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It’s been more than ten years since the sub-prime 
mortgage crisis and recession, and while many businesses 
have enjoyed nearly a decade of success and prosperity 
since then, at Brand Vaughan, the lessons learned in 2008 
are still felt to this day.

Our founder, Cy Vaughan, always said that he was a 
child of the Depression, and he lived his life and ran his 
business as if those hard times could happen again.

It’s not surprising that the lumber and building materials 
industries were hit hard by the mortgage crisis. But a 
decade later, it’s easy to get complacent. With rumblings 
of a new recession coming, we thought now would be a 
good time to speak with our team, including Chip and 
Jon Vaughan, and our customers about their experiences 
weathering the worst recession in recent history and how 
it’s shaped their businesses today.

Warning Signs
Officially, the sub-prime mortgage crisis started a reces-
sion in 2008, but the warning signs were apparent years 
before. Alex Tetterton from S. R. Homes in Atlanta cites 
examples as far back as 2005: “We launched a community 
in northern Atlanta. But on the day of the grand opening, 
nobody showed up.” 

Brand Vaughan President Jon Vaughan felt the first trem-
ors in 2006. He was working in Atlanta, managing a team 
that serviced the Cincinnati market at the time, and late 
in the year, his employer had a round of layoffs that were 
surprising, considering where housing starts were at the 
time.  

“At the time, the average tenure in my team was some-
thing like 20 years,” Jon said, so the layoffs were espe-
cially painful. Facing an uncertain economy, Jon made 
the decision to rejoin the Brand Vaughan team when a 
BVL salesman left to work in a different industry and the 
position opened up. 

But while Jon may have avoided layoffs, the return to BVL 
wasn’t an easy one. “My top three customers were out of 
business within 24 months. Everybody talks about the 
market crashing in ‘08, but it really started in ‘06.”

But those early warning signs gave no indication of what 
was coming. “We thought it was a typical recession,” CEO 
Chip Vaughan says. “And as you began to enter into it 
in 2007, you thought it might last 12 to 18 months, and 
then business would pick up again.”

But it was customers who were really feeling the pinch. 
Accounts receivables were being paid later and later, as 
the entire housing construction market declined. In 2006, 
Atlanta saw 62,000 housing starts. By 2008, there were 
6,300. 

“That was pretty dramatic,” Chip says. “It became about a 
culture of survival.”
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A Culture of Survival 
The Brand Vaughan team is fortunate that we can look 
back and share some of our lessons learned from a time 
when many of our peers didn’t survive. With housing 
starts falling, many building materials suppliers closed 
and metro Atlanta went from having around 120 lumber 
yard locations to having only 18.

Jon remembers, “One of our biggest competitors was the 
2006 Pro Sales dealer of the year. And they were out of 
business 18 months later. Another large, multi-location 
competitor, that had also donned the cover of ProSales 
Magazine, was also out of business within just 18 months, 
too. It was terrifying.”

Through the closures that were happening around them, 
Brand Vaughan had many fortuitous breaks. “I had a 
builder who had two condo buildings that they were 
building. It was going to be a really big job for us. We did 
all the takeoffs, and we got the truss drawings done and 
had them stamped by an engineer. But the customer 
started pushing us off because of inspection, or the con-
crete wasn’t poured.”

And then one day Jon drove by the site to see a competi-
tor had dropped the material. “I was furious. I needed this 
sale; Brand Vaughan needed the sale. We had designed 
and spent all this time and money to deliver these truss-
es.” But less than six months later, the builder went out 
of business. “I wouldn’t have collected one penny of that 
sale.”

BVL’s workforce shrank, from 110 to 31 employees. Chip 
says, “We had to significantly downsize as the recession 
continued and find creative ways to do, in some cases, 
just as much work. You had a lot of administrative work 
and even though the truckloads weren’t going out full, 
we still had to have the driver to carry it.”

Both Chip and Jon did their best to keep as many people 
as they could. “But the people you kept had to be able 
to be multi-talented. We needed them to multitask and 
cross-train through different areas. That’s the culture of 
survival.”
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Crisis Point
Even those who were still doing well had external forces 
working against him. Jon remembers one builder telling 
him, “He said, ‘I’m getting out.’ And I said, ‘What are you 
talking about?’ He goes, ‘I’m about to start competing 
with myself.’”

