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FROM THE EDITOR

Congratulations to our
2021 class of Top Women in
Finance honorees. It was
a pleasure to be able to
gather and recognize your
achievements in person
again this year.

--Joel Schettler, editor

TWO DECADES OF
ACHIEVEMENT

A

t the risk of sounding self-serving, I would like to recognize our 20th
anniversary of Finance & Commerce
honoring the Top Women in Finance.
But my congratulations are not meant for our
publication but rather for all of the women who
have worked tirelessly in the financial industry
across Minnesota to break barriers and set an example for those who will follow in their paths. It
is our pleasure to have been able to highlight their
achievement over the past two decades.
As our cover story reports, more than 600 winners have been recognized since 2001. They have
been picked and vetted by their fellow professionals for their leadership and contribution to the region’s financial industry. And of those winners, 60
multiple winners have received the honor twice,
making them a member of the Top Women in Finance Circle of Excellence. An even further select
group of professionals have made it into the Top
Women in Finance Hall of Fame.
“When you get going in your career, it can be
a slow start, especially when you build a practice
from scratch,” says past honoree Kristin Brandi
Printon, senior partner and wealth adviser with
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Moxie Wealth management. “Even if you know
you’re doing good work, you might not be putting
up big numbers. Something like Top Women in
Finance tells you that you’re respected in your
field.”
Today, just over 26% of those who work in the
financial industry are women, according to data
gathered by Zippia. While work remains to be
done to level the playing field, new honorees will
now join those from the past to continue the work
of setting and building bridges for the next generation of leaders. Says past honoree Cathy Sedacca,
owner of Sage Business Credit: “Being among the
Top Women in Finance alumnae introduced to
a group of very smart women, whom I might not
have crossed paths with otherwise.”
Congratulations to our Top Women in Finance
2021 honorees and welcome to the impressive
alumni group of financial professionals. In many
ways, your journey may only be just getting
started.
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RACHELE EDWARDS
CLIENT SERVICES MANAGER

Rachele is a change agent in every possible way. From motivating staff to reach new performance goals to leading team members
through a pandemic, she embraces every challenge with enthusiasm, determination, and a focus on doing what’s best for each
Alerus client. We proudly congratulate her for being recognized as one of 2021’s Top Women in Finance.

BANKING :: PAYROLL :: RETIREMENT :: BENEFITS
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Jill J. Johnson, president and founder,
Johnson Consulting Services

INSPIRING THE
NEXT GENERATION
Former winners look back at
what the Top Women in Finance
awards have meant to them
by DAN HEILMAN
Special to Finance & Commerce

T

wo decades ago, a brain
trust of editors, executives
and salespeople at Finance
& Commerce came up with what
then was probably a strange idea:
honoring Twin Cities women who
were blazing trails and surpassing
standards in banking, accounting,
credit, financial planning, wealth
management and other financial
services.
Then as now, finance is predominantly a male domain. But that demographic is always changing, and
we don’t think we’re flattering ourselves too much by saying awards
like Top Women in Finance are encouraging more women to get into
the profession.
Since 2001, more than 600 winners of the award have been picked
from a wide range of nomination
forms that are studied by industry
leaders and Finance & Commerce
staff. Of those, about 60 multiple
winners have been ushered into the
Top Women in Finance Circle of
Excellence. A select group of half a
dozen makes up the TWIF Hall of

www.finance-commerce.com

Fame.
To mark the 20th anniversary of
Top Women in Finance, we spoke
with three past winners about what
the award has meant for themselves,
their companies and the industry at
large.
Jill J. Johnson, president and
founder, Johnson Consulting Services: The first time I was named
a Top Woman in Finance, it was
great to be recognized and honored
as a small-business person. To be
elevated and acknowledged along
with women who work in large enterprises – that was a really big first
step.
The second time, I saw it as a reaffirmation that the quality of the
work I was doing and the impact I
was making for my clients was really being recognized.
The third time, when I got into
the Hall of Fame, that was a game
changer. It helped solidify in the
minds of people I do business with
that, ‘Wow, not only is she talented,
but she is really at a level above.’
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“Even if you know
you’re doing good
work, you might not be
putting up big numbers.
Something like Top
Women in Finance tells
you that you’re respected
in your field.”
— Kristin Brandli Printon,
Moxie Wealth Management
this way.
Being among the Top Women in Finance alumnae introduced
to a group of very smart women whom I might not have crossed
paths with otherwise.
Johnson: Getting the award more than once has helped me close
business deals. It’s hard when you’re in business to have a differentiator. It reinforces to the boards of the clients I work with that
I’m not just some little management consultant who happened to
win an award.

Kristin Brandli Printon, senior partner and
wealth adviser, Moxie Wealth Management

Kristin Brandli Printon, senior partner and wealth adviser,
Moxie Wealth Management: What was important to me about
getting the award was the validation of it.
When you get going in your career, it can be a slow start, especially when you build a practice from scratch. Even if you know
you’re doing good work, you might not be putting up big numbers. Something like Top Women in Finance tells you that you’re
respected in your field.
Cathy Sedacca, managing director, Integrated Consulting Services: It’s great to be recognized – not only by the people who
nominated me, but also by the judging panel. It’s wonderful to
have your peers and colleagues agree that you deserve to be noted
6
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Printon: When I started, I just concentrated on doing the right
thing, based on what I thought made the most sense for clients.
That isn’t always in line with different companies – some have
quotas and so on.
As a financial planner, I built my business from scratch, and
because of that it can be a very slow build. Winning an award like
this, especially twice, is validation of the years of hard work that
have led up to this point.
Winning the award told me that all my hard work really meant
something. It told me that even if you start slow, the recognition
will catch up to you if you’re doing the right things.
Sedacca: There are different variables of finance that we all have
to deal with. The things I do day-to-day aren’t the same as what
other people do. Events like this and awards like this give me a
chance to get to know women on the wealth management side, or
in banking.
It’s good to talk with women in other areas of finance about
www.finance-commerce.com

“It’s good to talk
with women in other
areas of finance
about what they see.
It’s a great way to
step outside of your
own professional
world.”
— Cathy Sedacca,
Integrated Consulting
Services

what they see. It’s a great way to step outside of your own professional world.
Johnson: A lot of very capable women in this field don’t even
put their hats in the ring to be considered, or people who know
them don’t think to nominate them. Because of the complexity
of financial services, and because there are relatively few women
in that sector, whenever a woman is acknowledged it creates an
opportunity for 20 other women. They see an award like that on
someone’s LinkedIn page and say, ‘I could do that.’
These awards are very inspirational to the next generation of
women leaders. That makes it extra important for the colleagues
who see their talent to submit a high-quality application to tell
that person’s story.
Printon: In general, women in finance are still a minority. The
more we can highlight amazing work that women are doing, the
more light it sheds on the various limits in the industry. It also
helps introduce more women into the financial world who otherwise might not have been aware of the opportunities that are there.
Anything we can do to expand the field of women in the financial industry is helpful.
Sedacca: You never know where new business will come from. But
www.finance-commerce.com

Cathy Sedacca, Integrated Consulting Services

I know that when someone decides to Google me, I think people
like to see instances where you’ve been recognized within your industry. It makes you stand out.
People in all areas deal with impostor syndrome – why do these
people think I’m good at this? Having an award like this tells me I
must be pretty good.
Finance & Commerce | Top Women in Finance 2021
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Congratulations
to One of
Alliance Bank’s
Top Women.
Betsy Holm, Vice President
Deposit Operations Supervisor

Alliance Bank is proud to congratulate Betsy Holm as a 2021 honoree of
the Top Women in Finance award.
Thank you Betsy for your commitment and outstanding service to Alliance Bank and the community.
With a career spanning 27 years at Alliance Bank, we’re proud to have you as a leader on our team
and pleased to congratulate you on this well-deserved recognition.
Alliance Bank applauds all honorees for their important contribution to Minnesota business and for
being mentors to other women in their field.

