


 / 03

HigherGear

You don’t have to be a bicycle racer to get  
the fact that there’s a lot in common  
between biking and banking.

Being in the wrong gear sucks.

It sucks energy. It wastes time. It squanders potential. 

Last summer, as he wheeled his bicycle onto Centre Street 
in Calgary doing about 60 km/h Peter Sagan found the 
gear he needed to fly by his competitors and hit the Tour 
of Alberta finish line ahead of the pack. That was 130 
kilometres—and almost three hours in the saddle through 
ranchland and into the city—well spent.

Cycling has a way of forcing you to see the finish line that 
way. It’s not the point where your work stops; it’s the point 
to which all of your work, and that of your team members, 
is aimed. 

Which brings us back to the gears of cycling. Two sets of 
gears, actually. 

Remember Physics 10? Well, even if you don’t…

The first kind is the gear made of metal and changed to help maintain speed 
on a climb, control on a descent, and a constant pace through different 
weather conditions. Finding the right gear is a conversation between rider,  
the conditions and the engineering marvel that is a bicycle. Finding the  
right gear ensures that all of the cyclist’s work is transferred efficiently into 
forward motion and energy preserved. In a Physics 10 kind of way, it’s  
actually beautiful.

The second kind of gear is the one made of mettle. Because to win the race, 
to make the right decisions on how to use those gears, the cyclist has to reach 
down and find, well…another gear. Yes, it’s a cliché, but like all clichés, it 
started out as the best description of the sense that we can do better, we can 
do more, we can be braver, we can ask more of and get more from ourselves 
and our team members and our systems and our equipment, if we reach for  
a higher gear.

The cyclist Peter Sagan found both kinds of gears, and he used a champion’s 
sense of timing of exactly when to use them, on his way to victory that day  
in Calgary. 
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Switching gears to us, and that $500-million thing

At ATB Financial, we’re committed to finding that higher gear. In fact, HigherGear 
is the title of our new strategy that will guide how we take where we’ve been 
and what we’ve done for 75 years and apply it to how we ride for the next three. 
For ATB, it means our team members having the tools and inspiration to do 
their very best work. It means creating value for customers and expanding our 
relationship with them. Meshing those two will lead us to a bold target of $526 
million in net income within three years. 

It’s not about just pedalling faster. It’s a sense that now is the time to gear up and 
pedal not just faster, but smarter, using all of the potential of the bicycle we’ve 
built and the talents of the team members who take the ride with us every day.

Moving to a higher gear means keeping a clear focus on the plan that got us to 
where we are in the race today: ATB 2.0 with our dream of changing our world 
by putting people first and making dreams come true. A proven formula where 
achieving three big goals will produce extraordinary results. Maintaining our 
focus on developing even better leaders. Becoming a more innovative financial 
institution. Streamlining our processes to make things better and simpler for our 
customers and our team members. And understanding our customers and what 
they want and need better than our competitors. These elements of ATB 2.0 
continue to be the heart of ATB’s strategy for success.

Okay, so what’s changing in this plan?

For the past five years, we’ve focused on developing four strong lines of 
business, and we’ve done that. Today, all four lines of business are driving a 
fast pace and are determined to execute the plans they currently have in place. 
Now, to reach that higher gear, it’s time for all of us to think of ATB as one great 
company—one racing team where everyone is working together to serve our 
customers and achieve an even higher level of success.

Picture this: 

HigherGear
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Playing our biggest roles 

Moving from “lines of business” to areas of expertise is more than 
just a change in language – it signals a shift in strategy. ATB’s areas of 
expertise are like components of a bicycle. Each is a highly specialized 
collection of functions and knowledge that displays its value only 
when put in motion with each other.

And while each of the areas of expertise develops and executes on 
its own strategies and, above all, creates value and loyalty for our 
customers, they also play very important and complementary roles in 
achieving the overall financial success of ATB.

Retail Financial Services (RFS) acquires low-cost deposits in the form 
of chequing accounts, attracts new customers and opens the door for 
those customers to the complete field of ATB services and expertise.

