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Mortgage Shopping’s
Digital Divide
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T

he continued evolution of online technology tools is likely to
allow consumers to more easily find the right mortgage to suit
their needs. Improved technology could help mortgage borrow-

Fannie Mae studies looked
into the online mortgageshopping habits of
consumers across a range
of income groups.
They found distinct
differences among various
groups in their past
reliance on online tools to
shop for mortgages.

ers find the right mix of rate, fees, risk, features
and service so they experience higher long-term
satisfaction with their mortgage choice.

¶ This,

in turn, could yield significant changes to mortgage shopping on a scale comparable to what has
already occurred in the travel and retail industries, where we now expect to be able to go online
and relatively easily and transparently find the
right product.

¶ Given the likely impact technol-

ogy could have on the mortgage industry, Fannie Mae’s Economic and
Strategic Research Group collected data on this topic through two different studies.

¶ The studies found distinct differences in the degree to

which technology was used in the mortgage-shopping process between
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W

e found that technology use
was one of the biggest differentiating
factors among the different segments
of mortgage shoppers.

higher- and lower-income consumers as well as between
recent and non-recent mortgage borrowers.
The studies also found a shared desire among all groups to
use online technology more in the future.
We define lower-income consumers as people with family
incomes of less than $50,000, and higher-income consumers
as people with family incomes of more than $100,000.
The findings also suggest that there may be opportunities
for online tools to improve the ability of all borrowers to shop
for a mortgage.

In-person or online
Late in 2012, to gain a better understanding of mortgage
shoppers, we collected data from an online panel of consumers.
These consumers—approximately 3,600 in total—had either
obtained a mortgage in the past four years or were intending
to get a mortgage in the next 18 months. This study included
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first-time and repeat buyers as well as refinancers.
We found that technology use was one of the biggest differentiating factors among the different segments of mortgage
shoppers. It was especially highlighted by differences between
income groups.
Results showed that lower-income consumers are more
likely to say that they prefer in-person interactions while
mortgage shopping than higher-income consumers. In particular, we asked consumers about gathering information, choosing
a lender and completing their application while mortgage
shopping (see Figures 1, 2 and 3).
Though the data indicates that as income increases, the
preference for in-person interaction diminishes and the desire
for shopping online grows, there appears to be a desire for a
mix of in-person and online experiences across all income
groups.

Growing interest in using online technology
During the second quarter of 2013, we collected additional
data on mortgage shopping and online technology use through
Fannie Mae’s National Housing Survey. The National Housing
Survey is a monthly attitudinal phone survey that polls the
adult general population of the United States to assess
attitudes toward owning and renting a home, home purchase
and rental prices, household finances, overall confidence in
the economy and more.
The National Housing Survey’s second-quarter 2013 findings
reveal that higher-income borrowers are using technology—
personal computers, tablets and smartphones—while mortgage
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PREFERRED SOU RC E S FO R G AT H E R I N G M O RTG AG E I N FO R M AT I O N
When gathering information about mortgages or refinancing, which of the following
are your preferred sources of information?
(Showing percent first choice)

Less than
$50,000

$50,000–
$100,000

More than
$100,000

In-person visits

48

39

31*

A visit to the provider’s website

25

28

32*

Internet sites not affiliated with banks or mortgage providers (i.e., mortgagecomparison websites, reviews, etc.)

13

20

24*

Other

14

13

13

Less than
$50,000

$50,000–
$100,000

More than
$100,000

Opportunity to meet face-to-face with someone

69

62

52*

The provider has a local branch

60

47

39 *

S O U R C E : Fannie Mae

*Denotes a statistically significant difference between “less than $50,000” and “more than $100,000” at the 95% confidence level
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IMPORTANCE O F I N - P E R S O N P R E S E N C E FO R C H O O S I N G A M O RTG AG E P ROV I D E R
When choosing a mortgage provider and thinking about the provider itself,
how important or unimportant is each of the following to your decision?
(Showing percent extremely important or important)

