have value. The
amount of value that trees create justifies
their maintenance expenses. Tree manag-
ers are willing to spend more to preserve
more valuable trees.

So how does tree appraisal affect this
value? Tree owners and managers have
their own personal opinions of the value
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Changes are coming for the next edition of the the
Guide for Plant Appraisal.

of their trees; why does the opinion of
an appraising arborist matter? There are
three key ways that appraisals affect non-
appraising arborists: anchoring, compara-
bles and definition of self-worth.

Anchoring

I was once taught about the importance
of anchoring in the process of negotiation
with an insightful exercise. My teacher
asked, “What’s the probability that the
population of Japan is greater than 50 mil-
lion people?” Not knowing the population
of Japan, we all scratched our heads and
then wrote down our answers. He then
asked, “What is the population of Japan?”
Again, we gave our best guesses. He then
performed the same exercise in a different
class, but he changed his first question,
“What’s the probability that the popula-
tion of Japan is greater than 150 million
people?” Then he asked them, too, “What
is the population of Japan?”

When we compared our answers, the
first class wrote down population guess-
es that were between 50 million and 100
million. The second class wrote down an-
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swers that were between 100 million and
250 million. By asking that first critical
question, our teacher had anchored our
idea of the population with a number, so
our best guesses tended to be near that an-
chor number. (Author’s note: The actual
population of Japan is 127 million.)

Appraising a tree is similar. An apprais-
ing arborist may turn in a report stating his
opinion of the value of a tree, and readers
may feel that the tree is more or less valu-
able than the report states. But once that
appraisal has been prepared, the value is
usually anchored around it, and all future
assessments are made relative to that orig-
inal value.

Research and experience show that
tree value is nebulous. Even experienced
appraising arborists cannot come to con-
sensus on tree value (Komen and Hodel
2013, Watson 2002). There is a wide range
of possible solutions to the appraisal prob-
lem, leaving a gray area of acceptable
results. The mantra among appraising ar-
borists is, “Your appraisal is correct if you
can defend it well.” This leaves room for
differing opinions and resulting conse-
quences.

When tree value is required to justify
maintenance expense, anchoring opin-
ions with higher values can have a dra-
matic effect on the chosen maintenance
outcome. When an appraisal is low, less
maintenance expense is justifiable. When
an appraisal is high, more expense is jus-
tifiable. Even if the readers believe that
the appraisal is too high, they will still
be anchored by that appraisal, and their
subsequent opinion of value will be relat-
ed to that original appraisal. Intentional
or not, if an appraiser assigns a higher
value to a tree, the tree manager is more
motivated to spend money on preserving
it, whether or not they agree with the ap-
praisal.

Whether you are a consultant, a com-
mercial tree pruner or a municipal arbor-
ist, you know that when there is less mon-
ey to be spent, things get harder for you.



Comparables

When houses or cars are appraised, usu-
ally the appraiser uses comparable sales to
determine what similar properties recent-
ly sold for. These prior sales anchor the
appraiser’s opinion of value, regardless
of whether it is a bike, a car, a house or
a business that is being appraised. When
tree appraisals become public information,
appraisers can read about how other trees
are being appraised. Even though they are
not sales, these existing appraisals can still
become the comparables by which other
trees can be judged.

Reading previous appraisal reports an-
chors an appraiser’s opinions for future
assignments. Opinions are determined rel-
ative to prior experience. If a subject tree
for an appraisal is the same species and
same size, and in better a condition or lo-
cation than a previously appraised tree in
the area, then it will likely be appraised for
more. And vice versa.

Even though you may not be writing
appraisals, those existing reports will still
be anchoring future opinions that are ulti-
mately used to justify maintenance expen-
ditures. And those expenditures are your
livelihood.

Definition of self-worth

My colleague who doubted the impor-
tance of tree appraisals is absolutely right
about one thing; many people hold strong
opinions on the topic. Tree appraisal dis-
cussions at the American Society of Con-
sulting Arborists (ASCA) conferences are
always heated. Forums on the topic of tree
appraisal are wrought with intense discus-
sion and debate. Conference speakers on
the topic of appraisal tend to be met with
the most questions and opinions from the
audience.