ATB Investor Services (ATBIS) also is focused on acquiring new 
customers. All of its revenue is fee income that helps diversify the 
rest of the organization’s income, which is spread income, or, the 
difference between interest charged on loans and what we pay on 
deposits. ATBIS also requires relatively little capital for the earnings  
it creates.

Corporate Financial Services (CFS) gives ATB some of its highest 
margin loans, and the large loan sizes make it our most efficient 
portfolio. CFS is also looked to to raise large, extra deposits to 
“balance” our balance sheet, making up the difference in times  
when loans going out are more than deposits coming in for the  
entire company. 

Business & Agriculture (B&Ag) also delivers our highest margin loans, 
has our second largest customer base and gathers low-cost deposits.  

Understanding these complementary roles and then optimizing the 
performance of the areas of expertise—finding this financial “fit”— 
will produce better and better financial results and achieve the 
aggressive financial targets we have set.
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Digging in

In RFS, the challenge is a big one – to attract tens of thousands of net 
new customers over the next three years. They’ll do that through two key 
strategies: improving productivity and expanding market share. Improving 
productivity and developing a culture of performance gives our frontline 
team members the systems, insights and tools they need to attract and 
keep customers. They’ll lead with trust – simplifying outdated processes and 
showing customers we understand them and what they need. Gaining  
market share involves building on the leadership of branch managers, 
developing more agile products and solutions, and leveraging technology  
to produce better results.

In B&Ag, it’s all about Professional Practice – matching the entrepreneurial 
spirit of Alberta’s businesses and agriculture producers with financial experts 
who “get” what their business is all about. They’ll leverage the success of 
their Business Centre of Expertise and the Agriculture Centre of Expertise to 
provide made-for-Alberta customized solutions. They’ll develop the Virtual 
Business Banking Centre to better serve the business mass market with high 
value solutions. And they’ll continue to build on the big gains they’ve made  
in improving productivity and producing even better results.

CFS has made strong headway in achieving their goal of market significance. 
Their success relies on people: attracting a highly engaged team with deep 
knowledge of key sectors of Alberta’s economy and targeting relationships 
with the best clients. With their Energy, Real Estate and Forestry practices 
achieving market significance, CFS will move to develop similar expertise 
and results across other sectors of the economy. They’ll expand their 
range of products that gain higher margins and actively leverage the cash 
management potential of ATB’s new banking system.

In 10 years, ATBIS has grown from scratch to become a major competitor in 
the Alberta investment industry—and they’ve done that during the worst 
economic conditions the world has seen since the Great Depression. For the 
next three years, ATBIS will focus on three strategic priorities: growing market 
share, harvesting profit and widening the gap with their competitors. They’ll 
do that by expanding their proven Mastery program, helping advisors spend 
more time with customers and less on paperwork, expanding their online 
advice tool, partnering with other areas of expertise, helping Albertans who 
live cross-border lives and taking a unique approach to help customers live 
their best lives, not just acquire more money.

Overlaying that is the work of the strategic service units – People and Culture, 
Reputation and Brand, Strategy and Operations, Risk Management, and the 
CFO Portfolio – along with the Emerge Group. While lots of their work takes 
place behind the scenes—just like the crew that keeps the bikes well main-
tained, maps course strategy, keeps the riders in good shape or even designs 
new bicycles—the work of the SSUs is critical to taking ATB to a higher gear.
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And now a word on connections from  
Steve Jobs—and Dave Mowat
Steve Jobs famously said that creativity is connecting things. People with a 
varied set of experiences in life often see things that specialists miss. So, the 
spark comes when an idea from one field is connected to an idea from  
another field, even though those fields may appear vastly different (like 
banking and biking). 

Dave Mowat tells a similar story. Dave believes our company has now reached 
a point where the four areas of expertise are established, are strong and  
are brought to life by team members who have mutual respect for each  
other’s expertise. 

And that means the higher gear isn’t reached by cross-selling for each other, 
but, rather, by seeking out other team members to expand relationships  
for each ATB customer. Our success as an organization lies in making  
those connections.

“Banks have talked about one-stop shopping,” Dave says, “but I don’t think 
people want generalists for everything.”

