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IN BUSINESS Profile

Easy does it
Rapid business growth can be a challenge for any operation, but this national mortgage manager 
found that systems, focus and a common purpose can make managing present and future growth 
much easier.  Story Maureen Jordan  Photography Peter George

J
oanna James has only one alias, 
but several roles. Early in her life, a 
decision was made to give her name 
its diminutive form – and so Joanna 
became Jodie.

“My mother decided that Jodie was short 
for Joanna – everyone thinks it’s two people 
and no-one gets the association. Not that I 
can blame them,” she says as she settles in 
to explain the fast growth that her company 
Mortgage Ezy has experienced in the last 
five years. 

But as James tells the story that has seen 
Mortgage Ezy rocket to 60 staff spread 
nationally, the importance of the solid 
partnership she has with her husband Peter 
unfolds. “I tell everyone all good stories start 
with a love story and essentially that’s how 
it started,” she says. “I was an architect and 
worked for a series of small firms. That was 
great training as they were small businesses. I 
was given a lot of responsibility at a young age 
– managing projects from beginning to end.”

Somewhat disillusioned with the 
direction of architecture at the time when 
she met Peter, who came from a financial 
planning background, the pair decided to 
start a business. “We started as mortgage 
brokers selling loans in combination with 
the insurance. Regulations in the financial 
planning industry were changing and Pete, 
who’d been in the industry a long time, 
was excited by the opportunity of what was 
happening with mortgages. We felt there 
were better solutions for clients and brokers.”

New beginnings
Not long after they started, an opportunity 
arose for the duo to flex their muscles in 
the sunshine state. “We still kept business 
interest in Sydney and travelled between the 
two cities, and it grew and grew. We started 
with one funding line – now it’s seven.”

Enshrined on the recent impressive BRW 
‘Fast 100’ list, Mortgage Ezy’s story is one of 
spectacular growth. “Our staff and volumes 
doubled,” James says. “We really started to 
get recognised in the industry.”

While her husband’s interest was initially 
sparked by his genuine excitement about 
the possibility of what could be done in the 
industry, for James it was an opportunity to 
use skills she’d used in an architectural setting 
to develop something for themselves.

“I worked on putting together some of the 
funding lines and getting that in place, and 
on some of the procedures and mechanics 
of the operation,” she says. “Being a detailed 
person I enjoyed this.”

Nevertheless, James is a straight shooter 
when it comes to explaining the challenges 
of running a growing business. 

“It’s hard to be a strong leader and execute 
business well. The arena of business can be 
very demanding. For me, I probably had a lot 
more challenges on a building site than I had 
in the mortgage industry,” she says.

Part of the success of the operation is 
due to the systems and structures that secure 
their business foundations. “We have a good 
management team of 12 people who we 

work with. So for me it’s not so much around 
the day-to-day things, but working with a 
manager and putting the structure in place to 
make sure we can grow the business.”

Look to the best
For inspiration on growing the business, 
James looks to other successful operators 
for clues of success. “I’m naturally a curious 
person – always observing,” she says. “I guess 
one of the good fortunes of being a smaller 
operation that works with many larger 
organisations is that I’ve been able to have 
a window into their structures and see what 
works well.”

With their business growing to the next 
level, they’ve recently sought information on 
new incentives and training programs they 
can implement.

“You’d be surprised what you learn by  
just talking to people,” says James. “I’ve  
met a lot of successful people – you learn 
what works for them and the issues they’re 
going through.”

While business writers talk about the 
importance of workplace culture, their 
business is living proof of its necessity. And 
as the business grows, James is determined to 
avoid the trappings of large businesses that 
stagnate. She believes managing fast growth 
and maintaining your culture while you grow 
quickly should not be underestimated.

“We’ve grown from being a small, flexible 
business to moving towards a medium- to 
large-size business and we’ve been making 
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sure we’re not a bureaucracy through a 
variety of ways. People are the key, so we 
spend a lot of time working with people who 
work with us; we’re very up-front from the 
start about the sort of environment we want, 
the way in which we work, the sort of people 
we’re looking to attract. 

“We believe that people have to be 
reaching their personal goals in life, and 
see that they can be satisfied with their 
own sense of personal growth within a 
professional setting. We don’t tend to 
attract people who are just looking for a job. 
We look for people who are looking for a 
challenge, to grow into a career, to get to the 
next step of their own development.”

And a great lesson from this is that 
communication is key to continuing success.

“We meet as a group each week and have 
a newsletter called ‘the juice’ that goes to  
all our business partners,” she says. “ The 
back end of our platform is quite complex 
but we need to present it as easy – in fact 
the whole basis of our business is making 
mortgages easy. “Our weekly newsletter 

informs people of any new initiatives and 
any changes to the platform. We meet once 
a week with everyone in the business, shout 
them a meal and talk through the direction 
the company is taking. We recognise and 
reward people for their efforts. So it’s a 
personalised setting and we make sure we 
reward people when they are doing things 
right.”

Shared vision
When it comes to expansion, James offers 
some clues for others.

“One of the big issues with any business 
as you grow is making sure you’re all growing 
together. That you’re not having any different 
departments compartmentalised and that 
everyone understands the overall philosophy 

of what you’re achieving,” says James. 
“It’s very easy in an accounts or IT area  

to be focused on the tasks at hand, but if 
those tasks don’t add up to a sum total of 
where the overall business is heading, then 
you don’t have a strong business.”

Mortgage Ezy believes that understanding 
the philosophy of why they are doing what 
they’re doing, what is happening in the 
marketplace at the moment and who they see 
themselves as being is crucially important.  

“You’re at work a long time so if you 
don’t really love what you do, if you’re not 
passionate about what you do, if you don’t 
think it’s a worthwhile thing to be doing, 
then it’s sort of a shallow existence ,” says 
James. “If you have that direction set clearly, 
the rest is just detail along the way.” MB
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“We recognise and reward people for their 
efforts...and we make sure we reward 
people when they are doing things right.”


