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The Changing Seasons  
Of the Mortgage Industry 
BY MIKE HARDWICK

As we near the Holidays, I am reminded of just how much of our lives revolve around 
seasons. Obviously, we have our physical weather patterns of spring, summer, fall and 
winter, but from a conceptual standpoint, seasons are defined by more than just changing 
meteorological or ecological patterns. In sports, your favorite team can have a winning or 
losing season. For die-hard fans, too much of the latter can bring several months of mis-

ery, while a winning season can ignite a fan base and inspire millions 
of people. For retailers, specific seasons throughout the year signifi-
cantly influence demand for goods and services. The Holiday shopping 
season technically begins the day after Thanksgiving (even though it 
seems to begin earlier each year) and is accom-
panied by a surge in sales of electronics, clothing 
and many other consumer products. 
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Customer Experience 
Should Be Your Edge
BY STEPHEN RAMIREZ

Mortgage lenders are living a new reality: customer experience isn’t just about a solid 
customer service call center. An exceptional customer experience can mean the differ-
ence between winning and losing business altogether. Referrals are no longer just driven 
by partners in the real estate or financial worlds. Consumers are tapping friends, family, 
and social network contacts. The game is changing, thanks to the increasing influence of 
social media. As this trend accelerates, financial institutions will need to keep pace with 
consumer expectations if they want to build positive word of mouth 
and gain a competitive edge. 

Consumers now have the opportunity to publicly share their experi-
ences with any business, and they can influence a broad network of 
friends and colleagues. New York public relations firm Edelman report-
ed that in the online world, 76 percent of consumers will recommend 
companies they trust to a friend. And 57 percent of shoppers are more 
likely to buy after receiving opinions from friends, according to a re-
cent “Social Impact Consumer Study” from Sociable Labs.

Customer Centric 
CRM Wins the Day
BY ROB STRICKLAND

We all know that precipitous drops in interest rates drive significant increases in loan ap-
plications. From September to October of this year mortgage rates 
dropped 30 basis points and applications correspondingly increased 
11.6% from one week to another. For lenders seeking to prosper in 
2015 and beyond the question is, are you prepared to capitalize on 
favorable market fluctuations when they occur? Do you have the proper tools and process-
es to attract and convert new prospects in real time? As competition heats up to acquire 
new purchase and refinance customers, winning lenders can benefit from leveraging more 
advanced, customer centric CRM solutions that connect borrowers with the right product 
the right people and the right process in real time.
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It’s The Season
Winter is here and that means a slowing real estate market. Auction.com has re-

leased the November Real Estate Nowcast, which projects that existing home sales 
for the month will fall between seasonally adjusted averages of 5.05 and 5.46 million 
annual sales, with a targeted number of 5.25 million. This prediction suggests that 
sales will be essentially flat compared with October’s higher-than-expected 5.26 mil-
lion sales figure, which was released on November 20 by the National Association of 
Realtors (NAR).

The Nowcast combines industry data, proprietary company transactional data and 
Google search activity to predict market trends as they are occurring – weeks be-
fore the findings of other benchmark studies are released. If the company’s latest 
Nowcast projection is as accurate as it was in October, November existing home 
sales will show a marked improvement from November 2013, when sales dropped 
to a seasonally adjusted average of 4.90 million, down from 5.12 million in the prior 
month.

“The housing market, while not growing rapidly, is at least maintaining its current 
momentum rather than taking a step backwards,” said Auction.com Executive Vice 
President Rick Sharga. “It’s encouraging to see sales activity hold steady, or improve 
even marginally, considering all the headwinds the market is facing – tight credit, low 
inventory, less investor activity and relatively weak demand.”

The analysis suggests that although investor purchasers still play an important 
role in the market, their activity is down compared to earlier in the housing recov-
ery. According to NAR, the percentage of all-cash sales, which tends to be primarily 
investors, increased to 27 percent of total sales in October, up from 24 percent in 
the previous month, but off the 31 percent level seen a year ago. Sharga noted that 
Auction.com is continuing to see strong interest from real estate investors at its auc-
tions, but that there have been noticeable changes in this market segment. “We’ve 
seen buying activity slowing down among the largest institutional investors, and 
some of this activity replaced by mid-sized companies and individuals looking to buy 
and rent out single family homes. The asset class seems likely to continue to grow, 
but the share of inventory purchased by the largest funds appears to be shrinking.”

Also affecting the housing landscape is the limited number of new buyers enter-
ing the market. First-time homebuying has remain constrained, accounting for just 
29 percent of total sales in October and staying below 30 percent for 18 of the past 
19 months, with this range being the lowest in nearly three decades according to a 
NAR study.