While the builder was still getting contracts on homes, 
the houses he was selling were coming back on the 
market too quickly. As mortgages collapsed and banks 
foreclosed on homeowners, suddenly homes the build-
er had sold just 90 days ago were back on the market, 
competing against the new homes the builder had just 
finished.

With 60 years in business at the time, BVL had weathered 
hard times before, but the challenge now was that it was 
impossible to know how long this recession would last. 
Chip recalls, “At the end of 2007, the Dow Jones industrial 
average actually hit an all-time high in October. So you 
got a little bit of mixed signals like maybe it’s not all that 
bad, but then just a few months later in March of ‘08, 
Bear Stearns and Lehman Brothers collapsed.”

Time to Sell Corn
Along with many others, Chip and Jon turned to outside 
experts for clarity. The National Association of Homebuild-
ers was holding quarterly economic outlook meetings 
that were live-streamed. BVL decided to host an event for 
their customers to join a viewing and talk about what the 
economy meant for the Atlanta construction industry.

“We rented out an auditorium at the Crowne Plaza Ra-
vinia,” Jon says. “And on the live stream, economist after 
economist after economist came up, they’re from this 
investment bank and this bank and this account, and 
they’re all in their suits and ties. 

“And they’re talking about how there are six to nine 
months left in this recession, and we’re going to be good. 
Maybe twelve if it’s bad, but really, it’s most likely going to 
be six to nine months before we start turning around.

“Then, after lunch, the next guy comes up. He’s an econ-
omist, and he’s in a flannel shirt and jeans. He’s got a 
walking stick, and he SLAMS that staff on the podium 

and says, ‘This thing, ain’t ending for two to five years.’ 
“Everybody listening was shocked. He continued, ‘The 
foundational economics of subprime mortgages, land 
costs, input costs, the availability of credit and debt in 
America means things ain’t coming back for two to five 
years. I’m going on the farm, and I’m selling corn. I’m 
outta here.’” Jon remembers everyone at the viewing 
thinking the guy was crazy, but he turned out to be very 
right.

And he wasn’t the only one closing up shop. More and 
more of BVL’s clients, builders who Jon and Chip were 
confident knew the industry, were getting out. They sold 
their land or closed up neighborhoods and hung chains 
over their fences, and disappeared. 

Alex at S. R. Homes remembers banding together with 
out-of-work contractors and business associates. “We’d 
call the ones who didn’t have work and just make sure 
they got out of bed and made sure they went about their 
day, instead of falling into despair completely.” 
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Weathering New Storms With 
Old Lessons

Both Chip and Jon credit BVL’s survival of the recession to 
the foundational principles that have held the company 
in good stead since 1946.

“There’s a verse in the Bible that says ‘the borrower is slave 
to the lender’ and that’s something that was ingrained in 
my grandfather and Mr. Brand and my dad [Chip],” Jon 
says. 

Alex also refers to lessons learned from his grandfather’s 
Depression-era childhood. Personally, he lived within his 
means, and professionally, made sure his company had 
good cash flow.

Brand Vaughan has always been conservative with their 
credit and accounts receivable. Jon admits that, in good 
times, this approach may have held back their growth, 
but during the recession and other downturns, that con-
servatism kept them afloat. 

Chip made sure the company managed their credit. “We 
did not overextend ourselves, or our customers, on lines of 
credit. And we were very sound in our processes to make 
sure we were collecting money. That is what hurt people 
more than the loss of business; it was the credit.”

And, looking back, knowing how dire the situation would 
become, both Jon and Chip admit they could have made 
some tough decisions sooner. 

Chip says, “We could have been more proactive on 
downsizing the company. But at the same time, our 
philosophy, the way we do business at Brand Vaughan 
and always have, is the last thing to go is people.” In a 
situation where everyone is struggling to put food on the 
table, it’s hard to know what the right choice is.

Alex also sees small business owners moving too slowly 
to downsize. But while holding on to individual employ-
ees may feel like the right thing in the moment, if payroll 
exceeds cash flow, then that decision hurts everyone in 
the company.

Both Jon and Chip express relief that Brand Vaughan’s 
founder had both passed away before 2008. “I’m glad my 
father didn’t have to experience it,” Chip says. Jon echoes 
this sentiment, “He would have been devastated to see 
friends going out of business.”

