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From the editor:

F
inance & Commerce has honored 
Minnesota’s Top Women in Finance 
each year since 2001. In that time, 
only one woman has been selected 
for the Top Women in Finance Hall 

of Fame — Denise Doll-Kiefer in 2014 — by 
being recognized three times.

This year she gets some company, with both 
Jill Johnson and Sharon Olson being inducted 
into the hall.

Both Johnson and Olson are compelling role 
models both for their professional accomplish-
ments and for their work in the community. 

An expert panel of judges representing busi-
ness and academia selected the 2016 honorees. 
The profiles of the women in this magazine 
take an “in their own words” approach, with 
each honoree asked the same questions to find 

out how they got where they are and their ad-
vice for women entering their field.

The honorees were feted Nov. 17 at the Hy-
att Regency in downtown Minneapolis at an 
annual event that draws hundreds of attendees. 
Please join me in celebrating these impressive 
and accomplished women.

— DaviD BohlanDer
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IN FINANCE

ON THE COVER:
Top Women in Finance Hall of Fame hon-

orees Sharon Olson, left, and Jill Johnson, 
center, stand outside the American Swedish 
Institute in Minneapolis with Circle of Excel-
lence honoree Monica Eckberg. (Staff pho-
to: Bill Klotz)
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Being a leader takes more than a drive to help people 
get things done. It also takes a strategic vision, one 
that brings people together to create positive change. 
Jennifer Moll is a leader who embodies these qualities. 
We congratulate her and the other honorees for being 
recognized as Top Women in Finance.
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After starting her career in collections, Marsha Ackerman has 
steadily worked her way up the ladder at Loffler Companies. Under 
her guidance, the company’s revenues has grown steadily, and she 
has earned the respect of colleagues and clients alike.

What’s the biggest turning point in your career and how did 
that lead you to what you are doing today?

Obtaining a master’s degree. That led me to the promotion of 
controller at Loffler Companies, and it raised my confidence level at 
work and at home. 

What are your job responsibilities today?
I am responsible for planning, directing and coordinating all ac-

counting operational functions. I manage the accumulation of all fi-
nancial data necessary for accurate accounting. I am accountable for 
coordinating and preparing internal financial statements. I coordinate 
all activities of external auditors and I manage the budget process. 

I am responsible for hiring, training, developing and retaining all 
accounting staff. 

What’s your proudest community achievement? 
My community involvement revolves around my family and my 

work family. I have volunteered in many roles with my daughters’ 
schools, church, and sports activities, serving on numerous boards 
and teaching faith formation classes. My work family is very in-
volved in helping the community through activities with St. Joseph’s 
Home for Children, VEAP (Volunteers Enlisted to Assist People and 
coordinating barbecue lunches and raffles to support co-workers 
going through difficult times. 

What’s the best advice you received from a mentor, and 
what’s your best advice to women entering your field?

One of the best pieces of advice I have received was regarding 
learning to delegate responsibilities. I was told that I would no longer 
grow if I didn’t learn to let go. 

I have two pieces of advice to women entering this field. The first 
is to keep challenging yourself — always continue to learn and be 
open to new ideas. The second is that it is OK to ask for help. Sur-
round yourself with smart people and you will raise each other up.

— Dan heilman

Title/Company: Controller, Loffler Companies Inc.

Education: B.A., accounting, Dakota State University; MBA , 
accounting, Capella University

Family: Husband, Don; daughters, Sammy and Abby; dog, 
Chewbacca; cat, Jasmine

Marsha Ackerman

Congratulations 
on Your Achievement.

55 E. Fifth Street, St. Paul  •  www.alliancebanks.com  •  (651) 229-0070  •  Member FDIC

Strength. Innovation. Community.®

Dawn Reding, Senior Vice President/Manager
Commercial and Private Banking

Alliance Bank is proud to 
congratulate Dawn Reding and 
all of the 2016 honorees of the 

Top Women in Finance award.  

Thank you Dawn for your outstanding service to 
Alliance Bank and the community.  We’re proud 

to have you as a leader on our team and pleased to 
congratulate you on this well-deserved recognition.  

Your passion, business acumen and 
commitment is an inspiration to us all.

Alliance Bank applauds all honorees for their 
important contribution to Minnesota business 
and for being mentors to other women in their 

field. You not only serve as business leaders in the 
financial community, but also work to improve the 

lives of others.  Thank you for your efforts.
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Chris Albrecht classifies herself as an accidental banker, but her 
success at Sunrise Banks has been no accident. Her keen knowledge 
of the needs of small businesses has helped her become a valuable 
resource for entrepreneurs throughout her St. Paul market.

What’s the biggest turning point in your career and how did 
that lead you to what you are doing today?

After a life transition I found myself back in the workforce, and 
took a temporary job as a word processor/receptionist with what was 
then St. Anthony Park Bank. I later took on other tasks that became 
available in the organization and worked up to a loan officer.

What are your job responsibilities today?
I work with businesses of all sizes and at all stages to provide 

funding. I also work in specialized areas such as SBA loans, the 
housing market and low-income housing tax credits.

What’s your proudest community achievement? 
I had a long tenure on the board of NeighborWorks Home Part-

ners, a housing-related nonprofit. I worked with them through some 
critical stages of growth and branding.

What’s the best advice you received from a mentor, and 
what’s your best advice to women entering your field?

In community banking, we need to fit regulatory guidelines, but 
we also listen to the stories of our borrowers and use that to try to 
determine the best fit for them. Sometimes that isn’t even necessarily 
with our bank. So the best piece of advice I have gotten is to be a 
“story lender” – really listen and pay attention to the needs of your 
customers and prospects.

I would say there are a lot of facets to this field, and lending is 
just one. There are increasingly women mentors to help, so ask ques-
tions. Find out areas that might best suit you. People are very willing 
to share the knowledge they have.

— Dan heilman

Title/Company: Vice president, commercial and SBA lending, 
Sunrise Banks

Education: B.S., marketing management/business, University 
of St. Thomas

Family: Sons, Jake and Josh; daughter, Alicia

Chris Albrecht
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Roz Allyson has been with the Mahoney accounting firm for 23 
years, and in that time colleagues say she has been a model of effi-
ciency and professionalism. Among other accomplishments, she has 
overseen growth in the firm’s nonprofit sector, and helped spearhead 
the acquisition and design of new office space.

What’s the biggest turning point in your career and how did 
that lead you to what you are doing today?

I was moving back to this area from Virginia when I started working at 
Mahoney. Staying with the same company that long has given me a chance 
to see a lot of interesting changes in the profession. I started as an auditor/
staff worker, and I was able to learn and grow with the organization.

What are your job responsibilities today?
I guide our leadership team in planning and managing the firm’s 

strategic direction. I’m also an engagement partner to our audit cli-
ents in the not-for-profit and real estate industries.

What’s your proudest community achievement? 
I was treasurer of an American Heritage Girls troop for 11 years. 

We grew from 20 girls to more than 60 while I was there. It was fun 
to see those girls grow and do and learn different skills while also 
serving the community. 

What’s the best advice you received from a mentor, and 
what’s your best advice to women entering your field?

I’ve learned from the partners here how to most effectively work 
with people and be a good team member and serve our clients well. 
They’ve taught me the importance of going beyond the audit and 
being a good adviser.

I worked part time for a number of years while I was raising my 
kids, so my advice would be to find ways to achieve work-life bal-
ance. Find the firm that allows you to advance in your career without 
sacrificing your family and your home life.

— Dan heilman

Title/Company: Managing partner, Mahoney, Ulbrich, 
Christiansen & Russ P.A.

Education: Master’s, accountancy; B.S., accountancy, 
University of North Dakota

Family: Husband, Bill Allyson; son, Riley; daughter, Zoe

Roz Allyson
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As CFO for the Minnesota Department of Education, Denise 
Anderson has a lot to oversee. Budgets totaling dozens of millions of 
dollars pass her desk, meaning she relies on a keen eye and a strong 
work ethic to get the job done.

What’s the biggest turning point in your career and how did 
that lead you to what you are doing today?

I had a teacher at St. Paul Johnson High School, William Lynch, 
who encouraged me to go to college. 

What are your job responsibilities today?
I have oversight for areas including our school finance, which 

does the calculations for school aid payments, which totals about $10 
billion dollars annually in state and federal funding. I also oversee 

the agency’s risk and mitigation activities. Overall, I have a fiduciary 
responsibility to taxpayers and legislators to make sure those funds 
are used appropriately. I have a governor’s appointment to the State 
Investment Advisory Council, and I’m a commissioner’s appointee 
on the Teachers Retirement Association Board of Trustees.

What’s your proudest community achievement? 
A lot of my community service is done in the recovery field. I 

was recently chosen as the chair of the Women’s International Con-
ference if Minnesota happens to win the bid to host the event.

What’s the best advice you received from a mentor, and 
what’s your best advice to women entering your field?

I’ve had a mentor talk about leaning into your power and not get-
ting discouraged. Finance is still a very male-dominated field. Being 
able to insert yourself into a conversation with grace and confidence 
is important. 

I would encourage women who are going into finance to not dis-
count government and public-sector positions. They offer the same 
types of rewards and challenges that jobs in the private sector offer. 

— Dan heilman

Title/Company: Chief financial officer, Minnesota Department 
of Education

Education: Master’s degree, finance; B.S., accounting, both 
from University of Minnesota, Carlson School of Management

Family: Husband, Larry Anderson

Denise Anderson
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Congratulations Paula!

All of us at Associated Bank would like to extend our 

heartfelt congratulations to all of this year’s Finance 

& Commerce’s “Top Women in Finance” honorees 

including our esteemed colleague, Paula Williams.  

Paula is a remarkable individual who brings a unique  

set of leadership talents and capabilities to her role.  

We appreciate all that Paula does for Associated Bank 

and for our valued customers. 

