
Even with new regulations in place, the public doesn’t always believe we’re out to do what’s best for them.
THE INDUSTRY REALLY NEEDS TO IMPROVE ITS IMAGE

By Phil Hall
D

oes the 
mortgage 
banking 

industry still have 
an image problem? 
According to 
researchers at the 
University of Vermont, 
this appears to 
be the case. The 
university recently 
offered a list of the 10 
saddest words in the 
English language. 
The offending 
verbiage included 
the following: hell, 
hate, lie, bored, bitch, 
never, can’t, nothing, 
don’t and mortgage.



“When you stop and think about 
it, it’s an ugly place to be,” says Bill 
Campbell, president of New York-
based Campbell Lewis Communica-
tions. “The industry seemed to give 
up all goodwill generated over genera-
tions, and it is now living through the 
image of the disaster from the last few 
years.”

Becky Walzak, president of Looking 
Glass Group, LLC, an Indianapolis-
based consulting firm focused on 
business transformation initiatives in 
the financial services industry, agrees 
with Campbell’s observation. “Mort-
gage bankers have a reputation to live 
down,” she says. Not just the origina-
tors, but servicers too. Even with new 
regulations in place, the public doesn’t 
always believe we’re out to do what’s 
best for them.”

Can the mortgage banking industry 
change the negative image that it con-
tinues to carry? Or does the situation 
require something deeper than clever 
PR spin?

Christi Rankin, CEO of the Ann 
Arbor, Mich.-based public relations 
agency Martopia/MPRG, notes that in 
terms of image perception, mortgage 
banking is in the wrong place at the 
wrong time. 

“There are two issues at play here,” 
Rankin explains. “First of all, most 
Americans distrust corporations of any 
kind; and according to the 2013 Edel-
man Trust Barometer, less than one in 
five believe a business or government 
leader will tell the truth. So there is a 
larger problem with the way corpora-
tions and their leaders are perceived in 
America, as well as globally. Then the 
second issue is that banks and finan-
cial services remain the least trusted 
industry sector. So any corporation – 
and specifically, any bank or financial 
services organization – is fighting the 
overall lack of trust associated with 
these organizations and their leaders.”

It is a significant problem, to be 
certain, but Rankin adds that it is not 
insurmountable.

“This means that mortgage bankers 
must overcome both issues in order to 
win the trust and confidence of their 
stakeholders,” she continues. “This is 

not just a matter of PR – in fact, far 
from it. It means that these organiza-
tions must shift their culture and align 
their policies and procedures to em-
brace transparency as a core operating 
principle. In an environment of dis-
trust, mortgage bankers must also be 
very focused on implementing diverse 
and creative strategies to make sure 
their constituents understand how the 
financial services environment works, 
how decisions are made, how products 
are priced, and so on. It doesn’t mat-
ter which organizations were more at 
blame than others, since all are being 
painted with the same brush.”

In some ways, shifts in the economic 
environment are already helping the 
industry recover its good name.

“The industry was beaten up over 
the last five to six years and blamed 
for so many things that went wrong,” 
says John Walsh, president of Milford, 
Conn.-based Total Mortgage Services. 

“Now, we have an improving economy 
and housing market, and things are be-
ginning to turn around. Today, it is very 
difficult to do a fraudulent loan – we 
have the greatest credit quality we’ll 
ever see.”

“It comes down to facts,” says 
Andrew Peters, CEO of McLean, Va.-
based First Guaranty Mortgage Corp. 
(FGMC). “Look at the mortgage indus-
try of last two to three years. The Fed-
eral Housing Administration program 
has the lowest national delinquency 

rate. The industry understands the risk 
of the loans that were made in the early 
part of the last decade, and it is now 
focused on originating the cleanest 
product imaginable.”

While this turn of events is benefi-
cial to the industry, a more proactive 
approach to rebuilding the industry’s 
image building is also underway – es-
pecially when it involves outreach to 
thought leaders and politicians. One 
company taking charge is Idaho Falls, 
Idaho-based DocuTech, which last 
hosted a roundtable discussion involv-
ing 15 CEOs of mortgage companies 
and banks and Mitt Romney, the Re-
publican presidential nominee.