“Less than six month’s inventory – and very little at the entry level of the market 
– coupled with tight credit make it extremely challenging for new buyers,” Sharga
pointed out. “And neither situation is likely to improve soon.” Inventory levels typically 
decline in winter months, and a recent survey conducted 
by Collingwood Group concluded that 71 percent of lend-
ers are unlikely to loosen credit standards.
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It’s been 30 years since the U.S. host-
ed a World’s Fair, and that last one – the 
1984 shindig in New Orleans – had the 
sad distinction of being the only World’s 
Fair to go bankrupt while the event was 
underway. And while other major cit-
ies around the world have continued 
to host these international expositions 
– most notably Shanghai’s celebrated
2010 event plus next year’s Milan hap-
pening and a 2020 World’s Fair planned 
for Dubai – American cities have mostly 
ignored the notion of accommodating 
this type of event.

However, this past year has placed 
more than a little nostalgia on a distant 
era when the U.S. had no problems offer-
ing up World’s Fair attractions. Seventy-
five years ago, the 1939 World’s Fair in 
New York offered an optimistic promise 
of a future filled with peace and indus-
trial progress. Fifty years ago, New York 
hosted the spectacular (and somewhat 
controversial) 1964/65 World’s Fair. 
Spokane’s ecologically focused Expo 74 
was recalled this year with a 40th anni-
versary commemoration. And even if the 
New Orleans event was a financial flop, 

many Big Easy residents talked up that 
exposition this year with great fondness.

From a commercial standpoint, the 
production of a World’s Fair has tradi-
tionally almost always a money-losing 
endeavor – but only if one focuses on 
ticket sales for the event. And con-
sidering that government money was 
funneled into many of the U.S.-based 
World’s Fairs in the past, it is hard to 
imagine today’s fiscal conservatives em-
bracing this type of a project.

But from a long haul perspective, 
having a World’s Fair has often been 
the foundation for significant urban de-
velopment projects that ultimately im-
prove the quality of life in the host cit-
ies. Dr. Robert Rydell, history professor 
at Montana State University and author 
of World’s Fair-related books including 
World of Fairs: The Century-of-Progress 
Expositions and Fair America, argues 
that these expositions can generate the 
right type of returns.

“The answers depend on how mon-
ey is invested,” he explains, “If an in-
vestor only invests in a fair expecting 
to make money off gate receipts, the 

investor is not very wise. If, however, an 
investor thinks more broadly about eco-
nomic possibilities in both the short and 
long term, my sense is that money can 
be made. For example, the 1968 fair re-
vitalized San Antonio and built a major 
convention center that is still in use. Ask 
anyone in San Antonio about the eco-
nomic value of the Gonzalez Center and 
they will share with you their thoughts 
about its ‘value’ for the business/tour-
ist climate there. And don’t imagine that 
all fairs necessarily lost money off gate 
receipts. Any American city remotely 
considering hosting a fair should meet 

with the organizers of the 2005 Nagoya 
Expo – it made money hand-over-fist 
off attendance that vastly exceeded 
projections.”

Today, several American venues 
are jockeying to get approval from the 
Bureau of International Exhibitions (BIE) 
to host a future World’s Fair. A group of 
business and political leaders are trying 
to position Minneapolis-St. Paul as the 
site of a 2023 World’s Fair, while a simi-
lar consortium is pushing for Houston 
to host an exposition in 2025. Other 
groups based out of San Francisco, Los 
Angeles and San Diego have also toyed 

with similar efforts. (Oddly, one location 
that is in desperate need of investment, 
Detroit, has not even considered this 
type of a financial shot-in-the-arm.)

But these pursuits are complicated 
because the U.S. is no longer a mem-
ber of the BIE – and while a World’s Fair 
can proceed without BIE approval (the 
1964/65 New York World’s Fair being 
the most notable example), having that 
group’s stamp of approval will help to 
bring more international participation 
and credibility to the event, particularly 
if it is based in a second-tier city rather 
than a major media and tourism hub.

Furthermore, this type of an event 
takes a great deal of planning that can 
take years to accomplish. For many 
commercial real estate leaders, time is 
not an ally. In an interview with the trade 
publication Finance and Commerce, 
Stefanie Meyer, a principal and senior 
vice president for Mid America Real 
Estate, was uncertain whether the or-
ganizers behind the proposed 2023 
World’s Fair in Minneapolis-St. Paul 
would be able to find enough acreage 
to accommodate this future event if the 
current real estate market begins to heat 
up with greater intensity.

“Nine years from now – so much 
is going to happen between now and 
then,” Meyer said. “There are very few 
sites that are just going to sit and wait 
for that … Some of those land owners 
might not be able to just hold onto it. 
When the market is there, they have to 
react to it.” 
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There have been numerous re-
ports recently telling us that the 
fastest growing age group in the 
country are those individuals over 
90 years of age. Each year as I age 
I become a stronger and stron-
ger supporter of any advancement 
that prolongs life. And while we in-
dividualize this phenomenon there 
are some ramifications that di-
rectly impact the mortgage indus-
try. One of the most obvious ones 
are the business opportunities that 
this provides. While reverse mort-
gages have been steadily grow-
ing in popularity, we can expect to 
see a greater push in this product 
as the housing recovery continues. 
Another opportunity of course is the 
development and sale of homes in 

communities that cater to seniors. 
It is quite reasonable to expect to 
see growth in this housing segment 
as more and more baby-boomers 
reach the age of retirement and 
look to relocate to warmer climates 
or move closer to the grandkids. 
Since these individuals typically dis-
like working with companies over 
the phone or through the internet, 
the move toward Internet lending 
may leave them looking for some-
one who will take the face-to-face 
time to assist them through the 
mortgage lending process. They will 
probably not want to send private 
information on-line or sign docu-
ments electronically. Lenders need 
to be prepared to take some appli-
cations the old-fashioned way.  

