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INNOVATION

THEC GRASSROOTS wayY

Thinking outside the box isn't only a job for the C-suite. Employees at all
levels can—and should—contribute to innovation at their community banks.
Here are some ideas from your peers about how to make it happen.

BY MINDY CHARSKI « PHOTO BY COOPER CARRAS

PEEK INSIDE A BRANCH
of $1 billion-asset Olympia Federal
Savings in Olympia, Washington,
on certain days before work hours,
and you're likely to hear music and
see a group of recently fed adults
playing high-energy games. These
are employees building skills like
professional communication,
networking and leadership while
also mastering the bank’s consumer,
business and loan basics.

They might be practicing asking
customers questions like, “What is
your future plan for your business?”
while dancing in two lines to “Soul
Train,” for example. Maybe they are
running relays back and forth from a
tablet of paper where they list ways

“[EMPLOYEES WHO
PARTICIPATE IN
OUR BANK'S SKILLS
DRILLSI ARE ABLE T0
BE MORE CONFIDENT
IN PRESENTING
RECOMMENDATIONS
OR HELPING PEOPLE.”

—Kaitlyn Koeller,
Olympia Federal
Savings

a banking product could benefit
customers, or even shouting common
objections to a product as they toss
the ball to each other in a circle.
Olympia Federal’s C-suite didn’t
come up with the idea for these
45-minute, voluntary “Skill Drills.”
Rather, they were born in the mind
of Kaitlyn Koeller, branch manager
of the bank’s downtown Olympia
location. She wanted to find an
engaging way to help customer-facing
bank employees hone their skills and
product knowledge. “It is essentially
the most non-meeting type gathering
that I could possibly create,” she says.
The Skill Drills, held four mornings
a month either in a branch or virtually,
became reality in August 2024 with
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help from Koeller’s fellow branch
managers and the support of the
bank’s decision-makers.

Community banks that regularly
solicit input and pursue promising
ideas can reap plenty of benefits.
They can put themselves in a
better position to attract and retain
employees, work more efficiently
and even grow the business. We
talked with four banks that prioritize
employee innovation to learn more
about their efforts.

Paths to innovative ideas

Being intentional about meeting with
staff is one way executives can show
that they value employee input. At
Olympia Federal Savings, president
and CEO Josh Deck holds small,
casual gatherings called “Java with
Josh,” where he seeks perspectives
from individuals across departments,
levels and tenures.

At one of these meetings, Koeller
shared with Deck that she had been
thinking about the bank’s need to
remain relevant and grow business
amid the economic changes of the
past few years.

“WE MAKE SURE TO TIE [POSITIVE
CHANGES] BACK [TO OUR EMPLOYEE
SURVEY1 SO [EMPLOYEESI KNOW
THAT WE ARE LOOKING AT IT AND WE
DO CARE WHAT YOU SAY.”

—Carley Harvey,
The Hicksville Bank
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“I had mentioned to [him that] we
are having to figure out how to do
something different, but all of us here
are trained to do the same,” Koeller
says, “so how are we going to change
our knowledge base to be able to
rise to the occasion of what is now
required out of us?”

Koeller felt Deck heard her and
that it was the moment “the wheels
started turning.” She was determined

to come up with
a solution.
Would
Koeller have
felt comfortable
presenting her
thoughts to
Deck outside of
a Java with Josh
gathering? She
says yes, but she
wouldn’t have
bothered him.
These dedicated
meeting times
created the ideal
opportunity for
her to share a
viewpoint that
would inspire
her to create
Skill Drills.

Matt Michaelis,
chairman and CEO
of Emprise Bank,
hosts “Conversations
That Matter.”

Today, Koeller says other managers
have told her they’'ve seen a rise in
the skill level and confidence level
of employees who participate in
Skill Drills.

“They are able to be more confident
in presenting recommendations
or helping people,” she says of
the participants. Some have even
gotten promotions.

