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Our Value to Society
have just finished reading an article in The Economist titled “Thinking
twice about price. — In an age of austerity businesses needs to get better
at charging more” (July 27th 2013 Issue). The article says that businesses
coming out of the financial crisis have trimmed their workforce, and cut
costs to the bone. So in order to boost profits, price is all that is left to make
changes to the bottom line. Clever pricing can do a lot to increase your share of
profit retention and increase your spending power. The surveying profession needs
to take heed to this strategy.
Surveyors are notoriously bad at setting prices. With each new technology we
absorb into our business we become more efficient and reduce the amount of effort
required to undertake a survey. The result of spending less time on a survey, both in
the field and in the office, is that we reduce the value of our services by charging our
clients for our time on the job rather than the value of the service itself.
A survey that once would have taken a field crew of three, using a total station,
a week, and two days calculating and drafting in the office, can now be done by
one person, in a day using GPS and CAD drafting techniques. Do we charge the
same fee to do the same job? No, we pass on all that increased efficiency to our
client by continuing to charge for our time. Meanwhile, the value of the real estate
we are surveying has increased many times over, which means that our liability has
increased while our fees have decreased. Not a very good business strategy.
Whenever we attach our signature and seal to a survey, we create a legal document
that bears a liability directly proportional to the value of the real estate on which we
are reporting. Much of what we do is translated into deeds and title that facilitate
valuable and legal real estate transactions. Deed descriptions are passed from one
transaction to another over the decades, thus becoming ever more valuable over time.
Are we adequately compensated for the legal descriptions we provide? Have you
pointed out to your client the value you are creating for your client and their heirs?
One way to increase your profits is to identify the value you are providing your
clients. I see just about all surveying services falling into two basic categories. One,
we assist our clients in creating wealth by providing a service to increase the utility
of their real estate. Subdividing land into more intensive land use (say, rural to
urban or urban to commercial) adds value and wealth to our land owning clients.
Staking out a new house enables the construction of a home in place of a vacant
lot, thereby adding value to the land parcel. Two, we assist our clients in reducing
risk by showing such things as encroachments by or upon the tract we are surveying, or showing easements not obvious on the land surface, so our clients do not
invest in real estate with clouded titles.
I suggest to all in our profession, including students, that the best way to retain the
value of our surveying services and to be directly in concert with the wealth we create
for our clients is to charge ad valorem fees similar to architects, engineers, and real
estate agents. Surveyors should be fearless in asking to be adequately compensated
by their clients for the value and integrity we impart to the development of real estate
and we should walk away if our clients do not understand this.
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