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What do consumers really want
from the mortgage process?
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1. Executive Summary
Ellie Mae conducts its annual “Borrower Insights Survey” to better understand the
perspectives of consumers when it comes to the mortgage process. The survey of
3,000+ renters and homeowners aims to provide unique insights to supplement Ellie
Mae’s already strong arsenal of data that helps redefine what the “digital mortgage
experience” means to consumers. In addition, it outlines how Ellie Mae’s lender
clients can better serve both borrowers and prospects as they strengthen digital
mortgage capabilities.
To realize this objective, it has to be understood that the real value of a digital
mortgage is fulfilled in the origination process. With origination, there are two
major elements to consider; one is automation, or high-tech, and the other is
a continuation of the personal consumer experience, or human touch. Both are
equally important, and this year’s survey shows that borrowers continue to seek
a combination of high-tech and human-touch interaction with their lenders.
The goal of this survey is to provide better insights to improve the overall digital
mortgage loan process and ultimately fund a loan. It’s also important to note, while
the digital mortgage may conclude for one loan, the data in that loan may be the
catalyst to begin the digital journey for the next. The real value of this data is taking
it and applying machine learning to it. A system that automatically and continually
learns with every borrower that comes through and every service ordered can inform
ways to lower costs, increase pull-through rates, shorten the time to close, and help
lenders find – and best communicate with and serve – their next borrowers.
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2. Methodology and Key Insights
To better understand current borrower and renter preferences regarding the mortgage
process, Ellie Mae conducted its second annual Borrower Insights Survey, polling 3,006
U.S. adults (both male and female) who are current homeowners and renters above
the age of 18. The survey was fielded using the Qualtrics Insight Platform. Fielding
was executed between November 13–19, 2017. For this survey, we define generations
in the following manner: Millennials = born between 1980 and 1999; Gen X = born
between 1965 and 1979; and Baby Boomer = born between 1946 and 1964.
With a focus on driving a true digital mortgage experience, Ellie Mae was interested
in learning about borrower expectations and experiences with online components of
the mortgage process. Overall findings showed that borrowers across all generations
are expecting digital options to be part of their loan process, but would still like the
capability and flexibility of speaking to a lender, when needed.
Additional highlights from the 2018 survey include:
•	The majority (61%) of respondents expected to be able to apply for and complete a
mortgage application fully online.
•	17% of current borrower and renter respondents shared that they have applied for a
mortgage in the past year; comparatively, of respondents ages 18–24, 50% said they
applied for a mortgage in the past year. This demonstrates the continued momentum
of the Millennial generation’s purchase power and interest in homeownership.
•	49% of mortgage holders surveyed responded that their last experience with a
lender was for a purchase, and 47% responded that their last experience with a
lender was for refinancing. Respondents age 44 and under were more likely to say
their last experience with a lender was for a purchase, whereas more than 55% of
those age 45 and over say their last experience with a lender was for a refinance.
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•	For renters, when asked what is preventing them from buying a home, 64% of respondents
between ages 65 and 70 said they are happy renting, while 56% of respondents ages
25–34 say they haven’t saved enough.
•	While it’s true some may not have enough money saved to purchase a home, the survey
indicated that there’s opportunity for greater education for consumers around available loan
type options and how much is needed for a down payment toward a home. More than
50% of respondents age 45 and over say they believe they need to put down 20% or more
to purchase a home, while 50% of 18- to 24-year-old respondents said they needed to put
down between 4–19%.
•	Regardless of income, most renters agree that the suburbs are the ideal place to settle
down. Those renters making $100,000 or more showed a slight preference for suburban
areas if they were to buy a home (50% compared to 45% who would prefer a city/urban
area). For those making less than $100,000, the gap widened with all groups saying they
would be more interested in living in a suburban area.
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3. Renter Preferences
More women than men shared that they are renting because they haven’t saved enough for a down
payment; and women were also more likely to say they haven’t applied for a mortgage loan because they
haven’t found the right neighborhood or house. On the other hand, men were more likely than women to
say they prefer to rent over buying a home.
Of renters surveyed, 28.7% do not believe they have saved enough to buy a home, while 26.5% do
not want to buy a home because they’re happy renting, 13% haven’t found the right home to consider
buying, and 10.7% say they would never buy a house. Additionally, 30.6% of renters do not ever expect
to apply for a mortgage.
While finances are a common thread, there are some differences between how members of various
generations perceive barriers to homeownership. Generation X is most concerned with debt and credit
worthiness for a mortgage. While many Millennials report they don’t have enough saved for a home, the
majority are not aware how much is actually needed for a down payment, with 44% thinking they need
to put down 20% or more to qualify for a mortgage. This signals an opportunity for more education
about mortgage products available to this growing demographic of potential homeowners.