AssociatedBank.com

Paula R. Williams
Senior Vice President - Regional Senior Credit Officer
651-523-6441
Paula.Williams@AssociatedBank.com
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During a 39-year career, Sue Black has done a lot more at the 
Bank of Elk River than look after its personnel matters. During the 
recession she used her skill to realign the bank’s budgets, salaries 
and benefits, and she has contributed to one of the strongest leader-
ship teams in the bank’s 131-year history.

What’s the biggest turning point in your career and how did 
that lead you to what you are doing today?

I was asked to take over the human resources department while the 
bank was under a consent order. That meant finding and retaining the 
best people. I was working more in organizational development at the 
time, but the bank needed the right leadership to bring it back to health 
and prosperity, and I’m happy to say we’ve been able to do that.

What are your job responsibilities today?
I work with the executive committee to make sure are people 

are well-trained and motivated, and to offer our customers top-
line services and products, along with competitive rates. For me, 
that means making the right decisions in areas like staffing and 
benefits.

What’s your proudest community achievement? 
My husband and I both belong to a church that meets at the 

YMCA instead of in a traditional church building. That allows us 
to link arms with the Y and help serve the community, whether it’s 
helping with their mentorship program or their fundraisers, or even 
offering marriage classes. 

What’s the best advice you received from a mentor, and 
what’s your best advice to women entering your field?

The best message I’ve gotten is to stay true to yourself and don’t 
underestimate what you’re able to do.

There are such great opportunities in finance. It’s on the cutting 
edge of where the world is going when it comes to technology and 
building businesses. For women, it’s important to understand that it’s 
intellectually stimulating and professionally appealing. You have the 
ability to change the lives of your customers.

— Dan heilman

Title/Company: Senior vice president/director of human 
resources, Bank of Elk River

Education: B.S., psychology, Northwestern College

Family: Husband, Bob Black; daughter, Katie; sons, David, 
Andrew and Michael; six grandchildren

Susan Black
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Liz Brama has moved into the chairmanship of Briggs and 
Morgan’s energy practice with a zeal that impresses both clients and 
colleagues. In that role, she has successfully resolved financial disputes 
ranging from multimillion-dollar acquisitions to regulatory rate pro-
ceedings.

What’s the biggest turning point in your career and how did 
that lead you to what you are doing today?

When I was in college, I was planning to get a dual degree in 
general business and political science. But my mother, who’s an edu-
cator, advised me to pick a specific area of business – she suggested 
I would gain a deeper skill level and be more employable. So I chose 
accounting, which led to getting my CPA certification and future 
legal work with a financial focus.

Also, I practiced in our business litigation group for about the 
first eight years I was at Briggs and Morgan full-time. I had been do-

ing some energy work, and it turned out there was need in that group.

What are your job responsibilities today?
I practice law in the area of energy regulation, litigation and 

transactional work. I’m also the head of Briggs and Morgan’s Energy 
section, a group of about nine lawyers and staff. 

What’s your proudest community achievement? 
I’m proud to have been a guardian ad litem in Hennepin County 

for about the past 15 years. It has been difficult but rewarding to help 
abused and neglected children find permanency and support. 

What’s the best advice you received from a mentor, and 
what’s your best advice to women entering your field?

Probably my mother’s advice to pursue a specific set of skills. 
It taught me a lot about the value of diving deeper into an area of 
interest so I have more to offer. I would tell women to know what 
your goals are and go after them, while also remaining open to new 
opportunities and unexpected paths. Great opportunities may knock 
where we don’t expect them.

— Dan heilman

Title/Company: Shareholder, Briggs and Morgan

Education: J.D., University of Minnesota Law School; B.A., 
accounting, University of St. Thomas

Family: Husband, Joseph Brama; daughter, Isabella

Elizabeth Brama
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Heidi Brophy, a recognized leader in customer service training for 
U.S. Bank, said establishing trust is the key to customer service. “You 
have to give something of yourself to your customer, your employee 
or team to be a great leader in customer service,” Brophy said. 

What’s the biggest turning point in your career and how did 
that lead you to what you are doing today?

I came to the bank without any banking knowledge. It was a 
challenging branch, a challenging team, in an unfamiliar area. It was 
hard every day and going through that big challenge while getting 
my baseline banking knowledge has carried with me. I overcame 
many obstacles and learned a lot of lessons my first year in banking, 
and that ability to focus and problem-solve has helped make me the 
leader I am today.

What are your job responsibilities today?
I manage a team of 14 branches, so about 140 employees total. 

I am responsible for revenue growth, production, customer expe-
rience and employee engagement. I also provide leadership for 
our region around customer experience and a manager-in-training 
initiative. 

What’s your proudest community achievement? 
I have been on the White Bear Lake Area Educational Foundation 

board for the last four years and have sat on the executive commit-
tee as the vice president of community relations. It’s allowed me to 
make a positive impact on the educational system in the community 
that I live and work in. 

What’s the best advice you received from a mentor, and 
what’s your best advice to women entering your field?

My mentor always says, “Be true to yourself to the core of your 
being. If it doesn’t feel right it probably isn’t.” It helps me make 
great decisions both in my career and personally.

For women entering the field: Don’t give up. I’ve seen a lot of 
women give up too soon, and they haven’t reached the best part of 
their career, the payoff of their hard work.

— ToDD nelson

Title/Company: Vice president, district manager, U.S. Bank 
Education: A.A., business concentration, Riverland Community 
College
Family: Married, two children

Heidi Brophy



CONGRATULATIONS 
TO AUDRA TONIHKA!

SELECTED AS AMONG 
FINANCE & COMMERCE’S

TOP WOMEN IN FINANCE 2016

www.baldeagleerectors.com/

Bald Eagle Erectors would like to extend a heartfelt congratulations to Audra Tonihka, selected 
as one of Finance & Commerce’s Top Women In Finance of 2016.  Audra, a Commercial Loan 
Officer for White Earth Investment Initiative, Midwest Minnesota CDC, was chosen from 
hundreds of nominations from across the state.  Bald Eagle Erectors is proud to recognize Audra’s 
accomplishment and privileged to have been served by her.
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Professionally, Nneka Constantino offers investment advice to 
high-net-worth individuals. As a volunteer radio host, she offers per-
spective on financial empowerment. She also serves as an appointed 
commissioner with the St. Paul Port Authority, a trustee for Hamline 
University and a member of the board of directors of Regions Hospital.

What is the biggest turning point in your life and how did it 
lead to your current work?

When I accepted myself, embraced everything that makes me 
uniquely me and decided that I would be my authentic self. Once I 
accepted me, I began to notice everyone else around me did as well. 
It allowed me to understand my purpose, my passion and allowed me 
to create a powerful narrative that resonated with others. 

What are your job responsibilities today?
I lead a team that works with high-net-worth families in transition 

and institutions. By leveraging a team of specialists throughout the 
enterprise of Bank of America, Merrill Lynch and U.S. Trust, we come 
up with creative solutions for clients using a case-study approach. 

What’s your proudest community achievement?
Acting as volunteer financial fitness director for the Center for 

Communications and Development (89.9 KMOJ-FM). I’ve been 
doing it for more than a decade and log over 500 hours of communi-
ty service annually with this organization. We empower individuals 
to make money work for them regardless of where they are in their 
financial life. I stand in the gap with the organizations that I vol-
unteer with to close disparities and eradicate economic injustices 
through providing information on how to access jobs, health care and 
education.

What’s the best advice you received from a mentor, and 
what’s your best advice to women entering your field?

I will give you the best advice given to me, via text message from 
3M’s Cindy Kent: “Behind every successful person, there are a lot of 
unsuccessful years. … Today’s failures lead to tomorrow’s triumphs, 
so don’t ever downgrade your dreams to match your reality; upgrade 
your faith to match your destiny.”

— ToDD nelson

Title/Company: Senior financial adviser, global wealth 
management, Nneka Constantino & Associates/Merrill Lynch

Education: B.B.A, international business and finance, Howard 
University

Family: Married

Nneka Constantino
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Jan Fitzer credits her success in leading Alerus Mortgage to 
having worked in most of the roles at the company. She still works in 
sales, to understand and help solve the issues the staff faces.

What’s the biggest turning point in your career and how did 
that lead you to what you are doing today?

The biggest turning point in my career was having children. 
I always knew that I wanted to because that would bring about a 
genuine love that you couldn’t get anywhere else. Once I had them 
it came quickly to me that I wanted nothing but the best for them. So 
I decided I would do whatever I could to provide for them and give 
them the best life and opportunities.

What are your job responsibilities today?
As president of the mortgage division, I have about 90 employ-

ees. We’re really lightly managed, so about 30 of those employees 
are sales staff that I manage directly. I also do a high volume of 

residential home loans. To effectively manage people you need to be 
doing just what they are in the trenches.

What’s your proudest community achievement? 
I’ve run a few marathons to raise money for the Girls on the 

Run. I raised over $7,000 for their organization in one event. It 
helps young girls here in the community. We have a giving program 
where the employees donate $50 per transaction here in Minne-
sota and we match it with $50. Last year we gave over $355,000 
between employee contributions and employer matching. 

What’s the best advice you received from a mentor, and 
what’s your best advice to women entering your field?

Don’t forget who you are, where you came from or how far 
you’ve come.

Mortgage has a really strong female presence. It’s a way for driv-
en women to work really hard and be rewarded equally, which isn’t 
the norm in the work world. If you’re willing to give it 100 percent 
all the time, you have a really good chance in mortgage.

— Todd NelsoN

Title/Company: President, Alerus Mortgage 

Education: Studied at St. Cloud State University

Family: Married, two sons

Jan Fitzer
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Claire Hill left the practice of law for the academic world so 
she could focus on studying legal issues. Her research on corporate 
governance helped underpin the new book “Better Bankers, Better 
Banks,” which she wrote with another University of Minnesota law 
professor, Richard Painter.

