The value-promise delivery is so important that “we
spend a significant amount of time at all management
levels ensuring that the message is delivered correctly
by our sales force,” Jablonski says. This leads to the
third component of the bank’s sales success:
commitment to coaching and training sales employees.
Third step: Coaching, coaching,
coaching
Every company claims that it requires managers to
coach and train sales employees. In a March 2011 poll
conducted by QFS Sales Solutions, out of 170
mortgage managers surveyed, only 5 percent said they
spend time during the week coaching originators.
BB&T puts money and time into ensuring that
coaching and training happen. The bank’s
commitment to training has a long history. More than
45 years ago, BB&T University was established in
Winston-Salem, North Carolina. Today, BB&T
University has 130 employees who create and
implement learning activities at sites across the bank’s
footprint, including retail mortgage. BB&T
University has been recognized as one of the best in
the training field and has been ranked in the top 20 of
all companies, according to the American Society for
Training and Development (ASTD), Alexandria,
Virginia.
Two certification programs are at the core of the
bank’s mortgage business training. One is for the loan
officer and the second is for the manager. All new
loan officers are required to attend a one-week
on-boarding program that introduces the new person
to the bank and how it manages its operations. While
on-boarding training is fairly typical at many lenders,
where BB&T differs is in its continuing-education
approach to the loan officer. After on-boarding
training, originators are required to complete a series
of courses within 18 months before they can be
certified.
The topics cover a broad range, from credit to
operations and sales. The training is delivered either
in a classroom or online. The loan officer has access
to another 15 to 20 courses that are complementary to
the core curriculum.
Managers must also complete a certification
program that covers from basic to more advanced
managerial topics. The managers are also given an
18-month time frame to complete the courses. One of
the most important training topics is coaching. BB&T
University trains the managers on a structure to
follow when coaching employees. Here is an example
of the coaching format:
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 Has rapport been developed with the employee?
 Is there agreement with the employee on what
needs to improve?
 What is to be learned by the employee?
 Has the employee practiced the new behavior?
 Has the employee committed to using the new
behavior?
A BB&T manager’s coaching proficiency is so
important that managers are screened in the interview
process for that specific competency. Once a manager
is hired, he or she is continuously asked to
demonstrate coaching prowess during meetings,
conference calls and sales rallies. “It is a top priority
for the business,” notes Jablonski.
“We are constantly reinforcing with our managers
[how] to coach effectively. We measure regularly [to
see] that the manager is conducting coaching sessions,
and we look for coaching opportunities continually.
Our loan officers are told that it is their right to
demand coaching from the manager,” Jablonski adds.
Final thoughts: A template for success
BB&T’s three keys for success are not new in
mortgage lending. Most companies will say that they
value their people, that they hire the best and
coach/train them to deliver their value promise. What
is impressive about BB&T is its commitment to a
quality talent strategy that it executes consistently
throughout the bank’s mortgage branch system.
BB&T’s practices provide a template for success
that’s worth following. MB
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ales success can be fleeting in the rough
and tumble world of mortgage banking.
The industry landscape is littered with
former

top

companies

that

once

dominated, yet did not survive the recent
financial crisis. Mortgage lending can be a

fickle business for many. ■ One mortgage company that

has stood the test of time is BB&T, Winston-Salem,

Salem, North

North Carolina. It not only managed to succeed during

Carolina–based

the harsh market conditions of recent years, but it has

BB&T seems to have

prospered through good times and bad. The company

the right formula

ranks in the top echelon of mortgage lenders, moving

and has turned it

from 30th to 12th in five years, according to National

into a science.

Mortgage News’ fourth-quarter 2010 Quarterly Data
Report—not an easy task in these turbulent times. How
did BB&T manage to thrive in an environment that’s been
so challenging for mortgage lenders?
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The foundation
BB&T’s mortgage lending success is grounded in the
long-held belief that what is good for the customer is
good for the bank. While many companies advertise they
are customer-centric, BB&T puts that belief into
practice.
If a product or service does not have a financial
benefit for the customer, the bank is not likely to offer
it, even if it means losing market share or potential
revenue. While many lenders originated subprime
lending, pay option loans and other risky products in a
bid for quick revenues, BB&T had only minimal
involvement with these products. That was not by
chance, but a determined strategy to stick to its
corporate purpose of healthy progress for both the
customer and the bank–not growth for growth’s sake.
Three drivers of sales success
According to Mike Jablonski, executive
vice president, retail mortgage production
manager, and a nine-year veteran of the
bank, “BB&T’s performance is the result
of the company’s consistent and
long-standing focus on three issues: hiring
the right people; structuring the message
and delivering it consistently to customers;
and coaching and training mortgage loan
officers on a continual, systematic basis.”
It may sound simple, but BB&T has
been able to execute where others have
faltered. Management has remained
committed to the three drivers through
good times and bad—when markets take
off and it is easy to make money, and when
it is more difficult to originate as it is
currently.