S O U R C E : Fannie Mae

*Denotes a statistically significant difference between “less than $50,000” and “more than $100,000” at the 95% confidence level
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than they currently do; in particular, lower-income borrowers
indicate that they will increase their use of technology at a
rate that could help close the gap with higher-income borrowers.
The likelihood that technology will play an even larger role
for all borrowers in the future presents opportunities to
provide more technology-driven enhancements to the mortgage-shopping process.
The use of technology in mortgage shopping is more pronounced among recent mortgage borrowers—those who took
out a mortgage in the last three years. Recent mortgage borrowers also tell us they would like to use technology more frequently in the future compared with prior mortgage

shopping about twice as frequently as lower-income borrowers
(see Figure 4).
This aligns with and supports another key finding from
this study: Higher-income borrowers say they are more likely
to rely on their own calculations and focus more on offer
competiveness than lower-income borrowers.
In the 2013 study, and similar to our 2012 study, we also
found that lower-income borrowers say they are more likely
than higher-income borrowers to rely on real estate agents,
mortgage lenders, family and friends for advice and recommendations in the mortgage-shopping process. However, all
income groups aspire to use online technologies even more
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PREFERRED MET H O D S FO R CO M P L E T I N G A M O RTG AG E A P P L I C AT I O N
What would be your preferred method for completing the final mortgage application?
(Showing percent)

Less than
$50,000

$50,000–
$100,000

More than
$100,000

In-person with a representative of the mortgage provider

74

64

53*

Online

18

27

37*

By regular mail

2

3

3

Over the telephone

3

2

3

By email

2

3

3

By fax

0

0

1

S O U R C E : Fannie Mae

*Denotes a statistically significant difference between “less than $50,000” and “more than $100,000” at the 95% confidence level
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PAST AND ASPI RAT I O N A L T EC H N O LO GY U S E I N M O RTG AG E S H O P P I N G BY M O RTG AG E B O R ROW E R I N CO ME GROUP
Have Done Online
Obtain a mortgage quote

Would Like to Do Online

+23

43%*

20%

48%

61%*

Calculated how much

25%

+21
63%

Looked for a

25%

+18
+10

52%*

55%

62%

Tracked your

33%

+17

●

80

70

+8

57%*

63%
90

+7

50%*

49%

100

+7

43%*

42%

household finances

+10

51%*

56%

mortgage lender

+13

46%*

41%

rent or a mortgage

+14

52%*

38%

you should spend on

Gap

71%*
60

Less than $50,000

50

40

30

20

●

10

0

10

20

30

40

$50,000–$100,000

50

●

60

70

90

100

More than $100,000

S O U R C E : Fannie Mae

*Denotes a statistically significant difference between “have done online” and “would like to do online” at the 95% confidence level
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80

+8

C

onsumers say that social media
plays a small role in their mortgage
shopping now and it is likely to
continue playing a small role
in the future.

borrowers—those who obtained a mortgage more than three
years ago.
This may partially be explained by the growing use of
online tools in general, which makes recent borrowers more
likely to use technology that is either new or more readily
available.
Recent borrowers also tend to be younger and have higher
incomes and education levels than prior mortgage borrowers.
However, both groups indicate an interest in using technology
more in the future.
Consumers say they use traditional personal computer
technology far more than mobile technologies, such as
smartphones or tablets, to do their mortgage shopping (see
Figure 5).
Although smartphones and tablets show the biggest increases
for potential future use, borrowers still told us they would like
to use personal computer technology significantly more in
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the future to shop for their mortgage and manage their
personal finances (see Figure 6).
In addition, consumers say that social media plays a small
role in their mortgage shopping now and it is likely to continue
playing a small role in the future.

Opportunity: Delivering the right tools
Borrowers responded that they would like to use both personal
computer and mobile technology more often in the future to
shop for their mortgage. Many researchers, such as the Washington, D.C.–based Pew Research Center’s Pew Internet &
American Life Project (www.pewinternet.org), have observed
that consumers are using online research to enhance their
shopping experience—particularly in less-complex product
categories—by helping them obtain product information, reviews and price comparisons both at home and in-store.
We will see in the coming years what inroads enhanced
online and mobile technology tools make in improving the
outcomes of complex activities such as mortgage shopping.
In our second-quarter 2013 National Housing Survey study,
we asked consumers what would have made the process of
getting a mortgage easier. Higher-income mortgage borrowers
tend to say that an improved ability to compare multiple loan
offers would make the mortgage-shopping process easier.
Lower-income consumers more often say they would like to
have loan terms and costs that are easier to understand. Both
of these concerns could potentially be addressed through
better online tools.
Though consumers also have told us they would like to
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PAST TECHNOLO GY T Y P E U S E BY R EC E N T A N D P R I O R M O RTG AG E B O R ROW E R S
Have you ever done this online? (Showing percent yes)
Tracked Your Household Finances

