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Dedication

Life is a gift, one that cannot be taken for granted and should be lived to the fullest. I hope this book can be used as a guide, not a god, to help you live a happier, more fulfilling personal and professional life. It’s no secret that one of my favorite movies is Frank Capra’s, It’s a Wonderful Life. The story parallels so much of my own life, and taught me to never underestimate the difference that one person can have on another. This book is dedicated to the people who have helped me have a wonderful life—my family—as they have always had the biggest influence on me:

My late wife, Rhonda, who dedicated her life to me and our children.

My daughter, Ashley Williams; her husband, Jamie; and their children, Sienna, Kevin, and Olivia.

My son Kyle; his wife, Julie; and their children, Oliver and Zoë.

My son Brad; his wife, Kara; and their children, Saylor and Luka.

My son Alex and his wife, Natalia.

My daughter Melissa.

My wife, Vanessa, and her children, Scarlett and Briggs.

Thank you for your love, encouragement, and support. You have given me such a wonderful life.
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Preface

All that you can take with you is that which you’ve given away.

That’s one of my favorite quotes from It’s a Wonderful Life; it’s the motto that’s hanging up in the office that belongs to Jimmy Stewart’s character, George Bailey.

It’s not the kind of quote a person might expect from a banker, real or fictional. People tend to think of bankers as being driven by material things—asset size, capital ratios, and growth.

This material drive is especially what people might expect when they see the success of Third Federal as a thrift. We’ve grown continually, retained our customers across generations, aided our communities for decades, and expanded across the country since the time Third Federal was founded by my mother and father in 1938.

But the material things are just the start of what makes Third Federal actually work. I wanted to write this book because of the immaterial things that have made my journey as a leader possible —our values, great life experiences, the help of my friends, and the love of my family. I want to honor the communities that have been built up alongside Third Federal and to share the points of view and concepts that have enabled our success.

I also want people to know how impressive the story of Third Federal and its associates is. And that we measure our success in ways that aren’t always recorded.

Joe Ehrmann, former NFL star and current president of the InSideOut Initiative, a foundation focused on youth success, argued that we should measure our success against what we’ve given to others. It’s pretty close to the way George Bailey thought. How good of a father are you? How good of a mother? A brother? A friend? What did you give away to make things better around you? Those are the things that will make your legacy matter. Those are the ways you measure success.

The values this book will focus on are all, in one way or another, ways of giving ourselves to the world. They’re also, not coincidentally, the reasons Third Federal has had great material success. I want people to know that both things are possible.
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The Third Federal Values

Love—a genuine concern for others, our fellow associates, and customers.

Trust—faith in the people and their decisions; a belief we will do right by our associates and customers.

Respect—listening to ideas and opinions, looking to one another to make ourselves better.

Excellence—dedication to doing the best job we can.

Fun—taking the time to have fun at work.


 

Values, Family, and Business: 
An Introduction

We Are Family

—SISTER SLEDGE (1979)

The Third Federal story really starts with my father, Ben Stefanski. Not when he started the bank, but many years before that, when he worked as a real estate secretary and managing officer at Pyramid Savings in Cleveland. My father was moving through a promising career when the stock market crash of 1929 happened, and Pyramid became one of the many financial institutions that failed.

My father was, like many, out of a job. Prospects were grim for everyone, including the depositors at Pyramid, who had lost their savings when the bank collapsed. While Dad could easily have shrugged and walked away from the depositors, he did not. Living with his mother and taking no salary, my father took seven years to make it right with Pyramid depositors who had been affected by the crash. As Pyramid struggled through its recovery, my father spent the Depression years toiling over every single customer account, no matter how big or small.

By collecting mortgage payments when possible and selling off property when he could, he eventually paid every penny back to Pyramid’s depositors.

“A hundred cents on the dollar,” he used to say, which meant that he intended to mark and repay every last cent, to piece back together every dollar he’d been entrusted with.

Looking back now, it doesn’t escape me that this is the plot to It’s a Wonderful Life. A good man is caught up in the collapse of a bank and then strives to pay back the depositors at great personal cost. My father was very much the real-world version of Jimmy Stewart’s character, George Bailey, decades before the film even existed. Like Bailey, my father’s ethical convictions were so strong that he went to every effort to repay the Pyramid depositors.

My father’s attitude toward his depositors back in the Pyramid days and his drive to treat his depositors as if they were his own family are still alive in the values of Third Federal. They’re the foundation upon which the now multigenerational bank has been built. After my father had paid back all his depositors, he founded Third Federal Savings and Loan.