What’s the biggest turning point in your career and how did 
that lead you to what you are doing today?

When I was a practicing lawyer, I gradually realized that I wanted 
to explore issues, sometimes in depth, rather than just focusing 
on what the client wanted and quickly moving on. I also became 
interested in how people learned to draft and negotiate contracts, 
something I felt that law school had not prepared me sufficiently well 
for — and something that I wanted to change for future law students.

What are your job responsibilities today?
My main responsibilities are teaching and research. I teach 

business associations/corporations, and mergers and acquisitions. In 
both courses, I try to meld theory and practice. I want the students 
to learn not just what the law says, but also why it says what it says. 
I also teach a seminar in law and economics. Students get to read, 

hear and critique senior scholars’ papers. The scholars often tell 
me they get better comments from my students than they do from 
their peers. Research takes about half of my time. The topics I am 
researching and writing about include banker responsibility, investor 
decision-making, risk management, and the intersection of corporate 
social responsibility and profit maximization. Finally, I also bring in 
speakers and host events.

What’s your proudest community achievement?
Bringing in fascinating speakers to the law school for lectures 

open to the public. The speakers have included important figures in 
law, such as Judge Jed Rakoff, but also public intellectuals in other 
fields, such as Jonathan Haidt and Tyler Cowen. During the talks and 
at the after-talk receptions, I feel as though connections are being 
made, and ideas are being hatched.

What’s the best advice you received from a mentor, and 
what’s your best advice to women entering your field?

Before I started teaching I was somewhat afraid of public speak-
ing. My sister’s advice was “I’ve never known of anyone who went 
into teaching who didn’t get over stage fright very quickly.” I quickly 
found that rather than being scary, teaching is really fun as well as, of 
course, very rewarding. 

The advice I would give — to women, but really, to any student 
— is to try your hardest to discover where your strengths, interests 
and passions lie; they may not lie where you think.

— ToDD nelson

Title/Company: Professor and James L. Krusemark Chair in 
Law, University of Minnesota Law School

Education: B.A., M.A., philosophy, University of Chicago; 
J.D., American University; LL.M., J.S.D., Columbia University

Claire Hill
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Alice Johnson likes working with mission-focused organizations, 
leading her to pursue roles with nonprofits. Opportunity Partners 
offers job training, employment and residential support to help peo-
ple with disabilities live more independently. Johnson’s experience 
includes a decade at the HealthEast Care System.

What’s the biggest turning point in your career and how did 
that lead you to what you are doing today?

Taking a chance to leave HealthEast after I had been there for 
10 years. It felt like stepping off of something that was more known 
after having been someplace 10 years and trying something different. 

What are your job responsibilities today?
Part of my role is to look at the numbers and be a historian, to 

look at the past and then see how we got where we are and look for-
ward to what that means about where we’re going. A big part of my 
job right now working with some of the other leaders in the organi-

zation is to craft a new business model for how we can better serve 
the people that we serve going into the future.

What’s your proudest community achievement? 
Our daughter was a student at Friends School of Minnesota, a 

great little school in St. Paul. I was part of the board during a bit of a 
transition. The board had a pretty tight budget so I worked with them 
to help manage through that tight budget. But due to demographics 
and also being an excellent institution it was able to grow. So, now 
it’s thriving.

What’s the best advice you received from a mentor, and 
what’s your best advice to women entering your field?

What I’ve learned from a number of mentors, even our cur-
rent CEO, is that leadership and the approach that leaders take to 
leadership is critically important. It’s not just the day-to-day and it’s 
not just our particular roles that are important but how we think of 
ourselves as leaders and how we can encourage leaders throughout 
the organization. 

For women, to not underestimate themselves as leaders no matter 
where they are in the organization. 

— ToDD nelson

Title/Company: Chief financial officer, Opportunity Partners 

Education: B.A., history, Macalester College; MBA, finance, 
University of Minnesota

Family: Married, one daughter

Alice Johnson
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The more Jennifer M. Johnson worked with companies as their 
public accountant the more she wanted to work inside a company. 
She achieved that this year, joining MultiTech, which makes commu-
nications equipment for the industrial internet of things.

What’s the biggest turning point in your career and how did 
that lead you to what you are doing today?

The biggest turning point was leaving public accounting. My 
father is a CPA and I somehow decided that’s what I wanted to do. I 
enjoyed putting together the financials and doing the audits but what 
I really enjoyed was being part of the business and learning about 
how executives thought about business and how they determined 
where their company was going. So I decided that public accounting 
was no longer as fun as it used to be and made that transition into 

industry.

What are your job responsibilities today?
To make sure that the financials are recorded accurately and 

correctly and reported timely in accordance with the regulations 
that we’re subject to. More than that I have the privilege to be a part 
of setting the strategic direction of the company, working with all 
departments to make sure we’re all moving forward toward the same 
goal at the same rate.

What’s your proudest community achievement? 
Joining the board of One Heartland, a not-for-profit here in the 

Twin Cities. It started out as a camp for children that were afflicted 
or affected with AIDS and since has broadened its scope. I’ve been 
proud to help lead them through some financial challenges and get 
them on a path toward growth.

What’s the best advice you received from a mentor, and 
what’s your best advice to women entering your field?

The best advice and the hardest I’ve ever gotten, is from my dad, 
which was don’t take things so personally.

My best advice would be to focus on you. When you pay atten-
tion to the things that you like and the things you’re good at, that’s 
when you really start to succeed in your career 

— ToDD nelson

Title/Company: Vice president, finance, MultiTech 

Education: B.B.A., Master of Accountancy, University of 
Wisconsin-Madison

Family: Married, one son

Jennifer M. Johnson
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It has been said of Kjirsten Johnson that she is the stage manag-
er of the Hennepin Theatre Trust. She is the one behind the scenes 
ensuring that the show will go on.

What’s the biggest turning point in your career and how did 
that lead you to what you are doing today?

When I was a manager at KPMG in Chicago, I made the decision that 
if I stayed at that public accounting post, I would just be getting better at 
being a manager and I wanted to move into industry and I liked entertain-
ment. I left KPMG and went for my master’s degree. We moved back to 
the Twin Cities in 2006 and I started working at the Trust in 2008. 

What are your job responsibilities today? 
The easiest way to describe it is, anything related to money 

that runs through this organization has to do with me. I do normal 
month-end close, financial reporting, budgeting, forecasting. Part of 

what we do is run the historic theaters — the State, the Orpheum, the 
Pantages — and the New Century Theatre. We present our Broadway 
series, 40 to 50 concerts, speakers and comedians a year as well as 
also operate the New Century Theatre. The other parts are education 
and providing public art.

 What’s your proudest community achievement? 
I think the first time that I saw the Spotlight Showcase, one of 

our major education programs, was a pretty amazing moment: seeing 
nearly 900 kids up on stage, high school students performing, seeing 
the amazing talent that we have at the high school level, seeing the 
impact that the work the Hennepin Theatre Trust was having in the 
community. They get recognition from their peers, from their com-
munities in what they’re doing, what they’re working towards. 

What’s the best advice you received from a mentor, and 
what’s your best advice to women entering your field? 

I think over the years the biggest help that I received from a 
number of people was to understand the business you’re in and what 
you’re doing. I think I would give that same advice and add, “Work 
hard at it.” 

— BeTsy Carlson

Title: Chief financial officer, Hennepin Theatre Trust

Education: B.S., accounting, Indiana University, Bloomington; 
master’s in arts administration, Columbia College Chicago

Family: Brent, husband; children, 8 and 10

Kjirsten Johnson 
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Darla Kashian works with her clients on their financial goals and 
objectives and it’s important to her to understand their immediate 
and extended family relationships and what they care about in their 
communities. Philanthropy and the role it plays in wealth accumula-
tion and distribution is also vital, she says. 

What’s the biggest turning point in your career and how did 
that lead you to what you are doing today?

I have wanted to be in this business forever, since I was 12. When I 
was in junior high I had a job cleaning a beauty shop. On Friday nights 
after I had finished, I would read the Wall Street Journal on the bus 
home. About 13 years ago, I was recruited by RBC Wealth Management. 
I thought, “There’s no time like the present to make a big change.” 

What are your job responsibilities today? 
I make sure that I understand my clients’ goals and objectives. I 

monitor their financial lives to get them there. I want to make sure that 
before we even get down a path of investing, are all the mechanical 
pieces in place? Do you have your trust and estate documents in order? 

What’s your proudest community achievement?
 I have dedicated a lot of my civic, volunteer work and involve-

ment to organizations helping them to raise money. Through helping 
my synagogue to run an endowment and major gifts campaign, we 
transformed both the way people thought about their personal re-
sponsibility to give and about making sure that the synagogue, as an 
institution, was financially stable. 

What’s the best advice you received from a mentor, and 
what’s your best advice to women entering your field? 

The best advice from a mentor was to take your own advice: 
save, share, be philanthropic, prepare for your own retirement, and 
prepare for the kids to go off to college. I would urge women to 
consider my field as a career. Just do it. It’s very, very hard work, 
but the rewards are tremendous. Women tend to be more financially 
conservative and give good advice accordingly. Once you’ve built a 
practice, it’s family-friendly in many ways.

— BeTsy Carlson

Title: First vice president-financial adviser, RBC Wealth 
Management

Education: B.A., English, Marquette University; University of 
Minnesota Humphrey School’s Policy Fellows program

Family: Samantha Grosby, partner; daughter, 9, and son, 6

Darla Kashian 
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When Leyla Kassem looks ahead at possible changes in the finan-
cial services industry, she’s excited to see significant efforts to recruit 
more young women in the field. But she also values a look back at 
how far the industry has come, including her own career path.

