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Manager’s Memo: by Sean Harley 
 

LEADERSHIP TODAY 

It seems appropriate in a presidential election year and in the middle of what has been described 

as a “credit crisis” to address leadership in this space.  I have often heard leadership described in 

terms of one being born with that trait.  I think effective leaders may be blessed with a certain 

innate predisposition for being a leader, but they actively work at that skill to realize their 

leadership potential.  I have been fortunate to work with a number of individuals I considered 

effective leaders.  Their personalities and business philosophies were as diverse as you could 

possibly imagine.  Their individual strengths and weaknesses varied across the spectrum.   

So what did these individuals share that may have predicted their effectiveness as leaders?  I 

believe it was the consistency, fairness and transparency of their behavior and communication.  In 

order to instill confidence within a group, the leader needs to be consistent in creating the 

expectations and holding individuals accountable.  When the leader is fair in their handling of the 

group, decisions with tough consequences for the group are accepted more readily.  And if the 

leader has shared the financial condition of the operation with the group in a transparent fashion, 

the group will be receptive to the changes needed to maintain profitability. 

I like to take a bit of time everyday or so and do a “walk around” the office.  Just an easy way to 

see everyone and to notice if anyone is upset or losing patience.  If someone wants to ask a 

question or tell me something, it gives them a chance to do so without making a visit to the 

“corner office”.  I try to maintain an even disposition in public and within my management group.  

I also strive to be as fair as possible in all my interactions inside and outside of our company.  

And fair does not mean soft or yielding.  Fairness means approaching everyone and each situation 

similarly, with honesty and in accordance with company policy.  I share the Ohio results with all 

of our team, celebrating our joint successes and enlisting the assistance of all of the team in 

reversing negative trends.  Lately those results have not been very positive, but all of us know 

how we stack up and what is required of each member of the team to improve. 

At the end of the day, a leader’s effectiveness is reflected in the confidence and cohesiveness of 

their group.  When a team cannot predict how the leader will react to stress or negative 

developments, is surprised by personnel reductions and feels as if favoritism trumps performance, 

you really don’t have a leader or a team.  Today is a good day to ask yourself if you are an 

effective leader of a confident team. 

************************************************************* 

Odds and Ends: by George Naumoff 
 

GROWING IN A SLOWING MARKET 

 

There seems to be a tendency in the title insurance industry to react to a slowing market by taking 

a bunker mentality.  We want to simply “hang on” to business rather than developing new 

streams of revenue.  Our strategic plan is to react to forces outside of our control such as interest 

rates, housing demand and the ability to refinance.  The successful agents will look at this 

slowing market as a way to grow business. 

 

Take a look around, we are seeing agents and agencies leave the business in record numbers.  
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Look closely enough and you will see that there is a common thread among them.  That thread is 

“complacency”.  This is bred, in part, by our own past success.   The fallacy in thinking “this is 

the way we have always done this” is that you miss the point, that what you did was differentiate 

your business from the folks down the street.  So by doing things the same way, you are not 

deviating from the norm, you have become the norm.  What made you successful is that you 

differentiated yourself from the competition.  You need to put yourself ahead of the curve.  

Changes do not and should not be dramatic, but they should be continuous and incremental.   

 

Look at your costs, not only to help the bottom line, but to see if any savings can be re-purposed 

to help you achieve success.  Partner with individuals or entities that bring added value  to the 

table.  Stewart has partnered with RightNow to provide you an additional resource in achieving 

success.  These valuable webinars  will help you with strategic planning and consultative sales.   

Please take the time to register for these programs or contact your Agency Services Manager to 

discuss these programs. 

 

STG Overlimits Request Form Makes its Electronic Debut  

 

In case you haven’t had the opportunity to visit www.stgoh.com recently, you will now find an 

electronic version of the Overlimits Request Form.   You can now complete and submit the form 

electronically.   Please note that you will need to send a copy of your commitment to the email 

address noted on the form.  We will approve the same electronically.   
 