55 E. Fifth Street, St. Paul, MN 55101
Strength. Innovation. Community.®

www.alliancebanks.com • (651) 229-0070 • Member FDIC

HONOREES
TOP WOMEN
IN FINANCE

TOP WOMEN IN FINANCE
EACH YEAR FINANCE & COMMERCE HONORS THE TOP WOMEN IN FINANCE
in Minnesota. This year’s class honors 29 women, three of whom are being recognized for a second time as members of the Top Women in Finance Circle of Excellence.
Finance & Commerce’s Top Women in Finance program recognizes women who are making
an impact not only in their professions but also in their communities in Minnesota. An outside
panel of experts reviewed the nominations and helped to select the honorees.
The women were honored at a networking and awards event on Nov. 18 at the Hyatt Regency
Minneapolis in downtown Minneapolis.

www.finance-commerce.com
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Kate Broman
MINT ROOFING
When Kate Broman started working at Mint Roofing, it
was supposed to be a temporary step until she figured out
what to do next.
Broman had a Bachelor of Science degree in sports management, and a solid sports pedigree. “My dad played football for the University of Minnesota, and I was raised on Gopher sports,” Broman said.
But Broman found that the hours of the parks and recreation jobs she took weren’t great. So she applied at Mint
Roofing, a company her sister recommended.
Twenty years later, she’s still at Mint Roofing. For the last
nine years she’s been the vice president of finance, and five
years ago she became COO as well. She decided to get some
background in the financial aspects of her job, so she went
back to school for an MBA in 2012.
“My number one strength is learning, which is a blessing
and a curse,” she said.
Broman is responsible for all things financial at Mint Roofing, including cash management, budgeting, and analysis.
She has focused on improving the methods of analysis the
company uses.
For example, her most recent project was a job cost analysis that examined the company’s six lines of business. The
results have given greater visibility to many aspects of the
work.
“It’s been really helpful, because it helps our sales team
understand what work to go after, where that sweet spot is,”
Broman said. “It helps for planning and budgeting on the operations side too.”
Broman also made improvements to Mint’s inventory-management and budgeting processes.
Outside of work, Broman is a member of CEO Roundtable
and benefits from other COOs describing how they manage
situations. She also hopes to return soon to mentoring via
TeamWomen Minnesota, a nonprofit that seeks to develop
women through leadership development, mentoring, and
other strategies.
—Holly Dolezalek
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Elly Cummings
NEW AMERICAN FUNDING
Elly Cummings thought she would be a lawyer. After all,
that’s why she moved to Minneapolis. But a job in a mortgage
office as a receptionist and mortgage file opener changed all
that.
Today, the senior vice president of New American Funding
leads more than 200 people. But as a young woman just starting her career in the late 1990s, she often had only herself
to rely on for mentoring, something that she works hard to
change for young women following in her footsteps.
“It was very much a men’s club,” she said. “I didn’t have a
mentor, so I made my own mentorship program for myself.
I would take the MRI Quick Reference manuals (which explain all the mortgage underwriting guidelines) home and
read them.”
Cummings makes sure that there is plenty of time set aside
in her schedule for her to mentor young women at New
American Funding. She tells them that success is listening to
your inner voice, not what others say about you and focusing
on what you know you can do.
“Your reputation will grow organically if you do the right
thing for the right reason,” she said. “You don’t have to take a
path that’s traditional.”
And what of Cummings nontraditional path? Would she
ever consider going back to tradition and attending law
school? It’s not likely, she said. Not while there’s so much
work left to be done, particularly in helping underserved
communities realize the dream the homeownership, a cause
that New American Funding prioritizes.
“I feel like I’ve only scratched the surface of what I can do,”
Cummings said. “I’m very lucky in that I love what I do.”
—Kate Leibsle

www.finance-commerce.com
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Christine Duellman
BELL BANK
In an industry that can be rife with turbulence — made
even more so by a pandemic — Christine Duellman’s calm
and measured approach is part of what helps her stand out
as a leader.
In her current role as senior vice president and director of
credit administration at Bell Bank, Duellman is responsible
for the oversight of the credit administration department, including loan policy administration, loan portfolio analysis,
and reporting, as well as credit risk management.
The position is newly created and builds on her capacity
for balancing risk in the midst of strong growth. Since she
completed her MBA degree from St. Mary’s University in
Minnesota in 2020, she’s excited to put even more energy toward the bank’s success with her characteristic aplomb.
“I’d describe myself as a logical person, staying steady even
in stressful situations,” she said. “I think it’s important to fully
understand a situation before I react, so I typically ask a lot of
questions and listen. Most people just want to be given an opportunity to speak and share their perspective, and that can
go a long way in promoting goodwill and establishing trust.”
Another quality Duellman brings to her role is empathy,
particularly when it comes to change. Even in a straightforward transaction, change can bring up feelings of fear and
anxiety, she says, and she sees her approach toward collaboration and communication as integral to helping others navigate that change.
She certainly has no trepidation about major shifts herself.
In addition to completing her MBA, she’s already contemplating another higher education program, as well as taking
on more volunteer opportunities to complement her efforts
in addressing food insecurity as a past co-chair of a community fundraising program for a local food shelf. Most of all,
she’s looking forward to what’s ahead at Bell Bank.
“I’ve already checked off the biggest item on my professional bucket list: I have a job I really enjoy, and work with an
amazing team comprised of people I respect and admire,” she
said. “I’m not sure I can top that.”
—Elizabeth Millard
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Share your good news as an impressive work of art!
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for display at work or home. Framing materials
are carefully selected to complement any décor.
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RBC WEALTH MANAGEMENT

BLACK WOMEN’S WEALTH ALLIANCE
biggest client of her
Kenya McKnight-Ahad calls herself the
The organization,
business, the Black Women’s Wealth Alliance.
specific public beneMinnesota’s first black woman-owned
community providing
fit corporation, works within the black
to economic proshistorical black women with a clear pathway
wealth-building
perity. Some of their services include cultural
ownership, wealth
education in the areas of finances, home
academy, and business and professional development.
“I’m building my own wealth,” she said.
The graduate
McKnight-Ahad grew up in north Minneapolis.
College is working
Technical
and
Community
of Minneapolis
in Nova Scotia.
on her master’s degree from St. Mary’s University
with financial
Her desire to help women in her community
her own struggles.
education and building wealth is rooted in
environment,” she
“I grew up in a financially dysfunctional
20s and 30s. I didn’t
said. “I struggled a lot as a teen and into my
to us.”
have any financial education. It wasn’t taught
for many reaFinancial literacy for black women is important
said.
sons and on many levels, McKnight-Ahad
BWWA has offered
Under McKnight-Ahad’s leadership, the
more than 125 black
homebuyers education and certification to
2,500 black women,
women, financial education to more than
women-owned busicreated and advised more than 100 black
$100,000 in grants
nesses since 2014, and has invested more than
professionals.
to black women entrepreneurs, students and
she said. “I love see“I love seeing black women transformed,”
themselves and living
ing them inspired, motivated, believing in
who cares, providing
their lives to the fullest. Seeing someone
makes me go
them a cultural pathway to excel economically,
hard every day to do what we do.”
to continue growMoving forward, McKnight-Ahad wants
to lead and push
ing her own knowledge, skills and capacity
BWWA to its next level.
the internal
strengthening
“In the short term I am focused on
” she said. “Longsystems, operations and resources of BWWA,
the nation, and I will
term, we will spread across Minnesota,
the nation.”
write a book and speak to women across
—Kate Leibsle

