Smithware Technology Solutions
Customer Case Study

Finance Company Increases Customer Satisfaction
and Reduces Complexity Through Business Process
Automation and Web Site Redesign
Overview
Industry: Finance
Customer Profile
Tennessee-based and privately held
Southeast Financial provides financing
for horse trailers, RV’s and motor
homes, motorcycles, and other types of
recreational assets
Business Situation
The company’s web site was out of date
and did little to attract customers to the
company’s services. Their business
processes were practically 100%
manual slowing down the process.
Online applications arrived via e-mail. All
paperwork was hand written, typed, or
manually entered into online forms.
Solution
Smithware produced and implemented
a Business Process Automation plan
guided loan applications throughout the
entire lifecycle of the loan. The company
also gained a redesigned web site with
up to date content and online services
that allowed customers to apply online
and monitor the loan as it went though
the approval process.
Benefits
 Huge reduction in paperwork
associated with loans
 Reduction in errors on loan
applications
 Increased business without more staff
 Better coordination between loan
administrators
 Customer access to the information
they need when they need it
 Reduced customer phone calls due to
improved customer communication

“When Smithware presented the Business Process
Automation plan to Southeast, we had no idea what a large
effect it would have on our operations. Although the steps
required for us to do our jobs did not fundamentally change,
the resulting organization and simplification of the process
have been amazing. Our phone calls are greatly reduced and
our customers have never been more satisfied with our
service ”
Heather Finch, General Manager, Southeast Financial

Headquartered in Kingston Springs, Tennessee, Southeast Financial is a
privately held finance company that specializes in providing financing for
customers looking to purchase horse trailers, RV’s and motor homes,
motorcycles, and other types of recreational assets. Historically, the
company experienced consistent growth driven by their high quality
customer service and attention to detail. Not unlike many similar
companies, Southeast handled the majority of their business manually
handwriting many forms and using electronic typewriters for others. Loan
administrators performed a lot of re-entering of data which was prone to
multiple data entry errors. Southeast had a web site with an online
application for loans, but the site was outdated and did little to attract
new business for the company. The company wanted to automate all of
the work associated with the loan process and at the same time improve
their ability to provide even better customer service and also to position
themselves to be able to handle much higher transaction volumes
without increasing staffing levels. They also hoped to redesign their web
site in order to effectively attract more customers to the company.

Business Situation

Southeast Financial specializes in providing financing for customers
looking to purchase horse trailers, RV’s and motor homes, motorcycles,
and other recreational assets. Southeast is a privately owned company
headquartered in Kingston Springs, Tennessee just outside of Nashville
and works with various nationwide funding institutions that specialize is
financing recreational units for consumers.
The company made the process of financing recreational assets
extremely easy and trouble free. They handled all of the communication
with the financial institutions, they generated and processed all of the
paperwork, and they walked their customers through the process from
beginning to end. Over the past several years, the company has
experienced consistent and strong growth which, based on customer
feedback, predominantly has been driven by Southeast’s consistent high
quality customer service and attention to detail.

The company made the
process of financing
recreational assets
extremely easy and trouble
free. They handled all of the
communication with the
financial institutions, they
generated and processed
all of the paperwork, and
they walked their
customers through the
process from beginning to
end.

Over the years, one could only imagine the sheer volume of paperwork
that this type of business would generate. Southeast handled the
majority of their business manually, and they were not at all unique.
Many of their major funding partners were still using electronic
typewriters to generate the funding paperwork and lending agreements.
Many forms were filled out and submitted in handwriting via manual fax.
Even in the twenty first century, many companies had yet to automate
many of the processes required to execute financing agreements like
this.
For every loan application that came into Southeast, staffers indeed
generated an immense amount of manual paperwork. The loan staff had
to perform a lot of re-entering of data which was tedious and time
consuming, and also was prone to multiple data entry errors. Southeast
did have a web site with an automated application for loans, but the site
was outdated and did little to attract new business for the company.
Also, the online loan application was one very long form on the web site
with only limited data validation and verification. When an application
was submitted to Southeast by a customer online, the form data was emailed to Southeast where everything was subsequently processed
manually. The company also had a big challenge handling all of the
follow-up telephone calls, e-mails, and faxes that came in asking where
the company was in the loan approval process.
The management team at Southeast knew that they needed to address
the issue of automating all of the work associated with the loan process.
With the effective application of technology to their manual operations,
the company hoped to improve their ability to provide even better
customer service and also to position themselves to be able to handle
much higher transaction volumes without increasing staffing levels.

Solution

There were essentially two major issues facing Southeast with respect to
their business.

