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venture partners. Through March 2007, over 

30,000 households were enrolled in Steps To 

Success. The program has three elements: 

Credit cleanup. Borrowers receive a free 

credit report, including credit score and 

tips on how to keep credit sharp.

Hands on Banking, a financial educa-

tion program, enhanced to include live 

counselors.

Information about automatic payment 

enrollment and other banking services.

After one year of making payments on time 

through automatic payment, the borrower 

receives recognition and a small monetary 

reward. Although early in the process, Wells 

Fargo is seeing positive results: 

Participants in Steps To Success are sig-

nificantly more likely to be enrolled in 

automatic mortgage payment programs. 

Visits to the Hands on Banking web site 

have increased 100 percent, and much 

of this increase can be attributed to the 

Steps To Success program.

Fewer delinquencies occur among 

program participants than among a 

larger sample of nonprime customers 

(including 30, 60 and 90 days delinquent 

categories).

Josh Fuhrman is director of counseling 

for the national nonprofit Homeownership 

Preservation Foundation (HPF), which bridges 

the communication gap between homeowner 

and lender. HPF provides a toll-free consumer 

hotline (888-995-HOPE) with counselors 

available 24 hours a day, seven days a week 

to help homeowners with their mortgage dif-

ficulties. If face-to-face counseling is needed, 

the homeowner is referred to a local, non-

profit counseling agency.

HPF has worked with over 100,000 

consumers since the nonprofit was founded 

in 2004, and almost a third of those were 

counseled in the first five months of 2007. 

The hotline’s current call-in rate is 600 calls 

per day, compared with 200 per day last year. 

HPF counseled 1,500 Texas homeown-

ers in 2005 and 3,000 in 2006. It anticipates 

6,000–8,000 calls from Texas in 2007. 
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Fuhrman suspects Texas caller volume will 

go even higher because of efforts in the state 

to promote the hotline and homeownership. 

For example, following a press conference 

organized by the Dallas HOPE partnership on 

June 6 in Arlington, call volume from Texas 

temporarily jumped from 30 calls per day to 

over 250 per day.

Lenders and others are supporting HPF 

efforts to increase awareness of the toll-free 

number nationwide. Because early interven-

tion is critical and some homeowners are re-

luctant to make their first call for help to their 

lender, some lenders are printing 888-995-

HOPE on their monthly mortgage statements 

and delinquent letters.  

Not all success can be gauged by 

homeownership retention, Fuhrman said. 

Sometimes the result of a successful coun-

seling effort is helping borrowers see that 

homeownership is not for them or not realis-

tic given the circumstances. In those situa-

tions—perhaps in the case of divorce or loss 

of income—homeowners are encouraged to 

consider other options, such as a short sale, 

which gives them a graceful exit from the 

home but still avoids the devastating effect of 

a foreclosure on their credit record.

Modernizing the FHA
Federal Housing Commissioner Brian D. 

Montgomery’s remarks concentrated on the 

Federal Housing Administration (FHA) having 

fallen behind the times. Without a modern-

ized FHA product, many first-time homebuy-

ers have been left without safe, affordable 

mortgage options and have instead turned to 

subprime loans. Even in Texas, which is the 

strongest FHA state in the country, FHA loan 

originations are down 34 percent from 2001 

through 2006. 

Montgomery believes that modernizing 

the FHA will provide sound and affordable 

refinance alternatives to people who have 

“gotten in over their heads” with more exotic 

loan products. 

Some of the proposed FHA improve-

ments include:

Lowering the down payment require-

ment (FHA currently requires 3 percent).

Establishing mortgage insurance premi-

ums based on the borrower’s ability to 

repay the loan.

Lengthening the available loan terms 

from 30 to 40 years.

Increasing loan limits.

Eliminating the cap on the number of 

Home Equity Conversion Mortgages that 

FHA insures.

The most frequent recommendation 

made by speakers at the “Preserving Home- 

ownership” conference was to increase com-

munication channels to borrowers earlier in 

the delinquency process as the key to reduc-

ing foreclosures. 

One national initiative to achieve earlier 

intervention is NeighborWorks America’s new 

public service announcement, designed by 

the Ad Council. The message, “Nothing is 

worse than doing nothing,” is accompanied 

by the HPF counseling hotline number. The 

radio and TV message has been distributed to 

media outlets in Texas and across the country. 

With thousands of Texas homeowners 

facing interest rate adjustments in the coming 

months, the mortgage industry and consumer 

advocates are hoping they will heed the 

advice.

More information and presentations from 

the Federal Reserve Bank of Dallas conference 

“Preserving Homeownership: Addressing the 

Foreclosure Issue,” June 12, 2007, are available 

at www.dallasfed.org/news/ca/2007/07home.cfm.
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  Tips for Avoiding Foreclosure

Don’t ignore the letters from your lender.
Contact your lender immediately.
Understand your foreclosure prevention 
options. Go to:	
www.fha.gov/foreclosure/index.cfm
Contact a HUD-approved housing counsel-
ing agency:	
Toll-free 800-569-4287	
TTY 800-877-8339
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