
Laura Byers: 
It's taking that first step in learning new things and being open to the possibility that maybe the way 
you're doing something isn't the best way to do it. 

James Robert Lay: 
Gree?ngs and hello, I am James Robert Lay and welcome to the 186 episode of the Banking on Digital 
Growth Podcast. Today's episode is part of the game changer series brought to you by Total Expert. And 
I'm excited to welcome Laura Byers to the show. Laura is a game changer who started her banking career 
as a teller and she has an unending love for how banking and customer interac?ons con?nue to 
transform and evolve. 

James Robert Lay: 
Now, Laura is the Chief Digital Officer at Coastal Community Bank. And I look forward to sharing her 
story, to educate, to empower, to its inspire you as Laura has navigated the complexi?es of change with 
courage and confidence to maximize Coastal Communi?es Bank's digital growth poten?al. Welcome to 
the show, Laura. It is so good to share ?me with you today. 

Laura Byers: 
Thank you. I'm really looking forward to it, James Robert. It's an exci?ng opportunity for me to talk about 
myself and Coastal. 

James Robert Lay: 
Well, before we get into that, because you are a game changer, what has been good for you to begin 
with? To start the year personally or professionally, it is always your pick to get started here on a posi?ve 
note. 

Laura Byers: 
Well, I'll tease you a liTle bit with something that's been really good that I cannot go into fully, but we're 
developing a really different marke?ng plaVorm to help cross market and share the informa?on that all 
of our Fintechs and our banking as a service plaVorm are offering in a new and unique way. And so that 
has been really good and really exci?ng and I can't wait to tell you about it when I can talk about it. 

James Robert Lay: 
Well, that is exci?ng. And I'm already going to tell you, if you're open to it once we can talk about that, 
let's get you back on. Because I think it's an area that I see a lot of growth and opportunity to bring all of 
these different systems, banking as a service FinTech to really start to communicate so that we can use 
that data to communicate even that much beTer than what we were doing before. 

James Robert Lay: 
Speaking about before, I want to go back in ?me. What got you in banking to begin with in the first 
place? Because you started as a teller, take me back to that ?me in life. And what was life like for you 
back then when you were a teller? 

Laura Byers: 
What got me into banking was, I was working retail. I really enjoyed it, I enjoyed the customer 
interac?ons. But I didn't like the hours, I didn't like having to work weekends and evenings. And banking 
seemed very similar, but you didn't have to hang up clothes and clean up dressing rooms and you s?ll got 
to interact with customers. And so that's what got me into banking. 

 



Laura Byers: 
And I found that, although I wasn't a par?cularly great teller, I loved banking. I loved that it's always 
changing. That there's always something new to learn. That there's always a way to take your career in a 
different direc?on to learn new things. And back when I started in banking, was pre-open banking. We 
all offered the same product at the same rates and it was really about service. So it's been fun to watch it 
change and that's how I got into it. 

James Robert Lay: 
Well, you're taking me back in my own mind because one of my very first jobs was in retail as well. When 
Old Navy was coming into the Houston in market, I was one of the second round of hires at one of the 
very first stores. And learned a tremendous amount about sales, about service, about people. And to 
me, that is the most beau?ful part of it all. 

James Robert Lay: 
And speaking about change, the change that you've seen, you've been with Coastal Community Bank for 
over 17 years. You've seen an immense amount of change of transforma?on. Let's now take this back in 
your mind maybe two to three years, digital marke?ng sales, what did that look like for you and for your 
team back then? Can you set the stage for us here? 

Laura Byers: 
Three years ago, we were already well down the path of our three strategy around banking as a service, 
building the community bank and looking for a digital bank plaVorm to launch. Our marke?ng 
department consisted of two people besides myself. We outsourced a fair amount of our digital 
marke?ng. We had started doing some digital marke?ng geo-targe?ng, geo-fencing, that kind of thing. 
Three years ago, we were fairly good at it, but our website was template, not very search op?mized. 
There were a lot of things three years ago that we really needed to do. 