First, the company needed to fully automate the processes that they
were using to move a customer from prospect to an executed loan
agreement. Fortunately, Southeast knew very well the business
processes that were manually required to get the job done.
Secondly, Southeast’s web site desperately needed updating to improve
their ability to communicate with customers. Also, the loan application
process needed to be simplified and shortened on the site and the loan
application should not go to Southeast via e-mail but post the form data
directly into a loan processing database. Also, customers needed insight
into the status of their loan by logging into the site.
In late 2005, Smithware presented Southeast with a high level plan for
Business Process Automation. Business Process Automation is simply
taking effective existing processes to conduct business and using
technology to make the performance of those processes more efficient
and more controlled.

Tier 1: Business Process Automation
The steps to walk a loan through the approval process are relatively
basic, especially for a company like Southeast who has the process very
well defined. The steps are:
1. An application for a loan comes in either from the web site or via fax.
2. The credit report is pulled from the partner credit reporting bureau.
3. The application is approved or denied internally based on the credit
report, credit score, application data, and potential funding institution
guidelines.
4. If denied communicate with customer, end of process.
5. If approved, assign to a funding institution and generate that
company’s credit application. Fax application to funding institution.
6. If denied by funding institution, communicate with customer, end of
process.
7. If approved by funding institution, communicate with customer. Does
the customer wish to continue with the loan?
8. If the customer does not wish to continue, communicate with
customer, end of process.
9. If the customer wishes to continue, generate funding forms. Funding
forms vary by funding institution.
10. Generate the loan contact.
11. Ship funding forms to customer for execution. Communicate
shipment tracking number with customer.
12. Receive executed funding forms from customer, review.
13. Ship funding forms to financial institution.
14. Receive funding notice from financial institution. Communicate with
customer.
15. Fund customer.
16. Communicate with customer about funding.
17. Receive customer lien filing.
18. Communicate with customer. End of process.

Based on the analysis of these steps required to execute a loan,
Smithware first designed the underlying database that would contain all
of the elements required for the loan and everything needed to track
each loan through the process.
Next, Smithware created a Workflow Engine that allowed loan staffers to
monitor each loan throughout the process. Here is an example of the
Workflow Engine Interface:

One feature of the workflow
engine that was important
to Southeast was the use of
a consistent and clear user
interface so that training
on the application would be
minimal. All processes
throughout the workflow
engine use the same set of
consistent icons.
The workflow engine for Southeast is a web application that ties into the
same backend database that the new web site would populate. When a
credit report is submitted online, the record immediately becomes
available in the first line that says “Pull Credit Reports, Accept/Decline,
Assign to Financial Institution” which are steps 1 through 5 of the overall
business process.
Loan administrators are able to expand each section by pressing the
down arrow to the right of the menu line. Here, there is only one
application needing action on line 1. When expanded, the menu shows
detail for the application:

One feature of the workflow engine that was important to Southeast was
the use of a consistent and clear user interface so that training on the

application would be minimal. All processes throughout the workflow
engine use the same set of consistent icons:
Go This button performs the next step in the workflow process.
Edit This button allows the user to edit any fields within the loan
application record.
Files This button opens the folder that contains all of the forms and
files (e-mails, faxes, application forms, etc.) associated with the loan.
With a consistent and clear user interface, training on the system is
extremely short.
In the past, Southeast had to manually fill out forms for each loan and
be sure that the appropriate forms were being used for the assigned
financial institution. With the work flow engine in place, Smithware
crated a forms processing system that automate it all. Each financial
institution has a library of application forms that are submitted to
approve the loan and funding forms that are generated for approved
loans.

In the past, Southeast had
to manually fill out forms
for each loan and be sure
that the appropriate forms
were being used for the
assigned financial
institution. With the work
flow engine in place,
Smithware crated a forms
processing system that
automate it all

Here is a folder containing the funding forms required by one financial
institution:

The names of the forms are important for the workflow engine. The
engine much know which forms are general 8.5x11 laser printed forms
and which form is the contract that much be printed on a preprinted
multipart carbonless form. Yes, in the twenty-first century, some banks
still use old carbonless forms. Go figure.
At any rate, a method was needed to allow the workflow engine to
populate the forms with the appropriate data from the application
database. Take a look at part of a sample PDF form in Adobe Acrobat:

This is part of the loan application form. There are many fields in the PDF
file that must be populated from the database. Smithware devised a
method of embedding fields within the PDF document that the workflow
engine could use to populate the form:

When completed, the
Smithware Business
Process Automation
implementation proved a
success for Southeast in
that they greatly reduced
the amount of physical
paperwork required for
each loan and they were
able to easily share
information with all loan
staffers about the status of
each loan.