There is a downside to this op-
portunity as well. Seniors have to 
sell the houses they have been liv-
ing in for many years and to which 

they are very emotionally attached. 
More than likely they see the value of 
their property not in terms of market 
value, but in the value they attach 
to it. I recently had a conversation 

with a senior that exemplifies this. 
This individual was contemplating 
selling a property and wasn’t sure 
what its value was so I suggested 

she get an AVM to give her some 
idea of what similar properties had 
sold for. When the value came back 
she was very disturbed that it was 

much lower than expected. We 
went through the comps and for 
each one she had a reason why her 
property was worth more. Finally I 
asked her what she really thought 

it was worth. She gave me a price 
that was several hundred thou-
sand more than the AVM value. So 
I asked her if she were looking for a 
house in that price range and hers 
was on the market would she pay 
that much for it. Her answer was 
no. So, I asked why she thought it 
as worth that much. Her reply was 
simply “Because I have so many 
good memories here”, and she 
stated “I am just going to sell it to 
my son for what I think it is worth.” 
Then she added, “He can always 
get some lender to finance it.” 

Understanding the sentimentality 
of “home” however does not trans-
late into value. Many of the individu-
als facing this situation are looking 
to use non arms-length transac-
tions to sell their properties to family 
members for amounts higher than 
the actual value of the property and 
those individuals, so they believe 
will simply refinance it to get the 
cash back out. With a proliferation 
of these transactions, home values 
in aging communities may very well 
escalate to unsustainable highs. So, 
a few words to the wise. Don’t ne-
glect what could be a valuable op-
portunity; but don’t be blinded so 
blinded by the opportunity that you 
ignore value issues. It is time to re-
view and refresh those policies and 
procedures on non-arms-length 
transactions so that you don’t find 
that you have financed a lot of se-
nior sentimentality.  
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I learned to fly a number of years 
ago, and spend as much time in 
the air as possible. My favorite 
days aloft are those that pilots re-
fer to as ‘severe clear,’ where vis-
ibility seems practically limitless. In 
the Midwestern flatlands, there’s not 
much sticking up off the ground. A 
little hill here, a smokestack there, or 
the nuclear power plant that’s fifty-
plus miles south of where I live. The 
days the power plant is visible are 
the clearest of all.

I am a self-confessed mortgage 
lending technology geek, so I got 
to thinking about the “severe clear” 
concept in our business. What is 
severe clear to me is comprehen-
sive, rules-based, workflow-driven 
technology – not technologies – 
that guides a loan from application 
through closing and funding, includ-
ing documents.  This is an absolute 
necessity because severe clarity is 

what every participant in the mort-
gage process demands these days. 
We older mortgage bankers grew 
up in the opaque era. It wasn’t 
that we did not want to share de-
tails of the mortgage process with 
our borrowers, investors and regu-
lators; the fact was, we could not. 
The technologies of the time made 
it impossible.

The distinction between technolo-
gy, singular, and technologies, plural, 

is a distinction with a difference. 
During the opaque era we employed 
all kinds of technologies to get a loan 
from application to closing, includ-
ing Wite-Out. Remember that stuff? 
Back then, no mortgage operation 
could possibly survive without it. Nor 
could we get a borrower to the clos-
ing table without a messy conglom-
eration of low-tech tools which, by 

the way, we were happy to have at 
our disposal.

Technology as a singular noun, 
though, means just that: one com-
prehensive technology where the 
borrower makes their own applica-
tion online, if they desire. This is the 
same technology the lender uses 
to process, underwrite, close, fund 
and deliver the loan. The benefit is 
clarity. The data upon which the loan 
is built is never in question. It is also 
visible to the entire lending team, as 
well as the borrower, throughout the 
process.

Clarity, or visibility, for the borrow-
er is very important today, as well. 
Twenty or thirty years ago borrow-
ers cared far less about the making 
of a mortgage than the getting of a 
mortgage. As was true with so many 
things 20 and 30 years ago, borrow-
ers were not supposed to know how 
things happened, only that they did 
happen. Today’s homebuyers and 
refinancers are of a different mind: 
they demand to know how things 
work and to see how things happen. 
Comprehensive technology today 
supports both this level of transpar-
ency and the terrific borrower expe-
rience that successful lenders sim-
ply must provide.

