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The day after this conversation in mid-September 
was Mike Schrage’s 48th anniversary at Centier 
Bank. He is the fourth generation to lead the family 
operation, celebrating its 125th year in 2020.

The bank has 64 locations in 11 counties and more 
than 900 associates. Schrage talks about the history, 
today’s challenges and what lies ahead.

One of the things you told me in a 2007 interview (the first 
time Centier made the Best Places to Work list) is that 
cultural preservation was your highest goal. Is that the case 
even more today?

Mike Schrage: “It certainly is for not only myself but the whole 
family. The legacy I want to leave is the culture of the bank, the 
caring, empathy, servanthood culture that we’ve been striving to 
achieve. And we feel we have achieved it in many ways. Being private 
gives us the better opportunity to do that. 

“If we were public, there’d be more emphasis on material goals, 
the stock price, the earnings, the growth and all that. Being private, I 
don’t have to answer to Wall Street or the stock analysts and really 
can devote more assets, more resources to cultural development, 
cultural preservation and ingrain it as deeply as we can.”

How do you balance the growth, the expansion, the additional 
branches, the additional geographic territory with 
maintaining that culture, maintaining that family feel?

“Well I didn’t balance it very well early in my career, so I kind of 
got it out of my system in the first 25 years or so. It was all about how 

big we could be, how much earnings and how we’d be a national bank. 
But there was an emptiness about growth, so we just decided that 
there was more to life. There was an opportunity, I feel, for us to 
preserve community banking. And so our sweet spot is about 8% to 
10% growth per year. We have years that there’s disruption in the 
industry and we might grow at 13% to 15% for a couple of years, but 
then last year was only 7%.

“Growing too fast does put a lot of pressure on the culture. It’s 
always finding more people, the right people that fit the culture and 
they were geographically distanced from our northwest base. We feel 
we’ve got to a good pace, a good balance going. As a community 
bank, we think we’re big enough that we can persevere and sustain 
ourselves through the next generations with enough technology 
resources. For the smallest banks, it gets very hard to attract top 
people, top technology, all those kinds of things.

“I feel that we wanted to be in a size range of $5 billion to $10 
billion, and we just passed the $5 billion mark.”

How do you know, or how does your team know, whether 
someone is going to be a good fit with Centier?

“Well, we get a lot of referrals. We really work on that from our 
current associates. They’re kind of part of our marketing team. They 
go out and spread the word and feel a lot of ownership with the 
organization. What breaks us out from the pack, I think, is the 
personality of the bank. And certainly, the Chamber’s been important. 
I can’t tell you how many people have come to apply at Centier 
because of our accolades through Best Places to Work in Indiana.”

Talk a little bit about 2020. What has been the impact of this 
pandemic on Centier, on your operations?

“It’s accelerated the pace of change in certainly corporate business 
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with off-site workforces and use of video and 
other digital channels. When we closed our 
lobbies, it was like, ’I still have to do my 
banking. And so I guess I’ve got to take the 
time to learn a bit about digital banking and 
delivery and things of that nature.’ 

“There are some positives that come out 
of it that will make banking more streamlined, 
more competitive. Yet, for us, it’s been difficult 
to keep the family culture feeling present on 
a daily basis. We’re anxious to get the family 
back on site. 

“It’s been a challenge from that aspect. 
Our 125th anniversary was going to happen 
in April. This blew up right in front of that.”

What are some of the things you will be 
able to do to celebrate that milestone? 

“What we decided to do is culminate the 
125th year versus originate the 125th year. 
April 19th of 2020 has come and gone. But 
April of 2021 will be the culmination of our 
125th year. So we’ve taken everything we 
had planned for April and May and June and 
said we’re going to put it into April of 2021. 
(A gala with a Great Gatsby theme, a special 
historical album and a museum in the bank’s 
original Whiting office are among the plans).

“We had an antique trolley ready to go for 
all the parades, events, festivals and everything 
else we participate in. It’s going to be next 
year for it.” 