What’s the biggest turning point in your career and how did 
that lead you to what you are doing today?

There’s one early opportunity that stands out. When I was just 
graduating from college, I was hired at Dain Bosworth, and I didn’t re-
alize then it was a very big deal because they only took on one or two 
new hires a year at that level. The firm was full of smart, hardworking 
people and it gave me a network that I still depend on today. Even 
years later, these are valued colleagues, and they always will be.

What are your job responsibilities today?
As director of client relations at Wells Fargo Asset Management, 

I work with corporations, endowments and pension plans. What I do 
most is understand what my clients are invested in, and give them 
insights on what’s driving their returns so they have the data they 
need for making decisions.

What’s your proudest community achievement? 
I served as president of the CFA Society of Minnesota for two 

years, and we were able to take some good work that was done 
before and give new energy to the society. We led the organization 
through two transformative years and we won awards for our strate-
gic planning and overall excellence.

What’s the best advice you received from a mentor, and 
what’s your best advice to women entering your field?

I had a boss who said you can’t always control your circumstanc-
es, but you can control your attitude, and that stuck with me. I think 
that’s great advice for anyone, in any field.

— elizaBeTh millarD

Title/Company: Director, client relations at Wells Fargo Asset 
Management 

Education: B.S., business administration, University of 
Minnesota Carlson School of Management; MBA in finance, 
University of Minnesota Carlson School of Management

Family: Husband Amin Kassem, four children

Leyla Kassem
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Being able to truly know an organization requires understand-
ing of each position. For Shari Laven, that came easily, since she’s 
actually worked in every department of the company she now helms, 
Viking Savings Bank.

What’s the biggest turning point in your career and how did 
that lead you to what you are doing today?

I started in banking right out of college in 1985 at Viking 
Savings Bank as a teller and then held every position at the bank 
at some point. The different experiences each job entailed led 
me to grow as a person and develop the skills needed to run an 
organization.

What are your job responsibilities today?
As president of the bank, I manage day-to-day operations, serve 

as a bank board member and serve on several nonprofit boards. We 
are currently building a new bank facility and it is rewarding to see it 
develop and be a part of that experience. 

What’s your proudest community achievement? 
I would say sitting on several nonprofit boards and being able to of-

fer financial expertise. Getting involved in areas I am passionate about 
has helped me to broaden my horizons and gain several friendships.

What’s the best advice you received from a mentor, and 
what’s your best advice to women entering your field?

The best advice I received was to become involved. As a com-
munity banker, you need to be involved in your community. Have a 
strong work ethic. Take advantage of new opportunities within your 
organization to grow and learn. Become involved in your communi-
ty. Be passionate about your career. You spend too much time at your 
job not to love what you do.

— elizaBeTh millarD

Title/Company: President, Viking Savings Bank

Education: B.A., economics, University of Minnesota, Morris 
and Graduate School of Banking, University of Wisconsin-
Madison

Family: Husband, David; sons, Nicholas and Matthew; 
grandchildren, Tobias, Lucy and Hadley

Shari Laven
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One of Kelly Manke’s first managers told her that experience is 
the best teacher. Since then, she has proved that advice right with a 
breadth of experience in her well-rounded career.

What’s the biggest turning point in your career and how did 
that lead you to what you are doing today?

Until the birth of my first child, my career was my main focal 
point each day. It is amazing what a little person can do to your 
heart. Now, although I remain extremely devoted to my profession, 
I strive to maintain a really healthy work/life balance. Bell Bank is 
very supportive of this lifestyle with all of its employees, so I feel 
really lucky. 

What are your job responsibilities today?
Consistent with prior roles throughout my career, my daily job 

responsibilities revolve around caring for my commercial lending 
clients as well as new prospective customers. 

What’s your proudest community achievement? 
Right now, I am involved in helping the local chapter of the 

National Association of Women MBAs get launched. It is a great 
way to create camaraderie in a positive way in our community for 
professional women with advanced business degrees. I am excited to 
be part of the inaugural season of the local chapter. 

What’s the best advice you received from a mentor, and 
what’s your best advice to women entering your field?

One of my first managers encouraged me to keep an open mind 
on every transaction that crossed my desk. It was great advice. In 
terms of what advice I would give: Work hard, be kind and promote 
your teammates. A strong work ethic is always appreciated, especial-
ly when it is combined with a kind demeanor and a habit of elevating 
others around you. 

— elizaBeTh millarD

Title/Company: Senior vice president, commercial lender, 
Bell Bank

Education: B.A., finance and real estate, University of 
Wisconsin-Madison; MBA, University of Minnesota Carlson 
School of Management

Family: Married, two children

Kelly Manke



Finance & Commerce November 2016     TOP WOMEN IN FINANCE 31

Despite beginning her career only a decade ago, Rebekah Martin 
has already established herself as a leader at Baker Tilly Virchow 
Krause. She also places particular focus on mentoring others looking 
to make their mark in the financial services world.

What’s the biggest turning point in your career and how did 
that lead you to what you are doing today?

I was introduced to Baker Tilly during an on-campus interview 
with one of the partners, Rachel Polson. She’s fun, intelligent and 
genuinely cares about me and my future as an accountant. It was 
after meeting with her that I knew Baker Tilly was a firm I wanted to 
be a part of. I began as an intern and never would have anticipated 
then that I’d be partner at the same firm in just 10 short years. 

What are your job responsibilities today?
I work with non profit organizations and higher education insti-

tutions to help streamline their internal controls processes, maximize 
effectiveness with limited resources, and create greater transparency 
with the public. 

What’s your proudest community achievement? 
Supporting local organizations that focus on providing for the 

basic needs of families in our communities, including serving meals 
at a local homeless shelter.

What’s the best advice you received from a mentor, and 
what’s your best advice to women entering your field?

My mentor, Karen Angell, has encouraged me to think differently 
about how I spend my time and has challenged me to be thoughtful 
about where I spend time in the office and at home. My advice to 
others in public accounting is to think creatively and find solutions 
that enable you to spend time on the things that are most important 
to you, whether it be participating in a client meeting or driving your 
child to an ice skating lesson. 

— elizabeTh Millard

Title/Company: Partner, CPA, Baker Tilly Virchow Krause LLP

Education: B.S., accounting, St. Cloud State University

Family: Husband, Justin; daughter, McKayla

Rebekah Martin
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Over her 40-year career, Deb McKernan’s mix of corporate finance 
expertise and strong communication skills have propelled her to a key 
leadership position in the commercial real estate industry.

What’s the biggest turning point in your career and how did 
that lead you to what you are doing today?

I’ve had a long financial career in the commercial real estate 
industry, but it wasn’t until I moved into an operations role that my 
eyes opened to how each component of the business runs. Having a 
deep understanding of the needs of sales and support professionals 
and being able to deliver tools to meet those needs are key to suc-
cessful management.

What are your job responsibilities today?
I consider myself the “help desk” for all professionals in our firm. 

My roles include managing all operations for the brokerage division, 
such as ensuring departmental profitability, overseeing of key depart-
ments, adhering to corporate policies and procedures, and reviewing 
all legal contracts. 

What’s your proudest community achievement? 
A year ago, I was introduced to the MSP Airport Foundation’s 

Travelers Assistance program. I never knew it existed and even 
thought it didn’t sound like a charitable organization. Wow, was I 
wrong. It has been an enjoyable and rewarding experience. 

What’s the best advice you received from a mentor, and 
what’s your best advice to women entering your field?

My mother only had an eighth-grade education, but she is the 
woman I credit for my work ethic. She encouraged me to always 
look for ways to help others whether it was my job to do or not. 
My advice would be to make sure you remain flexible and embrace 
change. 

— elizaBeTh millarD

Title/Company: Vice president, operations manager, Cushman 
& Wakefield/NorthMarq

Family: My dearest friends are all family to me

Deb McKernan
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Growing up, Jennifer Miernicki watched her mother put herself 
through law school, become an attorney and eventually a judge. 
Initially, she thought the law was too stressful and demanding, but it 
wasn’t long before she changed her mind.

What’s the biggest turning point in your career and how did 
that lead you to what you are doing today?

While studying at the University of Edinburgh, debating interna-
tional politics and history, it became clear that everything about our 
society and communities are driven by, and rooted in, the laws that 
we all consent to be governed by. The realizations I came to while 
abroad meant that law school became a natural next step.

What are your job responsibilities today?
I’m a problem solver. Sometimes, it takes the form of collaborat-

ing with my clients or team members to understand identify potential 
issues and mitigate risks. Other times, I am juggling the demands and 
priorities of high-deal flow to meet our clients’ needs. 

What’s your proudest community achievement? 
I have been lucky enough to work with The Advocates for Hu-

man Rights for the last nine years on a variety of projects focused on 
international human rights issues. This organization does amazing 
things with few resources, and every time I have a chance to partner 
with them, I always find it rewarding and fulfilling.

What’s the best advice you received from a mentor, and 
what’s your best advice to women entering your field?

Don’t forget that your job is just that, a job: it will never stop 
taking what you offer. Make time for those things in your life that 
make you happy.

— elizaBeTh millarD

Title/Company: Partner, Faegre Baker Daniels 

Education: B.A., dual major in history and medieval cultures, 
Brown University; J.D., University of Iowa College of Law

Jennifer Miernicki
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Seeing her business-owner parents make a difference in their 
community, and finding out how her accounting insights could help 
other businesses, led Jennifer Moll to work toward making a differ-
ence for clients every day.

What’s the biggest turning point in your career and how did 
that lead you to what you are doing today?

My parents owned a small appliance sales and service business 
and I was able to see firsthand how businesses can have a positive 
impact in the community. I wanted to have that same kind of positive 
impact and be able to help people solve problems. 