Providing a great borrower ex-
perience is one excellent reason to 
move to a single mortgage lending 
technology. Compliance is another. 
The multiple data sets connected 
to the use of multiple technologies 
provide for only marginal clarity. The 
parallel to flying on a severe clear 
day versus a marginal one is the dif-
ference between seeing forever ver-
sus seeing about five miles.  

When you’re covering a mile of 
ground every thirty seconds, five 
miles’ visibility isn’t much. Limited 
visibility is what you get when at-
tempting to work with a loan that’s 
built on multiple data sets, especial-
ly when the goal is getting the bor-
rower to the closing table quickly. 
Limited visibility also makes figuring 
out how to comply with today’s rules 
much more difficult.  

The last day of autumn this year 
was a severe clear day. The last 
day of the season in this part of the 
country almost always is. We flew 
that afternoon, and, as we leveled 
off heading south the power plant 
was right where it was supposed to 
be, fifty miles in the distance. In fly-
ing and in business, severe clear is 
a wonderful thing. 
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Today’s mortgage origination en-
vironment is one where the focus is 
on avoiding regulatory hassles and 
eliminating potential buybacks – and 
for good reason.  With new regula-
tion like Dodd-Frank, restructuring 
the FHFA, the creating of CFPB, and 
new zeal in the Treasury’s OCC exam-
iners, lenders have been threatened 
and fined into a corner.  Mortgage 
credit is tight, the markets are reluc-
tantly coming back and mortgage 
revenues are down. In times like this, 
the key is to focus on efficacy, the 
ability to produce the desired result.

To succeed in this environment, 
most lenders will need to implement 
a rock solid collateral valuation pro-
cess.  In addition to an efficient, ac-
curate appraisal management pipe-
line, lenders will also need a quality 
assurance strategy, plus the compli-
ance documentation required to keep 
the regulators at bay.  To produce the 
desired result of no regulatory hassles 
and no buybacks, a lender needs all 
three features.

The quality assurance of apprais-
als is under the spotlight now, with 

several investors and regulators em-
phasizing their pre-funding QC re-
quirements.  Fannie Mae in their seller 
guide states there is a “[r]equirement 
that the lender develops and imple-
ments a QC program that provides 
a structure for identifying deficiencies 

and for implementing plans to quickly 
remediate those deficiencies and un-
derlying issues.”

According to the OCC Bulletin 
2010-42 a lenders “is responsible for 
adopting and reviewing policies and 
procedures that establish an effective 
real estate appraisal and evaluation 
program.”

The bulletin in section four de-
scribes aspects of an “effective” pro-
gram.  To highlight a few of these, a 
program should:
• Provide for the independence of the

persons ordering, performing, and
reviewing appraisals or evaluations.

• Establish selection criteria and pro-
cedures to evaluate and monitor
the ongoing performance of ap-
praisers and persons who perform
evaluations.

• Ensure that appraisals comply with
the Agencies’ appraisal regulations
and are consistent with supervisory
guidance.

• Provide for the receipt and review
of the appraisal or evaluation report
in a timely manner to facilitate the
credit decision.

• Develop criteria to assess whether
an existing appraisal or evaluation
may be used to support a subse-
quent transaction.

• Implement internal controls that pro-
mote compliance with these program
standards, including those related to
monitoring third party arrangements.
In section five, the OCC reiterates

the desire for lenders to create a pro-
cess that provides for independence 
throughout the appraisal process. 
“The collateral valuation program is 
an integral component of the credit 
underwriting process and, therefore, 
should be isolated from influence by 
the institution’s loan production staff.”

Size is not an excuse: “[f]or a small 
or rural institution or branch, it may not 
always be possible or practical to sep-
arate the collateral valuation program 
from the loan production process. If 
absolute lines of independence can-
not be achieved, an institution should 
be able to demonstrate clearly that it 
has prudent safeguards to isolate its 
collateral valuation program from in-
fluence or interference from the loan 
production process.”  Implementing a 
platform with these functions built in 
is the most effective way for a small 
mortgage lender to comply.

In further compliance with the bulle-
tin, a modern appraisal management 
platform provides a standard commu-
nication function that is automatically 
recorded in the audit trail.

For efficiency and seamless docu-
mentation, it’s good practice to have 
your QC process integrated with your 
appraisal management platform.  
Many platforms have some QC func-
tions, but choose one that has a wide 
variety of options since all lenders have 
different QC requirements in addition 
to the regulatory minimums.  Mercury 
Network’s platform also offers AQM 
as a risk assessment and review plat-
form. The AQM platform provides na-
tive and third party reports and tools 
so lenders and AMCs can choose the 
best approaches for their institutions.  
For example, the native AQM report, 
called an AQI, automatically reviews 
an appraisal for completeness, UAD 
compliance, GSE and USPAP guide-
lines, and risk.  This report produces 
a score to direct workflow and an ac-
tion item list.  

