
Sleuthing 101: 

 How to Find Tax-Delinquent Property 

Owners When Nobody Else Can! 

 
Okay, you dutifully sent your letters out and now you've got a steady trickle of 

letters coming back with "Returned to Sender Address Unknown" prominently 

displayed. What next? 

 

Well, start humming that Elvis tune with vigor, because if you read this article and 

follow my advice, you will be in the small percentage of investors who go that 

extra mile to contact the owner and "return to sender" will be sweet music to 

your investor ears. 

 

Hunters will tell when tracking animals that they all leave a spoor, the footprints 

or tracks of an animal. Humans are no different. We all have a unique "spoor", 

which is our social security number, our "tracking" number.  

 

When you apply for credit or sign a rental application, you are asked for your 

social security number, and that information is relayed to the credit bureaus. 

Credit bureaus sell that information to data companies and we can have that 

accessibility-if you know where to look. 

 

First off, let's find out if that person is still alive by accessing the Social Security 

Death index search. Doing this step will eliminate the uncomfortable feeling when 

you find out the owner is deceased. You can still do the "deal" with the heirs, just 

proceed respectfully and judiciously.   

 

Simply Google “social security death index” and you’ll find it right there. 

 

Another simple step is to look up the property owner's name in the county's web 

site and see if the owner still owns property, other than the one you're looking 

for. You will want to visit the Recorder's site on the county web site and 

investigate any documents that have been recorded to obtain the phone number 



or address.  

 

Tax returns, credit information, medical records, employment records and 

financial records are not public record. Such non-public information is protected 

from disclosure by law or by custom sometimes, even their email address. 

 

We can visit that Assessor's/Recorder’s site and see if there are any other 

recorded documents where we can locate a phone number or address. Many 

counties have the ability to "pull" a document online from their records. 

 

If you have had trouble assessing a particular county's site, try Netronline at 

http://netronline.com.  Netronline is an excellent portal for retrieving property 

records online, including tax data, deeds, mortgages, liens, leases and more.  

Most counties are now online and tax information from the Tax Collector's office 

and the Assessor's office are now readily available. 

 

Now comes the fun part - locating owners through various services, some free 

and others on a subscription basis. After a few lists you'll be better than Dog the 

Bounty Hunter at finding owners-and potential deals.  

 

We're going to shred the web and use the best search and retrieval sites to 

contact delinquent owners in the Public Record. 

 

What is Public Record? Glad you asked.  

 

Public Record is information gathered and maintained by a governmental agency, 

which is by law available to the general public. The federal Freedom of 

Information Act and similar state legislation governs what is considered public 

record. 

 

One more thing before proceeding, if you are a serious investor I would strongly 

suggest forming an LLC , corporation, or trust. 

 

If you discover a lien on the property after you have bought it, you will not be 

held personally liable for any debts associated with the lien in most cases. 

 

Never hold property in your own name. Tattoo this caveat on your dry board. 



Try LegalZoom.com, a company started by attorneys, which simplifies the process 

and is very affordable. LegalZoom has an Education Center that will help you 

access the information you need to make an informed decision. 

  

Robert Shapiro, part of the OJ defense team, is one of the co-founders. 

 

Once you have become legitimate, having formed your LLC , corporation, or trust;   

you can now apply to several of the "paid" search and retrieval services. Several 

offer limited resources for free; but if you've got a potential deal brewing, don't 

skimp, invest that dollar or two to get that lead. 

 

My top subscription searches are: 

 

Merlindata.com 

 

Various searches are at your disposal. Fill out the application and establish 

yourself as a serious investor.  

 

I prefer Merlindata as the ultimate investigative database in the industry. Their 

customer service is exceptional and they offer a trial period and a debit account 

where every search is subtracted from your account balance. Merlin's Historical 

Data search is very helpful for "tired, old" leads. Applications are available on 

their web site. 

 

You can do a credit header report search where the header will give you up- to- 

date info: like the last time the credit report was run, current address and phone 

number(s). 