James Robert Lay: 
Yeah. And when you think about that moment in ?me to where you're at today two to three years later, 
what has transformed for you the most? How have you changed the game over this period of ?me? 
What have you done? 

Laura Byers: 
That's hard to know, even where to start. We now have over 400 employees in 25 states. We are doing 
banking as a service for a variety of FinTechs. We went down the path of Google Plex and as you know 
the Google Plex program didn't launch, but we learned a great deal from that. 

Laura Byers: 
We've brought marke?ng in house so that we have an SEO expert, a digital expert, we have a marke?ng 
manager. Just a lot has transformed and it's been through being curious and looking to see what 
opportuni?es there were and also taking advantage of opportuni?es. I don't know that I would've had 
the marke?ng people that I have today had there not been an opportunity to hire a great team, and we 
took it. 

James Robert Lay: 
I appreciate this perspec?ve. And as a curious person myself, I want to unpack this a liTle bit further. 
Bringing marke?ng in house, it's something that I've been advoca?ng financial brands do because I feel 
there's just so much more value to be created. 

 



James Robert Lay: 
What have you done when it comes to bringing marke?ng in house? Maybe what were some of the 
roadblocks or some of the challenges that inspired you to take this step, to bring marke?ng in house to 
build this exper?se within to change the game? 

Laura Byers: 
The real roadblock for me was around data. We weren't gedng regular consistent and ?mely data 
around our marke?ng. And, yes, we got a monthly report that showed us how many people clicked 
through and we did A and B tes?ng and all of those kinds of things. But we couldn't respond to be really 
nimble about it. So we couldn't put out a search word without using somebody else and then wai?ng to 
hear how it was going. 

James Robert Lay: 
Yeah. 

Laura Byers: 
And we wanted to bring that in house and have the capability to do that, which is one of the reasons 
we're excited about working with Total Expert and being able to send emails and manage it and see what 
responses we get. 

James Robert Lay: 
It's that speed, it's the ability to be nimble, it's the ability to be quick, it's the ability to, I would say, 
respond and not just react. But to take a proac?ve stance, u?lizing data to power that experience there. 
And you touched on this too. On the flip side of roadblocks, what have been some of the opportuni?es 
that you've been able to create or capture through data or even through working with Total Expert? 

Laura Byers: 
We're just launching Total Experts so it's early days yet. But we've used data around PPP and 
understanding who those clients were, where they were coming from being able to reach out and turn 
them into ... we did PPP for anybody who asked, they didn't have to be a client and we used a sofware 
called Numerated to do that. 

Laura Byers: 
And that was another response, was to see an opportunity with PPP and jump on it and put our whole 
company 100% into it. In fact, we had marke?ng folks working on PPP, everybody was working on it. And 
so it's just seeing a moment and finding a way to do it and being crea?ve about it. 

James Robert Lay: 
I think that's an important lesson right there. It's taking these early wins, like you men?oned, it's early 
days, but it's also crea?ng value early and ofen. So that gives some momentum, put some wind in the 
sells to keep things moving forward. 

James Robert Lay: 
When you think back on this journey that you've taken over the last two years or so, what have maybe 
been some of the biggest lessons that you've learned to help transform the way that you think? Maybe 
it's your team, maybe it's your organiza?on at large to transform the way that you think about marke?ng 
and sales, what have been some of those lessons there? 

 



Laura Byers: 
It's interes?ng that you asked that ques?on because I think that three years ago, I would've told you it's 
all about customer journeys and where are they in the life cycle and what's next best product? And I 
think the lesson that we've learned, and some of it was through the Google interac?on, but it's just in 
gedng to understand our customers beTer. 

Laura Byers: 
It's really about customiza?on. It's really about being able to use data to iden?fy what the customer 
needs, what's happening in their life, and offering them up products and services that meet their needs 
and solve problems. As opposed to just, they got a mortgage loan, the next thing is inequity. 

