Chapter 1: The Frontline Advantage: Why
Strong Managers Matter

Scott Johnson
What You Will Learn:

e How strong leadership directly affects performance,
culture, and growth.

e The power of communication, setting clear expectations,
smart goals & coaching.

e Key behaviors and habits that set great managers apart.

With over 35 years in the mortgage industry, I've worn just about
every hat—starting as a loan officer, branch manager, regional
manager, and divisional president. I've seen good markets and tough
ones; outstanding leadership, and others fall apart in its absence.

One of my earliest leadership lessons came unexpectedly. | was
promoted to branch manager, and | was excited, but | had no idea
what | did not know. | remember one loan officer in particular: sharp,
full of potential, but missing deadlines, disorganized, and close to
burning out. My first instinct was to push, set tighter deadlines,
increase pressure, and fix the issue.

It backfired.

He shut down even more. His confidence tanked. And | realized: being
in charge doesn't mean being effective.

So, | changed my approach. | sat down with the underperforming loan
officer, not to correct, but to understand what the matter was. | asked
questions. | listened. And instead of dictating solutions, we built a plan
together. Within 60 days, his numbers improved. By the end of the
quarter, he was one of our top performers.
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That moment taught me that leadership isn't about control. It's about
connection, clarity, and coaching. And that's what this chapter is all
about.

Whether you're leading five people or 500, the principles are the
same: develop people, drive accountability, and lead with purpose.

How Strong Managers Drive Sales Results

Mortgage banking is fast-paced, results-driven, and personal. Success
isn't just about rates or programs—it's about people. And the person
most responsible for unlocking a team's potential is a manager.

The successful manager makes all the difference in team results. An
effective manager:

e Drives engagement: Teams with great leaders are more
motivated, connected, and loyal.

e Improves performance: When expectations are clear and
support is consistent, performance follows.

e Shapes culture: A positive, accountable culture does not
happen by accident—it's modeled from the top down.

Authentic leadership is about influence. A manager's influence goes
far beyond the day-to-day. A manager is building careers, shaping
client experiences, and ultimately, fueling growth for the business.

The Power of Communication

If a manager wants a productive team, it starts with strong
communication. It sounds simple, but it's the one thing that will
consistently make or break performance.

Clear, consistent communication does a few critical things:
e Sets expectations before there's confusion

e Builds trust between leaders and team members
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e Keeps everyone aligned on goals, challenges, and
opportunities

Practical tip: Use weekly one-on-ones not just to review pipelines, but
to understand what your team needs. Listen more than you speak. Ask
questions like:

e "Where do you feel stuck right now?"

e "What's one thing | could do to support you better this
week?"

e "What's going well that we should double down on?"

Communication isn't just about delivering information—it's about
creating connection.

Driving Accountability With SMART Goals

Accountability gets a bad rap. But it's one of the greatest gifts a
manager can give your team—clarity and consistency.

The best managers set SMART goals:

e Specific: Define the exact outcome. ("Close 5 purchase
loans this month.”)

e Measurable: Trackable progress. ("Let’s look at your lead
conversion rate weekly.”)

e Achievable: Ambitious but realistic.
e Relevant: Tied to personal and business growth.

e Time-bound: Deadlines drive action.
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Once goals are set, don’t set it and forget it. Create a rhythm for
accountability. Weekly updates. Mid-month check-ins. Celebrate
progress. Address gaps early.

Real Talk: Accountability isn’t micromanagement—it’s leadership. It
tells your team: | see you, | believe in you, and I'm here to help you
win.

Performance Metrics That Matter

Strong leadership isn’t just about motivation - it’s about managing
what matters most. And that means knowing each individual’s
numbers and using them to drive behavior, improvement, and results.

Here are some metrics every great mortgage manager should track:
e Lead-to-Application Conversion Rate

How many leads are turning into full applications? If this number is
low, you may have a scripting, timing, or follow-up issue.

e App-to-Fund Ratio

This shows how many of those applications are actually getting to the
finish line.

¢ Pipeline Velocity (Time to Close)

The faster a file moves, the more efficiently your team—and your
process—runs.

e Customer Satisfaction or NPS Scores
Give you a window into the relationship side of the business.

When used right, metrics create clarity. They replace guesswork with
facts—and give you a baseline to coach from.
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Coaching: From Struggling to Standout

Some of the most rewarding moments in my career haven’t come
from hitting sales goals, but from watching people become who they
didn’t think they could be.

There was a time | hired a brand-new loan officer—let’s call her Sarah.
She lacked industry experience, but she had determination. During her
first 60 days, she struggled. Honestly, most managers might’ve let her

go.

But | saw potential. We met weekly. | gave her product homework, ran
call reviews, and helped her rebuild her confidence. Nine months
later? She was mentoring others.

That’s the power of mentorship. It doesn’t always show results in 30
days. But when done with patience and intention, it creates a long-
term impact that lifts the whole team.

Creating a Culture That Drives Performance

Culture isn’t a poster or a mission statement. It's what your team
experiences daily—how they feel, how they interact, and how they
respond under pressure.

A manager is a culture driver. That means modeling what they expect
and reinforcing it every day.

Great culture looks like:
e (Consistency
e Transparency
e Recognition
e Growth mindset

Start meetings with a Win of the Week and Lesson of the Week.
Celebrate progress. Normalize learning. Make culture a habit.
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Turning Around a Struggling Culture

Sometimes, you inherit a mess. Low trust. High drama. Zero
accountability. But it’s fixable—with time and clarity.