Looked for a Mortgage Lender
55%

60%
40%
20%

60%
47%

40%

40%

33%
16%

7%

7%

12%
4%

9%

4%

20%

9%

0%

0%
+9*
Using a Smartphone

+5*
Using a Tablet

+15*
Using a Personal Computer

Obtained a Mortgage Quote

+5*
Using a Smartphone

+5*
Using a Tablet

+14*
Using a Personal Computer

Calculated How Much You Should Spend on Rent or a Mortgage
60%

60%
44%

42%

40%

32%

27%

20%
4%

8%

4%

11%

5%

4%

40%
20%

5%

7%

0%

0%
+4*
Using a Smartphone

+1
Using a Tablet

●

+15*
Using a Personal Computer

Prior Mortgage Borrowers

+7*
Using a Smartphone

●

+2
Using a Tablet

Recent Mortgage Borrowers

S O U R C E : Fannie Mae

*Denotes a statistically significant difference between prior mortgage borrowers and recent mortgage borrowers at the 95% confidence level
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+12*
Using a Personal Computer

E

nhanced online tools of all types
could help all consumers become
better mortgage shoppers and
achieve better outcomes.

continue to use the more traditional technology of personal
computers at two to three times the usage rates of mobile
technologies, consumers also say mobile technologies will
show the largest usage increases in their future mortgage
shopping. This implies there is a market opportunity to address
this demand for mobile mortgage-shopping tools.
Mobile tools hold the promise of offering real-time information and education when and where it is needed, such as
when visiting homes for sale or shopping for a mortgage in a
face-to-face setting.
Possibly the limited mobile-device screen size will lead developers of new mobile tools to discover the few most important
aspects of mortgage shopping for consumers to achieve optimal
outcomes. This could, as a result, help simplify what many
find to be a complex and overwhelming process.
However, enhanced online tools of all types could help all
consumers become better mortgage shoppers and achieve

FIGURE

better outcomes.
Optimistically, the next generation of mortgage-shopping
tools will help consumers realize their aspiration to use online
technology more often and, in turn, contribute to improved
mortgage-shopping results.
Better mortgage technology might possibly even make
finding the right mortgage as much a delight as finding the
right home. MB
Steve Deggendorf is director of business strategy in the Economic & Strategic
Research (ESR) group with Fannie Mae in Washington, D.C. He can be reached
at: steven_e_deggendorf@fanniemae.com. NOTE : Opinions, analyses, estimates, forecasts and other views of Fannie Mae’s ESR group included in this
article and related FM Commentary and Housing Insights pieces should not be
construed as indicating Fannie Mae’s business prospects or expected results,
are based on a number of assumptions, and are subject to change without notice. How this information affects Fannie Mae will depend on many factors. Although the ESR group bases its opinions, analyses, estimates, forecasts and
other views on information it considers reliable, it does not guarantee that the
information provided in these materials is acc urate, current or suitable for any
particular purpose. Changes in the assumptions or the information underlying
these views could produce materially different results. The analyses, opinions,
estimates, forecasts and other views published by the ESR group represent the
views of that group as of the date indicated and do not necessarily represent
the views of Fannie Mae or its management. The views expressed in this article
reflect the personal views of the author, and do not necessarily reflect the
views or policies of any other person, including Fannie Mae or its conservator.
Any figures or estimates included in an article are solely the responsibility of
the author.
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ASPIRATIONAL T EC H N O LO GY T Y P E U S E BY R EC E N T A N D P R I O R M O RTG AG E B O R ROW E R S
Would you like to do this online in the future? (Showing percent yes)
Track Your Household Finances

Look for a Mortgage Lender
57%

60%

48%

44%

49%

40%

40%
26%

20%

16%

23%

14%

14%

17%

13%

18%

20%
0%

0%
+10*
Using a Smartphone

+9*
Using a Tablet

+9*
Using a Personal Computer

Obtain a Mortgage Quote

+3
Using a Smartphone

+5*
Using a Tablet

+5
Using a Personal Computer

Calculate How Much You Should Spend on Rent or a Mortgage

60%
44%

60%

50%

51 %

40%
20%

60%

42%
13%

15%

13%

17%

21%
13%

14%

40%
20%

21%

0%

0%
+2
Using a Smartphone

+4
Using a Tablet

●

+6*
Using a Personal Computer

Prior Mortgage Borrowers

+8*
Using a Smartphone

●

+7*
Using a Tablet

Recent Mortgage Borrowers

S O U R C E : Fannie Mae

*Denotes a statistically significant difference between prior mortgage borrowers and recent mortgage borrowers at the 95% confidence level
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+9*
Using a Personal Computer

