Centier Bank:

We Are Family
By Candace Gwaltney

Friendly customer service is
part of the Centier tradition.

I

f you believe a smile is contagious, then beware of Centier Bank. Spend
a day with the Northwest Indiana financial institution and your face
will ache from grinning.
Ask any of the 600-plus employees why they work for the Merrillvillebased bank and you better be ready to listen to a heartfelt story. Not
one about a job, but one about pride and loyalty. But
mostly, one about family.
“They are our family; Centier Bank is your family,”
proclaims Evelyn Kijewski, a loan document supervisor.
“They hurt when you hurt, and they help you when you
need help. They cheer you when you do something good
or not so good, or (when you) just make that little stride
that you feel good about and you wonder if someone
notices – they do.”
Continued on page 24
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Celebrating its 115th anniversary, Centier Bank remains a
locally owned and operated community institution. And that’s
how it’s going to stay, shares president Mike Schrage. He is the
fourth generation to own and manage the family bank founded
by his great-grandfather.
“We want to keep the community bank atmosphere as we
continue to grow. The culture is the most important part of the
organization to preserve,” he emphasizes. Any acquisitions and
expansions into new communities must fit culturally with Centier.
“The biggest challenge to me as the bank grows is to keep
the family feeling, especially internally within the bank. With
44 offices we started to get geographically diversified a bit,”
Schrage says.
Centier continues to hold company-wide events such as
reunions, Christmas parties, summer picnics and an annual
recognition program called Celebration of Excellence. But it’s the
day-to-day interactions between employees and their communities
that make working for Centier like spending time with family.

Getting to know you

President Mike Schrage donned a Benjamin Franklin costume to
honor the company’s commitment to remaining an independently
owned and operated bank. Employees signed a Centier Declaration
of Independence, which now hangs in the corporate center.

says of his location. Branch managers write their own business
plans and have freedom to make decisions.

Keeping continuity

A weekly conference call among the bank’s 150 officers
What sets Centier apart is its standard of service, says Dakita
keeps all locations informed on what’s happening with personnel,
Jones, branch manager for the Gary-Midtown retail location.
interest rates and other business.
Jones doesn’t mind when clients (usually the grumpy
“I think people really savor being part of an organization
ones) say she’s over the top. “Look at our faces,” she says with
that communicates to them, is transparent and open with them
a huge grin. “You can’t fake this.”
about what’s going on, what they are going to be doing in the
For her employees, that feeling comes through confidence.
future,” Schrage says. “There are very few secrets here about
Tellers receive training that allows them to stay informed so they
where our future path is.”
can handle issues on their own. “I try to keep them empowered
Employees know where new branches will open before
in their position,” she says.
construction even starts.
Jones is involved in the community through programs
such as a “save your home” class to help families get their
Creating a ‘Best Place’
house out of foreclosure. Trips to local nursing homes allow
The winning culture at Centier is many years in the
her to assist residents with their banking and budgeting –
making. Schrage admits that when he took the reins, he didn’t
while also joining in Bingo games.
have the same focus he has now. It took him a while to learn
Serving the community is important to Jones. She admits
some of the lessons and standards set by previous generations.
the neighborhood appears a little rough, but the Centier branch
Bank founder Henry Schrage “preserved it through the
provides a clean, cheerful place that helps change attitudes.
Depression through his own loyalty and putting up his trust
While gushing about her experience with Centier, Jones
fund to fund any bad loans the bank had during the Depression.”
has a few women stop by with no intention of making a deposit
Schrage’s father Wally added personality to the bank. “He
or doing other business. They ask her if they can have a cup of
was just the good guy (everyone) could depend on who would
coffee. Jones smiles and invites them to help
themselves.
“Especially
“Centier prides itself on the level of
this year with
personalized service that it avails the
us being where
community to,” Schrage shares. “It is a
warm neighborhood-type bank and people
we are with
like to go where people know their name.”
the economy, I
Mark Hill, manager of the St. John
have never felt
branch, says that Centier is about “creating
so much like a
an atmosphere where people want to come
family.”
back.” Clients aren’t running an errand –
they are stopping in to see friends, he adds.
Dakita Jones
Centier gives managers ownership in
their branches. “This is my business,” Hill
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take care of them in good and bad times,” Schrage recalls.
Mike Schrage started his career with a different focus. “I just wanted to grow the bank and
be the biggest bank in Northwest Indiana. And that’s all I cared about. So we lost some of the
personality, some of the loyalties… ”
“I’m grateful for the people who worked in the bank over the years and transcended the
generational changes of leadership in the family… they preserved some of those qualities I, as a
young man, didn’t have,” he admits.
Today, principles supersede growth. All decisions are made based on Centier’s values of
integrity, respect, friendship, caring and loyalty.