Integrating your QC process with 
your appraisal management platform 
provides consistent documentation of 
the appraisal ordering and review for 
regulators, makes the appraisal review 
process more efficient by highlighting 
issues and establishes a consistent 
framework for the review (a big plus with 
regulators).  Including this documenta-
tion of your QC due diligence in your 
overall process reduces the chance of 
a buy back request and, if there is one, 
makes it more defendable. 
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There were a lot of high points 
and low points this year. Certainly 
it was the year of the CFPB, more 
oversight, decreasing loan volume, 
falling unemployment, and a whole 
host of other things. But for me it 
was the year of mergers and acqui-
sition. We saw a lot of fire sales and 
strategic sales, as well. My guess is 
that we’ll see more of the same next 
year.

For one, STRATMOR Group, a 
consulting firm that helps mort-
gage banks build profitable mort-
gage lending operations, reported 
that customer inquiries regarding 
its M&A advisory services business 
are trending upward, indicating the 
possibility of more industry con-
solidation in 2015. Already in 2014, 
STRATMOR’s team has been an ad-
visor to either the buyer or seller on 
5 deals this year, three of which are 
expected to be closed this year and 

two more that are past the Letter of 
Intent stage.

“The conditions are right for more 
transactions and buyers are step-
ping forward, seeking new acqui-
sitions,” said Jeff Babcock, the 
STRATMOR Partner who heads up 
the firm’s mergers and acquisitions 
advisory practice. “In fact, it is clear 
to us that there is currently more de-
mand for well run retail mortgage 
lending platforms than there are 

well-run platforms available to be 
acquired. Based on the conversa-
tions we’ve been having with our cli-
ents, we expect to see more consol-
idation in the mid-size independent 
mortgage banking sector next year.”

Evidence for this trend came last 
month when Caliber Home Loans, 
Inc., Dallas, a leading residen-
tial mortgage origination and ser-
vicing company, acquired Cobalt 
Mortgage, Seattle, one of the ma-
jor privately-owned distributed re-
tail mortgage lenders in the U.S. 
The combined entity will create one 
of the largest independent mort-
gage companies in the country. The 
terms of the transaction were not 
disclosed.

“In representing Cobalt in this 
transaction, the STRATMOR Group 
has insight into the motivations of 
both the buyer and seller,” Babcock 
said. “Even though Cobalt will have 
originated almost $4 billion by the 
end of 2014, its ownership recog-
nized that greater production ca-
pability is quickly becoming a re-
quirement in order to compete in 
an environment where compliance 
costs, infrastructure investment and 
economies of scale are key success 
factors.”

“At the same time, Caliber is tar-
geting substantive acquisitions as 
the most expeditious strategy for 
expanding its business into key new 
markets. These complementary 
goals made this a natural marriage 
between two powerhouse organiza-
tions,” Babcock said.

Babcock said his team is ready to 
serve more lenders as the M&A mar-
ketplace continues to heat up going 
into next year. He said STRATMOR 
would welcome conversations with 
mortgage banks that are considering 
their sell side strategic objectives.

I’m sure that some will take 
STRATMOR up on this offer. 
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One false move could put it all at risk.  
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environment need proven expertise in quality control and 
operational risk management. 

That’s why dozens of the industry’s leading lenders, 
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Is Your Marketing Working?
Can you read what’s in the cards for your marketing campaigns? 

Some companies can—when they use the right tools and techniques.
Here’s a look at three ways to predict the possible future of your mar-

keting, according to Marketo.
One tip is to write your marketing destiny. “Compared with ill-pre-

pared companies, those with documented marketing plans were near-
ly 2X more likely to stay on strategy most or all of the time,” states 
Marketo.

When you plan, make sure you have the right calendar. “More than 
2/3 of marketers agree that using a marketing calendar is important, 
but most are unsatisfied with their current tools,” reports Marketo.

Popular tools include online calendar tracking software, Outlook, 
Google calendar, desktop calendar program, spreadsheets, and white-
board calendar.

To learn more about calendar must-haves and planning for the fu-
ture, check out the infographic:
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In a white paper by Radius called 
“Creating Buyer Personas” the com-
pany suggests that buyer personas, 
or representations of your ideal cus-
tomers, are invaluable in shaping an 
effective marketing strategy. They 
encompass the personal and de-
mographic characteristics shared 
among all members of each distinct 
persona. By learning about your 
company’s customer archetypes, 
your marketing team can determine 

the best ways to target each perso-
na individually, rather than the gen-
eral audience as a whole. 

Buyer personas represent your 
most valuable customers based on 
common attributes. They are devel-
oped by collecting data from exist-
ing customers, prospective custom-
ers, and members of your sales and 
support teams who regularly en-
gage with them. 

Knowing what your audience 

wants is the best way to ensure 
your marketing content will be well 
received. By identifying the key 
characteristics and interests of each 
buyer persona, your marketing team 
will be able to create stronger and 
more targeted content. Each per-
sona should have a distinct strate-
gy based on its common attributes. 
These commonalities will also help 
dictate the best con- tent for each 
group. 