 

You can also search one's bank account , which will contain the address and 

phone number. 

 

Accurint.com 

 

I have never used Accurint , but several of my colleagues have given it rave 

reviews, so I contacted their site. 

 

They proclaim to be,"the most widely accepted locate-and-research tool available 



to government, law enforcement and commercial customers. Its proprietary 

data-linking technology returns search results in seconds to the user's desktop." 

I've listed some of their more unique services. 

 

People Search- locates neighbors, associates and possible relatives. 

 

Phone Plus- track down phone numbers not typically available to increase your 

chances of finding your subject . Access to over 50,000,000 non directory 

assistance records, including cell phone numbers. 

 

People at Work- links more than 132 million individuals to businesses, addresses, 

phone numbers and possible dates of employment. 

 

Advanced Person Search- helps find individuals when only old or fragmented data 

is available. 

 

Masterfiles.com 

 

Another paid data base, albeit a lot cheaper than the others. Cents instead of 

dollars on their paid searches. Highly recommended to find that elusive phone 

number or address. 

 

Free sites:. 

 

Did you know that you can find cell phone numbers and unlisted numbers at 

several free sites? People still use their phone numbers to establish credit, open 

and close bank accounts, buy and sell real estate-and unknowingly use it all the 

time in everyday social situations. People are not that tough to find. 

 

I would start out my search with Zaba. 

 

Zaba is a free service and you will find a healthy portion of your phone numbers 

and addresses here. Zaba uses several different public records search engines. 

Once you insert the owner's name it will give you all the last names in the state 

and the city they are from. You can then pinpoint the owner you are searching 

for. They do have a paid extension of their service, but I find it too expensive and 

not as thorough as Melissa, Merlin or Accurint. 



Peoplefinder.com is another free service that will let you do cell phone records. 

 

Ranks right up there with Zaba as the best of the freebies to obtain addresses and 

phone numbers. It will even display a map from Microsoft Virtual Earth to locate 

the neighborhood and the address.  

 

Peoplefinder will tell you if the phone number is a land line, and provide the local 

time and the city and the state. Amazing. 

 

Once you have your sources on your desktop, including the Social Security Death 

index search, start with the free sites first and start inserting names. Once you 

find the phone number or address, write it down and reference the site you found 

it on. If not found, write "not found" and come back to it later. 

 

I would advise getting a "day pass" for less than $15.00 at Merlindata or 

Masterfiles. Taking that extra step will distance yourself from the casual investor.  

 

Wait until you have enough leads to warrant a "day pass" and knock yourself out. 

 

This one tactic will pay for itself many times over. You may be the first person 

who has talked to the owner and your sleuthing and persistence will pay off. 

The "day pass" is good for a 24-hour period. 

 

I have given you my favorites but you may navigate the sites and choose what 

works for you. 

 

Now would be an ideal time to use Priority Mail to contact the property owners. 

There is a much better chance the recipient will open your letter if its marked 

Priority Mail, rather than regular postage.  

 

If you're close to deadline, call the owner.  

 

This is the single biggest stumbling block for first time investors- the fear of public 

speaking, by far the biggest phobia. There's even a word for it, Glossophobia. 

Remember that for many of your calls this is the first contact they have had, and 

many will welcome your inquiry and consider your advice. 

 



Become an expert in your county's tax code and answer all questions intelligently 

and professionally. Try to establish rapport with the homeowner, as they are 

more likely to do business with you if they like you, rather THAN an adversary.  

Mimic their volume and speech patterns-without being too obvious. Then shut 

up... and listen. 

 

I have found the best time to contact owners is late afternoon on Sunday. They're 

not as stressed out and they are usually at home enjoying their weekend. 

But what's more important, is that you make the call. 

 

Wayne Gretzy, who revolutionized the game of hockey with his scoring prowess 

once sagely remarked, "You miss 100% of the shots you don't take." 

Substitute shots for calls, and you've got it. 

 

Good luck! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