Sometimes tree appraisal is relevant be-
yond defending an arborist’s profession.
Consultants and field arborists alike hold
such strong opinions on tree appraisal be-
cause they are defending their identities as
arborists. Trees must have value — because
I have value. If new appraisal methods are
introduced that reduce appraised values,
then suddenly trees have less value. When
trees have less value, arborists have less
value. It is no surprise then that many of
our industry colleagues will zealously de-
fend the claim: “Trees have intrinsic value

that cannot be appraised.” By arguing that
trees have value that cannot be appraised
away, arborists are defending their own
self-worth.

Be aware of how you feel emotionally
when someone tells you a tree is worthless.

The future of appraisals

Appraisals matter to us arborist profes-
sionals because they anchor opinions, they
can be used as comparables and they in-
fluence self-worth; but the way trees are
appraised is changing, and this will affect
all of us for those reasons. Currently, the
Council of Tree and Landscape Appraisers
(CTLA) is writing the 10th Edition of the
Guide for Plant Appraisal (CTLA 2000).
This new edition is going to be making
some changes to the generally accepted
Trunk Formula Method. Among others:
the elimination of the Adjusted Trunk
Area formula, the elimination of the spe-
cies rating and the restructuring of the de-
preciation ratings.

Adjusted Trunk Area (ATA) was a for-
mula that was added to the Guide for Plant
Appraisal because the Council believed
that large trees increased in appraised cost
too rapidly as they increased in size. So
they artificially suppressed large-tree ap-
praisals by adjusting the trunk area down-
ward for trees over 30 inches in diameter.
The 30-inch cutoff was chosen arbitrarily,
and the reason for the formula was a per-
sonal value decision of the Council mem-
bers. After consideration of these limita-
tions, the Council has decided to eliminate
ATA in the 10th edition. That means large
trees will appraise for more. The elimi-
nation of ATA will eliminate the artificial
suppression of value imposed upon large-
tree appraisals.

The species depreciation component of
the Trunk Formula Method was designed
to rate the climate suitability and overall
desirability of the subject species, taking
into account its genetic tendencies. How-
ever, the Council has determined that this
rating is not a good reflection of what’s
going on with each given subject tree.
Some species are undesirable in some sit-
uations and desirable in others; penalizing
some trees and rewarding others under all
circumstances was distorting appraisals.
As an alternative, the 10th edition will be
eliminating the species rating and intro-
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ducing two new terms: site limitations and
external limitations.

Site limitations and external limitations
are intended to absorb the attributes that
will be lost by the elimination of the spe-
cies rating (and also to absorb attributes
from the location rating, not discussed
here). For example, if a tree tends to drop
messy fruit, that attribute may have for-
merly been addressed in the species rat-
ing, but it will now be addressed in the
site-limitations attribute. This gives the
flexibility of penalizing trees with messy
fruit over sidewalks and rewarding trees
with fruit that attracts wildlife and that are
located away from sidewalks.

As of the 9th Edition, the species ratings
have been determined by regional commit-
tees. Committee members get together and
decide what each species should be rated
on a scale of 10 percent to 100 percent,
and publish these ratings in a regional spe-
cies classification guide. Field appraisers
are given the freedom to deviate from the
published rating by +/- 10 percent, but
they generally tend to anchor around the

Merit* Injectable

The #1 tree and shrub insecticide now

published rating. When the species rating
is eliminated, there will be more variabil-
ity between appraisals because arborists
will no longer be limited by a narrow
range around a set of benchmarks. This
will result in both higher and lower ap-
praisals than with the 9th Edition’s Trunk
Formula Method.

Conclusion

Although each individual appraiser de-
termines the final value he will be assign-
ing to the subject tree of his appraisal, the
methodology employed to calculate this
value clearly has an impact on the out-
come. Systematic changes in the Trunk
Formula Method may result in higher or
lower appraisals. When tree appraisals
change, so does your ability to justify your
profession.

I encourage all of you readers to active-
ly participate in the development of the
new Guide for Plant Appraisal. Review
the drafts when they are released to the
public — and submit your feedback! Your
opinion matters to modern tree-appraisal
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methodology. What ultimately gets pub-
lished will impact your business, your
profession and your life.
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