What are your job responsibilities today?
As a partner at PwC, my responsibilities include representing the 

firm, both in client interactions and in the community. Another 

priority for me is being able to mentor and coach my engagement 
teams and other professionals at PwC. In my view, developing our 
workforce to become future leaders has truly been one of the most 
rewarding parts of my career.

What’s your proudest community achievement? 
As a board member at the Minnesota Children’s Museum, I re-

cently worked on their Room to Play capital campaign to fund the 
museum’s expansion and grow its galleries. This was also a personal 
passion for me. With three small children, I wholly ascribe to invest-
ing in the “power of play” and using fun hands-on activities to help 
children learn.

What’s the best advice you received from a mentor, and 
what’s your best advice to women entering your field?

Take risks and make your voice heard. This earns you respect 
— and a seat at the table. On a personal note, my advice is to take 
time for yourself. If you’re not healthy and centered, it’s hard to lead 
others at the office and to be present for your family.

— elizaBeTh millarD

Title/Company: Assurance partner, PwC 

Education: B.S., accounting, University of Wisconsin-Eau 
Claire

Family: Husband, Tim; children, Crew, Grace, Quincey

Jennifer Moll
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Marnie Ochs-Raleigh is a sixth-generation entrepreneur and says 
that running her own business is just part of her DNA. Starting her own 
family business in 2002, she continues to honor that longstanding legacy.

What’s the biggest turning point in your career and how did 
that lead you to what you are doing today?

In 2007, Upsize Business Magazine did a cover story on how 
we “evolvesourced” team members. This provided validity for our 
business and really gave us the confidence to reach our dreams. Also, 
the National Association of Women Business Owners has been very 
generous in lifting its members businesses up in the community. We 
have grown our business through them.

What are your job responsibilities today?
I love driving business development, creating relationships, 

business partners, and working together to make a positive difference 
to our clients’ bottom line. As CEO, I help plan the vision of the 
company, and discuss long-term strategies with our staff, all with the 
same goals in mind: to live and breathe our core values. 

What’s your proudest community achievement? 
Being a first lieutenant in the Civil Air Patrol and winning the 

family of the year award in 2012 for outstanding volunteerism. As a 
family, we donate countless hours and firmly believe each and every 
one of us needs to find incredible ways to give back to our local 
communities. 

What’s the best advice you received from a mentor, and 
what’s your best advice to women entering your field?

Write your annual goals down; post them in a place where 
you will see them every day and work toward achieving your 
dreams. Hire a business coach or find a mentor that can help 
think through issues and provide introductions to people you 
want to surround yourself with. Focus on the positive and move 
that forward.

— elizaBeTh millarD

Title/Company: CEO, majority owner, Evolve Systems

Education: Business management and marketing, University of 
Minnesota

Family: Husband, Donald; children Shaine, Donny, Zophia, and 
Izabella

Marnie Ochs-Raleigh
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Nikki Pieratos, a member of the Bois Forte Band of Chippewa, 
is the first CEO of the Indian tribe’s Northern Eagle Federal Credit 
Union. She played a key role in helping launch the financial institu-
tion. 

What’s the biggest turning point in your career and how did 
that lead you to what you are doing today?

My turning point is actually my starting point because this is 
my first “real world job.” After I graduated from the University of 
Chicago, I was looking at my tribe’s website and saw a job posting to 
establish a community development financial institution that would 
serve the Bois Forte Band of Chippewa community here in northern 
Minnesota. When I read the qualifications for the job, it felt right. It 
tied together so much of my training and skills. 

What are your job responsibilities today?
We run a pretty small shop. It’s everything from being the janitor 

to a loan officer, from instructing financial education classes. I am 
a credit counselor, HR and compliance. I also write grants for the 
credit union. 

What’s your proudest community achievement? 
It was the grand opening of our two credit union offices in 

January 2014. It was the culmination of over three years of tireless 
efforts. The pride was not just that we were the first new credit union 
in the state for years or that we were the only credit union in the na-
tion to be chartered that year. It really goes back to our tribal council 
had the original vision to have the credit union. 

What’s the best advice you received from a mentor, and 
what’s your best advice to women entering your field?

The most impactful (mentors) were two of my undergraduate pro-
fessors, Benjamin Lieberman and Joshua Spero. It was the unspoken 
confidence that they had in me — that I could do and achieve any-
thing that I put my mind to. If I were to give any advice it would be 
to surround yourself with people who give you the same feeling. 

—sCoTT Carlson

Title/Company: Chief executive officer, Northern Eagle Federal 
Credit Union 

Education: B.A. in history and education, Fitchburg State 
University; master’s degree in economics and public policy, 
University of Chicago

Family: Fiance Jacque Love 

Nikki Pieratos



Finance & Commerce November 2016     TOP WOMEN IN FINANCE 39

Helen Pound spent more than 40 years in the grain and com-
modities futures trading industry, starting with the former Pillsbury 
Co. and then working in the trading pits at the Minneapolis Grain 
Exchange. “There’s been a significant amount of technological as 
well as economic change,” she said. 

What’s the biggest turning point in your career and how did 
that lead you to what you are doing today?

Over 40 years in one industry, the challenge was how to deal with 
a career that relied on being able to export U.S. commodities into 
foreign countries. That came to a halt when the value of the dollar 
went to exceedingly high levels and all of a sudden that market 
opportunity was not there anymore. 1985 was the low point. My 
turning point is a story of making lemonade out of lemons. 

What are your job responsibilities today?
My early career was really focused on receiving orders, executing the 

orders and then making sure that all the clearing operations in the futures 
trading happened. I ended up the last several years spending a lot of time 
writing commentary on what prices were doing and why. Now, I am 
developing my own platform to talk about commodity trading. 

What’s your proudest community achievement? 
When I first worked at the Exchange, I was asked to devise a 

tour for farm women who wanted to learn more about commodities 
futures. I devised a mock trading session that helped these women 
experience what it was like to buy and sell futures. That was so suc-
cessful that I was asked to do that for a large number of groups. Over 
a period of 25 years, I did those mock trading sessions for hundreds 
of groups. 

What’s the best advice you received from a mentor, and 
what’s your best advice to women entering your field?

The best advice came from a co-worker who said, “It’s not how 
many times you get knocked down but it’s how many times you get 
back up.” You have to decide whether you are going to persevere or 
not. 

The main thing is keep your eyes open and be willing to respond 
to all the changes you see around you.

—sCoTT Carlson

Title/Company: Clearing firm manager and futures broker 
for Goldenberg, Hehmeyer & Co., Penson Commodities, and 
Wedbush Commodities until last December. Now semi-retired.

Education: B.A. in economics, Bethany College; MBA, 
University of Illinois

Helen Pound 
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What’s the biggest turning point in your career and how did 
that lead you to what you are doing today?

The biggest turning point came 10 years ago when I was a private 
banker at Alliance and the CEO and the president came into my 
office, closed the door and asked me to be the manager of private 
banking, a brand new position. At that point I became a vice presi-
dent, and over the years I became more active in senior management. 
Last year I was promoted to senior vice president.

What are your job responsibilities today?
I manage a large commercial and private banking portfolio. It includes 

a full relationship with clients, both deposits and lending. I manage the 
private banking department as well as the retail banking department, which 
means I train and oversee employees in providing products and services. 

What’s your proudest community achievement? 
I grew up going to St. Matthew’s School in St. Paul. My brother 

and I and all of our kids did. It was a very diverse school and had a 
commitment to providing a private education to anyone who wanted 
one, regardless of whether they could afford it. 

I worked on the process of merging the school with two others to 
create Community of Saints Regional School. We’re in our fifth year 
and it’s been great. My son graduated from there last year.

What’s the best advice you received from a mentor, and 
what’s your best advice to women entering your field?

When I was a young lender I was intimidated by working with 
older clients. I had a mentor who kept telling me that someday I 
would be older than my clients. In the meantime, I just needed to 
gain their trust, and age wouldn’t matter. It was so true. 

The advice I share with everyone is to find a career that you’re 
passionate about. You can teach anyone to do a job, but you can’t 
teach someone the drive it takes to be a success at it.

—anne BreTTs

Title/Company: Senior vice president/manager commercial & 
private banking, Alliance Bank, St. Paul

Education: Started as a part-time teller 22 years ago, joined Alliance 
Bank 16 years ago and worked her way up through the ranks.

Family: Husband, Steve; children, Melissa and Max

Dawn Reding 
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What’s the biggest turning point in your career and how did it 
lead you to where you are today? 

I needed to prove myself early in my career. I advanced because I 
was willing to work extra hard and always go over and above. Today, 
I am a “player coach” in the Private Client Reserve of U.S. Bank, 
which means I’m responsible for diversity and inclusion, education 
and training and advancement opportunities for my team. In addition, 
I’m responsible for collaborative relationships inside and outside of 
U.S. Bank.

What are your job responsibilities? 
My responsibilities include revenue growth, client acquisition, 

outstanding client service, and innovative strategies for financial, tax 
and estate planning.

What’s your proudest community achievement?
I’ve been involved in numerous community activities throughout 

my career, including serving as secretary, treasurer and president in 
the Arrowhead Estate Planning Council. I have worked on behalf of 
the United Way, March of Dimes and YMCA. One of my favorite 
youth volunteer activities was the Math Master’s program, where I 
helped fifth-grade children prepare for math competitions. 

What’s the best advice you received from a mentor, and what’s 
your best advice to women who are entering your field?

Some of the best advice I ever received came from observing a 
former manager. I watched how much respect he had for other peo-
ple. He had a real knack for treating everyone with kindness. I try to 
emulate him as much as possible.

My advice for others is this: Always step outside your comfort 
zone. We grow the most from taking on tasks that are uncomfortable 
and succeeding in them, even when we think we may not be able to 
achieve them.

