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A CONVERSATION

WITH THE

ABA’S KEN BURGESS

“Public perception is everything to
elected officials. When the public
image is negative toward our
industry, regulation is going to be
negative. Until we turn the tide on
public perception, we can’t turn
the tide on all the regulation and
legislation coming our way.”
The Executive Team of FirstCapital Bank of Texas.
From L-R: Phyllis Bechner, Jay Isaacs, Brad Bullock,
Tracy Bacon, Greg Burgess. Seated is Ken Burgess

Enough Already!

ABA Chairman Committed to Improving
the Image of Community Banking
Roxanne Emmerich sat down to talk with Ken Burgess, Chairman
of FirstCapital Bank of Texas in Midland, Texas, and the new
Chairman of the Community Bankers Council of the American
Bankers Association (ABA). ˜ey talked about Ken’s vision for his
chairmanship and the challenges facing community banking today.
ROXANNE EMMERICH: Give me a sense of what you’re trying to
accomplish as Chairman of the ABA Community Bankers Council. What
kind of consciousness do you want to bring to the bankers? Why did you wake
up in the morning and say, “Yes, I’ll do this?”
KEN BURGESS: ˜e biggest thing that I wanted to accomplish going into
my year as chairman was to work on rebuilding the image of community
banking. Community banks were more or less thrown into the bucket with
the large banks and the investment banks on Wall Street back in 2008-2009,
and that damaged the banking industry’s name and public image. I think it is
really important that we as community banks take control of our message and
quit letting ourselves be deÿned by others so we can bring the reputation of
community banks back where it needs to be.
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RE: And what are the key strategies you
want to implement to make that happen?
KB: ˜ere are about 101 members of the
Community Bankers Council, from every
state in the country. ˜ey represent the
grass roots of community banking, and
the only way we are going to take charge
of our message is for each one of us to
get o˛ the sidelines and get involved. We
have to tell our story in Washington and
in our local communities.
˜ere are several di˛erent ways to do
that. We can tell the story as much as
possible in their local communities about
just what we do, including stories in the
local media. ˜en we can also participate
in the PAC program so we have a voice
in Washington, taking opportunities to
talk with lawmakers who are making
the decisions about the direction of
our future. ˜ose decision makers need
to understand the important role that
community banks play in that future.

RE: Right now, research is showing that
banking is the third least respected industry.
So we can complain about that, or we can
say, “What an opportunity!” How can
community banks seize that opportunity?
KG: It’s an interesting problem, because
ABA research shows that when you ask
people in local communities about their
bank, their perception is generally good.
But if you ask the public about banking
generally, the perception is not good.
So bankers have to get the message out
about what community banks do in their
communities and how important they are
to the vitality of those communities.
RE: So if you are talking one on one
to a banker about how to be a part of
that movement, what would you suggest
they do di˛erently to really drive that
message home?
KB: ˜e key is to be heavily involved in
their local communities and to tell the
story of that involvement in their local
media. I would also strongly advise them
to get involved in one of the big banking
organizations. ABA is the one I believe
in. It gives us that voice in Congress,
where the rules are written. We need as
many bankers from all over the country
involved in that process, so they know
we are paying attention to what they are
doing. It’s not good enough anymore to
sit behind a desk and deal with the daily
problems of your bank. We have to put
our resources of time and money into
shaping the story outside as well.
RE: So it’s like making the move from
success to signiÿcance. You can sit behind
your desk and make a successful bank,
but if you get outside of that space and
make a signiÿcant contribution to help

Ken and team members accepting the 2012 Cornerstone Award

transform the reputation of banking, that
will lead to more success for your bank. It’s
a whole di˛erent mindset.
KB: Exactly right. In the past, a lot of
bankers just paid attention to their own
bank and didn’t pay much attention to
what was going on elsewhere.
RE: So suppose you’ve got a banker who
has seen the ABA research, or who knows
his or her bank has a good reputation
in town. How do you convince that
person that it’s important to transform
the reputation of the industry? What
di˛erence does that bad reputation make
if my bank is well liked locally?
KB: ˜at’s a good question. Here’s why it
matters. Public perception is everything
to elected o˝cials. When the public
image is negative toward our industry,
regulation is going to be negative. Until
we turn the tide on public perception, we
can’t turn the tide on all the regulation
and legislation coming our way. Because
of the Dodd-Frank legislation that came
out two or three years ago, you have this