But Jon’s advice for anyone coming into the industry 
echoes Cy Vaughan’s belief that hard times come back 
and the best way to be prepared is to study history. “It’s 
bound to repeat itself,” Jon says. He recommends figuring 
out who your best partners and customers are. “Find 
buyers that you’re not going to be competing with in 90 
days.”

Humility also plays a factor. Paraphrasing Andy Stanley, 
Jon says, “If you don’t know why things are going well, 
how are you going to know how to fix it when they go 
wrong?” In other words, if your success can’t be credited 
to your specific actions, how can it be reproducible? Chip 
and Jon are striving to teach this to their teams now. 
“These last three years have been fantastic, but if we 
don’t know why they’ve been good and if they start going 
wrong, how are you going to know how to fix it and get it 
back?” Jon asks.
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Recovery
Post-recession recovery was slow. The New Home Tax 
Credit brought some relief in 2010, but Brand Vaughan 
was hesitant to put too much trust in it. Eventually, the 
tax credit ran out and business slowed again.

“We kept saying, ‘This has got to be over, this has got to 
be over,’ and then it never was,” says Jon. The outlook only 
truly began to improve in late 2012, a full six years after 
Jon and Chip felt the first warning signs.

Looking back, both Chip and Jon acknowledge that while 
history repeats itself, they wish it wouldn’t. “We paid a 
pretty big tuition and hopefully we’ve got a good educa-
tion out of it.”

They both admit to being nervous these days. “We had a 
month that was slower,” Jon says, and it kept him awake 
at night. “‘Was it weather-related? Was it geopolitical-re-
lated? What is it that happened?’ And then I just stay 
up wondering what do we need to do. What’s the right 
plan?” Jon asked himself.

But they also found valuable partners and team mem-
bers through the experience. “You would find heroes in 
the middle of it,” Chip says. “You only have 20 people, you 
need 25 to get work done today. And somebody says, ‘I’ll 
stay late, I’ll get it done, I’ll work this weekend, I’ll do this.’”

Those heroes were found throughout their network too. 
“Customers would say, ‘I can’t pay everything, but I’m 
going to pay you every time.’ And they did. They couldn’t 
pay me what they had to, but they did in time. And as a 
result, with vendors, we made them love us because we 
never missed a payment during the whole thing.”

Those early lessons on community and conservative finan-
cial management continue to hold Chip, Jon and the rest 
of the Brand Vaughan team through both the good times 
and the bad.
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The Takeaways
Here are the top five things you can do to help prepare your business for a recession. 

Stay Within Your Means—And Make Sure Your 
Customers Do, Too

Don’t overextend yourself on credit. Good cash flow is essential to staying afloat during a recession. 
Consider paying cash for expansions or equipment, even if it means you’ll have to grow at a slower 
rate. 

And make sure your customers stay within their means, too. Don’t extend them too much credit, 
especially if you’ll hurt if they can’t pay it back. Don’t let your accounts payable OR your accounts 
receivable get too large. 

1

Only Hire Who You Need

Everyone wants to expand in the good times, but expanding too fast can hurt you and your em-
ployees. Don’t overhire just to build faster. Tying back to number one, make sure that you’ll still 
have good cash flow after any new hires. 

2

Hire People Who Can Fill Multiple Roles

When you do need to hire, make sure to hire people who, in a recession, can perform multiple 
jobs. This will help you on payroll in a recession by having someone who can perform two different 
tasks in one job role, rather than having to pay two people. 

3

Know Why Things Are Going Well

If you are having profitable times right now, that’s great! But you should know why the times are 
good. Analyze why certain houses or plots are selling faster or for a higher sale price. This knowl-
edge will help you in the lean times; you’ll not only know what to do in the future to help with 
sales, but you’ll also know what not to do, as well. 

4

Have a Plan

History always repeats itself; there will be another recession. Start looking now at what you can do 
to help recession-proof your business. Reading this is a great first step. But don’t stop there. Talk 
to other builders and business partners to hear their best practices, speak with your team and get 
everyone on board to reduce bloat in good times so you’ll be prepared for the bad. Downturns are 
inevitable but they don’t have to mean the end for your organization. 
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