Why are your currently renting?

What is preventing you from buying a home?

% Respondents

46.4%

I prefer to rent

Current renters
say they haven’t
saved enough to
buy a home,
and survey results
show many have
misperceptions
about what it takes
to qualify for a
mortgage loan.

% Respondents

28.7%

36.1%

I have not saved
enough money for
a down payment
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26.5%
13.0%

9.9%

7.6%

I do not
qualify for a
home loan

Other

I haven’t saved
enough

I am happy
renting

I haven’t found
the right house/
neighborhood

12.2%
Debt and credit
worthiness
concerns

9.2%
I am concerned
about the
economy
or my job

5.7%

4.7%

Interest rates are
too high

Other
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Almost 50% of
renters believe
they need a FICO
score over 750
to qualify for a
mortgage.

Surprisingly, almost 50% of the renters surveyed said that they thought they needed to put down a larger
down payment than necessary. 48.6% of renters believe they needed to put down 20% or more for a
down payment on a home. With the range of loan products available today, including FHA loans, this
simply is not the case.
Likewise, 33.9% of renters think they need a 700–749 (good) credit score to qualify for a mortgage loan,
and 31.3% of renters think they need a 750–799 (very good) credit score to qualify for a mortgage loan.

How much do you think you need to put
down for a down payment?

% Respondents

% Respondents

48.6%

What range of credit score do you think you would
need to qualify for a mortgage loan today?

33.9%

40.4%

31.3%

17.3%

17.5%

11.1%
20% or more

4–19%
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1–3%

650–699
(Fair)

700–749
(Good)

750–799
(Very Good)

800–850
(Excellent)
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Changes in family dynamics are a main reason renters would choose to buy a home.
Renters are more likely to buy a house if they no longer want to rent anymore (44.3%) or have a change
in family dynamics such as marriage, the birth of a child, etc. (26.8%).
Comparatively, of the current homeowners surveyed, 29% said they chose to buy a house because they
no longer wanted to rent, and 29% reported their decision to buy was driven by a change in family
dynamics. Additionally, 16.9% said they had finally saved enough money to buy a house.
Also of note, Millennials and Generation X respondents are most willing to relocate to another state to be
able to afford to buy a house.

What was the main reason you chose
to buy a house?

Would you be open to relocating to another
state in order to afford to buy a house?

% Respondents

29.0%

% Respondents

29.0%
16.9%

16.6%

54.0%

46.0%

Yes

No

8.5%
Family dynamic
change (marriage,
kids, etc.)

Didn’t want to
rent anymore
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Saved enough
money

Other

Job change
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4. Homeowner Preferences

Millennials are more
likely to have FHA
or VA loans
than Generation X
or Baby Boomers.

Millennials are actually three times more likely to have a VA loan than Generation X or Baby Boomers.
While 77% of all homeowners surveyed have a conventional loan, Millennials and Generation X are more
likely to have FHA, VA, and USDA loans than any other generation.

What kind of mortgage do you have currently?
% Total

77.0%

% Millennials

% Generation X

81.0%

% Baby Boomers

85.0%

69.0%

30.0%
18.0%
Conventional loan
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18.0%

10.0%

U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) loan
+ Federal Housing Authority (FHA) loan

1.4%

4.0%

1.0%

0.0%

U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA)/
Rural Housing Service (RHS) loan
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Homeowners value
convenience, speed,
and security
when applying for a
loan online.

37% of owners said the convenience of applying online and completing their loan application at their
own pace/time of day was most important when selecting how to apply for a loan. Likewise, 26.8% of
owners said the speed of the application process was most important, followed by 14.4% of respondents
stating that security was the top factor in assessing online loan options.
The top two factors for owners when choosing a lender included knowing the company or receiving a
referral from a trusted source. Specifically, Millennials were most likely to choose a lender because they
knew of the company from a trusted source (38%), while 49% of Boomers said they chose their lender
based on a realtor or acquaintance referral.

What one factor was most important to you
when applying for a mortgage loan online?

How did you locate your most recent
mortgage lender?

% Respondents

% Respondents

30.9%

30.4%
22.5%

Security

19.4%

Speed of
24/7
the process convenience
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21.1%
12.3%

8.5%

Simplicity Transparency

4.5%
Reduced
data entry

16.3%

15.3%

2.5%
Other

6.6%
Referral
from a
friend or
family
member

Online
search

Realtor
referral

Other

6.0%

Saw an
Received
advertisement direct mail

3.9%
Received
email
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Borrowers continue
to move away from
applying for loans
fully in person,
as they look for a
process combining
both high-tech
and high-touch
elements.