massive amount of new regulation
that’s being written. As bankers, we
have to be involved in reviewing
that regulation as it comes out and
stating our opinions as to how it
negatively impacts our customers in
each of our markets. If we don’t give
the regulators feedback, it will just
come out as it’s written, and all the
unintended e˛ects of that regulation
will go into the place. We need a
grass roots movement to provide that
feedback so the impact on real people
is known. If we don’t do those things,
we can’t expect a good outcome.
RE: So the bottom line is image and
regulation.
KB: ˜at’s right. It wasn’t always that
way. ˜ere was a time when a banker
could really focus on the tasks right
in front of him, but that’s just not the
way it is anymore. We have to all be
connected to the larger realities around
us and doing what we can to have a
positive impact on those realities.
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“I firmly believe that in life you
get what you expect and what
you firmly believe in If you set
low goals and low expectations,
that is exactly what you will get.
If you set high goals and high
expectations and firmly believe
and commit to those expectations,
you will get those as well.”
Ken rolling up his sleeves with the
executives of Western Builders on the
future site of a Texas A&M dormitory

Commitment of Steel:

How a Focus on Community Involvement
Rocked ˜is Bank’s Performance
Part 2 of Roxanne Emmerich’s conversation with Ken Burgess,
Chairman of FirstCapital Bank of Texas in Midland, Texas, and
the new Chairman of the Community Bankers Council of the
American Bankers Association (ABA). In this segment, Roxanne
asks Ken for the secrets of FirstCapital’s phenomenal success,
growing from $275 million to $713 million in a few years.
ROXANNE EMMERICH: Your growth has just been phenomenal. Tell me what
makes FirstCapital di˛erent.
KEN BURGESS: Well that’s an interesting question because I spend half my time
trying to di˛erentiate our bank from every other bank. What I tell our sta˛ all the
time is that if we don’t do something di˛erent in the way we treat our customers,
then we really aren’t di˛erent from any other bank. We have all the same products
and services. What it comes down to is how well we take care of our customers and
sta˛. We’ve created a great culture over the last four or ÿve years. And I know from
our customer feedback that we do a good job taking care of them on a daily basis.
˜at’s the biggest thing. It’s not about how good a debit card you have, or how good
your checking account product is—it’s how well you take care of people, especially
when you have the opportunity to help them solve a problem.
RE: One of the things you have mastered as an organization is organic growth.
A lot of banks would have said it’s impossible to go from $275 million to $713
million in the time period you’ve done it—but you’ve done it! What have been
some of the most brilliant things you’ve done to help ensure a systematic approach
to organic growth?
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KB: Well I don’t know that it’s been brilliant,
but one of the most important things we’ve
done while growing our bank is having a
strong focus on getting our sta˛ involved in
the community. A lot of our goals for our
people are based on that. By being involved
in the community, we’re supporting the
community itself, and we’re developing
relationships all over that community. By
doing that, we become ÿrst in mind when
people have a banking need. We feel like we
can do a much better job developing the
growth of our bank by involvement than
by advertisement. We haven’t historically
done very much advertising. Instead, it’s
a focused e˛ort on building relationships
with people.
RE: You were also talking about the great
culture you’ve created in the last few years.
When it seems that America’s favorite sport
after football is banker bashing, what have
you done to build a culture that creates a
talkable experience for customers in your
bank so they feel loved and cared for, and
share that feeling with others?
KB: Just before we started working with
˜e Emmerich Group, we developed a
culture statement, which was, “We are
family, we serve people, and we change
lives.” ˜e ÿrst thing we do when people
start working for us is have a 30-minute
conversation about what we expect,
including what that culture statement
is and what it means. We reinforce that

