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Common Definitions for a Common Cause 

The National Mortgage Servicing Association (NMSA), a mortgage servicing industry trade association affiliat-
ed with the Five Star Institute, recently released a white paper calling for the standardization of key defini-
tions and best practices for inspecting and maintaining vacant and abandoned properties. NCST was asked to  
comment on NMSA’s proposals for a DSNews reaction piece  and we wanted to share our thoughts with you  
as well. 

To summarize our views, NCST supports NMSA’s efforts to standardize definitions relating to occupancy sta-
tus of a residential property. Standardized definitions can improve property preservation efforts by allowing 
for more uniform practices and documentation, better staff training, and even improved data collection, as 
the standardization would enable the interoperability of databases and technology systems. If these benefits 
came to pass, we might even see a reduction in servicing costs, which would benefit not just servicers and 
investors but also aspiring homebuyers since the availability of and cost of mortgage credit is affected by  
projected servicing costs.  

Currently, there is no universally accepted taxonomy across the mortgage servicing industry. Where  
definitions exist at all, they are frequently in conflict, making it difficult for property preservation managers  
to ensure that they adhere to all relevant rules. Too often the terms “vacant” and “abandoned” are used  
interchangeably, and it is also critical to distinguish between “unoccupied” and “vacant” in assessing whether 
a property should be secured and maintained by the servicer, the former status accounting for scenarios and 
life events such as a homeowner or lawful tenant’s vacation, sabbatical, or long-term hospitalization. 

While the definitions that NMSA has proposed appear to be headed in the right direction, we do not think  
policymakers should adopt them until after a more fulsome discussion takes place among all stakeholders. 
Among other things, the definitions may require more nuance in certain areas. For example, the proposed 
definitions do not address how to distinguish between a lawful tenant and an illegal occupant, particularly 
where that occupant is engaging in basic maintenance such as grass cutting, collecting the mail and taking  
out the trash. Whether a property occupied by an illegal tenant or a squatter should be considered vacant  
is a policy question that cannot be resolved by a standard definition, but potential questions of this sort are 
useful to consider when adopting definitions for further use.   

We also support industry-wide standardization of inspection reports and the adoption of best practices  
regarding inspecting and securing properties in default. Getting these practices right can make a significant 
difference in preventing blight. As long as NMSA’s efforts to simplify and universalize these processes  
integrate thoughtful feedback from all sectors, we believe that the benefits gained by standardization can  
be worthwhile and impactful. 

As NMSA works to build industry consensus for the adoption of these standard definitions and practices, we 
encourage an approach that brings together community, consumer and industry voices. NCST believes  
collaboration among regulators, servicers, investors, property inspectors and consumer advocates is essential 
to the development and adoption of the most useful standardized definitions, inspection forms and inspec-
tion/maintenance practices. We stand ready to partner with NMSA and other stakeholders in a discussion 
that can ultimately result in an improvement in how vacant properties are managed going forward. 
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