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BIO: 

Laura Lee Stewart is currently President 

and Chief Executive Officer of Sound 

Community Bank. Prior to joining Sound 

Community Bank in 1989, Ms. Stewart 

was Senior Vice President/Retail Banking 

at Great Western Bank. 

 

Company Profile: 

Sound Financial Inc. is the holding com-

pany for Sound Community Bank, a full-

service bank, providing personal and 

business banking services in communities 

across the greater Puget Sound region. 

The Seattle-based company operates 

banking offices in King, Pierce, Snoho-

mish and Clallam Counties. 

 

Interview conducted by: 

Lynn Fosse, Senior Editor 
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CEOCFO: Ms. Stewart, what has been 

your vision as CEO? 

Ms. Stewart: “We have an interesting 

history; we started as a credit union, con-

verted to a mutual savings bank and then 

did a minority offering a year ago. We 

have come from a $39 million credit un-

ion predominantly serving the grocery 

industry and related businesses, to a mu-

tual savings bank doing business in the 

Puget Sound area with total assets of 

more than $250 million, and a $125 mil-

lion servicing portfolio. It has been a very 

interesting transition over the last eight-

een years. Our vision is very clear. We 

really believe we make peoples dreams 

come true. Whether that dream is the 

dream for a first-time homebuyer, a first-

time car buyer, a safe retirement strategy, 

or a business looking to expand their 

market share, we believe that we are 

partners with our client and that we can 

make their dreams come true, one trans-

action at a time.” 

 

CEOCFO: Who is your typical client? 

Ms. Stewart: “We serve consumers. A 

portion of our business that has grown 

significantly, there are the business cli-

ents who have credit needs of $100 thou-

sand to probably two and a half to three 

million, and those are small business cli-

ents. Because we have a thrift charter, we 

focus on real estate lending and the core 

competency both for retail and for busi-

ness clients. We love to be able to finance 

business client’s commercial properties 

where they are doing business, but we 

also do consumer and non real estate 

business lending and lines of credit.” 

 

CEOCFO: How is the economy faring in 

your neck of the woods? 

Ms. Stewart: “We certainly didn’t have 

that rapid meltdown that happened in 

certain parts of the country, but we have 

definitely seen some softening especially 

in the second half of this year. We have 

seen softening in prices, higher inven-

tory, and slower time to market for homes 

on the market. The big thing in our mar-

ket is we still have had very strong em-

ployment. If employment growth remains 

strong, while developers are not building 

houses, we actually shouldn’t have quite 

as deep a dip, because inventory will be-

gin to decline. Part of that employment 

picture is what happens to all the head-

quarters people at Washington Mutual, 

which go to work just down the street 

from me. There will definitely be some 

bankers on the street.” 

 

CEOCFO: What is your philosophy at 

real estate lending, and how have you 

escaped the problems that so many other 

banks are facing? 

Ms. Stewart: “Knock on wood; we have 

never had a spectacular cycle as others, so 

we are never spectacular on either side. 

Clearly although we have done a few de-

velopment loans, it is a very small portion 

of our business, unlike some banks who 

have a huge number of developers and 

some really rich spread while they were 

doing that business. We know our busi-

ness borrowers; we have been out to their 



locations, and we do business one bor-

rower at a time. On the residential side, 

yes, we have done some first-time home-

buyer loans, and we have done a few 

stated income loans, but we know our 

borrowers. Therefore, it is a conservative 

approach and making loans that make 

sense for the financial well being of our 

borrower has been our approach, and if 

that means saying no, being able to say 

no.” 

 

CEOCFO: How do you reach your new 

customer? 

Ms. Stewart: “The best source of new 

customers for us, are satisfied existing 

customers. We do a huge amount of refer-

ral business on both the consumer and 

business side. Nothing speaks better than 

when someone has their dreams come 

true and they send us another client. We 

also do a lot of community service. All of 

our employees are involved in 

community service and various 

activities. We have a high pro-

file in the communities where 

we do business. I think the 

third thing is that we delegate a 

lot of authority to our branch 

manager. Folks in Sequim see 

our manager there as more like 

the president of their home 

town bank. Certainly some of 

them know that they this is a 

branch of a larger organizations, but they 

really expect that when they walk into 

that Sequim branch that is their commu-

nity banker and  the people in that branch 

that are going to get things done for 

them. They really feel like they are con-

nected and that is our goal. I would not 

care if anyone knew that I was the bank 

CEO. I have clients, but I would want 

those folks on the street to have the au-

thority and the decision-making power 

and the authority to do transactions.” 

 

CEOCFO: What are the intangibles that 

you want in your people that gives you 

the confidence to delegate authority? 

Ms. Stewart: “One is that I believe in the 

concept of professional bankers. We try to 

grow our own bankers and we try to bring 

them up in a manner that even if they 

don’t have the authority, they can get a 

quick answer somewhere. Therefore, that 

ability to really be the frontline person 

with a client is not impeded by having to 

say, “Oh gee, it has to go three places 

before I can even talk to you about it”. If 

they don’t have the authority (and we 

have good credit oversight) they can get 

an answer really fast. That is one of the 

skills we really try to develop; for them to 

understand banking and know where to 

get an answer if they don’t have the an-

swer. It is because of the need to fill in 

the role of being the front person for 

every transaction, no matter how small or 

big, no matter if someone is having trou-

ble with online banking or somebody who 

wants a million-dollar commercial se-

cured real estate loan. Another one is this 

feeling of really wanting to make peoples 

dreams come true, taking their role as 

bankers as something more than a nine-

to-five kind of job. It is seeing that there 

is something bigger than just themselves 

and transactions that they are hoping to 

facilitate. Along with that must come 

ethics, honesty and class; yes, we expect 

our people to have class too.” 