Rather than expecting team members to sell products from other areas of 
expertise, we want to introduce our customers to other experts from as many 
areas of expertise as we can to create value for those customers. These are 
experts who understand those customers and what they need and who can 
deepen the relationships we have with customers rather than simply pitching 
products. We’ve made good gains in the relationships between B&Ag and 
ATBIS. Now it’s time to spread that approach across the organization. Sounds 
simple, but making it work is anything but—because it’s a very different 
approach from what we’ve had in the past. 

 

 A bicycle built for another 180,000 or so 

ATB needs more customers. In fact, ATB needs 180,000 of them over the 
next three years in order to meet the targets embedded in our new strategy, 
and achieve our goal of being #1 in the markets we’re in. To put 180,000 in 
perspective, it equates to 1.5 new customers per branch every business day.

That ambitious target has been set in full knowledge that freeing a customer 
from her or his existing banking relationship isn’t easy. It’s not easy to  
convince customers to get off the bikes they are riding now and hop onto  
ours, especially when those bikes are in motion. But there is no better indicator  
of being at the top of the game than making that happen.

Over the next three years, we’ll build a deeper understanding of what it will 
take to get more customers to bank with ATB. We’ll differentiate ourselves 
in the market with a clear brand promise and service to our customers 
that’s second-to-none. We’ll execute on the strategies of each of the areas of 
expertise. And focus our efforts on being loved (yes, loved!) by Albertans.

It’s back on the chain, gang

Trying to move to a higher gear without a strong chain is pointless. And some 
of our old chains need to be upgraded. We know how quickly the world of 
channels and payments is changing. Customers expect more. They’re not 
content with time-consuming visits to branches or cumbersome online 
processes. They want simple. They want speed. They want things to be easy, right 
at their fingertips. Our competitors are constantly looking at new and improved 
parts to up their speed and chances of success. It’s a highly competitive business 
and the race will not be won by those who simply try to pedal faster.

Our belief is that moving money is where we can focus our energy and ideas 
to pull ahead of the pack. That higher gear can be found as we combine our 
big-bank tools with the nimbleness and agility of the smaller, more innovative 
competitors we face. The result: a level of sophistication the smaller players 
can’t reach at a speed the big banks can’t match. The win: brilliantly simple 
ways for our customers to move money. 
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Where are we going?

Short of seeing people cheering on ATB Financial on the streets of Calgary, 
how will ATBers know that they are in that higher gear? 

We’ve compared our financial results to financial institutions of similar size 
and makeup in Canada and the United States. And those comparisons show 
that we’ve got the potential to achieve much more than what we do today. 
Based on everything we know today, this is what being in the higher gear 
looks like in three years. Remember these numbers:

85
13
781
180,000
$526 million
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What does a HigherGear look like?

Goal

Where we 
are now?

Where will a 
higher gear 

take us?

77% 
Engagement

85% 
Engagement

11% 
Albertans consider 
switching to ATB

752 
Customer 
satisfaction score

13% 
Albertans consider 
switching – the 
highest among 
our competitors

781 
Customer 
satisfaction score – 
the best of the big 
5 Canadian banks

13.8% 
Market share  
in retail

21.8% 
Market share  
in business

17% 
Market share  
in retail

22% 
Market share  
in business 

180,000 
new customers

$275  
million 
Net income 

$526  
million 
Net income 
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Let’s roll!

Those are the targets to be reached. Achieving them will require an 
unprecedented effort of skill and collaboration—and ATB passion.  
Your reading this admits you to the group of ATB team members who,  
from now to 2017, will pull it off. 

It is a historic ask of ourselves, one that can be answered only if we reach 
down and reach in. 

So, what next? Two things.

First, learn, and keep learning, more about the strategy—and not just the sec-
tion that tells the story of your area of expertise or strategic service unit. Learn 
what the experts next to you are planning.

Then, bring your ideas and questions and spirit to your leader, and talk about 
where you and your job fit into the bigger picture. What changes are you going 
to make when you come to work every day to help ATB reach a higher gear?

And be open to a change of perspective in all of this, too.

ATB Financial customers are in the saddle. They always have been. And they’re 
asking for more from us, which is the most powerful reason yet to give them 
our higher gear.