Start here:
e Call it out: Be honest about what needs to change.
e Define the new standard: Write it, say it, model it.

e Hold the line: Don’t tolerate behaviors that undermine the
culture.

e Celebrate small wins: Momentum builds belief.

Culture shifts don’t happen overnight. But with consistency, even the
most fractured teams can realign and thrive.

The Multiplier Effect of Great Leadership

Mediocre managers manage people. Great managers multiply them.
They take what's already there—raw potential, scattered talent,
untapped drive—and turn it into something exponentially greater.
That kind of transformation doesn't happen by accident. It comes
from being intentional, present, and purposeful in how you lead.

I've often said that the greatest lever for improving results in
mortgage banking isn’t technology or marketing—it’s the person in
the manager’s seat. Gallup research consistently shows that the
manager accounts for at least 70% of the variance in employee
engagement. That’s massive. And in an industry where turnover is
high and pressure is constant, a manager’s ability to engage, develop,
and hire your team is your real competitive edge.

A great manager is a culture carrier, a talent developer, and a
performance driver—all in one. But what makes that person different
from others? It's not charisma. It's not being the loudest in the room.
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It's the quiet confidence of someone who does the work, listens more
than they speak, and is committed to helping others win.

From Compliance to Commitment

One of the biggest mindset shifts a new leader must make is moving
from compliance to commitment. You can bark orders and push
people to hit metrics, but it won’t last. People might follow for a while,
but they’'ll eventually burn out or bail out.

Great managers build commitment by enrolling their team in the
bigger picture. They create buy-in by showing how each person’s
contribution matters. They don't just assign tasks—they give
ownership. And when people feel ownership, they act differently.
They care more. They stretch. They stay.

To lead well, you have to make the leap from being a doer to a
developer. That means your success is no longer measured by what
you produce—it’s measured by what your team produces. And that’s
a hard transition for many top producers stepping into leadership
roles.

The Danger of the “Hero Manager”

In my early leadership days, | fell into the trap of trying to be the hero.
If someone struggled, I'd step in and fix it. If a deal was off track, I'd
jump in and close it myself. It made me feel valuable, but it made my
team dependent.

Eventually, | realized that hero management creates bottlenecks.
Instead of empowering people, | was enabling their lack of growth.
What my team needed wasn’t a savior—it was a coach. They needed
someone who would challenge them, stretch them, and believe in
them before they believed in themselves.

That’s the shift from transactional management to transformational
leadership. And that’s where the real magic happens.

27



Coaching: The Underrated Superpower

If there’s one skill every manager should master, it’s coaching. Not just
the formal, quarterly “how are you doing?” kind, but the everyday
micro-coaching that builds people up and moves them forward.

Great coaching is rooted in curiosity. It’s asking more than telling. It’s
helping people uncover their own answers instead of always giving
them yours. When you coach consistently, you create a learning
culture. And in a business that’s always changing, a learning culture is
your best defense.

Want a quick coaching framework? Try this:

e Ask: “What are you working on?” “What’s challenging
you?”

e Explore: “Why do you think that’s happening?” “What’s
another way to look at it?”

e Challenge: “What’s one bold step you can take this
week?”

e Support: “How can | help?” “What do you need from
me?”

You don’t need a graduate degree to be a great coach. You just need
curiosity, consistency, and care.

Why Emotional Intelligence Wins

One thing I've seen repeatedly: The best leaders in mortgage aren’t
always the ones with the deepest product knowledge or the flashiest
resumes. They’re the ones with the highest emotional intelligence
(EQ).

They read the room. They know when someone is struggling—even
when that person doesn’t say a word. They communicate with
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empathy, set boundaries with grace, and de-escalate tough situations
without losing their cool.

In today’s high-stress sales environment, EQ is no longer optional—
it's essential. A team doesn’t need a robot or a dictator. They need a
human leader who understands the pressure they’re under and knows
how to guide them through it.

Sustaining Energy in a Demanding Industry

Let’s be honest—mortgage leadership is not for the faint of heart.
There are long days, market swings, and constant changes. Burnout is
real. But great managers sustain their energy—and their team’s
energy—by creating structure, celebrating wins, and keeping purpose
front and center.

Purpose matters. When your team knows why they’re doing the work,
they’ll push through the inevitable tough days. So, remind them often.
Share success stories. Talk about families helped, lives changed, and
goals met. Reconnect them to the impact of their work.

Your Leadership Legacy Starts Now

Here's the truth: You don’t have to be perfect to be a great leader. You
just have to be present. Your team doesn’t expect you to have all the
answers—but they do expect you to care, to challenge them, and to
show up consistently.

Whether you're leading veterans or brand-new LOs, every interaction
is a chance to influence. Every one-on-one is a moment to coach. Every
meeting is an opportunity to reinforce culture.

And the results? They compound. Over weeks, over quarters, over
years.

You won’t just build a team—you’ll build a legacy. One hire, one
conversation, one break though at a time.

29



So, let’s dive in. Let’s talk about what great managers actually do—

because if you get this part right, everything else in your business gets
easier.

Key Takeaways:

e Lead with clarity; coach, don’t control.
e Create accountability with SMART goals.

e Build and protect a strong culture & develop people.
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