 

CEOCFO: What is the competitive land-

scape like for you, particularly with other 

community banks? 

Ms. Stewart: “I wish I could see into the 

future a little bit. For us a lot of competi-

tion actually came from Washington Mu-

tual. They were one of the strongest com-

petitors we had because they positioned 

their branches like community banks; 

they had the pricing leverage and the 

huge branch network to just walk all 

over. So they looked like community 

banks, but they had the benefit of being a 

large regional national bank. With the 

Chase introduction there that may not be 

our strongest competitor anymore. We 

compete a lot with credit unions, we 

compete a lot with other community 

banks, but we try to be careful in our 

branching strategy so that we are entering 

markets where they need us. Will we take 

some clients away from Bank of Amer-

ica? Sure, ultimately we will.” 

 

CEOCFO: Are there services that you 

are not offering that you would like to 

add? 

Ms. Stewart: “There are not a lot of 

those. We really spent 2008 beefing up 

our product line particularly in some ar-

eas that will appeal to small business cli-

ents, so we have really worked on that. 

Something that we don’t do are reverse 

mortgages and we see that as a big prod-

uct line is our clientele ages and to meet 

the needs of baby boomers. So that is on 

our agenda for next year. Because we 

have to compete with all these other guys, 

we have to have other online banking and 

credit products and a lot of varieties of 

residential real estate loans.” 

 

CEOCFO: What is your plan for new 

branches and has that changed 

the last few months? 

Ms. Stewart: “Maybe a little 

bit. We plan to do two new 

branches in 2008. We located 

and are developing one and 

have plans to relocate another. 

So we will be slower on that 

next new branch; we are just 

watching what is happening in 

the economy. With everything 

that is happening, will there be 

some bank divestitures, so there might be 

another opportunity out there for us than 

we anticipated before the current cycle.” 

 

CEOCFO: We talked a bit about good 

earnings; tell me more specifically what 

is the financial picture for you today and 

how have you been able to achieve good 

results? 

Ms. Stewart: “I think the real fact of the 

matter is we never had spectacular earn-

ings. We are working really hard to lev-

erage the branch networks that we have 

and that has to be our focus going for-

ward. That is how we will increase earn-

ings. On the other hand, despite increase 

allowed for loan losses we have been able 

to fund those increases out of earnings. 

That is very atypical for most bankers 

right now and accounts for a lot of the 

losses. In terms of delinquencies, our 

delinquencies are actually down from a 

year ago.” 

 

“Our vision is very clear. We really believe we 

make peoples dreams come true. Whether that 

dream is the dream for a first-time homebuyer, 

a first-time car buyer, a safe retirement strategy, 

or a business looking to expand their market 

share, we believe that we are partners with our 

client and that we can make their dreams come 

true, one transaction at a time.” 

                                       - Ms. Laura Lee Stewart 



CEOCFO: What are some concrete ex-

amples of what might be different for a 

client when they are using your bank? 

Ms. Stewart: “We run articles in our 

quarterly news letter about making 

dreams come true. We have a client in 

the north end of Seattle that wrote me a 

letter and said, “When I saw you opened 

a branch here and put that on your busi-

ness card and your letterhead, I thought 

that was kind of corny. But I know we 

have this side barbeque business and I 

want to take the lead and run a barbeque 

shop. I came in. talked to the commercial 

lender and was able to get a line of credit 

to get started. So now, I have opened my 

own business and it is profitable. I walked 

into the branch with my deposit the other 

day and realized that this bank made my 

dream come true. They worked with me 

they analyzed my business plan, looked at 

a prudent way to borrow to try to get this 

enterprise going and here I am. I am a 

successful entrepreneur.” I had a client 

over on the Olympic Peninsula that told 

me about their first-time home-buying 

experience and then went on to talk about 

how when she talked to her family about 

it she realized that in her extended  fam-

ily there were seven people that had loans 

and accounts with us. There were all 

these connections, the community bank 

connections that you make that allowed 

her to be a first-time homebuyer without 

taking a bad loan that she couldn’t afford. 

It is all those small stories that go to ac-

complishing what anybody’s dream is 

and some of those dreams are not very 

grandiose. It might be a courtesy clerk at 

a grocery store that wants to buy their 

first car or a graduating high school sen-

ior that wants to be excited about their 

first debit card and some coaching on 

how to balance their checking account.” 

 

CEOCFO: In closing, why should poten-

tial investors choose Sound Financial? 

Ms. Stewart: “I think that we have hit on 

a couple of those things. I believe we will 

be around for the long haul. I believe that 

our commitment is to be a bank that 

makes a difference in the communities 

and with their clients. Our board of direc-

tors is committed to a strong improve-

ment in earnings and when fashions have 

faded and people have done glitzy things, 

the hope is that we will still be here bank-

ing one transaction at a time.” 
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