
J LC  /  DE C E M B E R 201 3   4 9

P
ho

to
: c

ou
rt

es
y 

FE
M

A

Second Acts
Life as an insurance adjuster after a career as a contractor

O
n the heels of the Great Recession, I had to find a job. With 
20 years of home building behind me, there was little else I 
knew well enough by which to make a decent income. Want 
ads for experienced home builders didn’t exist, but I found 
that skills honed in construction and remodeling provided a 

good base for careers in real estate sales, building inspections, and 
property insurance adjustments. I explored all three. 

If you’re looking for a career change today, it’s likely not because 
of a sluggish construction economy; things have picked up. But your 
knees and elbows may need a break, or you may have other reasons 
to trade in the toolbox for a briefcase. Let’s face it, construction is a 

younger man’s game. It’s also fraught with risk and uncertainty, 
even in good times. After I switched careers, my stress level dimin-
ished, my bank account recovered, and I have no warranties to wor-
ry about or employees to pay on Friday.

INSURANCE ADJUSTMENTS
The most satisfying and lucrative work I found involves adjusting 
insurance losses after catastrophes, such as 2013’s Moore, Okla., 
tornado and Superstorm Sandy. You’re helping people in need, 
and you make a percentage of every loss you adjust. Working 
16-hour days while on storm duty, you can earn $750 to $2,500 
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a day, on average. Since 2008, I have been 
deployed 30 to 60 days a year, and in that 
brief but intense time, I make about half 
my annual income.

But it’s not an easy job, and you do earn 
the money. Big natural disasters are chaotic, 
the workload is overwhelming, the phone 
calls are incessant, and you never know 
when you’ll be deployed. Notice comes in 
two phases: First you receive a text alert 
that deployment is likely, then a call a few 
days (or sometimes hours) later telling you 
where to go for orientation. When that call 
comes, it means leaving within 24 hours. I 
keep two plastic totes with all of my sup-
plies ready to load in the trunk, and I pack 
my suitcase on first notice.

Licensing. To become an independent 
catastrophe, or “CAT,” adjuster, you have to 
obtain a license. Check with your home 
state’s department of insurance to find out 
what the requirements are (see map, page 
52). You would begin by applying for an “all 
lines” or casualty and property adjuster’s 
license in your own state. Some states, 
such as my home state of Colorado, don’t 
require a license, but without one, nobody 
takes you seriously. 

Licenses from Texas, Florida, and Indi-
ana are among those that enjoy the highest 
level of reciprocity. Having one will allow 
you to obtain a license in most other states 
just by paying the fee—no tests or classes 
required. (The exceptions are Arizona, Cali-
fornia, Hawaii, and New York, which re-
quire separate licensing.) 

If your state does not require a license, 
you can obtain a nonresident license in Tex-
as, Florida, or Indiana and designate it as 
your “home state” license to enjoy most of 
the benefits of reciprocity. Texas offers the 
greatest number of approved adjuster li-
cense courses, many of which are online. Its 
license is the most widely recognized in the 
industry, so it’s generally the one recom-
mended for those starting out. 

Another reason to get a home-state 
license is that insurance companies prefer 
to deploy adjusters already licensed within 
the disaster area in the first wave, before a 
state of emergency is declared. And they 
often employ locally licensed adjusters to 
stay afterward to handle any additional 

CAREERS: INSURANCE ADJUSTER

damage discovered after the initial claim. 
That said, states often waive their license 
requirements in a state of emergency, grant-
ing temporary emergency licenses to out-of-
state adjusters. 

For a license, you’ll need to complete the 
40 hours of required training, pass a test, 
and submit your application to the regulat-
ing authority. For Texas and Florida, this 
entails fingerprinting and a criminal back-
ground check. Usually you will receive your 
license within a few weeks. Indiana cur-
rently does not require fingerprinting, and 
its process takes less than one week.

Once you have a home-state license, it’s 
a good idea to get licensed in areas where big 

Hurricane Landfall Locations
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Seismic Risk 
(2008)

storms occur, such as along the Atlantic 
coast, or in underserved areas where few 
independent adjusters have licenses, such 
as Arizona. In every instance, you’ll need to 
take continuing education classes to main-
tain your primary license. 

Training. Your background in construc-
tion establishes a good foundation for this 
type of work because one of the job’s two 
basic skills is creating estimates, which you 
already know how to do; the other is deter-
mining how the insurance policy responds 
to the specific loss, which will be a new area 
of expertise. 

After obtaining your license, you’ll need 
to learn to use Xactimate (xactware.com), 
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Price of admission. Pre-licensing 
courses that satisfy the basic requirements 
for obtaining a resident or non-resident state 
license are available in the classroom or on-
line. The online format can be boring, but 
the courses are inexpensive ($150 to $350) 
and convenient if you need to stretch the 
training out over time. 

Classroom courses are less flexible but 
are more engaging and quicker to com-
plete—you can finish in about three days. 
They also offer a broader perspective on the 
industry, but are considerably more expen-
sive at $500 to $750.