Fitting for culture
Schrage maintains the most important ingredient in a workplace is the employees.
“We hire for cultural and value compatibility. They are not screened initially for knowledge
and skills. We can teach them how to be a teller or a loan processor or anything else.”
Equally important in the hiring process is making sure Centier is the right fit for the
employee, asserts Chrisanne Christ, vice president of human resources. The interview allows
employees to learn if Centier has what they need to accomplish career aspirations.
Sitting at her local Centier branch about three years ago, Cathy Rydlewski could not help
but notice how happy everyone looked. Already a client of 13 years, she was in need of a job. “I
became a single mom and I had to support my family.”
She had never worked as a teller or in any financial position, but she decided she wanted to
be a part of the Centier family. At a time she describes as a low place in her life, Centier gave her

(Clockwise from top left): Junior credit analyst Megan Cleary has benefited from Centier’s tuition reimbursement program and ability to
advance within the organization. Highway clean-up projects become a fun team-building activity – someone usually plants gag items and
dollar bills along the road before the event begins. The training facility at the corporate center simulates a Centier branch location.
Longtime employees with the organization are honored for their service near the entry to the corporate center.
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Centier. Outside the corporate center, her name can be found
among other longtime associates. Employees with 10 years of
service receive a name-engraved brick near the entry. A larger
stone (such as Scott’s) honors those with 25 years.
“It’s just a little thing maybe, but certainly I think a great
way to recognize folks’ loyalty to the organization,” notes
senior partner Carol Highsmith. Quarter-century club
inductees also are treated to a night out in Chicago each year –
with dinner at an upscale restaurant and a Broadway show.
All employees receive a handwritten card from Schrage on
their company anniversary date along with a small gift.

Centier just wants to have fun
“They (Centier) made me believe in me.”
Cathy Rydlewski
hope. “They made me believe in me.” She was told she could
learn the skills needed and she would get the training.
The message she received was this: “We like who you are;
come work for us.”
Today, Rydlewski describes herself as proud. She serves as
a primetime banker (floating teller) and cannot imagine doing
anything else. “I love my position; I’m in the front line. I’m the
person who makes or breaks it with our clients.”

Growing opportunities

From jeans days and barbeques to Christmas caroling and
Halloween costumes, the company knows how to have fun,
Highsmith shares.
“We encourage a lot of that, because this is their family,”
she relates. “We’re here, many times, more than we are at
home. How can we make the environment a fun environment
as well as a place they want to come to everyday?”
Departments dream up ideas on their own to implement
with their teams and clients. As long as it fits with our values
and mission, they don’t need permission, Schrage says.
“You just do the unexpected. Make some special moments
for people,” he states.
In fact Schrage has been known to show up to events in
comical costumes. For the 2008 Celebration of Excellence he
dressed as Peter Pan. “I still like my green tights,” he quips.
Other disguises have included James Bond, Frosty the
Snowman and Waylon Jennings.
“You take away that intimidation by… lead(ing) it from
the top of the organization by the board of directors, myself,
the senior team. We dress up. We dance. We let them laugh at
us – that’s what we do!
“You really have to say, ‘Hey, we are all equals here, we all put
on our pants the same way, and we like to have fun the same way.’”

