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Introduction 
The risks and inefficiencies associated with an incoherent policy on background checks ultimately drove 

mortgage field service industry experts to seek an industry solution. A group of industry pioneers, 

including the National Association of Mortgage Field Services, Wells Fargo, and several other independent 

vendors, launched a collaborative effort in 2013 to agree an approach that would ensure consistency, 

minimize exposure to fraud, guarantee compliance, facilitate vendor recruitment, and maximize 

efficiencies in the completion of field services work.   

In partnership with Aspen Grove Solutions, a 20-year veteran software solutions provider to the industry, 

the working group determined the scope of the background check and developed a mechanism called the 



ABC# for researching an individual without sharing personally identifiable information (PII) while enabling 

the seamless tracking of that individual through their industry career.  

The result: A relevant, comprehensive, data-rich, auditable industry-standard background check program. 

This flexible approach can be tailored to the specific needs of the industry and fulfills Consumer Financial 

Protection Bureau (CFPB) requirements1. This is the first industry sector to standardize, although the 

process could be replicated across other industries in collaboration with relevant stakeholders.  

This paper gives an overview of the mortgage field services industry and the compliance challenges facing 

the inspections and property preservation sectors. We then highlight the outline the collaborative 

approach industry leaders used to resolve the issue. We end with a brief description of the role Aspen 

plays in spearheading the discussion on standardizing the background check process.  

The Current State of Mortgage Field Services—Inspections & Property Preservation 
Mortgage field servicers must keep pace with ever-changing regulatory requirements while trying to 

maintain and enhance their reputation and keep costs under control. These obligations present challenges 

for the industry, but they also generate opportunities for industry leaders to overtake players who are 

struggling to keep up.  

Field servicers who merely react to the changing environment for property preservation often create 

inefficient processes and end up with mismatched systems that may duplicate or even negate their 

compliance efforts, resulting in increased costs and possible gaps in oversight. Industry players who adopt 

a proactive approach by leveraging streamlined technology to integrate operational processes, on the 

other hand, put themselves ahead of their rivals and help to enhance the overall reputation of the 

mortgage field services industry. 

Adopting an industry-standard background check is one area where such operational efficiencies may be 

achieved. An industry-standard background check gives the work provider line of sight for their entire 

network, reduces costs and human error by making multiple background checks unnecessary, and, 

enhances the reputation of the field servicers who adopt it. It achieves this in an environment where 

recruitment can be a challenge and recognizes the need to accommodate competent contractors who 

may have committed only minor criminal offenses.  

The Changing Regulatory Landscape of Vendor Management 
The financial meltdown of 2007 and the resulting surge in mortgage defaults prompted the introduction 

of strict regulations governing the mortgage field services industry. These include government mandated 

programs such as the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, settlements, procedure updates, and strict 

oversight by agencies including the Office of the Comptroller of the Currency (OCC).  

In a bulletin issued in June 2017 on the subject of third-party relationships2, the OCC pointed out that bank 

management should “conduct in-depth due diligence and ongoing monitoring of each of the bank’s third-

party service providers that support critical activities.” 

The message from the regulators was clear:  

Outsourcing a relationship does not relieve you from your legal responsibility to protect consumers 

from harm and to avoid inflicting unsafe and unsound practices on financial markets. 



Compliance Challenges Facing the Property Preservation Industry 
The mortgage field services industry is justifiably fearful of incurring substantial costs by failing to meet 

regulatory compliance requirements, both in terms of regulatory sanctions and increasing consumer 

litigation launched against financial institutions and their vendors in recent years. Work providers’ 

concerns can be allayed by the provision of an industry-standard background check.  

What compliance challenges do work providers face? 

• Uncertainty on how to demonstrate compliance to the industry, stakeholders, and regulatory 

bodies 

• No visibility from the work provider to the contractor who completes the work  

• Cost and inconvenience of obtaining multiple background checks for the same individual to meet 

legal obligations of multiple clients 

• Difficulty interpreting background checks  

• Problems supporting audit requests 

• Possible reputational damage caused by noncompliant vendors 

Compliance Fears 
With financial institutions having to stand over the work they outsource to third-party contractors and 

federal agencies such as the FHA clamping down on quality controls and standards, one thing is clear: 

Financial institutions must take ultimate responsibility if something goes wrong while a field service 

contractor is representing that institution. 