James Robert Lay: 
Turning that insight into ac?on, going beyond the tradi?onal thinking of the journey, but really it comes 
down to personaliza?on. It comes down to, this is about an individual. Because I think a lot of ?mes 
when you think about data, you think about ones and zeros, you think about account numbers. But 
behind those account numbers are real people. Either real problems, real ques?ons, real concerns on 
the flip side, real hopes, real dreams. 

James Robert Lay: 
If you could go back and do something differently now with this knowledge. And I think a lot of ?mes 
that's what this is all about. It's about growing, it's con?nuous growth, being beTer than what we were 
before. And it's not that before was anything nega?ve, it's just that we now have clarity. We now have 
awareness and looking at things a liTle bit differently. If we could go back and do something different, 
what would that one thing be? If you could get a do over, what you do differently? 

Laura Byers: 
That's such an easy answer. I would clean up our data in our core banking system. I would make sure that 
we had consistency in it. I would make sure that we kept up on top of things like officer codes and 
branch codes and how we linked customers and how we built households. And it's much easier to do 
when you're a smaller bank, as you get bigger, that becomes a bigger and bigger project and dirty data 
makes it much more difficult for you to do things. 

James Robert Lay: 
And so early clean up the data ofen because technology is an exponen?al mul?plier. It's going to scale 
clarity, but it's also going to scale confusion as well. And if we look at data as the oil of what I call the 
digital growth engine, it makes the machine run smoothly and efficiently and we can go even faster with 
that. We do have to make sure that data is clean because otherwise, it will add complexity and the gears 
will begin to grind a liTle bit. 

James Robert Lay: 
Being a game changer, I see as one who takes change with stride. And I'm curious, as a leader yourself, 
how do you handle the complexity of exponen?al change? Because we have experienced a lot of that 
over the past couple of years, personally, professionally. But how do you do this yourself? 

Laura Byers: 
As a leader, it's about communica?on and transparency. And communica?ng ofen and frequently about 
why you're changing, what your goals are, what it means? And most importantly, as a leader, I think you 
have to communicate one on one, what the opportuni?es are for individuals? It's easy to go out and 

 



broadcast, we're changing everything and this is why we're doing it. It's good for the bank and it's good 
for the industry and it's the right thing to do. 

Laura Byers: 
But then you have to sit down and do your individual one-on-ones with your direct reports and make 
sure they understand what opportunity there is for them, what the changes mean for them and how 
they can par?cipate and how a year from now they might be doing something totally different than 
they're doing today? But it might be really fun. 

James Robert Lay: 
Yes, and that's a great point. You talk about sidng down one on one to communicate, not necessarily 
what we're doing to begin with, but more importantly, why we're doing this, like what's the purpose? 

James Robert Lay: 
What happens if we miss that step? Because I see it and I hear a lot of financial brands internally. They 
communicate when it comes to technology or when it comes to data, this is what we're going to do and 
this is how we're going to do it. But they skip, this is why we're doing it to begin with in the first place. 
What happens when we skip that step? 

Laura Byers: 
It in the absence of informa?on, people will create informa?on. They will speculate. They will try and 
come up with alterna?ves and they start to ques?on themselves, they start to ques?on their role, they 
start to ques?on their value. And so you really have to be communica?ve. 

Laura Byers: 
And I think that goes to marke?ng in general, you have to know what your brand is, what your purpose 
is, why you're here? And communicate that and s?ck true to that and be purposeful about it. 

James Robert Lay: 
I like this idea that you're touching in around purpose. Because purpose is at the center of what we call 
the digital growth blueprint. Because purpose is the north star, it informs everything else, the 
technology, the strategy. What is the purpose guiding you and the work that you're doing at the bank 
today? 

Laura Byers: 
It depends on which division you're talking about. If you're talking about Coastal Community Bank, the 
community bank itself, our purpose is to meet the needs of small business, to help small businesses fight 
to win is what we say. So we're all about small business. We're about being their champion, giving them 
the tools they need and focusing on them. 