44

in Finance 2019
Finance & Commerce | Top Women

Nicole Garrison grew up in a double-wide trailer. She lost
her father at age 7, and at 21, her mother died, leaving her
on her own.
Growing up that way taught her a visceral dedication to
financial health and well-being. For Garrison, working in
finance means communicating the value of that financial
health — and that of the organizations and professionals who
tend it.
Garrison started out in journalism, first at the St. Paul Pioneer Press and later at the Minneapolis-St. Paul Business
Journal, where she began covering financial services.
“I didn’t know how to read a financial statement,” Garrison
said. “I thought, ‘Well, this will be disastrous.’”
Instead, Garrison got a fast education. By the time of the
2008 financial crisis, she was publishing a watch list of community banks that helped readers know which ones might
fail next.
Moving to U.S. Bank in 2011, Garrison coordinated a
campaign to emphasize positive stories about the company to counter bitter public sentiment against all banks. “We
worked with small businesses we were financing and told our
story by telling their story,” she said.
Today, Garrison is the director of corporate content, communications and social media at RBC Wealth Management.
Her proudest project is a series of videos she developed that
explain how women came to work as financial advisers at
RBC, including a former rocket scientist and a Russian translator for the U.S. Army.
The videos had a huge impact: Within 18 months, 1,200
women had responded to the recruitment email address in
the videos. “I don’t know what the numbers are normally, but
they’re far fewer than that,” Garrison said.
Garrison always finds time to mentor other women. “So
many people — starting with my mother — helped me get
where I am today that I really feel the responsibility to do the
same for the next generation,” she said.
—Holly Dolezalek
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Rachele Edwards
ALERUS
Only six months after joining Alerus in September 2019,
Rachele Edwards found herself leading staff and clients
through a global pandemic.
A Minnesota native who moved out west in 2004, Edwards
began her financial services career at a check cashing facility
in Washington state. After relocating to Colorado, a receptionist position led to a 14-year career at First National Bank
of Omaha, where she steadily advanced to the position of
branch manager. She was one of the company’s top managers
for about a decade.
Edwards joined Alerus on Sept. 30, 2019, as client services
manager, supervising 37 consumer sales and client associate
staff at Alerus’ six Twin Cities locations.
Six months later, the company relocated 75% of its employees to work from home due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
Edwards and her team are credited with helping Alerus’ staff
achieve many of its performance goals, even while working
remotely in a constantly changing environment.
For Edwards, a major key to career advancement has been
“being curious. No matter where I was, it always helped me to
grow and find ways I can do more” for clients and colleagues.
Over the years, Edwards has often been a mentor for other bank employees. “As a leader and manager, I really enjoy
having the opportunity to make a difference in people’s lives,
helping them learn and grow into where they see themselves,”
Edwards said.
While in Colorado, Edwards was an active volunteer, and
she has been seeking opportunities for team and individual volunteering in the Twin Cities. Previously, Edwards has
provided financial literacy presentations for groups including Girl Scout troops and single mothers. She is a past volunteer and board member for Habitat for Humanity and a past
board member for Bank On, which provides financial advice
and low- to no-fee bank accounts for under-banked individuals. She volunteered for 10 years for various nonprofits in
the Boulder and Longmont, Colorado, area to support homeless shelters, food banks, and victims of domestic violence.
Last fall, she organized and led a group of employees to
pack meals for Meals From the Heart in Oakdale, to benefit
local food shelves.
—Dan Emerson
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Congratulations, Lisa Salazar!
2021 Top Women in Finance
Finance & Commerce
Bridgewater Bank is honored to congratulate our Chief Deposit
Officer, Lisa Salazar, for her recognition as a 2021 Top Women in
Finance honoree.
Lisa, as a dedicated member of the bank’s strategic leadership
team, you play an integral role in Bridgewater’s story of success.
From guiding our Client Services team to driving our continued
growth, your leadership is admired by all. You embody a Top
Woman in Finance, and we thank you for being part of the BWB
team!