Laying the foundation for
constructive conversations

At $2.6 billion-asset Emprise Bank
in Wichita, Kansas, chairman and
CEO Matt Michaelis hosts gatherings
called “Conversations That Matter.”
He began holding these voluntary,
hour-long discussions with eight to
10 employees last May. They meet
in person or remotely, and Michaelis
hopes to ultimately meet with the
bank’s entire team.

Conversations That Matter
provides an opportunity for Michaelis
and employees to connect and ask
each other questions. “The stated
intent for this was not to necessarily
be an idea generator,” he says, “but
I think the more trust, transparency,
more of a relationship and openness
there is, I would certainly hope that
would encourage people to feel more
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confident in sharing ideas they may
have around things that could work
better in the company.”

He sees employee input as critical
to Emprise Bank’s growth. “They’re
with customers, they're overseeing
processes, they see where there are
challenges, they see opportunities for
us to do new or different things that
would help our customers or places
and processes that we could be far
more efficient,” Michaelis says.

The community bank also
encourages employees to speak
with their managers when they see
opportunities to do things differently
or better, Michaelis says. He wants
team members to feel comfortable
having those conversations, but
Emprise Bank also has a robust
listening strategy for idea submission
that includes focus groups, listening
sessions and its new annual
engagement survey.

“You continue to test and learn and
see what works and try something
else,” Michaelis says. “Hopefully
our team sees that it’s valuable and
sees us continuing to make attempts
and investments around ideas
and just the general connection,
communication, transparency, trust
building, all of that.”

Easy avenues for thoughts

and feedback

The annual employee engagement
survey at $220 million-asset The
Hicksville Bank in Hicksville, Ohio,
has proven to be a useful way to get
ideas to bubble up. For instance,
employees have proposed that the
community bank give staffers one
paid eight-hour day off during their
birthday month and eight hours of
paid time each year to volunteer on
their own.

Bank management got on board
with both suggestions and, when
announcing the perks, made it clear
they came from the survey. “We make
sure to tie it back so [employees]
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“If we’re not listening to our
employees and our new talent, then
we’re not going to retain them.”
—Carley Harvey, The Hicksville Bank

“Folks feel more invested. Whenever you're
working at a place where you know that if
you’ve got a problem or an idea, they’ll hear
you out and actually do something about it—
boy, what a game changer.”

—Chase Thomas, Clear Mountain Bank

INSPIRING INSIGHTS

From a personnel perspective, why is it important to
seek input from non-C-suite employees?

“A sense of loyalty gets developed when

you feel like you can actually make some

type of impacting change, that what you
say matters, what you do matters.”

—Kaitlyn Koeller, Olympia Federal Savings

“I believe that a culture that values its people
is the only way to attract and retain great
employees. And part of valuing your people is
in fact valuing their ideas and their thoughts
and really leaning on them for, ‘How do we do
better and grow and serve our customer?’”

—Matt Michaelis, Emprise Bank
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The Hicksville
Bank’s Melanie
Fortman and

her daughter
volunteering
during a paid day
off—an employee
suggestion

know that we are looking at [the
survey], and we do care what you
say,” says Carley Harvey, assistant
vice president and director of human
resources for The Hicksville Bank.

Not all employees wait for the
anonymous survey to pass along
recommendations. “We find that a
lot of people will honestly just come
and tell us what they think or share

ROOM FOR IMPROVEMENT
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ideas that they have,” Harvey says.

She notes that having an accessible
leadership team contributes to that
comfort level. The Hicksville Bank’s
management team regularly visits
branches to speak with employees.
Harvey and other managers are
encouraged to do the same.

“There is an emphasis on
building relationships with people,”
Harvey says.

Cheerleaders for innovation
At $990 million-asset Clear Mountain
Bank in Bruceton Mills, West
Virginia, a team known as “Embers”
incentivizes employees to share
input, figures out how to implement
some challenging but promising
suggestions, and comes up with its
own solutions that can benefit the
community bank.

Embers began organically in
2020 as a group of four non-C-suite
members from different areas of the
bank who were tapped to vet vendors.
(One member, Tim Broyles, has
since become the chief experience

Where can community bankers develop workplace culture or put processes in place to

surface potentially valuable input from workers? These stats highlight areas for growth.