Laura Byers: 
If you're talking about the digital bank, that is a more complex challenge for us. We really believe that in 
order to launch a successful digital bank, you need a core purpose and you need to build a community 
around it. I think of some of the Fintechs that have done it well like LFS and Aspira?on. 

James Robert Lay: 
Yes. 

Laura Byers: 

 



I'm not sure that we have yet iden?fied the best purpose just going on and building out a digital bank 
and saying, Coastal now has a digital bank. It's not a build it and they will come, you have to have a 
meaningful purpose for your digital bank and we're s?ll working to iden?fy that. We have some ideas, 
we're headed there. 

James Robert Lay: 
I think it's part of the journey. And I think it's one of just con?nuous self discovery of ... and it's almost 
like the five Y exercise. Why do we exist? Answer the ques?on. Why is that? Answer the ques?on. And 
it's almost once again, it's like being that curious kindergartner. My wife and I, we have four kids and 
they always are asking, what? They're asking, why? And I think it's through the asking of why that we 
gain the clarity that really helps us to con?nue to move forward. 

James Robert Lay: 
I want to come back and touch on a point that you men?oned here, around communica?ng the why 
internally to help others understand whether it's on your team or other teams within the organiza?on. 
When it comes to being a game changer, what role has culture played in the progress that you've made 
as an organiza?on? The progress that you've made even just in marke?ng, what role does culture play in 
all of this? 

Laura Byers: 
We really believe that we have built a culture around a liTle book we have called, Why We are Here. We 
have core values, we talk about them constantly, our CEO lives them. One of the fun ones is, be and 
banky. 

James Robert Lay: 
Love it. 

Laura Byers: 
You won't see ?es, you won't see suits, I'm in the office and I'm wearing jeans. We really feel like our 
culture is the number one most important thing. We hire for culture, we hire for someone who will 
understand and be flexible and be curious. So it informs everything we do. 

James Robert Lay: 
It's that idea of culture, once again, there's another word that you said or you've repeated, curiosity. And 
I'm seeing this coming out in our conversa?on here. Being curious about what the future opportuni?es 
could be. A lot of ?mes, it's fear that holds us back from even being curious, fear of the unknown, fear of 
change. 

James Robert Lay: 
And even when it comes to conversa?ons around data and technology, it's changing so rapidly, it's 
changing so quickly. What are the ways? And maybe we can speak to the dear listener here who might 
be struggling with this themselves personally or maybe it's others on their team. How might they be able 
to overcome some of that fear of the unknown, fear of change, fear of failure. What's your take there? 

Laura Byers: 
That's a really good ques?on. I think you have to develop a culture where trying things and failing is okay. 
And that you fail first. 

James Robert Lay: 

 



Yes. 

Laura Byers: 
You'll try something and if it's not working, you're willing to pull the plug on it. But I also think you have 
to start with something. And even if it's researching an area that's of interest to you or talking to your 
customers and understanding maybe what some of their pain points are and looking for ways to solve 
that. It's taking that first step in learning new things and being open to the possibility that maybe the 
way you're doing something isn't the best way to do it. 

James Robert Lay: 
Yes. 

Laura Byers: 
And I think that's one of the things that we've done a really good job of and we've done it from the start. 
We've always led with people. And so when we bring in new people, we bring in new ideas, new 
experience, new exper?se. And we listen to that. And I don't like someone who says we've never done it 
that way before. 

James Robert Lay: 
A couple of things that I want to dive deeper into was, you men?oned learning. Learning is one of the 
four, what we call, exponen?al growth environments. Because you must spend ?me in each one of these 
environments. You can be learning, you can be thinking, you can be doing, you can be reviewing. But 
ofen?mes, it is through reviewing what we have done or just gaining that outside perspec?ve, that's 
how we learn. 