Lisa Salazar

Chief Deposit Officer

TOP WOMEN IN FINANCE 2021

Marja Erickson
GRAND MARAIS STATE BANK
Working as a small-town banker allows Marja Erickson to
learn customers’ names, acknowledge their birthdays, and
help them through good and bad times.
The same goes for employees. The Grand Marais State
Bank assistant vice president sometimes rewards employees
with treats from the nearby Dairy Queen after a busy week.
“We want a workplace where you don’t just come in and
orders are given,” she said. “The bank is like a family and I
want to make sure that employees are happy and appreciated
for everything that they do so they, in turn, do that for their
customers.”
Sixteen years ago, Erickson started as a receptionist and
worked her way up the career ladder. Her first encounter
with the bank came when she bought a home and signed a
pile of loan documents she did not understand. Since then,
Erickson has made an effort to “translate” banking lingo and
products into prose understandable to customers.
That skill became especially important during the
COVID-19 shutdown and Erickson had to explain the U.S.
Small Business Administration’s Paycheck Protection Program to dozens of people. As a result, in two rounds of funding, the bank closed $13 million in loans impacting nearly
2,000 employees of local businesses.
As the only bank providing PPP loans in Grand Marais,
Erickson served many businesspeople who banked elsewhere. “The gratitude and the trust that they had to place in
me and in us that this is going to work out was incredible and
I’m thrilled it did work out for them,” she said.
Erickson serves as president of the Cook County Historical Society, which hopes to turn the vacant U.S. Coast Guard
Lighthouse into a maritime museum. She also started a YouTube series featuring elders speaking about Grand Marais’
history. While Erickson volunteers for other nonprofits, she
said her “personal passion has become the historical society.”
—Frank Jossi
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Andrea Foster
MARCUS & MILLICHAP REAL ESTATE
INVESTMENT SERVICES
Marcus & Millichap Real Estate Investment Services was in
a bit of trouble. During the pandemic the company’s Milwaukee operations manager quit, and no replacement candidates
were in sight.
Into the breach stepped Andrea Foster. While working as
operations manager for Marcus & Millichap’s Minneapolis
office, the versatile Foster also took on Milwaukee.
“I’m not necessarily hands-on in finance, but I work with
commercial real estate investment agents,” she says. “I process all the transactions that come through and make sure
they follow all the state regulations when it comes to recording and submitting it to our accounting department.”
Foster is living proof of the adage that you need to create
your own opportunities.
She routinely handles $10 million worth of multifamily investment sales for the company’s agents, and as much as $60
million in commercial real estate sales for some of its senior
agents.
“I also do a lot of training with agents on our company
software and the different platforms and applications we use,”
she said.
According to one colleague, Marcus & Millichap is on the
verge of having a record-setting year in both of its offices in
terms of sales volume, none of which would have happened
without Foster’s efforts.
Foster also does recruiting to find agents, all of whom are
independent contractors. She leads newer and senior agents
through new company policies and procedures. Once they’re
on board and trained, she has the savvy to let them make
mistakes and progress at their own pace.
“I never lose my cool with our agents,” she said. “It isn’t
worth it. They know what they’re doing, and they’re counting
on my support. I’m here to help.”
—Dan Heilman
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Kirsten Gillen
NORTHWESTERN MUTUAL
How does one go from an acting career to wealth management? Kirsten Gillen called it a happy accident.
“I was working with kids and acting professionally, but I
wanted to find a different day job,” Gillen said. A child’s parent introduced her to Monica Sinha, founder and principal
adviser for Mila Wealth Management at Northwestern Mutual. The two connected immediately.
Ten years later, Gillen is an associate wealth management
adviser with Mila Wealth Management. She joined the firm
initially in a marketing position, but quickly discovered she
had a knack for financial planning.
“I absorbed everything I could from people who were
smarter than me,” Gillen said. “I spent a couple of years
learning about planning and investments, then moved into
working directly with clients.”
Gillen specializes in equity compensation. “Whether it’s
stock options, restricted stock units, or stock purchase programs, I love aligning stock with our clients’ goals so they can
see what it adds up to,” she said.
The team has received the prestigious Forum award for six
out of the 10 years Gillen has been there. That award is given
to about 200 out of the nearly 7,000 advisers Northwestern
Mutual has. “Our focus is people who want to delegate their
financial plan to us,” Gillen said. “This has allowed us to grow
really fast because we are at the center of our client’s financial
lives.”
As a yoga instructor and practitioner, Gillen has brought
her love of financial planning into the yoga studio. She leads
Mindful Money workshops to help other wellness professionals use mindfulness techniques to shift how they relate
to money.
“What I love most about my work is that we are focused on
understanding the person first, the plan falls into place and
our clients are empowered to take action,” Gillen said.
—Holly Dolezalek
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Terri Schilling
Heaton
BAKER TILLY
Terri Schilling Heaton’s unlikely path to a long career in
finance began on a farm just outside of Wanda, Minnesota, with its population of less than 100 people. It continued
when she took $1,500 with her to St. Cloud State University.
“When I shared with a girlfriend that I was dropping out
because my parents couldn’t help with college and my funds
ran out, she shared she wasn’t accepting any help from her
parents other than an old car and was paying for college by
working as a waitress,” Heaton said. “I bought an old car for
$500, got a job as a waitress and developed a plan to stay in
school. I graduated with a $1,200 student loan.”
That was just the first time Heaton would show off her
skills making the most out of a fraught financial situation.
After graduation she would earn an MBA from the University of St. Thomas and then go on to a decades-long career in
the public and private sector.
Always, but especially during the pandemic, her work as
vice president at Baker Tilly is about her clients and how her
counsel can help them to succeed.
“Sharing perspectives from the outside looking in that are
sometimes not obvious to those on the inside,” Heaton said.
“My clients have been wonderful to work with, and we truly
provide the best service when we partner with our clients allowing the synergy to create better solutions together.
What comes next?
Heading toward the last years of her career, Heaton wants
to ensure that the path for those who come after her is solid.
“I will continue to mentor and develop men and women
on our team, throughout the company and my personal connections,” she said. “I was just invited to be part of the formal
mentorship program at Baker Tilly and looking forward to
help others grow.
“I am finalizing the affordable housing services by enhancing our current housing practices to specialize in local
government at all levels, and the future is to expand housing
services so that all teams can be proficient in offering and
delivering housing services.”
—Kate Leibsle
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Marie Henderson
METROPOLITAN COUNCIL
As the Metropolitan Council’s deputy chief finance officer, Marie Henderson provides leadership and management
across a breadth of accounting operations, from budget and
payroll to accounts payable and reporting.
Her expertise in technical accounting and critical problem
solving ensures these functions are streamlined on an everyday basis, but during COVID-19 they were critical. In guiding the Met Council’s finances during the pandemic, Henderson made sure the organization remained adaptable and agile
in a way that didn’t just address the new challenges, but also
prepared it for the future.
“During COVID, all aspects of the council’s service delivery were affected and all 4,200 employees wondered about
the future of their work, their job status, and their financial
security,” she said. “My role was to ensure that the council
financial priorities and fiduciary responsibilities were met.”
This included securing resources to ensure safe and continuous operation, retaining jobs, navigating an uncertain budget
year, and being prudent with taxpayer dollars.
The formidable effort showcases Henderson’s commitment
to servant leadership, she added. By listening to stakeholders
and sharing her knowledge, she strives to lead by example.
“A core value is ‘step in and step up’ when needed to help
the team remove obstacles and work toward the agency’s
vision and goals,” she said. Those obstacles weren’t modest, either. The pandemic threatened essential services like
wastewater treatment, uninterrupted transit, and affordable
housing resources. As difficult as it was to pivot toward remote work, Henderson said her proudest achievement was
working capably and effectively to stare down the financial
challenges she and her colleagues faced as a result of COVID.
That focus on servant leadership falls in line with the best
advice she received from a mentor, she noted.
“Look for the bigger picture,” said Henderson. “There are
many different ways to look at the same situation. Pay attention to the details and recognize different perspectives, but
know the ‘why’ of your work and let that be your guide.”
—Elizabeth Millard
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Betsy Holm
ALLIANCE BANK
Technological evolution continues to transform banking,
and Alliance Bank’s Betsy Holm has been in the thick of it,
playing an integral role for the bank and its customers. The
Redwood County native found her first job at a small, rural
bank in Klossner, Minnesota. After a decade there she joined
Alliance Bank’s New Ulm location in 1994 as a deposit operations clerk. Four years later she became deposit operations
manager.
In her current role as vice president and deposit operations
supervisor, Holm works with Alliance’s various departments
— the wire department, finance, cash management, retail
banking, and business banking — to ensure accounts are
set up properly, and she oversees all cash, check, ACH, debit
card and bill pay transactions.
One of the major changes in the banking industry Holm
has seen has been a steady growth in the number of women
in supervisory positions. “When I started, all of the supervisors and managers were men,” she recalled. “Now we have as
