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The ground is moving under commercial lending

Since 2015, the bank share of corporate lending fell from 48% to 
29%.

"The long-term relationships banks have established with corporate clients gives them an advantage in underwriting and monitoring 
loans for their traditional customers."

Michelle W. Bowman, Vice Chair for Supervision, Federal Reserve Board. Hoover Institution Annual Monetary Policy 
Conference, Stanford, California, May 8, 2026.

Private credit is taking share from the whole industry. The advantage banks still hold is the relationship, and a relationship sits with a 
person.



The order
01

Production

Credit-trained, market-savvy RMs feeding 
deals.

02

The credit box

Tight enough to protect the bank, loose 
enough to move when the market does.

03

Operations

Flat structure, few handoffs, minimal 
friction between a banker and an answer.

04

Technology

Paid for by the profit the first three throw off.

05

Scale

The first four repeated with more people.

Every step earns the next one. 
Simple at each step is how you scale a bank to manage complexity.



Step 1. The engine is people who originate

"The real core to our model is hiring new revenue producers, and those new revenue producers come over and bring their clients 
with them."

Kevin Blair, CEO, Pinnacle Financial Partners ($129 billion in assets), Q2 2026 earnings call. Reported by American Banker, 
July 23, 2026.

"Great vision without great people is irrelevant."

Jim Collins, Good to Great



Producers compound. Headcount doesn't have to.

"It's a cycle that builds on itself. When you hire a revenue producer, they bring a Rolodex with them, and they talk to our team about which team 
members need to join with them. And so what you see when we hire is, it's not one individual; it generally comes with two and three and four."

Kevin Blair, Pinnacle Financial Partners

74
Experienced bankers hired

By Pinnacle in Q2 2026 alone.

8,490
Total employees

At quarter end. Exactly flat from the prior 
quarter.

124
Bankers hired YTD

Source: American Banker, July 23, 2026.

Pinnacle attributed that to "merger-related synergies … offset by growth-related hiring." Duplicate and back-office roles came out of the 
Synovus integration as producers went in.

Same payroll count. More people carrying a number.



Step 2. The credit box is the other half of the engine

"Money center bank or community bank, the principles of risk management are the same. Regardless of the size of the credit, the decision 
on whether to extend it must be made on the basis of the underlying risk of the transaction."

Julie L. Williams, Acting Comptroller of the Currency. Remarks to an FFIEC risk management conference, San Francisco, October 16, 
1998.

"Because leverage of 20:1 magnifies the effects of managerial strengths and weaknesses, we have no interest in purchasing shares of a 
poorly-managed bank at a 'cheap' price. Instead, our only interest is in buying into well-managed banks at fair prices."

Warren Buffett, Berkshire Hathaway Chairman's Letter, 1990

In a business levered 20 to 1, the credit exec either manages the risk, or is the risk



Where the market is right now

"Certain loans are moving from pass to special mention. Special mention is the 
first level of review, an indicator that something warrants closer attention. 
These trends are starting to filter in."

Noor Menai, CTBC Bank USA, Los Angeles. CSBS 2025 Annual Survey of 
Community Banks.

The OCC's Spring 2026 Risk Perspective calls credit risk "manageable," while 
flagging that "credit conditions and refinancing risk in certain segments of 
commercial real estate lending and private credit markets warrant ongoing 
monitoring."

Credit risk replaced liquidity risk as the third most cited internal risk for 
community banks in 2025.

Call it a drift rather than a crisis. Drift is when the quality of the credit seat 
shows up in the numbers.



Step 3. Operations, and the tax you don't see

"I've said speed kills, but I mean slow speed. I didn't mean fast speed."

Jamie Dimon, Chairman and CEO, JPMorganChase. Letter to Shareholders, Annual Report 2024, "Management Learnings."

"One of the biggest things that can kill a company — or make it slow to adjust or admit problems — is bureaucracy. It comes in a lot 
of forms, and you have to continuously weed that garden. It's a mindset."

Jamie Dimon, Chairman and CEO, JPMorganChase. Letter to Shareholders, Annual Report 2024, "Management Learnings."

Your speed advantage over the money center bank is the one advantage you can't be outspent on. Layers give it 
away for free.



Step 4. Technology, and what it can't do

"Technology is just a tool;  an adjunct to — not a substitute for — the sound judgment of bankers and basic techniques of risk management."

Julie L. Williams, Acting Comptroller of the Currency, San Francisco, 1998

The OCC said that in 1998. It has not gotten less true.

40.8%
Technology barrier

Of community banks name attracting and retaining competent 
technology personnel as a barrier to implementing new technology 

over the next five years. (CSBS 2025)

69%
AI expertise gap

Of bank leaders say their C-suite most needs AI expertise. (Bank 
Director 2026)

The chassis is worth building. It runs on judgment it cannot supply.



Step 5. Scale is the first four steps repeated

"Most firms lose a step during integration. Yet we are gaining share and deepening client relationships in the middle of a merger."

Kevin Blair, Pinnacle Financial Partners, July 2026

"We all know there are good revenues and bad revenues, good expenses and bad expenses. We can make a big loan and book lots of revenue in the 
short term, but those will turn out to be bad revenues if we didn't do the proper analysis at the beginning."

Jamie Dimon, Letter to Shareholders, 2024

60% of banks whose markets saw M&A consolidation last year picked up commercial banking talent as a result. (Bank Director 
2026)

Consolidation in California is releasing producers right now.



Where it breaks
Banks get in trouble when they skip ahead. Usually by building the org chart, then going looking for someone to fill the funnel.

26%
Poor C-level fit

Of banks say they hired or promoted a 
candidate at the C-level who turned out to 

be a poor fit. (Bank Director 2025)

9%
CEO succession plan

Have identified a CEO successor along with a 
timeline and plan of action, down from 17% a 

year earlier. (Bank Director 2026)

27-46%
Transition failures

Two years after executive transitions, studies 
find between 27% and 46% are regarded as 

failures or disappointments. (McKinsey)

"Hardly anything that happens at a company is more important than a high-level executive transition."

Scott Keller, Senior Partner, McKinsey & Company, May 2018

The real cost is two years of an unproductive executive seat.



Ward|Dean
ONE NICHE. TWENTY-FIVE YEARS.

Production and credit talent for California community and regional commercial banks. That is the entire practice.

93%
Placements retained

Still in seat at 36 months.

25
Years in market

In the California market.

Senior individual contributors, regional managers, Market Sector Directors, EVPs, and C-suite hires

Both sides of the coin: the people who originate the loans and the people who underwrite them

California coverage built on relationships, not a database subscription

Quality over volume. I take engagements I believe I can win and decline the ones I can't.



How a retained search runs

What retained buys that contingency does 
not

A defined market map before a 
single call goes out, so you see the 
whole field

Access to the people who are not 
looking, which is where the top 
producers always are

One firm accountable for the 
outcome, working the search to 
completion

Honest counsel when the answer is 
that your seat isn't the right seat yet

The engagement

PresentationAssessmentDiscreet ApproachMarket MapKickoff
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