James Robert Lay: 
What's your take? How do you, as a game changer, con?nuously learn, gain new insights? Because if we 
go back over your en?re career, star?ng in retail then being a bank teller, what have you learned along 
the way and where do you gain this knowledge and just for yourself? 

Laura Byers: 
You learn by listening and not feeling like you have to have a deep knowledge about something. You 
learn by surrounding you with people who have exper?se and maybe are smarter than you about some 
things. The team that is building this marke?ng plaVorm talks in language that I don't understand. 

Laura Byers: 
And we're even discussing the metaverse and trying to understand where the metaverse will come into 
play. And I'm not afraid to say I don't understand that. And just to listen to what they're saying, and 
Google's your friend is, once I hear something I don't understand. The first ?me I went to FinTech 
conference, I was taking notes about terms that I didn't know what they meant. 

James Robert Lay: 
Right. 

Laura Byers: 
And then I came back and researched them and learned about them and tried to develop some basic 
knowledge of those things. And so I think that's what you have to do. And it's finding the people who do 
know, it's talking to people like you and listening to podcasts and going to conferences and just 
immersing yourself in the things that you're most afraid of. 

 



James Robert Lay: 
I like that. Immersing yourselves in the things that you're most afraid of, it's leaning into that. It takes 
some courage to do that. It takes some courage to admit that, I don't know at all. And what I have found 
on from my own experience, and I appreciate the vulnerability and the transparency here, it's the more 
that I know, the more that I uncover, the more that I realize that I don't know and there's just so much 
more to learn. And it's this idea of being a lifelong student, that is what makes game changing 
possibili?es possible. And it's surrounding yourself with others who bring that knowledge. And we don't 
have to have that deep level knowledge, but if we can have a conversa?on around them, I think that's 
where the transforma?onal opportuni?es come from, right? 

Laura Byers: 
I absolutely agree on that. It's listening to other people who have that exper?se and you don't have to be 
the expert about everything. And that's a change in banking. It used to be that, if you were a leader, you 
needed to understand absolutely everything about how the bank was run. And sure, you s?ll need those 
things, but you also need really good folks who have that exper?se and are subject maTer experts. 

Laura Byers: 
We're too complex for me to understand what we're doing around BSA. We're too complex for me to 
fully understand how our banking as a service division works. But I can have an overarching knowledge 
of it and I can know who the people are that understand it that I can go to when I have ques?ons. 

James Robert Lay: 
This is a really good point. Because once again, it reinforces some of the things you shared about 
curiosity, about learning, about culture, about team. This is not something that you can do alone. You 
must have a team to go down this journey with. 

James Robert Lay: 
I'm curious, when it comes to ac?vi?es like data or even bringing total expert in, how did you work to 
gain that alignment, that buy-in, that support from others on your team so that you could all make a 
commitment? Because that's probably the hardest thing to do, is first make the commitment to then 
move forward with courage and with confidence. What did you do to get some of this buy in around 
some of these areas that you've made progress in around data and technology? 

Laura Byers: 
Well, I'll be honest. Quite ofen, it's been someone else who was the champion of that change. 

James Robert Lay: 
Nice. 

Laura Byers: 
Total Expert, our new marke?ng manager who's been here not quite a year, had experience with it. Had 
seen how transforma?onal it was for her past organiza?on and really wanted us to use that, knowing 
how we felt about data, knowing how we felt about the customer experience. And so it was easy for us 
to make that decision because she was passionate about it and was able to communicate those things to 
our retail team, to our execu?ves and make it real and ac?onable. 

James Robert Lay: 

 



I think that's a key right there, is helping others become aware of the possibili?es that exist. Helping 
others see what they cannot see, because once you see something a liTle bit differently, from a different 
perspec?ve, from a different point of view, you begin to think differently. And that thinking then, it 
doesn't necessarily inspire new ac?ons. It first invokes new feelings and emo?ons and it's that feeling 
and emo?on that leads to those future ac?ons, which then lead to future growth. That's the game 
changing journey, if you will right there. 