many women as men.”
One of Holm’s mentors earlier in her career at Alliance
was Cindy Cole, who has also been a Top Women in Finance
honoree. “She was my manager for quite a few years, and a
terrific role model.”
She’s proud of the fact that, while Alliance manages nearly
$750 million in assets, “it still feels like a hometown bank.”
As banking has become increasingly regulated, Holm’s colleagues praise her ability to manage details and understand
how new technologies will impact customers and staff operations, from a “big picture” perspective. “When I first started,
we were posting entries on Postronic machines (1960s technology) and running a proof machine. Now, everything is so
automated. Mobile banking has become huge.”
Holm continues to give back to the local community as a
longtime volunteer involved in multiple causes. She serves as
a Kiwanis Club Member (and past president) and has worked
on the Coats for Kids drive. In addition, she delivers meals
to homebound area residents through the Meals on Wheels
program. Relay for Life, the bank’s Adopt a Highway program
and the annual Red Cross blood drive are other community
efforts she actively supports.
—Dan Emerson
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Elissa Lindsoe
MINNETRONIX MEDICAL
Elissa Lindsoe has established a 30-year career as a go-to
chief financial officer for five companies, many experiencing
high growth.
“I’ve intentionally moved to various industries in my career
and have led teams at both public and privately held companies,” she said. “I am energized by variety and the challenge
of staying current in a multitude of areas.”
Lindsoe took her fifth role as CFO for Minnetronix Medical in 2018. The company partners with medical device companies to design, develop and manufacture medical devices
across all phases of the product lifecycle.
“This year alone we are working with more than 85 medical device companies to bring patients cutting-edge technologies by specializing in radio frequency energy, fluid and
gas management, optical systems, and stimulation and active
wearables,” she said.
When Lindsoe first joins a company, she writes down observations, and then studies the list six months later to determine if any of them require action. She honed the practice
as CFO at the medical tech companies Galil Medical and
Urologix and the identity management company Identix.
Before joining Minnetronix Medical, she served as CFO at
MOCON and led the sale of the company to AMETEK for
$30 a share, a 39% jump from the share price the day before
the transaction.
In December 2021, Lindsoe led Minnetronix’s recapitalization, which resulted in a new majority owner. “Our new ownership structure provides us with strong financial support to
continue growing our company,” she said.
As the mother of three adult children and new grandmother to two grandsons, Lindsoe spends her free time with
her family and volunteering for Safe Hands Rescue. She fosters homeless pets and helped the nonprofit raise money to
buy a property in Kentucky for a “safe house” for homeless
pets. “I really believe in what they do,” Lindsoe said.
—Frank Jossi
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Kari Manuel
VILLAGE BANK
Not everybody ends up in a career suited to their college
major. But Kari Manuel has a bachelor’s degree in mathematics, with minors in accounting and computer science, all of
which are part of her tool belt as senior director of operations
at Village Bank.
When not overseeing deposit and loan operations, Manuel
often steps outside her department to coordinate inter-department communication and efficiency. Thanks to her skill
in streamlining operations and finding technology that will
help customers, the bank has ramped up automation and
grown from $300 million to more than $400 million in assets.
“I get great satisfaction out of helping people reach their
full potential,” she said.
In a previous role as a senior auditor with U.S. Bank, Manuel progressively coordinated activities with multiple audit
teams and business lines on highly technical subject matter
that spanned multiple systems and business lines. Although
she’s an innovator in operations space, she also makes sure to
focus on people rather than just systems.
Manuel has helped launch multiple deposit operation
products at Village Bank over the last year. Product implementation included Wire Manager, Positive Pay, Online Stop
Payment, a Treasury Management agreement, MFA Soft Tokens, OFX Intuit Direct Connect, all of which helped the
bank streamline its procedures.
This Virtual Village initiative provided a technologically
advanced experience for customers, making their lives easier and more streamlined. After leading the charge on these
technology advancements, Manuel was ready to take on more
of operations and was promoted to senior director of operations in May 2021. In her new role, Manuel remains steadfast
in her focus to advance loan operations just as she did with
deposit operations.
“In 10 years I would still like to be in a small community
bank,” she said, “hopefully with the experience I need to take
on more responsibility.”
—Dan Heilman
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Jena K. Morgan
KLC FINANCIAL INC.
Jena Morgan loved the movement of people, places and
things. That’s why she got a degree in geography and initially
aspired to do city planning. But then she discovered that she
wanted a profession where her projects might be concluded
in her lifetime. From there, it was a relatively short hop to a
career in finance.
Morgan got her start in SBA lending. After that, she did
working capital loans at Channel Partners Capital. Then
Morgan joined KLC Financial.
She started out in business development and marketing,
then moved into project management and IT. Seven years later, she’s the vice president of operations.
One of Morgan’s recent projects was to work with a consulting company on implementing Salesforce as a workflow
system. The changes led to some significant growth at KLC.
“We were able to take those efficiencies and increase our
business by 60 percent with minimal additional staff,” Morgan said.
A year later, the implementations helped KLC to navigate
the pandemic. “Everything was paperless, so we had zero issues working from home,” Morgan said. “We were so happy
we did what we did when we did it.”
Today, Morgan is leading and driving KLC as a data-driven business. “We’re doing a predictive modeling scorecard
for automatic decision-making based on historical data and
machine learning, and building more robust reporting capability to better manage our business,” she said.
Morgan has been involved with the Certified Lease Finance
Professional (CLFP) Foundation, most notably serving on
the committee that annually updates the Body of Knowledge
for the CLFP designation. She also serves as a liaison for the
National Equipment Finance Association.
“I’ve served in various capacities in my career, which helps
me be a better leader,” Morgan said.
—Holly Dolezalek
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Michelle L. Mueller
MINNESOTA BUSINESS
FINANCE CORPORATION
Be curious, challenge yourself, and always look for opportunities to learn something new. Those are among the words
of wisdom Michelle Mueller tries to pass on to women following in her footsteps.
Additionally, the vice president of Minnesota Business Finance Corporation points to lessons she learned from mentors as a way to build a reputation for getting things accomplished that truly make a difference in people’s lives.
“I was very fortunate to have several mentors early in my
career with the city of Minneapolis,” she said. “I learned the
importance of customer service, being prepared and thorough, reading and reviewing documents and asking questions. A key message from my mentors was to do the right
thing, as your word is your most important attribute.”
Mueller has spent her career doing the right thing. The
Minneapolis native graduated from the University of Minnesota Carlson School of Management before working for the
city of Minneapolis and the Minneapolis Community Development Agency.
For the past 17 years she has been with MBFC, working
with small business customers to finance their real estate and
equipment needs.
“I enjoy working with a diverse group of business owners,”
she said. “No two are alike and their stories are fascinating as
they have all overcome obstacles to be successful. I like the
challenges some of the projects present and find my project
management experience from working at the city has been
an important tool to bring the projects to loan approval. I am
fortunate to work with a diverse group of lending partners,
and a great team at MBFC, and wouldn’t be where I am today
without them.”
Mueller is hardly ready to slow down her life of service,
either.
“I plan to continue to work as hard as I always have, and
to be open to new challenges and opportunities as they come
my way,” she said.
—Kate Leibsle
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Barbara Nickel
AVTEX SOLUTIONS
During her past three years as controller at Minneapolis-based Avtex Solutions, Barbara Nickel has been an integral part of the company’s growth by providing financial
leadership during six acquisitions. The first was equal to 40%
of Avtex’s current size, but even those at a more modest size
required diligent financial preparation and strategic insight.
Currently, she manages an accounting team of 18 people
and is responsible for all line-level accounting along with
managing the annual external audit, tax filings, treasury
functions, and purchase accounting for acquired entities.
Under her direction, the consolidation of multiple banking
relationships from the acquisitions allowed for streamlining
cash acceptance, increased controls, and easier visibility of
cash position by senior leadership.
“In terms of what I bring to the position, I’d say tenacity,
integrity, patience and clear communication,” she said. “I also
feel that I have the ability to admit my own mistakes.”
Those are qualities she developed throughout her career,
including 12 years at Black Knight Financial Services, where
she rose from accounting manager through to senior vice
president and controller of a business unit. While there, she
was responsible for financial management during the company’s growth from $2 million to $150 million in revenue.
In addition to her tenacity and ability to collaborate effectively, Nickel also credits her success to the advice of her
mentors, who suggested she always be open to new opportunities. She’s ready to take that guidance when it comes to her
bucket list as well — touring the wineries of France, Italy and
Greece is high on the agenda — with work life balance always
on her mind.
“My advice to others is to work hard, always do your best,
and make sure you’re still having fun,” she said.
—Elizabeth Millard
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Heide Olson
ALL IN ONE ACCOUNTING
In the once male-dominated field of public accounting, entrepreneur Heide Olson leads an all-female leadership team