License fees vary from state to state in 
the $50 to $500 range. Some states require an 

annual payment; others, biannual. Also fig-
ure on spending $100 to $150 every two years 
to complete approved continuing education 
classes to maintain your license. 

Additionally, you can attend adjuster’s 
school online or in the classroom, which is 
worth considering if you have no back-
ground in insurance restoration, such as 
mitigating water damage, assessing roof 
damage, and understanding policies. These 
classes cost from $450 to $1,450, with the 
online version at the lower end. 

Depending on the demand for adjusters, 
you may get the training you need from your 
employer. If you go to work for one of the four 
major independent adjusting firms—Worley 
Catastrophe Response (worleyco.com), Pilot 
Catastrophe Services (pilotcat.com), Eberl 
Claims Service (eberls.com), and E. A. Ren-
froe & Co. (earenfroe.com)—you may get the 
training you need for a small fee or gratis, or 
you may even get paid a day rate (about $600) 
to attend classes.

GETTING WORK
Insurance adjustment work is unpredict-
able. It comes and goes with the weather, 
and it fluctuates year to year. When a huge 
hurricane makes landfall or several storms 
hit back-to-back, it’s easy to get hired. Oth-
erwise, you may get licensed and trained, 
then wait two years for your first deploy-
ment. But in my opinion, it’s still worth it: 
In a banner year, top-level adjusters can 
earn $200,000 or more. 

A few major adjusting firms, such as the 
four mentioned above, and many small ones 
as well, keep a stable of qualified adjusters 
eligible and ready to deploy in the event of a 
catastrophe. Every year, tropical storms, 
hail storms, tornadoes, and floods provide 
deployment opportunities. Whether you 
sign up with one large company or several, 
the goal is to generate a steady stream of de-
ployment requests that you can accept or 
decline at your discretion. 

Certifications. Disasters occur every-
where, and your adjuster’s licenses allow 
you to adjust most claims, from hail to hur-
ricanes. But some claims require special-
ized certification. I worked flood claims 
during Superstorm Sandy and found the 
niche rewarding. It is paperwork intensive 

Total Tornado Reports
(Yearly average, 1950–1995)

Total Major Floods
(1993–1997)

the estimating program used by 75% of the 
insurance industry. You can learn the basics 
online, but I highly recommend week-long 
classroom training with plenty of practice. 
It’s a big, powerful program that’s compli-
cated at first but so well-tailored to the 
industry that you’ll marvel at its capacity. 
Two of the largest and best-known training 
companies are Vale Training Solutions 
(valetrainingsolutions.com) and Adjuster 
Pro (adjusterpro.com). You can view a list of 
approved Adjuster Licensing Providers on 
the Texas Department of Insurance website 
(tdi.texas.gov). For a full listing of adjusting 
firms, large and small, see the directory at 
catadjuster.org.
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because most flood insurance is underwrit-
ten by the Federal Emergency Management 
Agency (FEMA), but the pay is about a third 
more for the same dollar value. The claims 
process is also cut and dried because there’s 
only one policy to learn, unlike in the gen-
eral insurance market, which has a dozen 
or more polices to deal with.

The other certification to consider is for 
earthquake claims in California. They don’t 
come often, but when large earthquakes do 
occur, there’s a lot of work to be done.

 
BUILDING INSPECTION
The only problem with CAT adjusting is 
that you have to wait for a storm, so most 
adjusters have a second job to fill in when 
the weather is calm. One option is munic-
ipal building inspection. The gig comes 
with benefits and a steady paycheck, but 
positions open rarely and fill quickly, 
and anyone used to self-employment will 
struggle with the bureaucratic environ-
ment. Also, you won’t be able to take off 
with three days’ notice whenever a storm 
hits the area. 

The alternative I found was working as 
an independent commercial property in-

spector performing annual mortgage in-
spections for banks. Lenders were 
hammered during the recent recession, 
with bad loans on properties in extreme 
disrepair. In response, regulators ratcheted 
up due diligence requirements so that lend-
ers must now inspect their collateral regu-
larly to make sure it is being taken care of. 
A few large national companies get the 
bulk of the third-party inspection business 
and delegate the field work to a small army 
of qualified inspectors. By qualified, I mean 
a high-school diploma, considerable 
knowledge of building trades, and famil-
iarity with commercial and large multi-
family properties.

For certain types of inspections—prin-
cipally of properties underwritten by Fan-
nie Mae and Freddie Mac—commercial 
property inspectors must have certifica-
tion. This comes with an eight-hour class 
and an exam. You also need decent comput-
er skills because the reports (and there are 
many) require knowledge of programs such 
as Microsoft Excel and Word. You don’t need 
to be a computer whiz, but most jobs require 
computer literacy and a facility for learning 
new programs.