Third Federal Savings and Loan, which we will call Third Federal throughout this book, is a $17 billion thrift founded in 1938 in a predominantly Polish neighborhood in Cleveland by my father and mother, Ben and Gerome Stefanski. The bank has prospered because it embodies the sort of respect and integrity my father showed throughout his career. Sticking to these values has earned the trust of our customers and made a family out of our associates. Third Federal was so central to the lives of my parents that they actually applied for its charter in Washington, DC, while on their way to their honeymoon in Bermuda, the business plan in tow alongside their vacation luggage. During my tenure as chairman and CEO of Third Federal, I’ve come to realize the importance of love and empathy, of mutual respect for everyone in the bank, its community, and its customers.

This book discusses the nature of leadership and explores how each of our core values has created the amazing, prosperous culture of Third Federal. To this end, building upon my father’s legacy, we have instituted the core values of love, trust, respect, commitment to excellence, and fun into the way we run our business. This book begins with a reflection on how these values have combined to create the prosperous, built-to-last culture of Third Federal.

Our values have resulted in astounding growth, perpetuated healthy families among our associates, and re-energized many of the communities we serve. We believe that work should be gratifying and fun while also believing that all these values lead to a commitment to excellence.

These values create a positive feedback loop that not only makes Third Federal a stable, prosperous company for its associates but also one that helps its community and finally often makes a great impact upon the families of those who work and bank there. This book is meant to showcase these values for those not familiar with Third Federal and also to serve as a celebration of the Third Federal values for its associates and its customers.

The values we practice and the relationships we build at the bank have ranked us among the Fortune 100 Best Companies to Work For and placed us on other Best Places to Work lists many times. The more than one thousand associates working at Third Federal appreciate the values that inspire them at work and also readily apply to their personal lives. Our philosophy is one that sounds simple but that actually requires a great deal of thought and awareness—building great relationships internally and with our customers will lead to being profitable to the benefit of everyone involved. When we enrich the lives of our customers and our associates, everyone prospers.

To understand how we enact our thinking in a concrete way, it makes sense to start in the workplace. Third Federal is a bank, after all.

Our first conviction, one that I’ll continually expand upon throughout this book, is to make sure that everyone wins. When our customers win, we win. We price fairly. We accept or reject loan applications quickly—a customer will know where they stand if they apply for credit. We keep our application process transparent. We keep mortgage rates low enough and savings rates high enough so that customers are attracted to us. Our business prospers based on pricing and on the incredible service our core values allow us to provide.

We call our employees associates to eliminate a sense of hierarchy and set the tone for how we interact with one another while at work. When we evaluate our associates, we focus on the social interactions of their relationships. Do our associates feel respected? Do they feel like their voices are valued? Their expertise trusted? We expect respect to be earned, but we also give each other the time and space to earn that respect.

This sounds simple. But it isn’t. It flies in the face of what most businesses are pushed toward—exploitation of the product or the customer for maximum profit to the expense of the relationship and, ultimately, at a cost to customer satisfaction. Often, business interactions have a mindset of domination. Many think of a typical business relationship as being a competition: “I succeed if the other person fails.”

This worldview is just a sour frame of mind. A person does not need to make their neighbor fail in order to succeed. We aren’t yanked down when we offer a helping hand. In fact, the person we helped up might, in turn, help us up in the future.

I think often about a proverb I learned from a builder who was making modifications to one of our locations. She was impressed by the way we treated our customers. I told her it was common decency. She told me, “Those we climb over on the way up are the same people you must face on your way down.” This is true but only if a person chooses to deal with others as a series of obstacles. Human beings aren’t obstacles; they aren’t rungs on a ladder. If we don’t climb over each other, we can meet on equal ground and prosper. The synergy of treating each other right makes us work better. At Third Federal, 1+1 can sometimes become 3.

This analogy holds up in real life, as well. A 2008 study by Maslach and Leiter found that associate fatigue, burnout, and job dissatisfaction are caused by corporate focus on the bottom line. The authors claim that most employees who suffer from burnout hold very common perceptions of their organizations they work in—perceived lack of control, lack of fairness, values that do not match those of the associates, a lack of recognition, and poor work relationships.1

Third Federal is set up to avoid these feelings. The tables in Third Federal are round whenever a room allows it. Our lunch tables and conference tables make our associates and customers able to face each other with no one at the head of the table. To top this off, we have a rotunda and a circular courtyard at our Corporate Campus. The circle reminded the knights of the round table that they were equals—even the king didn’t take the head seat. This environment makes sure that we are ready to hear each other, that we can share ideas without preconceived notions about station and power dynamics. The knights were a family who, when they were at their best, worked together. The whole thing only fell apart when they began to get selfish.

