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BUSINESS PULSE SURVEY: Who makes the best barbecue?

Category: 1-50 Employees

Henger Rast nabs top spot in category, overall
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Henger Rast & Associates LLC might not have the most experienced workers in the mortgage
business. And that is just fine with managing partner Rob Henger. Because when it comes to
hiring new employees, experience is not his top priority. In fact, it doesn't even make the top 20.

Instead, Henger is looking for a specific type of person. Somebody who doesn't quite fit into the
standard mold of what he calls corporate America. He is seeking people who want more than just a
job. And when he finds them, age and experience do not matter.

"From a hiring standpoint in corporate America, the first and foremost question they're going to
ask is, "What is your level of experience related to the position that is open?'" Henger said. "In our
world, we ask 20 questions before we ask about experience. We want to hire the person, not their
past five or 10 years of experience. We seek to find people with a similar culture who want to
contribute to the company.

"If they're motivated and dedicated and loyal, we can teach them the business. It's not a bunch of
rocket scientists over here. We're not looking for a bunch of post-graduate degrees. We just focus
on one thing. If the roles were reversed and I was borrowing money, how do I want to be
communicated to? That's the most important thing here. Always put yourself in the other person's
position. If you don't have the desire to do that, then you need to go find another job."

It is, in its own way, a demanding criterion. In this case, however, the demand is for a person
simply to be themselves. No games, no false pretenses. All that is required is honesty and hard
work.

"I don't know if you're going to find this philosophy in a textbook anywhere or find it being taught
in a business school," Henger said. "But it works for us."

It works to the extent that Henger Rast & Associates is considered by its 27 employees to be one of
the best places to work in Birmingham. And it works in the sense that the company is expected to
top $3 million in revenue this year, up from $2.1 million just two years ago.

Henger joined the firm - previously known as Rast Mortgage - as co-owner in January 2005. A
former SouthTrust employee, Henger became disenchanted with his old job after SouthTrust was
acquired by Wachovia. So he made the switch to Henger Rast and immediately embarked on
creating an organization that does not follow traditional business attitudes.

"We don't subscribe to the old-school mentality of a corporate organizational chart," said business
development manager Lee Townsend, another former SouthTrust employee who also joined
Henger Rast in 2005. "Nobody really has a boss. At the end of the day, everybody knows who they
are accountable to, but during the day while we're working, everybody is on the same team. There's
no departmentalization.

"We do blend those lines, but everybody knows their responsibility. There's teamwork, and
everybody is working toward a common goal, which is customer service. You don't have a lot of the
arrogance and the egos that you get in the corporate America world."

That attitude begins at the top, with Henger. He said he grew up in a blue-collar neighborhood in



Pittsburgh and learned the basic values of hard work and treating people with respect from his
father.

"Those are not lessons you forget," Henger said.

Given that background, it is understandable that when Henger is asked to describe the company
philosophy at Henger Rast, the first thing he does is downplay his role in the organization.

"Yes, my name is in the company (name) and I'm the managing partner, but I don't run it like I'm
the leader,"” Henger said. "It's more of a collective group of decisions. Every person here - from the
person who answers the phone through me - in my mind, demands the same level of respect and
interest in their thoughts and ideas and concepts. We all have the same amount of responsibilities,
it's just on different levels."

Maintaining such a high level of respect throughout the company is one of the main goals at
Henger Rast. It is why potential new employees are often judged more on their attitude than on
their resume. In fact, decisions involving nearly every major issue within the company are based
not on the effect it will have on the bottom line, but rather on how it will affect the office
atmosphere.

"We are extremely focused on our culture here," Townsend said. "Anytime we have a major
decision to make as far as operations, one of the first areas we look at is how is that going to affect
our culture. How is that going to affect the day-to-day interaction between all the individuals in
this office?

"Everybody here knows that and has adopted that philosophy. We want to maintain that culture as
we grow."

To which Henger quickly adds, "Actually, if we don't maintain that culture, we won't grow."

The primary attribute of that culture is for the employees at Henger Rast to treat their co-workers
like close friends, or even family members. Employees are encouraged to talk about their lives
outside of work, and to truly care about the people who are around them on a daily basis.

"I've worked at companies where there are so many people who walk around wearing masks every
day, playing the corporate role," Townsend said. "Here, we really try to get to know somebody
beyond their business side. I want to know about them as people, what they like and what they do.
I want everybody who works here to be happy and to want to be here."

Henger said he feels the same way.

"A lot of people, when they come into work and punch the time clock, they leave a piece of
themselves in the car or at home," Henger said. "They get in their work mode and they just do their
job. Then when they punch out at 5 o'clock, they go back to being themselves.

"If someone is comfortable with that life, then they probably shouldn't be working here. Because
once you come in here, we want you to be yourself. All the time. You have to be yourself. That has
been one of the key contributors to the success of the great culture within this organization."
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