Some of the sayings, some of the themes 
that you’ve employed over the years: 
Not for Sale; That’s My Bank. Talk 
about how important they are. Do you 
have a favorite?

“Probably the Not For Sale is a favorite 
of mine. I like three-word things. They seem 
to stick in people’s minds, and they can be on 
a billboard; people can attach to them.

“I was pestered a lot in my early career 
as there were a lot of bank consolidations 
going on, the borders were opened up and 
things were happening. I was always being 
approached by people saying, ‘When are you 
going to sell your bank?’ I think I said, ‘Well, 
it’s just not for sale.’ After saying it so often, 
I said, ‘We’ve got to let people know that.’ 
We bannered our logo with it and took off 
with it. The more we did it, the more it 
caught on. 

“ ‘That’s My Bank’ just came from the 
crowds of people in parades. I’m walking 
along, waving to everybody and you’d hear 
people in the crowd just scream out, ‘That’s 
my bank.’ We didn’t do anything with it at 
first, but year after year I kept hearing it. 
And I said that’s not a bad tagline. It’s been a 
nice thing to reinforce what the public feels 
about us.”

Is the next generation of the Schrage 
family working in the business today?

“I have three daughters and they all get 
involved more socially in the bank. I don’t 
know that any of them want a full-time, day-
to day-job. Two sons-in-laws are both 
involved in the bank. One has been with me 
nine years and the other 13 or so. They’re 
doing a wonderful job. 

“Chris Campbell is one of our senior 
partners and moving toward a president’s role 
in the future. I’m currently chairman, CEO 
and president and, to me, the bank’s become 

too big for all those roles. I’ll be stripping off 
those different roles periodically over the 
next 10 years – president and then giving up 
the CEO role and staying on as chairman of 
the board, hopefully into my 80s.”

Mike, 125 years: We’re talking about 
World Wars, the Depression, the Great 
Recession, this pandemic. Do you ever 
pause to think about that history, the 
ways that Centier has been there to 
help your clients, your customers?

“It’s humbling in a lot of ways. Henry, 
the original one in 1895, was a true 
entrepreneur. I try and style myself more 
after him. Whatever the community needed, 
Henry would step up and do it: general store, 
postmaster, start a bank, sell land to Standard 
Oil for their big refinery up here. He was an 
innovator in a lot of ways. My grandfather, 
Walter Sr., was more the politician (four 
terms as Whiting mayor) and very involved in 
the whole development of the city. My dad 
was a wonderful lifetime banker. He loved 
Whiting, didn’t want to go outside of Whiting.

“(Following an agreement with this father 

that he would enter the business if expansion 
opportunities were pursued), he let me loose, 
probably too loose. I’ve got a lot of battle 
scars, but it’s worked out great in the overall 
ups and downs. We’ve persevered through a 
lot of different things in my 48 years. And 
persevering well through this pandemic.”

I read somewhere that you used to send 
a handwritten note to every employee 
on their anniversary. Now you have 
900 or so employees, so you don’t still 
do that, do you?

“I do. That’s what I do in the evenings and 
on the weekends. It’s something that I hope 
to continue. I still want to touch them 
personally if I can. Our human resource 
department, they help me with it because I 
don’t know what’s happening with all (the 
team members) on an ongoing basis. It’s not 
just my efforts, but that total team effort, and 
we’re going to keep trying to do that.”

When you think of Centier and 125 
years, what makes you most proud?

“The family’s personal commitment. 
Henry during the Depression, he pledged his 
entire estate, put it in a 15-year trust so that 
the bank could use it to make any bad loans 
whole. That’s the only reason the bank made 
it through that. It’s that type of just personal 
commitment and promise and carry through. 

“I’m just proud we’ve not lost sight of 
being a pillar of the community. We really 
pride ourselves in preserving the way of living 
– that we’re going to be there and not get 
persuaded to veer from our long-term 
mission to preserve independent, private 
community banking.”

Whiting is the original home of what eventually became Centier Bank. 