By growing the company at a moderate pace (plan is
8-10% per year), Centier continues to build new opportunities
for employees “to feel challenged by and diversify their
responsibilities,” Schrage states.
Employees don’t have to leave the organization to explore
new career options, he adds. “People join Centier for a career,
not a job. They really look at it as a long-term relationship when
they join the bank. It’s not just a stepping stone to something else.”
Kijewski started with Centier as a part-time secretary in
investments. She moved around a few times to work in loan
Service to community and each other
servicing and later as an assistant for a senior partner. She
Employees are given the latitude to help their communities
started to get restless and decided to take a job with another
by organizing grassroots fundraisers and drives at the
company. One week later she called
Centier asking if she could come back
“I think people really
(and did about a year later when a
savor being a part of
suitable position became available).
an organization that
She set her sights on becoming a
loan operations officer. Along the way,
communicates to
Centier’s tuition assistance program
them (and) is
helped her earn a degree. Last year she
transparent and
reached that goal. “It’s a good feeling
open with them
coming into work everyday. It really is.”
Now a 14-year employee, Kijewski
about what’s going
has another goal in mind – she wants to
on (and) what they
reach the 25-year milestone.

Little things mean a lot
For 30-year-employee Donna Scott,
it’s the respect that keeps her with
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are going to be doing
in the future.”

Mike Schrage
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corporate center and the branches. One day it may be a
fundraiser for a school or a fire victim; the next it may be a
shoe or winter gear drive for the needy.
Twice a year, associates get together on a Saturday for a
trash pick-up project on the highway. It’s an opportunity to
build camaraderie while giving back, Highsmith shares.
Centier helps its associates just as it helps the community,
Christ asserts. “We feel it is part of our responsibility as their
employer to help them balance their needs.”
Centier does that by offering benefits such as flexible
schedules and aiding associates during difficult times.
“They’re very willing to work with you as you become
older and your life changes and your family life changes,”
relates Sherry O’Connor, who began her career with Centier
32 years ago. She was able to work shorter days when she
had children and allowed flexibility if she needed to leave for
“We care about what our associates are
family reasons.
experiencing and what they are saying. We
The C.A.R.E. committee offers financial assistance for
can change our minds.”
those who cannot pay a bill (for instance, when a spouse is
- Chrisanne Christ, discussing a benefit change
unemployed) or for medical expenses. Employees hold
fundraisers, donate money through payroll deductions and
that some employees didn’t like – Centier
give hours from their paid time off.
immediately changed it after employee feedback
The committee also maintains a private list of associates
who have dealt with different medical diagnoses. Scott took advantage of that support system
Continued on page 58

Honored to be named
One of The Best!
For more than 30 years our
employees have provided
care, comfort and counseling
for people facing life-limiting
illnesses.
Congratulations to our team
members for delivering the
best care to our patients and families at
one of the best places to work in Indiana
for two years in a row.

www.hosparus.org
A non-profit hospice organization serving more than 5,000 patients
and families annually in Kentucky & Southern Indiana.
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when fighting cancer. She since has returned that support
by writing letters and talking to others facing similar battles,
she notes.

‘Through thick and thin’
Like many businesses (and especially banks), Centier
faced a tough year in 2009.
“I’m amazed that we’re here today as one of the Best
Places to Work this year … we put a hiring freeze on last year,
no pay increases this year, and there were no performance

A few perks of the job
Beautiful, five-story Centier corporate center opened in
2008 featuring:
• Café with inexpensive, healthy meal options (meals are
sold at cost)
• State-of-the-art training facilities
• Privacy rooms with recliners (used by associates who are
nursing, need to take a private call or just desire a quiet break)
• Wellness program with exercise classes and free workout
room
• Free library where associates share books with each other
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increases this year,” Schrage surmises.
That’s not how associates saw it. “We tightened our belts
like a family would do,” Rydlewski shares.
Employees who didn’t have as much work to do spent
time in busier departments. That also helped give everyone
their full work hours and pay. Everyone was flexible and
pitched in to help the whole team, Highsmith recalls.
Schrage made a pledge in February 2009 that no one
would be laid off. “That was a hard pledge to keep last year, let
me tell you,” he says. Centier remained on a hiring freeze until
February of this year, reaching minimum staff levels. Now the
company is hiring on a replacement basis only.
“Through thick and thin, whether the bank is going to
lose millions of dollars in money that year, we keep our
promises,” Schrage declares.
Knowing her and her employees’ jobs were secure offered
Jones peace of mind. “Especially this year with us being where
we are with the economy, I have never felt so much like a
family,” she reflects.
INFORMATION LINK

Resource: Centier Bank at www.centier.com
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