that has produced a history of double-digit revenue increases. In 2004, Olson launched All In One Accounting out of her
basement, building it into a business with more than 60 employees, serving 300-plus small business and nonprofit clients.
After earning an accounting degree at the University of St.
Thomas, the Granite Falls native began her career working for
two local accounting firms, then joined a friend’s web development firm, helping clients as a part-time CFO.
At that point, Olson discovered “a big gap” in the financial services outsourcing market. “There was no one offering
third-party CFO services to small businesses and nonprofits.”
Olson, whose parents and several uncles were entrepreneurs,
had long thought about starting her own company.
Olson said a major key to her firm’s success has been focusing first on helping clients, rather than simply growing revenue. “My internal passion is to help people be successful. That’s
what drives me.”
Olson also makes a priority of showing employees they are
appreciated, using a number of innovative practices to recognize team members for “exhibiting our core values.” One example is honoring each employee’s annual, employment anniversary with $100 bills (one for each year of service).
During COVID, Olson has developed a family-friendly policy that gives employees the option to work part-time or take
leaves. “We’ve made sure that everyone understands that their
and their family’s well-being is our number one priority.” She
holds twice daily leadership huddles, and makes a point of
connecting weekly with each team member.
All In One has been named as one of the 50 fastest growing
companies in Minnesota, and also one of the best places to
work in the state.
While she and her husband raise a family of four, Olson’s
focus on service has continued in her non-working hours. Her
foreign missions work has included helping build a church in
Haiti, building schools in Namibia and South Africa, working on an orphanage in Mexico City, and helping doctors in
Swaziland. Local causes she helps include Feed My Starving
Children, Minnesota Teen Challenge and Sharing and Caring
Hands
—Dan Emerson
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André Prahl
STATE OF MINNESOTA —
DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION
As a student at Apple Valley High School decades ago, André Prahl took an accounting course that involved creating a
ledger from invoices and journal entries.
It hooked her on accounting. “It was pretty exciting just
putting all those pieces together; it was like solving a puzzle
or fixing something,” she said. “That’s what got me interested
in it.”
Since 2013 Prahl has served as the Minnesota Department
of Education’s agency finance director, overseeing more than
$11 billion in K-12 education spending. Before joining the
department, she worked for the Minnesota Department of
Natural Resources. Prahl enjoys working for the state government for many reasons, chief among them the commitment of employees to spend taxpayers’ money responsibly.
“We are the guardians of the state’s money, and we have an
obligation to make sure that we’re doing that with integrity
and transparency and sharing that information with our constituents,” she said. “I like what I’m doing. I feel I’m helping
to support the greater good. And the passion our employees, many who were once teachers, have for helping parents,
teachers and students is refreshing.”
Prahl has been a proponent of continuous improvement
and earned her Six Sigma black belt in 2013. After helping
build a continuous improvement structure in the education
department, she created its first continuous improvement fair
that showcased more than 30 projects. “I look at continuous
improvement as everyone’s responsibility, and seeing all the
work showcased in that event was pretty exciting,” Prahl said.
During the pandemic, she led a transition to a telework
environment and worked closely with school districts to distribute more than $2 billion in federal money. “I think the
biggest challenge right now is helping the schools to manage
all the different funding sources and to spend them in the
way they are intended before they expire,” Prahl said.
—Frank Jossi
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Katie Roers
VARIANT INSURANCE
Katie Roers began her career as a pediatric nurse, and that
innate sense of care for families has carried over into her financial career.
While in that field, Roers created a number of new initiatives at the hospital where she worked — and used hard figures to justify those initiatives and gain the funding or budget space necessary.
She moved to risk management in the insurance business,
passing all the insurance licensing requirements within weeks
and converted her knowledge in mitigating risk of hospitals
to risk management for real estate owners.
As an executive with Variant Insurance in Maple Plain,
Roers oversees an insurance portfolio of almost 6,000 apartment units in 51 buildings, spread across five states in the
Midwest. She’s in the process of opening into several new
states including Arizona, Florida, Utah, North Carolina,
Michigan and Texas.
“My focus areas are investment properties and builders
risk insurance,” she said.
Roers oversees several insurance types such as commercial habitational insurance, professional liability, construction builders’ risk, cyber fraud insurance, as well as personal
home, recreational, auto and renters.
Where did this knowledge of real estate develop? At the
bottom. Roers and her family would post ads in the newspaper to qualify renters and lease-to-own candidates. They
would then buy homes for the renter, something that often
came along with major rehab needs.
Roers’ answer to that was to become a professional painter,
carpet cleaner, landscaper — whatever it took. That skill has
led her to become one of the nation’s top agents for affordable
housing units insured across the United States.
“I would love to keep building my insurance portfolio,” she
said. “I just want to keep moving forward.”
—Dan Heilman
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Nikki Rohloff
ROACH ASSOCIATES
Numbers always came easy to Nikki Rohloff.
Rohloff was the first in her family to go to college, so she
didn’t have family members to look to as she chose her major.
But she knew she wanted a job where she wouldn’t have to
live paycheck to paycheck. “I thought, ‘Well, I can always get
a job in accounting,’” she said.
Her degree completed, Rohloff worked at different firms,
looking for the right kind of work. She found it at Bomberg,
Roach, & Hanson. “I really loved working with clients — that
was my ultimate goal,” she said.
After seven years with Bomberg, Rohloff and named partner Kevin Roach left to start Roach Associates. She became a
partner in the new firm in 2018.
When the pandemic began last year, Rohloff had plenty to
keep her busy. In addition to designing how the firm would
work and respond to the pandemic, she helped numerous clients get PPP loans and other assistance. Despite the loss of
some clients, the firm’s revenue actually rose.
But her leadership was tested even more this year, when
Roach, the firm’s leader, died unexpectedly of a stroke in
May, leaving Rohloff as the managing partner. Fortunately,
Rohloff could look to her own experiences for guidance. Her
father and her mentor had both died in 2018, and the memory of those experiences helped her to lead with a steady hand,
and to offer both employees and clients reassurances that the
firm would go on.
Rohloff volunteers with Eagle Brook Church, Good Helps,
and the Women’s Leadership Council. The National Association of Women Business Owners (NAWBO) has been both a
volunteer opportunity — as board treasurer — and a source
of support. “The women of NAWBO are phenomenal,” she
said. “I’ve leaned on them a lot in the last few months.”
—Holly Dolezalek
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Dyanne M.
Ross-Hanson
EXIT PLANNING STRATEGIES
Thanks to an on-campus interview as a student at the University of Minnesota, Dyanne Ross-Hanson found not only a
job when she graduated, but also a mentor, her passion, and a
career that’s turned her into a successful entrepreneur.
Ross-Hanson grew up in Duluth and graduated from the U
of M with a degree in finance and marketing. The on-campus
interview that set the course for her life was with Phil Richards,
who interviewed and hired her, despite her lack of experience.
“He had an open sales position,” Ross-Hanson said. “He saw
something in me that I didn’t see in myself, and hired me.”
Fast forward 20 years and Ross-Hanson was ready to forge
her own path. That’s when she started Exit Planning Strategies
LLC. The firm’s niche is helping business owners and their advisers develop plans for how to transition ownership in their
companies.
“I ask owners, ‘Do you know your exit options? Do you have
a written plan?’”she said. “My goal is to help owners take control of their inevitable exit and by doing so maximize the value
they’ll receive.”
Ross-Hanson was a trailblazer in the financial services industry representing the “token female” hired at Richards’ firm.
Her mentor and role models were primarily men, so she makes
it a point to seek out young women to mentor. Her advice to
them is simple:
“Recognize and identify your strengths,” she said. “Document them, lean into them and never, ever apologize for who
you are. Trust your intuition.”
While Ross-Hanson is an expert in exiting a business, she
has no plans to do so anytime soon. She’s having too much
fun and knows that her expertise will be even more in demand
given the number of baby boomer and Gen X business owners
who will be looking to exit their companies in coming years.
“Eighty-one percent of business owners are going to be
looking to exit in the next 10 years; only one in five has a written plan on how to do it,” she said. “The future is bright for exit
planning expertise.”
—Kate Leibsle
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Lisa M. Salazar
BRIDGEWATER BANK
After working for 27 years at TCF, Lisa Salazar joined
Bridgewater Bank three years ago as the chief deposit officer
and was tasked with growing the bank’s deposit base — a goal
she relished from the start.
Since she joined, deposits have consistently grown 40%
year over year, helped in large part by her skill at serving larger-income-generating clients. That’s been true even throughout the pandemic, as she led several Bridgewater teams and
maintained an efficient and effective organizational structure. One initiative involved introducing scorecards that
measure individual performance, support service levels, and
fee generation. This approach provides accountability and
transparency that is designed to improve client service and
build larger programs.
In terms of her overall strategy, Salazar said it comes down
to people, rather than numbers.
“Despite leading a very large team, I work hard to create
personal relationships with each member,” she noted. “Those