That responsibility means the process that institutions use to vet their work providers must be watertight. 

When a vendor orders a background check on an employee or subcontractor, they must be confident that 

the check they have ordered safeguards against negligent hiring and meets both regulatory and client 

requirements. Those requirements must also be flexible enough to exclude any individual with a serious 

criminal record, while accommodating minor infractions (such as driving offenses), which do not identify 

the work provider as a risk. 

 The standard of checks must be consistent and relevant, clearly indicating score and expiry information, 

so that the vendor is assured that the individual representing them on site is compliant. Once again, a 

standardized industry approach is the ideal way to avoid the ambiguity and risk associated with non-

standardized checks while providing clear direction on individual compliance.  

Approximately 4% of industry-standard background checks conducted on contractors are returned with 

an IC04 rating, which is the lowest level of compliance and indicates a serious finding on the background 

check. If you consider that mortgage servicers started 34,266 new foreclosures in the third quarter of 

2017 alone,3vendors who fail to use the industry-standard background check are exposing themselves to 

significant risk. 

Visibility 
The work provider needs a clear view, not just of the contractor to whom they assign the work, but right 

through to the individual performing the work onsite. 

Implementing an industry standardized solution in which all registered contractors are connected in a 

network allows the network owner to view the compliance details of the principal and of the aggregate 



compliance of employees and subcontractors for each of their contractors. This facilitates effective line-

of-sight capability. 

Cost Concerns 
Tighter regulatory controls can impose substantial costs on vendors, particularly if they have to pay for 

multiple background checks to meet the needs of various clients and work providers.  A universally 

accepted, background check program addresses cost concerns by eliminating the need for multiple 

background checks for different work providers’ varying requirements. An industry-standard check can be 

reused as needed.  

Interpretation Difficulties 
Not all background checks are the same. Here are just some of the issues a non-standard background 

check raises: 

• Should it cover federal or county records? 

• Does it search a national database? 

• How many aliases or address histories does it include? 

• How many years does it capture? 

• If red flags are highlighted, how should these be interpreted, and how does the vendor know that 

his interpretation is not increasing his exposure to risk?  

• How can a single background check accommodate differing tolerance levels, i.e. allowing for 

minor or historic offenses that do not characterize the candidate as a risk?  

Fail to manage these administrative hurdles properly and you face potentially grave repercussions. 

Fortunately, however, the industry standard classifies individual compliance (IC) on a scale of 1 to 4 levels, 

using a screening matrix that adjudicates checks in a consistent manner, regardless of the agency that 

runs the check. This solution complies fully with the Fair Credit Reporting Act (FCRA) and caters for 

different clients’ tolerance levels through its range of IC levels. 

Auditability 
Traditionally, audit requests trigger exhaustingly manual processes that are difficult to support. An 

industry standard makes life easier for both the auditor and the vendor. A standardized set of rules 

combined with an online portal that is easy to audit makes the process immediately less daunting. 

Reputational Risks 
It takes time and intense effort to establish a reputation for excellence in the mortgage field services 

industry; it can be almost impossible to restore that reputation once it has been damaged. If the 

contractor you hire to complete work at a property delivers poor quality, submits a fraudulent inspection, 

or even engages in criminal activity at a property, the harm to your company’s standing in the industry 

may be irreversible. Using an industry-standard background check for your contractors gives you peace of 

mind.   

Fears of Excluding Existing Contractors 
Even businesses that understand the need for a new standard for background checks may have concerns 

about the effect on their existing contractors. They feared initially that imposing a new standard 

background check on their contractors might make them ineligible for any new jobs that came up. Should 

a contractor caught fishing with an out-of-date license be excluded from conducting property inspections, 



for example? Their fears were unfounded, however. When the industry standard background check was 

introduced, 95% of the background checks submitted were returned with scores of IC01, which is the 

highest rating.4 

Working toward a Solution 
Identifying the opportunity to encourage accountability, instill consumer confidence, and improve 

efficiencies, the industry group launched their collaborative effort in 2013. They embraced a flexible 

approach to design a comprehensive, data-rich, auditable industry standard background check program 

that can be customized for the specific needs of field servicers:  

“Our primary goal and focus was to deliver a singular background check process that will be adopted across 

the industry, eliminating the costly and cumbersome exercise for national, regional and local providers to 

have multiple checks done based on differing requirements of their clients.” 