James Robert Lay: 
And as we wrap up our conversa?on today, I want to first and foremost, just congratulate you on all of 
the progress that you've made along your journey of growth. You really are a game changer. And it's 
these traits, it's these really just the way of thinking that has helped to guide you, to guide your team, to 
guide your organiza?on. But I want to get real prac?cal here at the end to empower the dear listeners so 
that they can move forward, change the game at their organiza?on on their own journey of growth. 
What is one specific ac?on, something small, some step that they can take to con?nue to move forward 
on their own journey of growth? When it comes to, say, things like marke?ng and the steps that you've 
taken along the way, what is one simple thing that they can do next? 

Laura Byers: 
It's not as simple as it sounds, but I think what you have to do, is do some self reflec?on around what 
you're most passionate about. What thing within the bank, what thing within your career really makes 
you excited, really would make a difference if you could move it forward? And then start learning about 
that and act on that. 

Laura Byers: 
I've been really fortunate to work with a great team of people at a great organiza?on. And for me to 
think of myself as a game changer is surprising because I think our organiza?on is a game changer, and 
our organiza?on is made up of people and we've done it all together. But part of it is, because I am 
passionate about community banking. I am passionate about delivering a different kind of banking to my 
community, to my neighbors. And I can do that through marke?ng communica?on, through building a 
beTer community bank. And so knowing what that is and being able to communicate about it is the 
simple thing you can do. 

James Robert Lay: 
I think it comes down to what I call the three Ts of transforma?on that lead to exponen?al future 
growth. Number one, just simply telling the truth to yourself, telling the truth to your team, telling the 
truth to your organiza?on about where you've been, where you're at, and where you could go next. 

James Robert Lay: 
Number two, gedng the training and the educa?on to provide clearing into what that path could look 
like. And then number three, something that I've heard you share today as well, just taking ?me to think, 
to reflect, because it's so easy to get caught up in the doing of digital, the thinking that goes into this as 
well is just as important. What do you do there personally to ensure that you're just taking that ?me to 
think, to reflect, to grow? 

Laura Byers: 
I try to take ?me to think about projects and ini?a?ves afer they're over and what did we learn from 
them? I try and do a debrief with the team afer any major or even small project to understand, what did 
we learn? What worked, what didn't work, what could we explore from this? And so I think it's being 
reflect and just pausing every once in a while to think about what's next and where have we come from. 

 



James Robert Lay: 
I want to look ahead a liTle bit for you into the future as we wrap up here. What are you most hopeful? 
What are you most excited about to bring the future into the present moment? If we could leap out 
three years from today, what is one thing that you feel is possible next, for you, for your team, for your 
organiza?on? What are you most hopeful and excited about? 

Laura Byers: 
I'm most hopeful and excited about the opportunity to re-bundle banking. So to start cross-selling and 
cross-promo?ng some of the incredible services our FinTech partners offer in a way that's different and 
unique. And Coastal doesn't have to do all of these ini?a?ves. We have partners out there who are doing 
incredible things and wouldn't it be exci?ng if we could cross promote those and offer those in a way 
that's unique and different? 

James Robert Lay: 
I like that. I'm excited about the future that you just painted for me. And I wish you all the best as you 
con?nue to move forward. This has been a great conversa?on, Laura. 

James Robert Lay: 
If someone wants to con?nue the dialogue and the discussion that we started today, what is the best 
way for them to reach out and say hello to you? 

Laura Byers: 
Probably the best way to reach out is through LinkedIn. Laura Byers@coastalcommunitybank or my 
email is lbyers@coastalbank.com. 

James Robert Lay: 
Connect with Laura, learn from Laura, grow with Laura. Laura, thank you so much for joining me on 
another episode of Banking on Digital Growth. This has been a lot of fun today. 

Laura Byers: 
It's been fun. Thank you for the opportunity, James Robert. 

James Robert Lay: 
As always and un?l next ?me, be well, do good and make your bed. 

 