*********************************************************************** 

Claims Corner By: Frank Long 

 
PROBLEMS, PITFALLS AND PAYOUTS 

 

Stewart agents continue to do a fine job conducting error-free closings thereby minimizing the 

number of legitimate claim notices received by Stewart’s corporate offices.  The situations from 

those deals that do end as claims are usually preventable and increasingly costly.  Statistics reveal 

that most policy losses are on loan policies and are triggered by matters that occurred at the 

closing table.  These claims against loan policies generally surface after the borrower defaults and 

the loan goes into foreclosure.  Often the borrower subsequently files for bankruptcy protection 

which, when combined with the foreclosure, means scrutiny of the loan documents on multiple 

levels.  

 

A common closing error loss occurs when an insured mortgage encumbers only a half of the fee 

interest in the property.  In most of these cases, a review of the closing agent’s file reveals a 

commitment sent to the lender showing the property held in the name of husband and wife as 

joint tenants.  However, the mortgage is signed at closing in the name of one spouse only with the 

other signing “solely to release dower.”  An astute bankruptcy trustee recognizes the flaw and 

moves to void the mortgage or sell the unencumbered portion of the property free and clear of the 

insured mortgage.  These claims are very difficult to defend and inevitably lead to a loss payout. 

 

When discussing these claims with agents, I am frequently told that the closer instructed the 

borrowers to execute the mortgage exactly as it was forwarded to the closing agent from the 

lender.  The agent simply failed to review the documents in the rush to close the deal.  Or, I am 

sometimes told that the lender or mortgagors themselves insisted the mortgage be signed “solely 

to release dower” because only one of the parties is a borrower.  The moral of the story is to 

always be vigilant and aware of your role as a title agent.  Remember that lenders and mortgagors 

do not always understand or appreciate title, so you can not let them pressure you into improperly 

executing documents.  Take time to carefully review closing documents and make certain all title 

holders execute the mortgage properly.  Once the deal is closed and the policy issued, the 

underwriter is liable for the transaction and is left without a reasonable defense. 

 

Another policy payout caused at closing occurs when there are various typographical errors in 

legal descriptions on insured mortgages.  In times past errors of this nature rarely, if ever, led to 

payouts on title claims.  However, with the burgeoning foreclosure crisis in Ohio, some courts are 

using any perceived title defect as a tool to dismiss the foreclosure action, thereby alleviating 

pressure on the crowded court docket.  Courts in the northern tier of the state are most prone to 
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resorting to this tactic.  Faced with dismissal by the courts, foreclosing lenders are now turning to 

the underwriter to fix the errors on the insured mortgage.  In addition, legal description errors 

have generally been cured in foreclosure actions via “reformation” counts drafted as part of the 

foreclosure complaint.  Foreclosing attorneys historically deemed reformation counts as part of 

their work in managing the case and did not charge extra for the service.  However, these same 

attorneys are now charging their lender client extra fees for all title-related matters, and the 

lenders are passing the additional fees along to the underwriters.  While the individual payouts on 

these claims are relatively small, the cumulative payout is significant given the frequency of these 

demands.  Again, the lesson here is to take time to proof read legal descriptions before attaching 

them to the mortgage and recording.  

 

It would be unfair to imply all title claims originate at the closing table or from the escrow side of 

the transaction.  We all know search errors also create problems for title agents.  Not all search 

errors are the usual missed lien that most of us immediately envision.  Some result from a lapse in 

judgment or failure to recognize the situation at hand.  For example, Stewart recently received 

several claims stemming from fraudulent transfers.  In each of these cases, a judgment lien was 

recorded in the name of a former owner of property, shortly after that owner quit claimed the 

parcel to a third party.  The judgment creditor then commenced legal action alleging the previous 

transfer was fraudulent.  While that legal action was pending, the new property owner applied for 

financing and a title exam was performed.  The examiner disregarded the lien against the former 

owner because it was filed after divestiture of title, and further did not examine the pending legal 

proceedings against that individual, assuming whatever it is it could no longer affect the property.  