“We talked about the issues the in-
dustry faced – issues that were not be-
ing heard from a political perspective,” 
says Scott Stucky, chief operating of-
ficer at DocuTech, who was more than 
a little surprised at Romney’s willing-
ness to discuss such relatively complex 

issues as the impact of the Qualified 
Mortgage and Qualified Residential 
Mortgage requirements on potential 
homeowners. “I nearly fell out of my 
chair – he understood fundamental 
basics of what they meant. This was 
somewhat shocking to me, because 
very few people understand how mort-
gage banking works. ”

The roundtable’s discussion had a 
high profile post-script when Romney 
warned of potential problems relating 
to Qualified Mortgages during his first 

In an environment of distrust, 
mortgage bankers must also be very 
focused on implementing diverse 
and creative strategies to make sure 
their constituents understand how the 
financial services environment works.



debate with President Obama - the first 
time that Romney mentioned the issue 
during a national address. Stucky adds 
that DocuTech is planning a second 
roundtable in Washington, D.C., in 
October during the Mortgage Bankers 
Association’s National Convention. 

“We’re working on putting together 
a bipartisan roundtable with Capitol 
Hill leaders and possible 2016 presi-

dential candidates, along with CEOs,” 
he says.

Rankin believes this strategy can 
benefit the industry as a whole, as well 
as the individual companies driving to 
improve the industry’s image.

“As financial institutions get [recent] 
issues behind them, it will enable them 
to invest more in the kinds of programs 
and initiatives that will allow them to 
show their stakeholders that they are 
both trustworthy and committed to a 
strong, healthy industry,” she says. 

However, there is also the question 
of ensuring that the mortgage banking 
industry creates and promotes its own 
standards of professional evidence. 
Brian Koss, executive vice president at 
Danvers, Mass.-based Mortgage Net-
work Inc., favors a level of self-regula-
tion enacted by the Financial Industry 
Regulatory Authority in regards to the 
actions of the brokerage industry.

“Our industry always made the 
mistake of waiting to be regulated,” 
he laments. “It was always a fight to 
be licensed when it should have been 
embraced early on.”

Walzak points to Realtors as offering 
a prime example of getting their mes-
sage across in a positive manner.

“From day one, the Realtors pre-
sented themselves along the lines of, 
‘No matter how hard it gets, we’re here 
to help you,’ – as if they had nothing to 
do with the problem,” she says.

Walzak also urges mortgage bankers 
to take the lead in educating the general 
public about the fraudsters that prey on 
consumers.

“We need to offer education about 

mortgage fraud and how people can 
be taken advantage,” she continues. 
“People get talked into doing things 
without really knowing what they’re 
doing. The industry has got to move 
away from fraud detection to preven-
tion.” 

FGMC’s Peters agrees. “It is now the 
responsibility of lenders to teach the 
general public,” he says. “The public 
needs to know they are doing business 
with companies that are doing business 
the right way.”

Stucky advocates for a wider indus-
try drive for borrower education.

“Less than three percent of the popu-
lation understands how mortgage bank-
ing works,” he says. “Borrowers don’t 

understand terms and obligations of 
mortgage. They do not know what an 
index or what a cap is, or what ‘LTV’ 
means. The industry will be most con-
structive in helping people understand 
all of that.”

And since history has a distinc-
tive way of repeating itself, Rankin 
recommends that mortgage banking 
companies take steps today to ensure 

that their reputations do not suffer in 
whatever crises emerge in the future.

“Ideally, reputation management 
strategies are in place long before a rep-
utational crisis arises,” she says. “In this 
case, the company tends to benefit from 
reputational equity, which translates 
into the willingness of stakeholders to 
give the organization the benefit of the 
doubt in a crisis – or at least the will-
ingness to forgive, assuming the com-
pany responds correctly. Unfortunately, 
however, many companies do not think 
about their reputation as an asset to be 
managed and invested in, though it has 
been determined that as much as 63% of 
a company’s market value is attributable 
to its reputation.” 

The industry was beaten up over the last five to  
six years and blamed for so many things that  

went wrong. Now, we have an improving 
economy and housing market, and  

things are beginning to turn around.
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