While Only
78% 38%
of employees 41% of employees
regularly say their

exchange ideas
with colleagues on
how to work more

efficiently, only

66%

have shared their
ideas with their
organization.
Source: Eagle Hill Consulting

of employees
say their

organization

rarely or never
seeks their

ideas to make
improvements.
Source: Eagle Hill Consulting

organization
has a clearly
outlined
process for
submitting
ideas to
make their
workplace
better.

Source: Eagle Hill Consulting

Workers
who don't
feel seen
Just and heard
o, by their
28 /° supervisor
of em?loyees are at least
strongly agree
that their 55%
opinions count less likely
at work. to raise new
Source: Gallup ideas on
average.
Source:
Net Connected Score
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“WE WANT EVERYBODY
[AT CLEAR MOUNTAIN BANK]
T0 BE AN INNOVATOR.”

—Chase Thomas,
Clear Mountain Bank

officer.) Dave Thomas, president
and CEO of Clear Mountain Bank,
subsequently asked the foursome to
meet regularly to explore ways the
bank could innovate.

It’s the Embers team that is looking
into the new federal regulatory system
for stablecoin cryptocurrency that
was created by the GENIUS Act,
for example.

“That’s one of those innovative
things and it’s like, gosh, a bank would
never touch that,” says founding
Embers member Chase Thomas, VP
of finance and analytics. “But in the
Embers team’s mind, we’ve got to talk
about it, because we don't know if it is
or is not feasible for us in 10 years.”

Embers also seeks to foster a culture
of innovation in the bank. “We want
everybody to be an innovator,” Chase
Thomas says. Clear Mountain Bank
has made it very easy to offer ideas.

Employees can share suggestions
when Dave Thomas visits with
different teams in the bank before
or after hours. They can call Embers
members with ideas or submit them to
the community bank’s Innovation Hub
channel in Teams. In the past three
years, Embers has even held annual
innovation challenges with incentives
to participate, such as raffle prizes.

One idea that emerged from an
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CRE€ATING & BUZZ

Carley Harvey, assistant vice president and director of human
resources at The Hicksville Bank in Hicksville, Ohio, is the
passionate creator of The Bank Buzz, a newsletter for bank staff.
The bi-monthly publication, which launched in 2022, has largely
been a team effort from its start, when Harvey invited team
members to help choose its name.

She regularly solicits input for stories from staff and even from
new hires on their first day. “I don't want it to be 'something that
Carley does,” she says. “l| want it to be a collective, ‘look what we
can do together.”

The newsletter typically includes a letter from the bank’s
president and a calendar of events. It may have HR-related
information, such as about open enrollment for benefits. Harvey
also uses it to “celebrate” employees and build connections.

The “High Five” section spotlights
employees who have demonstrated
good customer service and hard
work. Photos of people getting
married or on vacation, or of
employees’ pets, may appear in its
“Qut of Office” section.

Harvey publishes the newsletter
on the bank’s intranet, sends it as
a PDF via email and leaves printed
copies in the branches’ break
rooms. She often finds that people
cut out a section listing employees’
birthdays and work anniversaries to

The Bank Buzz é

early competition was to teach

kids about personal finance. For a
time, Clear Mountain Bank gave
presentations about financial literacy
in schools and partnered with a
financial literacy app.

Those efforts ultimately led the
Embers team to recognize a new
business opportunity. In 2023, the
community bank launched a checking
account specifically for high school
and college students.

Another idea, which Chase Thomas
introduced, has improved efficiency.
With help from a vendor and interns
from a nearby university, Embers

keep on their desks.

has shepherded the introduction of
robotic process automation (RPA)

to the bank. Software bots are now
handling some tasks that don’t require
a judgment call, such as cleaning

out old referrals that bog down the
computer system.

Chase Thomas says the bots have
enabled Clear Mountain Bank to save
197 human days of work since the
program launched in 2022. He says,
“We're using [RPA] to free ourselves
up to do something that’s more
meaningful for our customers.”

Mindy Charski is a writer in Texas.
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