Before that, they had Camelot.

It’s amazing how observing our values of love, in the form of genuine concern for each other, and respect naturally leads us to collaboration instead of competition. This way both sides in a discussion win, and we don’t have to damage our relationship to attain some sort of an imagined dominance. Another thing about values—when customers are aware of our values and know that we are committed to them, it builds trust.

This direction wasn’t a decision Third Federal undertook in just one day. Our values are an evolution that began with my father and continues with myself and all the current-day associates at Third Federal. As we began the process of emphasizing our core values while running our business, the process wasn’t intuitive. We all had to focus daily on keeping the proper perspective. We’d tell ourselves, and anyone who would listen, that observing our core values of love, trust, respect, commitment to excellence, and fun would work in a business setting and even in our family lives. And it did. As one of the largest banks in Northeast Ohio and with half million loyal customers in twenty-seven states, Third Federal’s success shows that the values in this book can and will build up a business. This process took the associates at Third Federal decades to perfect, but today we incorporate our core values into our everyday life like a well-oiled machine.

We use these values to shape our operations every day. When we evaluate our associates, our service to our customers, and our leadership in the communities we serve, we are constantly asking ourselves if every aspect of our business meets the benchmark of our values. It’s a constant effort, but it’s worth it. It shows in every happy customer and happy associate. Like the proverbial happy cows, we make more milk.

Bringing Our Values Home

Over time, we began to find that many of our associates were not only using our values at work but were also taking the ideals of Third Federal home to their families and seeing positive results. One of the memories that really drives this reality home for me came in the form of a note I received from an associate as he retired. The loan officer’s health was failing due to multiple sclerosis, and by forty-six, he was pretty much limited to his home on disability. He had been a hardworking associate. As a loyal family man and a people person, he had been a perfect fit at Third Federal. For all his years of service, he’d exemplified our values. In that letter, he wrote the following:


I literally cried thinking of leaving Third Federal. Besides my wife and kids, Third Federal was the best thing that ever happened to me. Marc, I have always wanted to say thank you, but didn’t know how, until now. Your company, as well as your family, has touched my family more than you may know. The values your company taught me, passed down from your parents, were invaluable to me.

You see, I used the Third Federal values to help raise my children to who they are today. My daughter is now a great mother to our first grandson. Our son has grown up to be a 3rd class Petty Officer on the USS Nevada Submarine in the Pacific.

I was talking to him last night about how proud we are of the man he is becoming. He surprised me by saying he wouldn’t be who he is without the values I taught him. He said he learned respect from the way that I talked about the company I so loved, Third Federal Savings and Loan.

I always thought I was teaching good values, but as a parent you just hope it sinks in. Marc, to know the values your parents started are still alive today in our youth, is a tribute to your parents, you, and your entire family.



His sentiments shed light on why taking the harder, fairer route that the Third Federal Way represents is worth it. If the culture of a business is good enough, it might even benefit the families of those who take these values home. They’re the values that make human beings both kind and good at what they do.

Work Shouldn’t Be a Balancing Act

So, why do so many famous business leaders miss the boat when it comes to their family lives? Likely, it is because profit and ambition shout louder than values. Those well-known and, ironically, well-respected business leaders quit listening to what is most important. They choose not to make an effort to connect their inner business drive to what is good for their coworkers, for their community, and for their families.

The story of a billionaire who on their deathbed wishes they’d spent more time with their families is almost a cliché. But clichés are just truths that have become widespread enough to be cemented into our collective knowledge. Many people simply devote too much to workplaces that only emphasize productivity, profit, and product. Workers arrive too early and leave too late. They are in constant communication. It isn’t a model that leads to a healthy life.

Most would agree that top executives have to be able to think about the future for their businesses to continue to prosper. Ironically, it is often devastatingly true that many leaders, as they focus on the future, choose to sacrifice living in the moment when it comes to their personal lives. Even more off target is that the futuristic thinking of overly consumed business leaders is consistently praised for being heroically innovative. Financial wisdom and futurism are not the keys to personal success. Yes, their companies may have succeeded, but their families lost out on the much more noble, private moments that build up true contentment, reinforce joy, and make life genuinely happy.