at all times. Since working with ˜e
Emmerich Group, we started doing a lot
more intentional things to make sure we
are doing what we need to do on the front
end. One of the biggest things we started
doing with your help was implementing
the telephone Moments of Truth.
Generally the ÿrst entry into our bank
is through the telephone, and we knew
that a bad experience at that ÿrst entry
point could mean they wouldn’t come
back. Since focusing on that with you,
we’ve seen a signiÿcant improvement in
feedback about the quality of experience
at that point of entry.
We are still in the mode of rolling out new
initiatives of course, with your help, and
trying to get better at all of those things.
RE: To get the kind of numbers you
have, you’ve got to have some people
with great stories. Tell me some stories
about how FirstCapital has conquered
impossibilities and made them possible.
What are the things that have most
warmed your heart?
KB: ˜ere was one person who left a large
company about 10 years ago. ˜is person
had all the skills to start a company and
make it successful, but they didn’t have
the money. So we went out and helped
them ÿnd some investors to bring the
capital they needed in the business so
we would be able to work with them
from a lender’s standpoint. ˜en once
they had the capital, we provided them
with a loan. ˜ey greatly surpassed the
projections they’d given us, and last year
the company made about $6 million in
proÿt for the second or third year in a
row. Had we not done what we did, I
don’t know that that person would have
been able to put the business together.
Another person was an engineer working
for another company in town who
wanted to start his own business. We
started small with him, investing in
some drilling projects about 8-10 years

back. By about two years ago, he had
grown some investments in oil and gas
properties and sold for $15 million.
RE: Wow, that’s really where the magic
happens, isn’t it? It also shows your
creativity. Not a lot of banks would
have thought to go out and scout
those investors. Too many think they’re
competing on rates and on product
lines. What they don’t get is that neither
one of those should matter at all. ˜e
thing that matters is the much larger
question: “How are you making small
businesses successful?” Getting employees
to understand that can be the toughest
part of leadership. ˜ey often think the
job is to go get loans, when it’s really,
“Go make people successful.” Of course if
you do that, you’re going to get all their
business, and they’re never going to ask
you about the rate.
KB: I can tell you, those two people
have never questioned our interest rate.
RE: Of course not! You made the
impossible possible for them.
KB: On the other end, we have an
o˝cer in the bank who works with
the local community development
corporation that does low-income
housing, and we have been providing
construction ÿnancing for people
who wouldn’t normally be able to
get a house. We worked through the
Federal Home Loan Bank and through
some state sources to get people down
payment assistance. ˜at’s an area
where some people don’t want to get
involved because you don’t make a lot
of money on that, and they are work
intensive. But it really is a way of
giving back to the community.
RE: Let’s talk a little more about
your own people. What are some of
the best practices you’ve been putting
in place lately to keep your people
engaged and focused?

KB: For the last four or ÿve years, we set
out well-deÿned objective goals at the
beginning of the year for everyone who’s
in a position to make things happen. We
focus on those goals throughout the year,
measuring and tracking them. We use the
huddle system you brought to us, where
our people within departments will sit
down and look at individual goals and give
feedback to each other against those goals,
which keeps the goals front and center
instead of waiting until the end of the year
when they suddenly ÿnd they didn’t make it.
Every goal is written to tie back into either
our budget or the attainment of elements of
our strategic plan.
RE: When you grow as fast as you have
in a blink, it’s easy to end up hiring some
people who aren’t the best. How have you
improved your hiring practices?
KB: Any time we interview someone, we
generally have a large group interview
them. Anybody who will work with them
will have an opportunity to interview an
applicant. Obviously we look at their skill
sets, but we also want to get a feeling of
whether they will ÿt our culture. ˜ey can
have all the skills they need for the job, but
if they can’t work with our team and with
our customers, it’s not going to work.
RE: So your expectations are very high
right from the start.
KB: Yes, that has to be the case. I ÿrmly
believe that in life you get what you expect
and what you ÿrmly believe. If you set low
goals and low expectations, that is exactly
what you will get. If you set high goals and
high expectations and you ÿrmly believe
and commit to those expectations, you
will get those as well. We have done that
for a number of years now, and we have
almost always hit the high goals we have
set. I think our recipe for success is that we
expect to perform at a high level and we
are committed to that mindset. When you
have that faith and that mindset, things
seem to always fall in place.
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