—anne BreTTs 

Title/Company: Senior vice president, personal trust managing 
director, the Private Client Reserve of U.S. Bank in the Twin 
Cities, the largest market the Private Client Reserve serves

Education: B.A.S., paralegal, University of Minnesota

A. Kay Ross 
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Jennifer Ryan worked her way up from accounting temp to direc-
tor of finance at a Twin Cities environmental business. Handling the 
company’s banking piqued her interest in the field. When she was ready 
for new challenges, Ryan successfully delved into the corporate banking 
world. Again, she rose quickly, from credit analyst to commercial banker. 

What’s the biggest turning point in your career and how did 
that lead you to what you are doing today?

Making the transition into banking. I didn’t know it at the time, 
but it was definitely a calling for me. I have the analytical skills to do 
the job, and it allows me to follow my passion for economic develop-
ment and growth and helping clients become successful.

What are your job responsibilities today?
I’ve been in commercial banking for the last 18 years. As a com-

mercial banker, my primary focus is on business lending. I also have 
the depository relationship and payment processing, too. I provide 
the financial services that allow businesses to continue to expand and 
grow and employ people and be good corporate citizens. 

What’s your proudest community achievement? 
I was the chair of the Boys and Girls Clubs of the Northland’s 

annual charity ball, and we raised over $100,000 that year. Early 
childhood education is extremely important to me, and I think it’s 
underfunded in the state and throughout the county. I was pretty 
proud of that. 

What’s the best advice you received from a mentor, and 
what’s your best advice to women entering your field?

It’s important to keep a hard ethical line and focus, and don’t 
ever compromise your beliefs. Eventually it will all work out if you 
follow your gut. Stay the course and do the right thing, and at the 
end of the day you will be rewarded for it. Also, there is a high level 
of stress in commercial banking. If you don’t love what you do, step 
back and find something else that you have a passion for. 

— suzy FrisCh

Title/Company: Senior vice president and commercial banker, 
National Bank of Commerce in Duluth 

Education: B.A., finance, University of Michigan-Flint; MBA, 
Metropolitan State University

Family: Benjamin, son 

Jennifer Ryan 
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Carol Schleif went from wanting to be a horse trainer to becom-
ing fascinated with finance, guiding her to work in asset management 
and strategy. Her knack for analyzing data and seeing the big picture, 
paired with strong communication and writing skills, have served her 
well during her career. 

What’s the biggest turning point in your career and how did 
that lead you to what you are doing today?

During the creation of Abbott Downing, we went from being a 
separate business of Wells Fargo to being more integrated. I learned 
a lot of good lessons from that, like change is constant. Keep in tune 
to the direction you think things are going and don’t be shy about 
grabbing the reins and saying how can I weigh in?

What are your job responsibilities today?
I continue to serve the clients I’ve had for decades, and I’m doing 

a lot of what I was doing as regional CIO but on a national level. I 
create and communicate the strategy of the Abbott Downing brand, 
and I have oversight of compliance and making sure that all regions 
are not just doing the right thing but have the right culture.

What’s your proudest community achievement? 
When I was on the board at Gillette [Children’s Specialty Healthcare], 

we wanted to come up with a campaign for younger donors, so we created 
Laugh Out Loud Twin Cities. We did that for a few years, with Louie 
Anderson and David Spade and others. It was fun to see that launch. And I 
really enjoy being on the College of St. Benedict board. It’s very well-run 
and it promotes women’s education — that’s very impactful to me.

What’s the best advice you received from a mentor, and 
what’s your best advice to women entering your field?

Trust your gut and run the numbers. Don’t be swayed by talking heads. 
In other words, trust but verify. I also encourage people to embrace change. 
Don’t just take a seat at the table, but lean in and raise your hand. 

— suzy FrisCh

Title/Company: Deputy chief investment officer, Abbott Downing 

Education: B.S., business and equestrian science, William 
Woods University; CFA 

Family: Steve, husband; three adult children; one stepchild; and 
two grandchildren going on three 

Carol Schleif 
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Kim FaustK im Faust started in the financial field be-
cause she liked money, she recalls with a for finances and how markets work, especially 

when the stock market crashed while I was in college,” she says.That experience led Faust to major in finance, then to roles in banking supervision with the Federal Re-serve Bank of Min-neapolis and later investment consulting. She now applies her passion to Minneapolis-based Fairview Health Services, which she joined in mid-Au-gust after more than a dozen years at Allina Health. Overseeing capital structure and finan-
cial risk management activity, Faust brings a 
strong investment background, and her con-
tinuing fascination, to every task.“When you think about how many points of 

service there are in the health care industry, it’s 
actually very similar to retail,” she says. “That 

means a great deal of credit card and bank ac-
tivity, and a huge number of moving parts. That 
complexity has really appealed to me.”She expects she’ll stay in the health care field for years to come. “I love the mission of the industry,” she says. “When you’re working for an organi-zation that’s doing good in the community, it adds an extra layer of sat-isfaction to your role. It causes me to work 

-ics and hospitals can focus on what they do best.” She brings that community commitment to her personal 
endeavors as well, serving on the finance com-
mittee at her church and acting as a trustee. 
In addition, she serves on the Minnesota State 
Board of Investment’s advisory council. “I like being able to give back by using my 
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Breia Schleuss went to law school intent on becoming a deal 
lawyer, and she made it happen by taking every course possible in 
securities, mergers and acquisitions, and more. She joined Faegre 
Baker Daniels and eventually became a leader of its agribusiness 
finance practice. 

What’s the biggest turning point in your career and how did 
that lead you to what you are doing today?

When I really started to feel like I was a team with my clients and 
a trusted adviser, and I was getting in on the ground floor with deals. I 
could be part of the strategy and help structure a really good deal, and 
then move it from point A to point B. It took a couple years to get there. 

What are your job responsibilities today?
I primarily represent lenders and companies in connection with 

their credit or commercial needs. If a company needs money to 

expand a plant or for an M&A or real estate transaction, we help 
out in all of those situations. We also work on restructuring under-
performing loans. This work really energizes me. At the end of the 
day, something is created—a company can develop a cage-free egg 
facility or a processing plant and they have the tools they need to 
achieve their next goal. 

What’s your proudest community achievement? 
I’m very passionate about helping the Pacer Center. I also 

serve on the board of Minnesota Women Lawyers. At Women-
Venture, I’m on the business finance advisory committee and 
do pro bono work. I’m proud that I received the MWL service 
award in 2011 and an award from WomenVenture for 100 hours 
of service. 

What’s the best advice you received from a mentor, and 
what’s your best advice to women entering your field?

The advice I give is to just say yes. If there is an opportunity 
that sounds interesting, jump in there and the rest will follow. You 
will have the opportunity to ask questions along the way or get the 
support you need or re-evaluate your decision. 

— suzy FrisCh

Title/Company: Partner in finance and restructuring group, 
Faegre Baker Daniels 

Education: B.A., economics and political science, St. Olaf 
College; J.D., University of St. Thomas 

Family: Ben, husband; Maren, daughter 

Breia Schleuss 
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Jennifer Schroeder believes in leading by example. Her role models 
are her parents who instilled in her a strong work ethic through their 
dedication to their professions and to giving back to the community.

What’s the biggest turning point in your career and how did 
that lead you to what you are doing today?

Early in my career, I worked in accounting at a broker-dealer. 
I enjoyed it but I also explored other industries. This led me to a 
public accounting position in the auditing department at Deloitte. My 
experiences there solidified that I love financial services and banking 
in particular. So I left public accounting for community banking and 
came to MidCountry. 

What are your job responsibilities today?
I lead the accounting and finance team in our day-to-day account-

ing activities. I’m also responsible for internal and external financial 

reporting, regulatory reporting and other projects. One recent project 
was working with our teams to help them understand and adopt the 
complicated new Basel III regulations.

What’s your proudest community achievement? 
I’ve had several rewarding opportunities with Junior Achieve-

ment. One of my best memories was teaching middle school kids 
about economics and helping them gain an understanding of personal 
finances. The ideas they came up with were amazing. 

What’s the best advice you received from a mentor, and 
what’s your best advice to women entering your field?

I’ve worked with so many great people throughout my career 
who have supported me. It’s been valuable for me to have more than 
one mentor to access different perspectives. 

Leading by example is important. Believe in yourself, work 
smart, continually challenge the status quo, and seek new oppor-
tunities. Through those experiences you will grow personally and 
professionally.

— Julie swiler

Title/Company: Controller, MidCountry Bank

Education: B.A., accounting, University of St. Thomas 

Family: Dan, husband; Evan and Alec, sons 

Jennifer Schroeder
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Tracey Skjeveland has an inspirational photo in her office that 
says, “You miss 100 percent of the shots you don’t take.” She says 
that if she hadn’t taken a challenging shot that she was offered early 
in her career, she might not be where she is today.

What’s the biggest turning point in your career and how did 
that lead you to what you are doing today?

In 2002, I was a financial analyst at Merchant & Gould. Our CFO 
and our finance director left. The CEO asked if I would lead the 
finance department. I was just 29, but I decided to jump in with both 
feet. I was promoted to CFO four years later and became COO three 
years ago. That move jump-started my career.

What are your job responsibilities today?
I oversee the finance department, and I oversee operations, which 

includes human resources, technology, the legal library, facilities, 
client records, docketing and recruiting.

What’s your proudest community achievement? 
I volunteer with a group in the legal community that serves meals 

at Simpson House, a residence for homeless people. We also helped 
in an effort to replace their out-of-date kitchen. The people we serve 
are grateful, but I feel like I get more out of it than they do.

What’s the best advice you received from a mentor, and 
what’s your best advice to women entering your field?

The best advice I received was to surround yourself with good people, 
which I’ve embraced. I grew up playing sports, and I always liked team 
sports. I try to surround myself with the best team. My advice is to chal-
lenge yourself. You’ve got to take a calculated risk to make things happen.