Tailoring your marketing strategy 
for each buyer persona separately 
will ensure that you are providing 
each group with the most relevant 
content that aligns with their com-
mon attributes. This is important for 
both customer acquisition by win-
ning their interest in your product, 
and for customer retention by keep-
ing them engaged with your brand. 

Accurate data will yield the best 
results when creating each buyer 
persona. Precise analysis will also 

lead to more effective marketing 
campaigns within each group. The 
optimal strategy involves accurately 
identifying the recipes of attributes 
that define your best customers. 

In order to find these ideal seg-
ments you will need to test, mea-
sure, and repeat until you are satis-
fied. Use a marketing segmentation 
tool to track your tests and easily 
view which combinations of attri-
butes perform better than others. 
This will save time and energy as 
you analyze the results and begin 
crafting each buyer persona. 

Once you determine the top per-
formers, use the attributes in each 
case to craft an archetypal custom-
er based on the data. While creating 
your buyer personas, focus on dif-
ferent types of data points and how 
you can use data to find the infor-
mation for which you are looking for. 

Prior methods of creating buy-
er personas involved sending out 

surveys to a company’s existing 
customer base with little to no co-
hort analysis in advance. Now with 
big data you can make predictions 
based on attributes, which makes 
the overall process more intelligent. 
By using data to make these predic-
tions, you will see better results and 
can build personas based on the 
different data types. 

After you create and define each 
buyer persona, you will need to: 

1. Use persona-specific market-
ing content versus general
marketing content material

2. Create individual campaigns
for each distinct persona

Marketers should create unique 
content for each buyer persona be-
cause it will make each campaign 
more effective. Use the data gath-
ered to predict what type of mes-
saging will resonate well with each 
group given their common charac-
teristics and data points. 

Buyer personas are also useful in 
determining the most effective type 
of marketing campaign for each 
group. For example, if one buyer 
persona includes consistent use of 
social media channels, Facebook 
advertisements would likely be an 
effective marketing strategy to best 
target and reach the cohort. 

So, ask yourself: Who are your 
buyer personas and are you reach-
ing them?  
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I write and speak a great deal about 
the importance of using the latest 
technology in the mortgage indus-
try. If you aren’t testing out the new 
technologies that arise to see what 
works and what doesn’t work for 
your organization, you are more than 
likely going to be outmaneuvered by 
those who are doing so. And it isn’t 
just about being trendy or chasing af-
ter the bright and shiny objects. It’s 
about discovering tools and that are 
useful for your organization. Using 
technology can provide tangible busi-
ness benefits that give you the com-
petitive edge you need in today’s 
marketplace.

First, let’s start by stating the obvi-
ous. Employing the latest technolo-
gies in your organization can lead to 

greater efficiency. Automating tasks 
such as document preparation, con-
tact management, email marketing, 
and various financial functions, we 
are able to free up our time to do the 
things that truly differentiate ourselves 
in the industry. Namely, when we au-
tomate the “busy work,” we can focus 
on building relationships. 

Like just about any other industry, 
the mortgage industry is a relation-
ship business. It’s about strengthen-
ing relationships with our employees, 
strengthening relationship with our 
customers, strengthening relation-
ships with our vendors, and strength-
ening relationships with society at 
large. Less time doing things that can 
be done quicker and better with tech-
nology means more face time. And 

it’s that face time that is really going 
to make or break us in the business.

Another, more understated, as-
pect in which technology can improve 
the mortgage industry lies within the 
realm of compliance. We don’t have 
think of technology and compliance 
as going hand-in-hand, but they ac-
tually do quite well. Take document 
preparation, for example. Last month, 
Tony Garritano of Progress in Lending 

had a discussion with me about dy-
namic documents—electronic docu-
ments that are pre-populated with 
certain information. According to 

Tony, there are over a thousand dif-
ferent variations in document prepa-
rations. That’s over a thousand ways 
that a human being physically prepar-
ing a document can slip up. Having 
the documents pre-populated to a 
certain extent keeps you in compli-
ance by preventing you from incon-
sistencies in your preparation.

Systems don’t make mistakes. If 
they do, it’s because their designers 

messed them up before they were 
implemented. When computers or 
other technological systems are de-
signed properly, they simply carry out 
the functions with which they were 
designed. The beauty of this arrange-
ment is that it prevents a human being 
from having to make the same deci-
sions over and over again. As human 
beings, we may slip up when doing 
repetitive work. We may get tired, 
we may get bored, we may get dis-
tracted, we may get lazy, or we may 
get sloppy. If we let the machines do 
the repetitive work, we minimize mis-
takes. If we minimize mistakes, we 
run a lesser risk of falling out of com-
pliance. Technology, if we use it prop-
erly, can keep us legal.