The end result of these claims is often total failure of title and a significant payout by the 

underwriter.  Experienced title examiners develop a feel for these situations and recognize the 

pitfall in front of them.  It is important that seasoned title examiners mentor new and less 

experienced examiners so that they, too, learn to recognize them. 

 

Another common search-related error leads to only a fractional interest being subject to an 

insured mortgage, and is analogous to the fractional interest problem discussed under closing 

errors.  Here, the searcher fails to completely read and examine the vesting deed or other deeds in 

the chain of title, and therefore does not notice additional fee-holders or, more often, a life estate 

interest.  The end result mirrors that of the closing error, with a bankruptcy trustee attempting to 

void the insured mortgage or sell the property free of the insured lien.  Again, experience teaches 

the examiner to slow down and exercise caution. 

 

The entire title process, from order intake to closing and recording, is a veritable minefield of 

claim potential.  Caution and precision are required at each level and step along the way, and a 

team-effort mentality toward each order will ensure the savvy agent of a claims-free record.  All 

of us in the title industry understand how the tough market conditions we are presently 

experiencing can lead to increased pressure to keep business and close deals, but now is not the 

time to let our guard down and cut corners.  Giving in to temptation will only increase our 

exposure and potential for claims.  While claims are always bad, even in the best of times, they 

can be devastating to an agent during a period of lowered revenue.. 

 

Ideas from Independent Agents:  By Scott 
Stevenson, General Counsel, Executive Vice President, Northwest 

Title 
 

LEADERSHIP WITH A MESSAGE WILL TURN THINGS AROUND IN YOUR OFFICE.  

THE PEP RALLY THAT AFFECTED OUR BOTTOM LINE   

 
In August of 2007 it felt like things had hit rock bottom as every national news organization ran 

three to five negative stories about the real estate industry each day.  Finally, the rest of America 

was realizing what Ohio had been muddling through for most of the year.  However, I realized 

that it was not only the media spreading the bad news, but people within our industry were 

speaking negatively to clients, fellow title agents and even employees.  Even I began to speak 

only of apprehension and misgivings about our industry.  Does misery love company, or does 

misery make company equally miserable? 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Negative talk about the economy and our business soon became infectious in the office.  

Employees began to corner me to ask about the industry and their continued employment.  Fear 

was in the air.  What’s more, it was affecting the service we were providing.  What business we 

had in August and September inevitably became the “closing from hell”.  Disappointed clients, 

bickering co-workers pointing fingers at others when things went wrong, forced our leadership 

team to raise questions about our internal culture: “What happened to our great company?  What 

happened to customer service?  Had anyone read our mission statement in the last 6 months?”  

The answer was clear: “No, we all did nothing but complain about how bad things were.”   

 

I realized that the only way to turn our ship around was to start with our employees’ attitudes.  

We needed to regain our confidence if we were going to promote our company and its services 

positively.  Focusing on the negative was slowly suffocating us.  We needed a bright spot to 

anchor our efforts. 

 

OLTA Convention generates hope  
 

For me, change began unexpectedly while attending the Ohio Land Title Convention.  The 

closing remarks came from a motivational speaker whose message was simple: change your 

outlook by focusing on what really matters.  It led me to the conclusion that change within my 

office would happen only when our leadership team practiced what we preached.  We had 

unconsciously led our office with the message of doom & gloom.  If things were to change, we 

needed to communicate more effectively within our company and inform our employees about 

where we were headed and how we would accomplish our goals.  I decided to have a company 

meeting to discuss the state of the industry, the company and our future.   