—Julie swiler

Title/company: COO/CFO, Merchant & Gould P.C.

Education: B.A., accounting, University of Northern Iowa 

Family: Hugh, husband; Makena, daughter; Conner, son

Tracey Skjeveland
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Working for a nearly $30 million transit organization that serves 
3 million riders annually has its challenges. But considering the Min-
nesota Valley Transit Authority has only 16 employees, Lois Spear 
knows what it means to juggle responsibilities. You name it, she will 
tell you, she’s done it.

What’s the biggest turning point in your career and how did 
that lead you to what you are doing today?

My first job was in cost accounting at Control Data. Then-
CEO William Norris was committed to hiring women and 
minorities. My manager saw things in me that I never saw in 
myself. Just three years out of college, I was asked to do a 
financial presentation for the CEO and CFO. It was scary, but 
he prepared me well. 

What are your job responsibilities today?
I’m involved in all finance accounting areas. I issue bonds to 

the public, do cash management work, budgeting and procurement. 
We contract all of our drivers and maintenance, about 150 to 200 
employees. As a team we manage that contract.

What’s your proudest community achievement? 
As a single parent with career responsibilities, I did things my 

son was involved in. I managed his soccer team and I was in charge 
of concessions for his chess team. I wanted to do things that would 
help my son and his teammates.

What’s the best advice you received from a mentor, and 
what’s your best advice to women entering your field?

The best advice I’ve received is don’t take criticism personally; 
learn from it. I would tell women entering the field the same thing, es-
pecially if you want to be a CFO. Learn different areas of finance and 
accounting. Whatever opportunity you are given, make the most of it.

— Julie swiler

Title/Company: Finance director, Minnesota Valley Transit 
Authority

Education: B.S., accounting, University of Minnesota

Family: Scott, son

Lois Spear
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Sometimes opportunities come just at the right time, as Holly 
Stocker discovered early in her career when a position opened up 
that was made for her skills.

What’s the biggest turning point in your career and how did 
that lead you to what you are doing today?

I started at Winthrop & Weinstine as a litigator but quickly found 
it was not for me. When I learned there was an opportunity to work 
in commercial lending and real estate transactions group, I took it. If 
I hadn’t made that move I would not be here and I doubt very much I 
would be practicing law. 

What are your job responsibilities today?
I represent banks in real estate transactions. For example, I rep-

resented Sunrise Banks on the Habitat for Humanity headquarters, 
TPT’s new headquarters in downtown St. Paul and the new Midway 
YMCA. Most of the deals that I work on involve tax credits of some 
variety. 

What’s your proudest community achievement? 
I enjoy very much working on projects that include New Markets 

Tax Credits because they have the goal of creating jobs in low 
income communities. Having that niche makes everything else I do 
more fulfilling. I also serve on the board of Habitat for Humanity of 
Minnesota — affordable home ownership is a soapbox issue of mine 
– and I’ve also focused on mentoring minority women.

What’s the best advice you received from a mentor, and 
what’s your best advice to women entering your field?

I think that my mentors have done a good job putting me into 
positions where I was able to learn a lot but where I had to take 
ownership of the project. Doing this gave me confidence and helped 
me learn much quicker.

— Frank Jossi

Title/Company: Shareholder, Winthrop & Weinstine

Education: B.A., finance, University of St. Thomas; J.D., 
University of Minnesota

Family: Husband, Meko; 4-year-old, another child on the way

Holly Stocker 

SHE’S AS DEDICATED TO  
THE COMMUNITY AS SHE  
IS TO HER CLIENTS.

Northwestern Mutual is proud to recognize Monica
Eckberg for all she does in her work and in the community.
Congratulations on being inducted into the Top Women in
Finance Circle of Excellence!
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White Earth Band member Audra Tonihka manages a varied loan 
portfolio that ranges from loans to businesses and consumers to debt 
consolidation. She loves speaking to new or expanding businesses. 

What’s the biggest turning point in your career and how did 
that lead you to what you are doing today?

I think timing was my biggest turning point. I obtained an 
entry-level loan officer position with the local credit union and 
that opened up opportunities for becoming a finance officer in this 
company.

What are your job responsibilities today?
We’re a nonprofit loan fund that focuses generally on rural areas, 

and the majority of our loans go to tribal members who are located 
throughout the state. I run the organization on a day-to-day basis and 
oversee how we do on a macro-level, including loan deployments 
and delinquency rates. 

What’s your proudest community achievement? 
Building the building where we are located was important be-

cause there’s a lack of infrastructure here. It’s not just our office, it’s 
an incubator that currently has two businesses. Our concept is work-
ing so well and we’re thinking of adding a second incubator. We’ve 
also created a free tax-preparation service for tribal members.

What’s the best advice you received from a mentor, and 
what’s your best advice to women entering your field?

Watching my mentors and how they reacted to various scenarios 
and issues taught me a lot, especially in dealing with conflict. I think 
the financial industry as a whole offers just tons of opportunity for 
anyone who is interested not just in numbers but in people. This isn’t 
only an office job — I’m often out in the field speaking to people.

— Frank Jossi

Title/Company: Commercial loan officer, White Earth 
Investment Initiative, Midwest Minnesota Community 
Development Corporation

Education: B.A. business management, University of 
Minnesota, Morris 

Family: Husband, Joe, two sons 

Audra Tonihka 



Congratulations
Top Women in Finance Honoree Kelly Manke
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involvement. Congratulations on this 
outstanding achievement!
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Kim Venable recalls being the first female primary staff officer 
for the 10th Special Forces Group in Colorado. The novelty of her 
gender didn’t last long after 9/11 and women joined the military in 
greater numbers. 

What’s the biggest turning point in your career and how did 
that lead you to what you are doing today?

The biggest turning point was 9/11. I had just started a new 
position with the Special Forces Group at Fort Carson, Colorado. 
The pace was phenomenal as the training intensity and missions 
increased tremendously. Another notable date for me was the Red 
Bulls 2009 deployment to Iraq, where I deployed as their assistant 
resource manager. 

What are your job responsibilities today?
As a weekend reservist, I am the primary resource management 

officer for the Red Bull Division. I manage the division’s budget 
during deployments and I currently work full time as a recruiting and 
staffing specialist at the St. Cloud VA Health Care System. 

What’s your proudest community achievement? 
Definitely my 26 combined years of active and reserve service 

is probably my biggest achievement, especially since I was only 
planning on doing a six-year tour. My husband and I are very active 
in our children’s activities, too, such as the Boy Scouts, and we’re 
board members for our local hockey and lacrosse associations. 

What’s the best advice you received from a mentor, and 
what’s your best advice to women entering your field?

I was always told that if you can dream it, you can achieve it. 
Never accept the standard as good enough. Work hard to exceed 
expectations and don’t forget to acknowledge those that have helped 
you along the way. 

— Frank Jossi

Title/Company: Lieutenant colonel, G8, 34th Infantry Division 
(Red Bulls), Minnesota Army National Guard

Education: B.S., finance, St. Cloud State University; Master’s 
in management, Troy State University

Family: Husband, Barry; two boys

Kimberly Venable 
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Financial adviser and author, Katherine Vessenes has spent much 
of her financial career not only helping clients save and make wise 
investments but also encouraging the financial industry to operate 
more ethically. 

What’s the biggest turning point in your career and how did 
that lead you to what you are doing today?

After being a district attorney in Black River Falls, Wisconsin, I 
later moved to private practice and took some public defender cases, 
including one involving a 400-pound guy who was sexually abusing 
his daughter. I didn’t want to do that work anymore and my husband 
told me I should get into a “clean line of work.” And I was drawn to 
financial planning. 

What are your job responsibilities today?
I’m on the board of software company ProfitSee and handle 

some of their public relations and business relationships. For MD 
Financial Advisors I offer financial advice to physicians and health 
care professionals and for Vestment Advisors I handle coaching and 
management training for financial service professionals and large 
financial services firms. 

What’s your proudest community achievement? 
Being selected for the Certified Financial Planner Board of Ethics 

was rewarding. I have always wanted to be involved in raising the 
standards of the industry.

What’s the best advice you received from a mentor, and 
what’s your best advice to women entering your field?

I was interested at a young age in how much people made and my 
dad would always say “it’s not how much you make, it’s how much 
you keep.” I learned the importance of saving from any early age. 
For women I would say financial planning is a great career, you can 
own your own business and do good things for other people. 

— Frank Jossi

Title, Employer: President, MD Financial Advisors; president, 
Vestment Advisors Financial Group; president, Vestment 
Advisors 

Education: Degree B.A. and J.D., University of Denver; CFP, 
College of Financial Planning

Family: Husband, three grown children

Katherine Vesseness 



Tracey R. Skjeveland
COO and CFO, Merchant & Gould P.C.

MerchantGould.com

We proudly congratulate

Guardians of Great Ideas ®

on being recognized as a 
2016 Top Women in Finance honoree

by Finance & Commerce
and for her continued service  

to the community and the  
financial and legal professions. 
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When Krystal Vierkant took a pay cut at a bank job more than 
15 years ago she started a little side gig running her own trucking 
company with a partner. The Waite Park business grew into six com-
panies and her partner, Kevin Vierkant, became her husband. 

What’s the biggest turning point in your career and how did 
that lead you to what you are doing today?

I think that starting a business to supplement my income and two 
years later making the decision to do this full time was the biggest 
turning point for me. I couldn’t do this part time anymore. 

What are your job responsibilities today?
We’re aggregate haulers, primarily, and we have 60 great em-

ployees. I wear all hats – I oversee all the finance aspects, from bill-

ing to payables. I teach employees time management and other skills, 
and implement new technology. I do whatever needs to be done. 