CAREERS: INSURANCE ADJUSTER

Adjusters in states that don’t require 
licensing can obtain a non-resident 
license in Texas, Florida, or Indiana, 
then declare it their home-state license. 
This enables them to obtain a license in 
many other states by paying a fee, but 
without having to take classes or tests. 
Consult with your state’s department of 
insurance to learn about requirements 
and reciprocity.

State Licensing Requirements

The basic routine involves setting ap-
pointments, requisitioning documents, 
(such as rent rolls and market reports), and 
meeting with property contacts to walk the 
site. You take photographs, ask questions, 
and make note of deferred maintenance. 
Looking at the rent roll, you may notice that 
the lease for an anchor tenant expires at 
month’s end, so you ask if the tenant has re-
newed. You also may notice that the parking 
lot needs resurfacing and the roof needs to be 
replaced—both items that represent import-
ant information for the lender. Back at the 
office (your kitchen table or a spare bedroom), 
you fill out the necessary reports. 

Overall, I like the job because it allows 
me to do other things. I set my schedule and 
I can limit the number of assignments I do 
in a month. There’s plenty of work, so if you 
want more, it’s easy to be busy. Property in-
spection pays about a carpenter’s wage, but 
it serves me well, filling the gaps between 
other assignments.

Previous to his exploration of insurance adjust-
ing and property inspections, Fernando Ruiz 
was a developer and builder who specialized in 
affordable green housing for almost 30 years. 

No license required

Accept out-of-state license

Require in-state license
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Adjusters are on the road for days or weeks at a time, so you’ll have to carry everything 
you need—ladders, boots, probing and measuring tools, work clothes for every season, 
and accessories, such as gloves, that work whether it’s very hot or very cold. You’ll also 
need a toolbox for storing and transporting everything in your car (below, left), as well as 
a lightweight toolbelt to hold essential tools while estimating and clambering on roofs. I 
set up a simple mobile office in my car—with a laptop desk, as well as power inverters to 
plug in laptops and printers—and a complete office in my hotel room, including a portable 
scanner and printer, cables, extension cords, and general office supplies. I pack a jump 
rope too; you spend a lot of time in the car and need to get a little exercise now and then. 

Here’s my list of “must have” tools for insurance adjustment work, along with the 
approximate cost of each. Assuming you already have a vehicle but need everything else, 
this startup kit will cost you about $4,000. 

MUST-HAVE TOOLS
1. A fuel-efficient vehicle, $25,000
It needs a good heater and air conditioner, 
and room for all the stuff on this list.

2. Navigation device (GPS), $175
When road signs are missing, maps  
won’t work; a GPS can better orient you  
to your surroundings.

3. Laptop computer, $1,500; portable 
printer and scanner, $350
You need a lot of memory—Xactimate is a 
huge program and you’ll be taking and storing 
lots of pictures. At the moment, the software 
that insurance companies use won’t run in 
Windows 8, and insurance platforms won't 
work with browsers newer than Internet 
Explorer 7 (Google Chrome, for instance). 

4. A good telescoping ladder, $300 
I like the Xtend&Climb Model 780P Pro 
Series ($280, below, middle). It holds up to 
300 pounds, extends to 12 1/2 feet, weighs 
just 32 pounds, and is compact when 
collapsed (19 3/4 by 32 1/4 by 4 1/2 inches). 

5. A compact digital camera, $125; 
smartphone, $600; Bluetooth hands-free 
device, $85 
A smartphone can take pictures, but a 
camera is easier to set up and has more 
memory, and spare camera batteries (which 
I carry with me) are easy to find. Also, if 
I drop my $120 camera off the roof (and I 
have, three times), I can pull out the memory 
card to save a day’s worth of photos, and buy 
another camera at the nearest Wal-Mart. 
But if I drop my $600 phone, I waste a day 

The Adjuster’s Tool Kit
finding a Verizon dealer to get the photos out 
of the old phone and buy a new one. 

6. 25-foot tape measure, $15; 100-foot 
reel measure, $35; digital measuring 
device, $325
I like the Bosch Digital Distance Measurer 
($90), although more expensive models are 
available (see “Laser Distance Measurers,” 
Jan/13).

7. Toolbelt, $100
I use an electrician’s pouch, but specialty 
adjuster belts are available that include 
a place for a clipboard and tablet, tape 
measure, and roof tools. One example is 
the CatManDo (customtoolbelt.com), which 
is designed to hold most of the tools an 
adjuster needs to carry. 

8. Shingle gauge, $45; angle finder, $15; 
stiff putty knife, $8; chalk (to mark roofs 
for hail damage)

9. Roofing shoes, $145–$165 
I like Cougar Paws, which are designed  
for walking on roofs (below, right). 
Although any nonslip shoe will work, you’ll 
want to feel safe, and nothing works better 
than these specialized shoes with Velcro-
grip soles.

10. Miscellaneous: gloves for heat or cold, 
$30; multipurpose knife, $75; slotted and 
Phillips screwdrivers, $25; flashlight, $25