Each field in the document corresponds to a field from the database or a
combination of fields that are required on the form.
When funding forms are generated (step 9 in the business process), the
workflow engine opens each PDF document in the funding forms folder
that begins with “FundingForms_” and process each field in the form
with data from the database, and save the resulting form in the funding
form folder for the loan. Once the forms are generated, a loan
administrator can simply print the forms on a laser printer and they are
ready to go.
The loan contracts presented another challenge in that they are
generally 8.5” wide and up to 20 inches long and they are carbonless
forms. This required an impact printer capable of printing large format
documents and some small changes to the workflow engine forms
processing.
When completed, the Smithware Business Process Automation plan

proved a success for Southeast in that they greatly reduced the amount
of physical paperwork required for each loan and they were able to easily
share information with all loan staffers about the status of each loan.

Tier 2: Improved Web Site Implementation
The first issue that needed addressing on the www.Southefinance.com
web site was that it needed an upgrade to make it much more usable
and it needed to be designed from the bottom up with Search Engine
Optimization in mind. Smithware teamed up with Tom Ranseen from
www.NoSpinMarketing.com and Tom put together a comprehensive plan
for building a new, marketing driven web site. Once the plan was in
place, the web design firm or www.iDesign.net joined the project to
implement the new look and feel for the site. It was very important to the
management of Southeast Financial that the site be a place where their
typical customers would feel comfortable and at home. They were very
pleased with the redesign.
Here is the home page from the old site:

The new design met all of Southeast’s design objectives and vastly
improved the site’s ability to communicate why potential customers
would want to do business with Southeast.
Here is the home page from the new site:

The new design met all of
Southeast’s design
objectives and vastly
improved the site’s ability
to communicate why
potential customers would
want to do business with
Southeast.

Key to the success of the new site was to enhance the online application
process so that data would be validated by customers on the spot and so
that the resulting application would be automatically populated within
Southeast’s Workflow Engine.
While the team from NoSpin and iDesign worked on implementing the
site plan, Smithware focused on building the online application for credit
and the Loan Center. The Loan Center would be one way that Southeast
could improve customer service while reducing the number of phone
calls, e-mails, and faxes that the company received about loans in
process.
Here is the original online loan application. It was one very long form and
many loans came through with incomplete or inaccurate information:

The new credit application was a multi part process that changes
according to options selected during the process. For example, if the
loan was for joint credit, then co-application information is asked for.
Depending on the type of asset being financed, the application only asks
for certain data that apples to that particular asset. Here is the new loan
application start page:

The new application also provides as much instruction and feedback in
order to answer many potential customer questions to further reduce
phone calls.
Perhaps the most innovative part of the new www.southefinancial.com
web site was the ability for customers to login at any time and look at the
status of their loan at any time. In the past, the only way to see where a
loan was in the approval process was to contact Southeast. Now with an
e-mail, a secure password, and a loan id, users can get the Workflow
Engine to tell them exactly where they are. Here is the what a typical user
might see when they login:

Perhaps the most
innovative part of the new
web site was the ability for
customers to login at any
time and look at the status
of their loan at any time. In
the past, the only way to
see where a loan was in the
approval process was to
contact Southeast. Now
with an e-mail, a secure
password, and a loan id,
users can get the Workflow
Engine to tell them exactly
where they are.

The results of Business Process Automation at Southeast Financial were
impressive. The staff is able to handle the increased volume of traffic
that has been generated by the increase in Search Engine Marketing for
the site and the number of customer calls has drastically decreased.

Benefits

Huge reduction in paperwork associated with loans
The Workflow Engine creates and maintains all paperwork electronically
significantly reducing the amount of physical paperwork required for
each loan. Even scanned paperwork such as driver’s licenses and title
registrations are scanned and filed electronically. All communication
whether e-mail or fax is also maintained by the Workflow Engine.
Reduction in errors on loan applications
The online credit application has built in data validation and verification
that greatly reduces the number of errors that an application might make
on an online application. Once the customer submits their loan
application, it is immediately under control of the Workflow Engine. No
data re-entry is required.
Increased business without more staff
The automatic generation of loan documents greatly reduces the amount
of human time required for each loan. Customer request for information
via phone take a fraction of the time.
Better coordination between loan administrators
All loans are available to all loan administrators. When special
circumstances arise they can be noted within the Workflow Engine for
follow-up and resolution.
Customer access to the information they need when they need it
The online Loan Center allows customers to login and see exactly where
their loan is in the approval process. This one step has greatly reduced
the number of incoming phone calls to Southeast and enhanced overall
efficiency of the staff.
For more information about Smithware Business Process Automation
solutions, contact Smithware at ask@smithware.com.