What’s your proudest community achievement? 
I’ve done a lot of mentoring and volunteering work but I would 

say overseeing three benefits were my favorite projects. I helped two 
people with cancer raise money for their treatments and raised mon-
ey for a young man who was in a motorcycle accident who needed 
equipment to get around. The benefits were rewarding to me because 
you’re helping other people. 

What’s the best advice you received from a mentor, and 
what’s your best advice to women entering your field?

Stay true to your values and your beliefs, especially in a 
male-dominated industry, where you can become a different person. 
From a working mom’s perspective, my advice is work hard to figure 
your business-family life and not sacrifice one for the other. I strug-
gled with that. 

— Frank Jossi

Title/Company: CFO, CEO, owner, Rock On Cos.

Education: Attended North Hennepin Community College 

Family: Husband, Kevin; three stepsons, a daughter, one son

Krystal Vierkant 
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Sometimes you work with someone with such a similar approach 
and philosophy, your careers are bound to intersect more than once. 
That’s what happened with Cärin Viertel and Kim Brown, who once 
were colleagues at an ad agency and now work together again.

What’s the biggest turning point in your career and how did 
that lead you to what you are doing today?

It was definitely joining JNBA. I had worked with (JNBA pres-
ident) Kim Brown earlier my career. At the time she offered me the 
opportunity to join the team, I had my own consulting business. Hav-
ing familiarity with JNBA’s client-centric approach, and understand-
ing their vision for the future, I wanted to be a part of it. 

What are your job responsibilities today?
Ensuring that our team delivers the highest level of service to 

our clients. I am responsible for practice management, including 
leading our client service team and our client advisory board, whose 
feedback is invaluable to the way we do business. 

What’s your proudest community achievement? 
The financial educational programs we’ve developed for nonprof-

its, along with the more than $215,000 raised over the last eight years 
for Special Olympics through the Polar Plunge, is truly rewarding. 
My involvement with Diamond Lake Lutheran Church has been 
personally fulfilling.

What’s the best advice you received from a mentor, and 
what’s your best advice to women entering your field?

“Never assume” is the best advice I’ve received. Ask more ques-
tions and do not settle until you are confident in the end result. And I 
would tell those entering the field to “never assume” that the wealth 
management industry is about numbers, because it’s about people. 

— Frank Jossi

Title/Company: Director of client services, JNBA Financial 
Advisors

Education: B.A., communications and journalism, University of 
St. Thomas

Family: Husband, Dave; two children

Cärin Viertel 



CONGRATULATIONS

Nneka Constantino 
Regions Hospital is proud to recognize 
Nneka Constantino and all the 
2016 Top Women in Finance honorees. 
Thank you for being an inspiration 
and leader in our community.
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Paula Williams has worked in the financial services industry for 
more than 22 years. She found in banking a perfect opportunity to 
help people attain their goals and dreams.

What’s the biggest turning point in your career and how did 
that lead you to what you are doing today?

I was working at Lake Area Bank when one day a friend of mine 
who still works for Associated Bank let me know about an opening 
here. The pivotal point in my career was when I got this job in 2011 
and went from an approximately $285 million community bank to, at 
the time, a roughly $25 billion regional bank.

What are your job responsibilities today?
I have up to a $10 million authority to approve loans and 

mitigate risk for corporate, commercial and private banking 
groups who work with high net worth individuals and business-
es. I work collaboratively with them to make sure that we’re 
meeting the customers’ needs as well as mitigating risks to the 
bank. 

What’s your proudest community achievement? 
I’ve been a member of Stillwater Sunrise Rotary for more 

than 10 years and served as their youth exchange officer, presi-
dent and board member throughout that time. While president, 
I represented my club at Rotary’s international convention in 
Lisbon, Portugal. 

What’s the best advice you received from a mentor, and 
what’s your best advice to women entering your field?

My answer to both these questions contains the best advice I’ve 
ever gotten: You have to pick and choose the best of what you hear, 
observe, as well as what you’ve learned through trial and error, to get 
to what works for you. Life is what you make of it.

—Frank Jossi

Title/Company: Senior vice president and regional senior credit 
officer, Associated Bank

Education: B.S., business, University of Minnesota

Family: Husband, Bob; two children

Paula Williams
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Monica Eckberg believes that the thrill of 
life is found in living up to your own 
potential. It is for this reason that she is 
committed to being fully present in 
every conversation and a lifelong 
learner. Her nearly 20-year career 
at Northwestern Mutual has been one 
of her life’s greatest blessings after her 
family and friends.

What has happened in your life since your previous honor? 
I had a couple personal challenges and tragedies; I knew I had a 

choice — to be unchanged or allow these challenges and tragedies 
to propel me to something greater. I got deeply involved in Chil-
dren’s Hospital and Clinics by joining its Legacy Advisors Board 
and regularly cook meals at the crisis nursery. Those two things 
helped me bring greater purpose to tragedy. 

What are your job responsibilities today?
I specialize in creating a holistic financial plan taking into 

consideration taxes, asset performance and diversification. I help 
people build a plan that includes risk management, wealth accumu-
lation and retirement distributions strategies. 

What’s your proudest community achievement?
I helped our agency raise $30,000 for the University of Min-

nesota Children’s Hospital for a “fun center” for children with 
cancer. 

What’s the best advice you received from a mentor, and 
what’s your best advice to women entering your field?

Always follow your heart, it’s the greatest compass ever made. 
For women I would say “be yourself.” There are a lot of business 
woman who try to be masculine in order to be taken seriously but 
the way I’ve reached success in my career is by being me and per-
sonifying the good attributes of being female.

What’s on your bucket list? 
We’re in the middle of achieving one of my bucket list items, 

which is to build my dream home with my husband and kids near 
Lake Calhoun. 

— Frank Jossi

Title, Employer: Wealth management adviser, Northwestern 
Mutual 

Education: B.A., University of Wisconsin; CLU, ChFC, 
American College

Family: Husband, Darren; two boys, Cullen and Kieran 

Monica Eckberg 
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Jill Johnson has been honored twice as a Top Woman in 

Finance, most recently in 2013. Before and 

since, she has leveraged her position to 

become a leader in economic develop-

ment initiatives designed to assist 

small businesses in Minnesota 

and nationwide in their growth and 

expansion, recently completing seven 

years of service as a member of a federal 

board for the United States Small Business 

Administration.

What has happened in your life since your previous honor? 
Getting the award for a third time has been pretty cool. I also 

just received a Mentor of the Year Award from the Women’s Health 

Leadership Trust.

What are your job responsibilities today?
It’s my company, so I’m responsible for all the key activities in 

what we do: interfacing with clients, doing consulting work. I’m the 

face of the company and the thought leader behind it.

What’s your proudest community achievement?
One would be helping to establish the Minnesota Women 

Business Owners Hall of Fame. That tells the story of women who, 

over 150 years, have had a major economic impact in our state, but 

more important, women who overcame obstacles that today’s young 

women probably don’t fully understand. By telling their stories, it 

brings a lot of inspiration.

What’s the best advice you received from a mentor, and 
what’s your best advice to women entering your field?

Don’t spend all your cash. You can survive anything if you have 

some cash in the bank. The advice I would have is, think big but be 

prepared.

What’s on your bucket list? 
I want to work in all 50 states. I’m about halfway there.

— Dan heilman

Title/Company: President, Johnson Consulting Services

Education: MBA, business administration, Drake University; 
B.S./B.A., marketing/management, Drake University

Family: Husband, John Tebbe; dogs, Sammy, Faith and 
Ramsey; cat, Oscar

Jill Johnson
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Congratulations to RBC Wealth Management 
financial advisor Darla Kashian on being 
selected as a 2016 Top Woman in Finance  
by Finance & Commerce*.

We are proud of your accomplishments and 
personalized approach to helping each of  
your clients meet their unique goals.

Congratulations, Audra!
From the boards and staff of

White Earth Investment Initiative,
Community Development Bank and

Midwest Minnesota Community 
Development Corporation

Great Work!
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Sharon Olson says that her compa-
ny, Olson Wealth Group, was designed 
to last. For 30 years it has provided 
counsel and strategies to meet 
clients where they are in their life 
and throughout generations. She’s 
been named a Top Woman in Finance 
twice before, most recently in 2012.

What has happened in your life since your previous Top 
Women in Finance honor? 

Our firm has nearly doubled our growth. We have become more 
proactive in helping our clients build strategy and planning around 
socially responsible and social impact investing as well as charita-
ble planning through family foundations. 

What are your job responsibilities today?
As a leader in my company, I strive to lead by example with 

gratitude and dedication to empowering successful families with 
innovative, creative, and cutting edge strategies, both in my work 
with clients and with our important team. The average length of 
our client relationship is over 15 years … we are here to see them 
through.

What’s your proudest community achievement?
The work I’m doing with the Ann Bancroft Foundation and the 

Dare to Dream Grants. I have served as the board chair and have 
participated significantly to the organization’s growth and devel-
opment for over 10 years. Ann Bancroft has made me a permanent 
board member due to my commitment and contribution.

What’s the best advice you received from a mentor, and 
what’s your best advice to women entering your field?

I was told that successful people do what others are unwilling 
to do. Those words have helped me many times when I have faced 
challenges and begin to doubt. And I would say, pay attention to the 
differences between generations. What’s important to baby boomers 
isn’t what’s on the mind of millennials. 

What’s on your bucket list? 
My hope is that I have created value and enriched the lives of 

my clients throughout generations. And, if given the opportunity, 
to have a straw hat, easel and paintbrush on a beach in Del Mar, 
California.

— Dan heilman

Title/Company: Principal, Olson Wealth Group

Education: B.S., finance and economics, Minnesota State 
University, Mankato

Family: Daughter, Vanessa Krebsbach

Sharon Olson
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Congratulations to

763-571-3101   •   www.jcs-usa.com 

on being named to the Top Women in Finance

Jill Johnson

Jill J. Johnson, MBA
President & Founder
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