
WEDNESDAY, MAY 30, 2012 © 2012 Dow Jones & Company, Inc. All Rights Reserved.

GSRBM students work in teams to develop plans for their fictional banks.
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By Robin Sidel

GREENVILLE, S.C.—Last Tuesday 
morning, First Choice Bank Chief Execu-
tive Richard Bynum stood before the 
board of directors to emphasize his new 
management team’s progress in turning 
around the struggling bank.

“We took a great deal of time to get 
the ship right,” he said, noting that costs 
had been cut and returns boosted at First 
Choice since the shake-up.

For their efforts, Mr. Bynum and four 
colleagues were rewarded not with promo-
tions or raises, but an award for “Best 
Recovery.”

Their First Choice—a fictional bank not 
related to small financial institutions with 
the same name in California and New 
Jersey, or an Illinois version that failed 
in August 2011—was one of the success 
stories at a school run by the Consumer 
Bankers Association, a retail-banking 
trade group.

The school drew 251 up-and-coming 
bankers—up 15% over past year—from 44 
financial institutions to Furman Univer-
sity earlier this month for an intensive 
program to broaden their understanding of 
what is required to run a successful lender.

Banking boot camps have been around 
longer than the automated teller machine 
and credit card. But the financial crisis 
and its aftermath have presented big chal-
lenges for everyday bankers who open 
checking accounts, sell mortgages and 
finance businesses in their communities.

In an industry already struggling with 
stubbornly low interest rates, an onslaught 
of unpopular fees and the reputational 
hangover of Wall Street’s serial stumbles, 
traditional bankers are working harder to 
bring in new customers and keep the ones 
they have. At the same time, new rules are 
making many accounts less profitable and 
economic hardship is expected to pushed 
millions of mostly low-income customers 
out of the banking system altogether.

“Customers question you much more 
than they ever did,” says Rana Murphy, 
45 years old, who oversees 15 branches in 
southeastern Massachusetts for Eastern 

New Class of Bankers Learns Hard Lessons
Challenge to Keep Customers Happy, Navigate Added Rules

Bank. She started working for the Boston 
bank, which has $7.6 billion in assets 
and more than 90 branches, as a teller in 
college.

Ms. Murphy was a “senior” in the 
three-year Consumer Bankers Associa-
tion program. It costs a total of $17,000 
and convenes for roughly 10 days each 
year, starting with the basics of running 
a traditional retail bank. Students even-
tually take the reins in simulations that 
require them to make operating decisions 
about branch strategy, layoffs, securities 
purchases and share buybacks.

Most of the bankers who attend the 
school are mid-level managers, and some 
worked their way up from the teller line. 
Others are plucked from management-
training programs. The average age is 
about 40 years old, and less than one-
third of attendees have graduate degrees. 
The employees are chosen by their banks 
because they are viewed as having poten-
tial to move up.

Mr. Bynum never planned to be a 

banker. He spent 12 years working for the 
Red Cross, where he had stints managing 
disaster operations in Kosovo and in New 
York after the Sept. 11, 2001, terrorist 
attacks.

Ready for a career change, Mr. Bynum 
went to graduate school at Northwestern 
University’s Kellogg School of Manage-
ment. He was recruited by PNC Financial 
Services Group Inc. in 2005 for a lead-
ership-development program, and was 
assigned assorted jobs in different depart-
ments to give him banking experience.

Now 42 years old, he oversees PNC’s 
consumer and small-business banking in 
the Washington, D.C., area. “If someone 
had told me eight years ago that I would 
be running a strategic growth market for 
a top bank, I would have said that is not 
going to happen,” Mr. Bynum said.

On the morning before they presented 
their revival plan to other students and 
faculty members, Mr. Bynum and his 
teammates sat around a table littered with 
half-empty Dr Pepper bottles, laptops and 



a container of peanut-butter-filled pretzel 
nuggets, pondering how to reward their 
investors.

The First Choice bankers had already 
dropped rates on certificates of deposit and 
laid off one employee to cut costs. Another 
option: a share buyback to boost per-share 
earnings.

When one person suggested doubling the 
50-cent-a-share dividend, Mr. Bynum shook 
his head. “Whoa, just think of what would 
happen if you take that dividend away,” he 
said, offering an increase of 10 cents. The 
bankers wound up not raising the dividend.

Across the road in the science building, 
“juniors” Christina Brozyna and her 
team were wrestling with how to keep 
their bank profitable.

Their instructor had thrown a curve-
ball the previous afternoon that triggered 
groans in the lecture hall: Compliance 
costs at the retail division of the fictional 
bank had just risen by 25%. On top of 
that, regulators were ordering them to 
start offering a totally free checking 
account.

“We’re going to lose too much money,” 
Ms. Brozyna said in response to a team-

mate’s suggestion. The new free account 
“is going to bankrupt us,” she fretted.

In real life, Ms. Brozyna oversees 17 
branches in upstate New York for M&T 
Bank, a unit of M&T Bank Corp. She started 
out in the Buffalo, N.Y., bank’s commercial 
division after college and managed two of its 
customer call centers.

Now 36 years old, she acknowledges that 
the banking industry has gotten “muddied 
and tarnished, and that is unfortunate.”

Still, “it’s probably the most honorable 
profession there is,” she said. “We help 
people achieve their dreams.”