First step: Hiring the right people
From the company’s inception in 1872, BB&T’s
management has always made hiring excellent people a
top priority.
The bank’s hiring approach has resulted in one of the
highest productivity numbers per loan officer in the
industry, at an estimated 33 percent higher
than its peers, according to the 2010
Mortgage
Bankers
Association
(MBA)/STRATMOR Peer Group Survey.
It has also generated a top-10 ranking in
customer satisfaction, according to
Westlake Village, California–based J.D.
Power and Associates’ 2010 U.S. Primary
Mortgage Origination Satisfaction Studysm.
These superior results were achieved
with one of the lowest loan officer
turnover rates in mortgage banking, at 18.4
percent—41 percent lower than BB&T’s
peers,
according
to
the
2010
MBA/STRATMOR Peer Group Survey.
How does BB&T’s recruiting process
work?
In the initial step, the company performs
an analysis on whether a specific
marketplace would support a successful
loan officer. This is a critical question
similar to how a football coach designs plays that will
capitalize on the strength of the players.
“We recognize that not every market offers the right
opportunity for a loan officer,” Jablonski says.
“We are careful in assigning the correct number of
loan officers to work an area. Loan officers are placed
according to our analysis of the market and the branch
where they will be situated. We will not place a loan
officer just to have a body in the market,” he adds.
The market analysis includes a review of deposit
numbers and the bank’s current mortgage market share
in that territory. From that information, a local market
leader (regional mortgage manager [RMM]) is assigned
the responsibility to recruit new loan officers. The
RMM is supported by dedicated internal recruiters, who
assist in the process of hiring good candidates.

BB&T’s
structured
hiring approach
is similar to
how it evaluates
business risk
levels.

Why these three drivers?
The easy answer is that cross-selling is critical to a
bank’s financial success. The benefits of cross-selling
have long been recognized as a way to lower acquisition
costs and retain customers by deepening a relationship
with existing customers. While it is a great strategy, it
has proven hard to execute. This is where BB&T has
mastered the drivers of cross-selling success.
While some banks view the cross-sell as rooted in a
technology solution, such as the latest customer
relationship management (CRM) system or a
promotional campaign that extols excellent customer
service, BB&T sees cross-selling success as driven by
the quality of its sales representatives. For BB&T, the
quality of the mortgage loan officer is the cornerstone
for its competitive advantage in the residential lending
marketplace.
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This is not a new belief for the company. More than
100 years ago, then-BB&T President Jacob Hales said,
“Courtesy, consideration, kindness and accommodation
rightly distributed pays good interest in the long run.
Everyone counts.” It is this philosophy that underscores
the bank’s intense focus on providing quality financial
services. They not only talk the talk, but walk the walk
by demanding that sales employees deliver a world-class
level of service to their customers.
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The RMM is expected to be visible in the market area
and proficient at telling the bank’s story internally and
externally. RMMs are continuously looking for the right
sales talent whether or not there is a current opening.
“The right sales talent is defined as a person who is a
cultural fit first and then an excellent loan officer,”
Jablonski explains.
A cultural fit is someone who values having lasting
relationships with their customers that are
win-win-based. The recruiter and manager evaluate how
the sales candidate presently handles his or her current
origination business to determine if the originator’s
model will fit the bank’s business model.
“In our experience, if the loan officer is primarily
interested in what split they will receive or is someone
who does not want or like to collaborate, we know that
person will not be a match for us,”
Jablonski says. “Our managers believe and
understand that not everyone will be a fit
for us, and they are OK with that fact.”
If the person is a cultural fit, the next
step is to have the candidate take a pre-hire
assessment that identifies the probability of
the loan officer’s success in relationship
selling. BB&T was one of the first
mortgage companies to use a pre-hire
assessment customized to mortgage
banking in its recruiting efforts.
The pre-hire assessment saves time by
identifying candidates who have less than a
50 percent chance of succeeding in
mortgage origination. If the candidate has
been identified as not having the required
characteristics for origination, the bank, in
many cases, passes on the candidate and
continues searching for other candidates.
However, in some isolated cases,
candidates are brought on board if there is
a belief that with the right coaching they can
successfully overcome their weaknesses, according to
BB&T.
Candidates who pass the assessment are invited to
interview with other managers in the branch
organization, including the regional president and
operational managers when practical. The operational
viewpoint is especially important because the backoffice
personnel might have key insights that foretell potential
problems in the fulfillment side of the business.
If all managers agree on the sales candidate, then an
offer is made that includes performance standards
expected from the individual. The interviews can total
three to four hours or more per candidate. The final
approval authority lies with the local RMM who will be
responsible for the performance of the new recruit.

BB&T’s structured hiring approach is similar to how
it evaluates business risk levels. The quantitative system
is applied throughout the branch system. Each candidate
goes through the same process. In management’s view,
an unstructured approach is not only ineffective, but
wastes time and money by increasing turnover.
Management believes high turnover hampers the
delivery of their value promise.
Second step: Structuring and delivery of the
value-promise message
On a corporate level, the bank expects all employees to
deliver a consistent message to potential and current
customers that encompasses “who we are, what we do
and how we do it.” The bank believes that the more
employees and customers understand this
message, the greater the bank’s success
will be.
“We think our history as a bank and as a
mortgage lender is an important
competitive advantage, and the bank’s long
tenure of delivering earnings and dividends
is a positive that should be marketed in our
footprint,” Jablonski says.
The retail mortgage line conveys its
value promise by requiring each loan
officer to be certified in his or her ability to
deliver it. The “who we are” component is
not only about the history of the bank and
its earnings, which sales employees are
expected to know, but they must be able to
describe why they like working there.
When loan officers talk about “what
they do,” they are expected to lead with
the bank’s broad array of services to show
that the bank can handle any financial
issue that the customer might have today or in the
future. A loan officer is also expected to be a
consultative adviser to customers and be of service to
them after the closing of the mortgage loan.
Finally, the “how we do it” part of the value promise
includes making a pact with the customer that the loan
officer will do his or her best to deliver the perfect client
experience. The heart of the perfect client experience is
centered on the loan officer being reliable, responsive,
empathetic and competent.
A perfect client experience is a tall order that many
have attempted but few have achieved. At BB&T, loan
officers are held accountable for delivering the perfect
client experience to each customer by surveying
customers on how the loan officer performed.

A BB&T
manager’s
coaching
proficiency is so
important that
managers are
screened in the
interview process
for that specific
competency.
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