Our society spends a lot of time discussing work-life balance, but many leaders don’t realize that business and family success can complement each other. A healthy family structure is something a person knows they can rely upon for support. A family knows that it will collectively fulfill the responsibilities and obligations that keep it functioning. These are the same principles that can make a business not just successful but also healthy in the long term.

Working for the good of your family by taking a personal interest through giving your time, energy, and care usually fosters gratitude and cooperation. It is self-perpetuating, a positive feedback loop. Good work reinforces a fundamental human drive toward helping others, according to scientific research. Even toddlers have the instinct to care for others and be concerned for the well-being of their family.

Even in the most difficult circumstances, say, grieving for the loss of a spouse, a child, or a parent, we’re usually intent on supporting our other family members who are dealing with that same trauma. This sense of community helps us recover even as our family helps us. This is also true of a business that functions like a family; our desire to support each other can make us capable of shouldering the burdens of an economic slump or a tough project.

We’ve found that working within our enriched corporate culture, which is intent on promoting positive values and fostering relationships, also strengthens our associates’ families, which, in turn, fortifies our business, our customers, and our communities. As our retired loan officer described in the aforementioned letter, this makes Third Federal something truly special.

What our associates hold dear is that Third Federal is the kind of workplace that doesn’t force them to sacrifice family for career success. In fact, our core values add to their families’ well-being, in part, because their careers aren’t exclusively devoted to profit, ambition, or recognition but to caring about others.

Let’s admit that even happy families can be pretty funky, especially when it comes to bridging generations. For example, there’s that planet our teenagers go to where no parental advice seems to register with them. It’s my experience that if you stay steady, you’ll eventually find that they appreciate your ideas and the values you’ve instilled in them.

Two of our associates, a mother and a daughter, went through this very process, and Third Federal was the place where it happened. The daughter emailed me a note describing how her mother had wanted her to work for Third Federal and had tried for years to get her to join the bank. The letter went on to describe how, for quite some time, she’d been adamant about not working with her mother. Eventually, the daughter of this associate did come to Third Federal to work. Subsequently, her associate’s own daughter began to have serious health problems. She went on to write:


It has been a very long road to recovery, and it has left us with many medical bills. She is finally doing well so I just keep my fingers crossed that it stays like that! In the beginning when I first found out, Third Federal Human Resources reached out to me right away and put me in touch with Rhonda’s Kiss,2 who then provided me with assistance funds to help with some of the medical expenses.

I cannot even begin to tell you how much I appreciated that. There are no words to explain what that meant to me, I really don’t think there are too many companies out there that would care that deeply about their associates. Third Federal has definitely been there for me every step of the way!



I often say that parenting is a thankless job. You can’t lose, you can’t win, and you can’t quit. But over time, it is incredibly gratifying. I’m grateful that this woman was aided in her job as a parent by being part of our family. This story is important to me because it emphasizes that Third Federal isn’t a place that demands you sacrifice your personal life (including being a parent) for the sake of a business. It’s a business that better enables you to live your family life. Our values give us the leadership, resources, and structure that make this possible. I love the song “Beautiful Boy (Darling Boy),” which John Lennon wrote for his younger son. In the lyrics, Lennon points to where satisfying family life can be found—by being present. Lennon sang: “Life is what happens to you while you’re busy making other plans.”3

Many of us are distracted by our planning, our work, and our hopes for the future, and that can make us miss out. Our leadership and our values try to make it so Third Federal isn’t a place where that happens.

Distraction

I find that an oft-retold Buddhist tale perfectly captures how corporate culture so often emphasizes the wrong aspects of their business and how this mistake undermines why a business should exist in the first place, which is to sustain and honor the people we love and care for.

The Princess and the Crypt


A young prince was married to his beloved princess, and a year into their wedded bliss, she died. He had her buried in a silver crypt in a small garden, and he made sure that there were roses planted around the crypt. This had been her favorite. And each day as he gazed out from his palace, he remembered her when he saw the blooms. Over time, the prince decided that the roses might look even more beautiful if he were to plant some willows. Then he dug a pond to reflect the sky. He planted willow trees and instructed his servants to add fish to the pond. At night he stared into the water, and he barely noticed that he was thinking about the beauty of the crypt instead of his lost bride. As the memorial shifted into a beautiful garden, people came from across the land to see it. They sat and slept and played.

One day, years after the princess’s death, the prince sat looking at the lovely
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