Just like in any other industry, I 
think leaders in the mortgage industry 
sometimes fear technology. There’s 
always a learning curve in learn-
ing new tools, and it can be difficult 
to change from “the way it’s always 
been done.” But, I assure you, the 
rewards you will get for being flexible 
and adaptive to new technologies will 
greatly outweigh the fear. Start using 
technology to your advantage now...
because your competitors are already 
doing it!  
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(continued from P1) 
The latest research from JD 

Power’s 2014 originator rankings 
confirms the value of consistent 
communication indicating a 23.7% 
decrease in customer satisfaction 

when lenders fail to call back as 
promised. Delivering on a new cus-
tomer centric CRM strategy should 
be high on the agenda of lend-
ers seeking to grow top line rev-
enues by aggressively converting 

prospects to customers over the 
next several years.

To create a truly unique customer 
centric experience, lenders need 
to first envision mortgage CRM as 
an end to end process designed to 
support customers from first con-

tact through loan closing. Using 
advanced component based ven-
dor solutions specifically designed 
for mortgage origination; lenders 
can deploy the desired front office 
functionality, either as a standalone 

solution or integrated to their tradi-
tional CRM investments.    

The best solutions are able to in-
gest new leads, instantly connect 
online applicants with seasoned 
loan officers, deliver real-time com-
pliant loan quotes, share ongoing 

loan status and provide integrated 
mobility options. Ironically, as bor-
rowers click through online loan 
options, communicate through 
messaging and upload requested 
documents they not only compress 
the overall process but also leave 
a digital footprint. Likewise, us-
ing properly designed digital solu-
tions, call center agents, loan offi-
cers, processors and underwriters 
also actively contribute to a positive 
consumer experience in real time 
providing the required audit trail to 
boot.  

Implementing customer centric 
CRM is a win-win value proposi-
tion. The use of advanced digital 
solutions simultaneously empow-
ers borrowers to actively engage, 
while compressing cycle times, ul-
timately leading to a more satisfy-
ing interaction. With all the current 
focus on implementing compliant 
back end electronic disclosures, 
many may miss the opportunity to 
modernize the front office custom-
er experience. Lenders seeking a 
place high on the 2015 JD Power 
Mortgage Origination Satisfaction 
Study should consult with vendors 
versed in delivering a highly auto-
mated digital customer experience. 
Taking action now could prove 
quite valuable as forward thinking 
lenders capture inordinate market 
share, with satisfied borrowers ea-
ger to ”tweet” compliments about 
their highly competent mortgage 
lender. 

TomorrowsMortgageExecutive.indd   1 3/24/14   10:07 AM

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Rob Strickland is Senior 
Vice President of Sales & 
Marketing for Blue Sage 
Solutions, a provider of next 
generation integrated digital 
CRM, Loan Fulfillment and 
Mobile platforms, designed 
to deliver superior customer 
service, intelligent loan 
manufacturing, and regula-
tory compliance.  He can 
be reached at rstrickland@
bluesageusa.com.

Customer Centric 
CRM Wins the Day



12  Today’s Lending Insight

(continued from P1)
The mortgage industry also has its 

seasons, which present changing in-
terest rates, fluctuating borrower de-
mand, the rise and fall of home sales 
and even the occasional reform of 
regulatory guidelines. The economy 

that has challenged progress for 
the past couple of years is recover-
ing, but housing is still lagging. The 
Mortgage Bankers Association’s 
(MBA) Forecast Commentary re-
leased in April predicted that pur-
chase originations would be $646 

billion this year and $808 billion in 
2015. In September, the estimations 
were lower ($569 billion and $729, 
respectively), but in October, the 
MBA asserted that “home purchase 
originations will increase in 2015 as 
the U.S. economy continues on its 
current path of stronger growth, job 
gains and declining unemployment.”

Even though it seems like have 
been climbing out of the same hole 
for several years, 2014 was a great 
example of how cyclical our busi-
ness is. The mortgage industry is 
seeing progress. The number of re-
finances, which was increased by 
the historically low interest rates, 

began to decrease as the rates be-
gan ticking back up. Lenders across 
the country saw originations claim a 
larger share of production volumes. 
In fact, our purchase volume from 
April-September of this year realized 
a 49 percent increase. As a lender, 

being prepared for the ebb and flow 
of our business is crucial to long-
term success. Rising purchase de-
mand was driven even higher thanks 
to the spring and summer months, 
which is typically when home buy-
ing activity peaks. This necessitated 
the need for lenders to bulk up their 
workforce with mortgage profes-
sionals to support the new wave of 
business. 