In 2017, 44.7% of homeowners surveyed applied for their last mortgage in person, compared to
56% in 2016. 37% of owners applied for their last mortgage through a mix of online and in-person
elements. Millennials (48%) were most likely to use a combination of in-person and online to apply for
their mortgage, as well as apply fully online (20%). Boomers, however, were most likely to apply fully
in person (55%).
41.6% of male borrowers surveyed were most likely to apply for a mortgage in person, compared
to 46.6% of female borrowers. Additionally, using a combination of in-person/online to apply for
a mortgage was popular among both sexes, as 37.4% of men applied for a mortgage using both
in-person and online communication, while 36.8% of women applied in this way.

How did you apply for your last mortgage loan?
% Total

% Millennials

% Generation X

% Baby Boomers

55.0%

49.0%

44.7%

38.0%
30.0%
15.8%

20.0%

17.0%

41.0%
30.0%

21.1%
13.0%

Fully online, no in-person interaction

11 | 2018 Borrower Insights Survey

2.2%
Began online, but later had in-person interaction
+ Began in person, but finished online + Portions
online and in-person at random

Fully in person

1.0%

3.0%
Other

2.0%
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As Ellie Mae seeks to improve the digital mortgage experience, key insights from borrowers showed that
93.1% of homeowners surveyed said that technology somewhat or very much improved the loan process.
With that, security remains a top priority for borrowers when it comes to the mortgage application
process. 46.5% of homeowners surveyed said they were somewhat concerned about entering their
personal information online, while 22.6% of borrowers reported they were very concerned about entering it.
Overall, 30.4% of respondents said security was the most important aspect of applying for a mortgage
online. This is followed by simplicity (23%), speed of process (22.5%), and convenience (19.4%). All
generations said security was the most important factor, with Millennials most concerned with security
(40%), followed by Generation X (29%), and Boomers (22%).
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Security is the top
concern among
all borrowers
for the online
mortgage application
process.
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Borrowers are also showing a stronger desire for more interaction and communication with their lender.
Among homeowners surveyed, 57% said they would prefer to communicate with their lender by
phone or in person during the mortgage process. Direct communication with a lender can be especially
important to those who are applying for a mortgage for the first time, as they can have their questions
answered and feel reassured that the loan process is on track in real time.

How did you prefer to communicate with your lender?
% Respondents

34.9%
23.5%

22.1%

14.5%
3.6%

By phone

By email
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In person

By online portal

By text or chat

1.5%
By mail

Borrowers are
looking for more
communication
from their lender.
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37% of borrowers
asked for more
face-to-face
interaction with
their lender.

While Millennials make so many big purchases day-to-day with a simple click of a button, it was
interesting to see that 37% of borrowers in this generation said that more face-to-face time with
a lender and more communication would have made their mortgage application process better.
Across generations, a faster process (29.1%), followed by a simpler application (26.8%) and more
communication and face-to-face interaction with a lender (27%) were listed as the top factors that
would improve the mortgage application experience.

Which of the below could have most improved your latest mortgage
application experience?
% Total

% Millennials

% Generation X

% Baby Boomers

37.0%
27.0%

29.1%

29.0%

29.0%
24.0%

20.0%

More face-to-face interaction + More
communication with my lender
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26.8%

24.0%
16.0%

12.0%
7.0%

34.0%

32.0%

7.0%

10.6% 11.0% 11.0% 10.0%
3.0%

Less face-to-face interaction + Less
communication with my lender

A faster process

A simpler application

More visibility or transparency in
the process
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5. The Bottom Line
While preferences for method of communication may vary by generation, it’s
clear that consumers have a strong preference for a combination of in-person
interaction with their loan officer, as well as the freedom and time to complete
their loan process online at their convenience.
These trends point to a significant opportunity for more assertive lender
communications that build stronger borrower relationships and accelerate the
loan process. An increasing number of high-growth lenders have recognized the
potential to help reinvent the entire mortgage experience for today’s digitally
integrated consumers. But, the opportunity remains untapped for many lenders.
The real opportunity gleaned from the Borrower Insights Survey data is that a
digital mortgage can free up lenders from having to spend time on process and
paperwork so they can focus more attention on building and nurturing strong
relationships with borrowers.
So, while many in the industry are defining a digital mortgage as one component
of the entire process, there is a much larger opportunity to improve the entire
experience for lenders, homebuyers, and the mortgage industry at large.
Digital mortgage technologies and capabilities are available in the mortgage
industry today. Lenders that use them to their fullest potential will be able to focus
on high-value activities, such as growing their business and delivering personalized
service to borrowers.
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