 

The Conference Call that Saved our Title Company 
 

Within a week of the OLTA conference we closed our offices for an afternoon to have a “special 

meeting”.  I took themes from the OLTA speaker and created a presentation for everyone in our 

offices.  The message was not “we must work harder in tough times”; but rather was a call to each 

individual to think about what makes them happy in life and to bring that “fire” to their work.  I 

can’t really know if it was the message or the fact that we closed the company for an afternoon 

pep rally that garnered such a positive reaction, but either way, it worked.  We brought smiles 

back to everyone’s face.  Everyone in our company needed to hear positive news from our 

leadership team.  While the meeting was successful, we were faced with the challenge of 

maintaining a positive company attitude. We scheduled weekly office wide conference calls 

during which employees discuss and focus on the positive aspects of our company and our 

industry. 

 

Tuesday Morning Conference Call.   

 

Our call begins at 9 a.m. every Tuesday and lasts for 15 to 20 minutes.  During that time, the 

office is closed.  Incoming calls are forwarded to voicemail and the whole company discusses 

only one thing: “What’s Working”.  There is no mention of the problems, only the positives.  I 

begin each meeting with news about our industry, focusing on information that can help us be 

more informed rather than dwelling on the negative press.  I end each meeting by reviewing our 

mission statement and reiterating how our current methods further that statement.  The remainder 

of the meeting is open to employees to talk about what is working in their office.  The comments 

range from funny anecdotes to sincere “thanks you’s”, and the discussion is always and only 

positive.   It took a while to get used to this new “positive” format.  There were a few awkward 

pauses, but surprisingly, our offices are empowered and more positive.  Sound kind of cheesy?  

 

It felt that way at first.  But now, five months later, we see the benefits.  Below are just a few of 

the direct and indirect positives created by these weekly meetings:   

 

� The leadership team sets a company tone each week by bringing positive information to 

all employees.  For example, we update everyone on interest rate changes and its 

expected impact on the office.  Doing so alerts our sales staff and processors to potential 

orders. 

� Everyone is involved in the call, no matter if they are part-time, out of the office or on 

vacation.  We use an online “conference call” company and a 1-800 number so that 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

everyone can be involved.   

� The leadership team’s focus has become the staff’s focus.  We talk about what is 

working and focus on the initiatives that we ask our staff to accomplish to increase 

customer service and surprise.  

� Employees thank others within the company for helping them with a closing, a search or 

simple tasks such as providing the phone number of a homeowner’s association.  When 

was the last time you heard your staff members thank each other?   

� We talk about how many closings we had last month and what we are doing to support 

our sales staff in generating new clients. 

� Often times, we hear sales associates raise concern that the processors do not help with 

client retention.  When talking about what each office does to increase business, the 

processors understand the time and effort our sales staff puts into its job.  These calls 

give everyone in the company a glimpse of the big picture and realize that we each play 

a role in customer service. 

� We gave office meetings priority.  Interestingly, an unintended byproduct was born.  

Each office has a their own wrap-up meeting when the conference call ends, thereby 

continuing the positive meeting vibe into a “what files are you working on today – 

anything I can do to help” meeting that includes sales staff, managers and processors.   

 

Our weekly conference call changed our office culture.  Each employee looks for something 

positive to share at the next conference call.  Even more importantly, we’ve started 2008 with 

more orders than we have seen in some time.  Rather than complaining about all the problems 

outside our office walls, we celebrate our success with each other, weekly.  You may not need a 

“conference call” within your company.  However, there is something to be said for conducting 

meetings with a positive tone and focus while reassuring your staff that we will survive this 

economic cycle together.  Sometimes we all simply need to hear that things will be alright and 

there is a road map to achieving our goals, together.  

 
 

Ideas from Independent Agents 
We will be featuring “Ideas from Independent Agents” as part of our future newsletters, 

consisting of articles written by agents.  These articles will help keep you up-to-date on practices 

and ideas for an efficient office, highlight specific achievements in an office, or other matters of 

interest.  If you wish to have an article included, please contact George Naumoff at 

gnaumoff@stewart.com. 

 

Spring 

Spring makes the world a happy place 

You see a smile on every face. 

Flowers come out and birds arrive, 

Oh, isn't it grand to be alive?  

 

 



 