Eric S. Miller, NAMFS executive director5 

Recognizing the need for powerful technology that could support the industry standard background 

check, the working group engaged with Aspen Grove Solutions, a veteran solutions provider that had been 

providing technology solutions for the mortgage servicing industry for more than 20 years. As Edmond 

Buckley, president of Aspen Grove Solutions points out, “this unique background check solution is helping 

to raise the bar of professionalism by providing the ability to manage background checks and more 

importantly to prove compliance with industry standards.”  

The Solution 
So, what did they come up with? The working group’s solution considered the range of criminal offenses 

from the perspective of seriousness, number, and recency to develop a decision matrix that is fit for 

purpose for the field services professional and complies with the Equal Employment Opportunities 

Commission (EEOC) anti-discrimination requirements, as well as FCRA requirements.6 Crucially, the 

standard industry background check addresses the central issues affecting the industry by:  

• driving accountability and boosting consumer confidence while supporting proper due diligence 

in selecting vendors 

 

• supporting a proactive approach to a safe, sound, secure vendor network 

 

• providing representation for the field services vendors with an industry working group of peers, 

enabling contractors to appeal results anonymously to the Industry Working Group Appeals 

Committee 

 

• delivering a comprehensive, data-driven, auditable compliance program 

 

• facilitating network visibility through unlimited tiers while maintaining network confidentiality 

 

• ensuring consistency and fairness in vetting and hiring decisions while removing ambiguity in 

adjudicating background checks 

 



• promoting due diligence and third-party selection with consistent quality and control while 

mitigating the risk associated with independently selecting a level of vetting 

 

• proactively safeguarding consumers, thus reducing complaints to regulatory authorities 

 

• reducing the time it takes to review and score background check reports, including automated 
notification of any reports that may need additional attention or have red flags 
 

• using a unique contractor ABC# to protect the identity of the field services professional and enable 

the provision of their compliance level 

 

• cutting costs through a universally accepted background check program that uses a single check 

to satisfy the differing requirements of different work providers 

 

• facilitating and capturing each industry’s level of compliance tolerance in one universally adopted 

standard  

Next Steps 
Thanks to the efforts of the industry working group, the technology is now in place to accommodate 
compliance requirements in a way that minimizes costs while enhancing compliant companies’ standing 
in the industry. This solution uses the Aspen iRecord® platform, which introduces several key benefits:  
 

• It integrates seamlessly with the vendor’s chosen CRA. 

• It enables full visibility within networks of vendors and contractors. 

The Aspen iRecord® system provides a standardized, fit-for-purpose criminal background check and 
auditable process, so that one check is all you need.  
 
Adopting the industry standard is a win-win for both the mortgage servicing industry and the regulators, 

ensuring that financial institutions and their service providers control the financial and other costs of 

remaining compliant in a demanding regulatory environment.  The mortgage servicing industry was the 

first sector to standardize, but the process could be replicated across other industries in collaboration 

with relevant stakeholders.  

About Aspen 
Founded in 1997, Aspen Grove Solutions is a provider of property servicing technology solutions. Aspen 

delivers solutions that reduce costs and manage risks for asset owners and servicers, particularly in the 

area of default asset management. Aspen’s property servicing platform sits alongside and complements 

loan servicing.  It focuses on managing the asset and timelines across all internal teams and the supply 

chain that delivers services on the asset from pre-foreclosure through to resolution.  Proof of Compliance 

and Proof of Service offerings for any mortgage field service work supplement the industry-standard 

background check, proving the service provider complied with the standard check and that they attended 

the property at the date and time of service.  

 



How to Reach Us   
Ph. No:   240.345.3430  

Email:       sales@AspenGroveSolutions.com:  

Corporate Address:     5100 Buckeystown Pike, Suite 250, Frederick, MD 21704 

Website:  Aspengrovesolutions.com 
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The Criminal Charge Categories that are counted 

 

Note: Lesser charges, such as traffic or civil disobedience, are not considered  