Sometimes, seasonal changes 
bring forth new considerations. 
Younger homebuyers are emerging 
in greater numbers and, although 
they have a different approach to 
homeownership than previous gen-

erations, their desire to purchase a 
home is strong. A study by BMO 
Harris Bank reported that 74 per-
cent of 18-34 year olds plan to buy a 
home within the next five years, with 
one-third of that segment group ex-
pressing that they would like to buy 
within the next 12 months. This 
means that, in addition to satisfying 
the general market demand, lenders 
must also be aware of the younger 
homebuyers’ lifestyles and attitudes 
to properly engage them and provide 
the right level of service. However, a 
tremendous amount of talent left the 
industry when the bottom dropped 
out and we must now work to re-
store those positions. Recruiting 
younger mortgage professionals 
and training them on a mix of tra-
ditional processes and new tech-
nologies ensures that the next gen-
eration of homebuyers can achieve 
debt-free homeownership. With this 
very purpose in mind, we introduced 
the Churchill Mortgage Academy 
earlier this year, which provides in-
tensive testing, training and on-the-
job exposure, followed by a mentor-
ship from a current mortgage pro-
fessional. Different lenders will have 
different approaches, but as long as 
our practices evolve with our indus-
try, we will see our efforts pay off in 
the long run. 

Regardless of what any numbers 
or forecasts tell us, we should have 
a renewed sense of optimism for 
2015. Based on where we’ve come 
from and where we are today, I firmly 
believe that the seasons are chang-
ing for the better.  

CYBERTHREATS
IN MORTGAGE AFFECT 

YOUR ENTIRE BUSINESS.

ARE YOU PROTECTED?

 ✓ Fast Deployment
 ✓ Deploy a “Many to Many” Solution
 ✓ Protect The Users With Compliance
 ✓ Leverage The Community
 ✓ Mutual Benefit

 ✓ Encrypt Email - Protect Non Public Information Across 
The Internet (Firewall to Firewall)

 ✓ Host Transaction Audit For Email Exchange
 ✓ Simple & Absolute Rules – No Scrubbing
 ✓ Support Subscribers, Non Subscribers and Sponsor

If You Want To Be Protected 
Just PaperClip It!

(201)525-1221 • www.paperclip.com

Paperclip’s eM4 protects customers’ personal 
information from unwarranted access and the 

accountability for its use - minimizing your 
exposure to compliance and reputational risk.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Mike Hardwick is founder 
and president of Churchill 
Mortgage, a leader in the 
mortgage industry provid-
ing conventional, FHA, 
VA and USDA residential 
mortgages across 33 states. 
For more information about 
Churchill Mortgage, visit 
www.churchillmortgage.com 
or follow the company on 
Twitter @ChurchillMtg and 
Facebook at www.facebook.
com/churchillmortgage.

The Changing 
Seasons of the

Mortgage 
Industry



Today’s Lending Insight  13

(continued from P1) 
Even before the economic crisis 

rocked consumer confidence in fi-
nancial services, people turned to 
their friends for advice to find the 
best TV, cell phone, or a great new 
restaurant. Now, borrowers often 
seek referrals from their social net-
work before they’ll even consider 
talking with a lender. If you are a 
lender, how do you deliver an expe-
rience worth recommending?
BUILDING CONSUMER TRUST 
THROUGH GREAT CUSTOMER 
EXPERIENCE

For the mortgage shopper, their 
customer experience can be a 
challenging journey. The idea of a 

straightforward purchase path or 
funnel simply no longer applies. 
Ideally, the customer’s journey takes 
them from learning about your 
brand, to engaging in early discus-
sions, to submitting an application, 
to closing a deal, to maintaining a 
relationship with you for the life of 
their mortgage. In reality, during the 
origination process consumers are 
using mobile apps to get real-time 
info from websites like Zillow, they 
are checking Yelp for feedback on 
the loan officer, and they are rate 
shopping with centralized play-
ers like Quicken Loans. And at ev-
ery touch point, they are mentally 
measuring their experience –and if 

it’s noticeably good or bad, they’re 
probably talking about it.

To leverage the power of posi-

tive word-of-mouth, lenders should 
consider a few key best practices to 

ensure they deliver a customer ex-
perience that inspires trust, such as:

>> Focus on the end-to-end 

experience – Evaluate the custom-
er experience across all channels to 
gain a complete picture of how con-
sumers view your business. With all 
the various players, the mortgage 
industry can be fragmented, and a 
mistake made by one department 
can sour the entire process for a 
borrower. Designate someone to 
be responsible for  identifying and 
improving the customer journey. 
You need someone who is able to 
smooth any bumps in the road and 
strengthen the relationship.

>> Grow a customer-centric 
company – Invest in employee 
training to help everyone understand 
how to embody your brand values, 
particularly when they engage with 
customers. Responding to servicing 
needs or providing better refinanc-
ing rates isn’t enough for consum-
ers. They want experiences that feel 
good, especially when their money 
and their home is involved. By build-
ing a company culture focused on 
exceptional customer experience, 
you increase the likelihood that bor-
rowers will recommend your busi-
ness to everyone they know. 

Delivering a positive customer ex-
perience is good for business. In 
today’s mortgage industry, meet-
ing compliance needs is only the 
beginning. A winning customer ex-
perience can be the key to a much 
stronger brand and give you a pow-
erful marketing tool.  
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