individual relationships are really important to me. Not only
does it make leading so much more fun, it also helps us thrive
as a team and organization.”
Over the past two years, Salazar has restructured the
branch network and established a branch operations group,
which gives people greater opportunities to grow their careers at Bridgewater. In some ways, she feels like that effort
acknowledges the career-boosting advice and resources she
received in her three decades in banking.
“I’ve had many great role models and mentors throughout
my career, and something I latched on early was not to be
afraid to make mistakes,” she said. “Each mistake gives you
the wisdom and unique perspective to share with others.”
Her advice to women entering the banking field, or any
industry, is to be an observer, and stay curious.
“Be willing share, because that shows people how you
think,” she added. “Be confident in what you know.”
—Elizabeth Millard
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Nicole Keirnes Scanlon
OLSON WEALTH GROUP
Nicole Scanlon’s specialized training and experience in
helping families has made her a valued partner at Bloomington-based Olson Wealth Group. A native of Sioux Falls, South
Dakota, Scanlon came to the Twin Cities in 2011 to earn a law
degree from Hamline Mitchell School of Law. She also earned
a master’s in dispute resolution at Pepperdine University.
Scanlon had her own law practice, specializing in estate
planning and family law, for seven years. After selling the firm,
she spent three years at Bernstein Family Wealth Management
in Minneapolis. In May 2020, she joined Olson Wealth Group,
as managing director of family wealth.
In the past year she has led the development and launch of
Olson Wealth Group’s Inspired Life Family Office, dedicated
to C-Suite women.
Scanlon says the best part of her job is “getting to know my
clients and helping them reach their goals and creating the life
they have dreamed of for years.”
“The people who tend to be the most successful in this industry have a great sense of empathy and compassion, and terrific listening skills,” she said.
The pandemic posed challenges and also presented opportunities, Scanlon says. “But I’ve enjoyed getting creative and
understanding other ways to build rapport when meeting in
person is not possible,” said Scanlon, who helped the firm
grow revenue 20% last year.
To “give back,” Scanlon donates her services as a volunteer
mediator in the community. One of Scanlon’s favorite causes
is the group Athletes Committed to Continuing Education,
which helps narrow the achievement gap in the Twin Cities
through after-school mentoring of middle school students.
Scanlon is a member of the group’s board of directors.
She also serves on the executive board of a community group
called Diverse Daisies, which creates enriching extracurricular
activities for girls in elementary and early high school.
Also, Scanlon’s work with her clients includes coaching them
through charitable giving strategies that fit their values and aspirations. “A lot of people are much more charitably inclined
than we may realize; they just need some assistance in figuring
out how to give, with charities that are important to them.”
—Dan Emerson
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Debbie Stewart
PEARSON’S CANDY
Debbie Stewart has a sweet future indeed. She recently
moved on from a successful tenure at Hydra-Flex to become
CFO at Pearson’s Candy in St. Paul, where she will oversee
that company’s finance and IT departments.
Since making the Dean’s Honor List at the University of
Notre Dame, Stewart has made big strides.
She started as a staff auditor at Deloitte, an experience that
helped her realize the value she could add to manufacturing
companies through her expertise in financial matters.
“I was always told to make every interaction your own,”
she said. “Have your own style. I think that has helped my
versatility.”
Stewart left public accounting to join in the manufacturing
sector, where she worked her way up to divisional controller
at Conagra Foods, one of North America’s largest publicly
traded food companies.
After several years at Conagra, she moved to Cargill, at
which point she realized what was missing in her career: an
ability to see the direct impact her financial expertise was
making for an overall company. In other words, to make a
bigger impact at a smaller company.
To that end, four years ago she became controller at Hydra-Flex Inc., a company based in Savage that makes and
commercializes fluid handling products.
There Stewart was the top financial executive responsible
for management and leadership of all finance, accounting
and risk management functions to support average annual
business growth exceeding 20%. Under her financial leadership, Hydra-Flex grew its revenue 67%.
Moving from nozzles to candy — not to mention from Savage to St. Paul — might seem imposing. But Stewart is up for
it.
“You need to believe in yourself,” she said. “Women have a
tendency to doubt themselves more than their male counterparts. We are just as talented.”
—Dan Heilman
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The team at RA is proud to congratulate Nikki Rohloff on her
contributions to the financial industry, our community, and our clients.
Thank you for all your hard work and living the RA Way.
To all the trailblazing women who are honored with this award,
congratulations!
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Susan Stiles
STILES FINANCIAL SERVICES
When your mother is a professional flamenco dancer, it’s a
good bet that you’ll turn out colorful. Susan Stiles certainly
did.
Stiles learned Spanish from her mother before English and
is still bilingual. She started her first business when she was
11 years old, passing out business cards that advertised her
skill in babysitting and housecleaning. At 13, she took a more
profitable restaurant job. But she didn’t give up her other
work; she outsourced it to her brother and friends.
With that entrepreneurial start, Stiles earned a degree in
hotel administration from Cornell University. She managed
high-end restaurants in Chicago and New York for a few
years, but then got interested in a new challenge: finance. So
she returned to Cornell for an MBA in finance.
Stiles started out working for independent financial firms
in 1992. But she found that she didn’t care for the way many
firms emphasized product and sales quotas. She developed a
consultative approach that she felt was better, and struck out
on her own to follow it.
“The only natural path for me was to call my own shots,”
Stiles said.
In 2000, Stiles founded Stiles Financial Services. She wears
many hats during the day, working with clients and employees, managing money and assets, and providing consultation
and advice. Although she never had a mentor herself — “I
guess I’m just independent and self-sufficient,” she said —
Stiles has mentored and coached many people and enjoys
seeing the growth that results.
Stiles is an avid member of the Rotary Club in Edina, serving in the past as a board member. She’s passionate about
supporting the arts, but also about animals. She sits on the
board for the Minnesota Spay/Neuter Assistance Program, a
nonprofit that seeks to prevent overpopulation of companion
animals by providing spay and neuter services.
—Holly Dolezalek
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Amy J. Swedberg
MASLON LLP
While there are many things Amy Swedberg loves about
being an attorney, at the top of the list is being a subject matter expert.
“The law is very broad,” she said. “It’s hard to be a generalist. I love getting to have a substantive expertise, to deal with
a lot of the same people and get to know the players in the
market.”
While she works throughout the country, Swedberg, who
has been a partner at Maslon since 2006, is a Minnesota native with degrees from the University of St. Thomas and the
University of Minnesota Law School. Her work has included
representing creditors and asset purchasers in major Chapter
11 bankruptcies, including Delta Air Lines, Petters Company,
Barney’s, Granite City, Polaroid, Essar Steel, Gander Mountain, Toys R Us, Interstate Bakeries, Premier Entertainment
and United Homes.
Swedberg points to a number of men and women who have
mentored and taught her the ropes through the years.
“Clark Whitmore I worked for as an associate,” she said. “I
learned so much from him, even just sitting in on his phone
calls. Rich Wilson was great as I was learning and practicing
my oral arguments. Brian Cline has been so helpful in showing me how to get involved. Penny Heberline was a female in
the business who helped me. She was never afraid to stand
up for herself.”
Swedberg tries to pay it forward by being a role model for
younger women in the firm, and taking an interest in them
and their careers.
—Kate Leibsle
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Karla M. Vehrs
BALLARD SPAHR LLP
As managing partner of the Ballard Spahr LLP Minneapolis office since January 2019, Karla Vehrs has helped the firm
navigate through not just one turbulent event, but several:
COVID-19, the aftermath of George Floyd’s murder and the
integration of the former Lindquist and Vennum firm into
Ballard Spahr.
Through it all, she’s demonstrated formidable leadership
that encompasses financial services litigation — during the
past year alone, she’s handled more than a dozen corporate
trust litigation matters — as well as racial and social justice.
In 2020, the firm intensified its efforts to explore ways to
address social and economic equality, and Vehrs was instrumental in spearheading local efforts for the initiative. For example, she arranged for Ballard Spahr attorneys to volunteer
as election workers to ensure that voting stations in low-income neighborhoods could stay open during the pandemic.
“There’s no question that the pandemic has presented an
endless list of challenges, but I’m really proud of how we have
faced those challenges, kept our people safe, and continued
to do excellent work for our clients,” she said.
In her current work on behalf of corporate trustees, she
handles wide-ranging issues, including defaults, fraud, and
investor payment disputes. No matter what she takes on, she
credits her love for learning and focus on the big picture for
her success. That approach lends itself well to her community
work as well, she added.
Vehrs serves on the board of the Pinky Swear Foundation,
which supports families of children with cancer. She oversaw
the process of creating a new strategic plan a few years ago
and the results have paid off immensely, with the organization now able to approve virtually every qualifying family for
mortgage payments, rent, gas, groceries and other expenses.
“Professionally and personally, I’m looking forward to
finding more opportunities to apply my strategic planning
skills, whether with my clients, my firm, or on boards,” she
said. “I’m eager to apply those strengths to greater challenges
in the future.”
—Elizabeth Millard

42

Finance & Commerce | Top Women in Finance 2021

www.finance-commerce.com

TOP WOMEN IN FINANCE 2021

Sue Anderson
VISIONBANK
Sue Anderson works hard to avoid a
cookie-cutter approach to her duties.
Circle of
As senior vice president at VisionBank
Excellence
in St. Louis Park, she tailors her skills
Award
for small-business clients, bringing
new ideas and approaches to each deal.
“I work within the community to develop mutually beneficial relationships for the bank,” she said.
She is heavily involved in the underwriting and credit
analysis process, along with maintaining relationships once
they’re established.
“This is unique in that the clients are not handed over to
the credit department for underwriting, or to another team
member for annual reviews and renewals,” she said. “This allows me to better understand our clients and to advocate for
them as they evolve.”
Her talent has led to VisionBank being named the
third-rated bank in the country of all banks under $500 million in terms of growth (adjusting for asset quality) by the
Independent Community Bankers Association.
Anderson has numerous other honors, including the Nancy Sullivan Community Service Award, which recognizes a
woman who has achieved the highest level of professional
excellence, commitment to her community and dedication
to helping others realize their leadership potential.
Outside of work, Anderson enjoys being involved with the
Women Presidents’ Organization and the Business Women’s
Circle. Those alliances paid dividends, as both organizations
have sent members to VisionBank for help with the Paycheck
Protection Program process.
“We were able to assist many small businesses that were
not otherwise helped, and some that were even told they
didn’t qualify,” she said.
That involvement also gives Anderson a chance to offer
help with financial literacy to entrepreneurs who might feel
out of their depth with such topics.
“I want to teach them how they can better manage their
business to meet whatever goals they have,” she said. “We
were the No. 1 bank in Minnesota in terms of PPP dollars put
out into the community in relation to our deposits, and about
70% of those dollars went to non-bank clients.”
—Dan Heilman
The
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Carol M. Schleif
BMO FAMILY OFFICE
After more than 27 years at Wells Fargo managing investments for wealthy
Circle of
families, Carol Schleif took several
Excellence
months off to consider her next move.
Award
She landed at BMO Family Office
(BMO FO) as deputy chief investment officer, attracted by
the opportunity to help grow the Montreal-based bank’s
North American presence — and by the bank’s vision to
“boldly grow the good in business and in life.” “BMO FO is
not that well known across the U.S.,” she said. “This gives me
a chance to help tell our story and build brand recognition.”
Schleif has used her decades of media and speaking experience to expand BMO FO’s image, frequently appearing on
Bloomberg TV and Bloomberg Radio and sharing analysis
with various print outlets, too. Speaking to the media “is fun
and helps in client meetings because it forces me to focus on
what’s truly important and how it relates to individual clients,” she said.
Since being chosen in 2016 for the Top Women in Finance
award, Schleif grew her expertise in the environment, social
and governance (ESG) investing market. She said that clients are increasingly attuned to these principles, often after
hearing from younger family members who want a portion
of their wealth to promote the greater good.
Outside of work, Schleif enjoys mentoring in a variety of
venues. At BMO she plans to set up a mentoring program
and currently advises business majors at Hamline University, where she earned an MBA in 2020. The college appointed
her to the business school curriculum committee, where she’s
advocated ideas on broadening the concept of shareholder
value. Schleif also serves as a College of St. Benedict trustee,
a board member of the CFA Society of Minnesota, and on
the University of Minnesota’s technology commercialization
advisory board.
Joining BMO Family Office gives Schleif the tool kit to help
clients craft a “unique intersection of profit and purpose that
works for them.”
—Frank Jossi
The
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Katherine Vessenes
MD FINANCIAL ADVISORS
Katherine Vessenes first began thinking about becoming a financial adviser
Circle of
after a disappointing run as a public
Excellence
defender decades ago in western WisAward
consin.
After studying financial planning, she eventually established a practice focused on managing money for physicians,
in part driven by her parents’ medical careers and long-standing respect for the profession.
After starting MD Financial Advisors in 2011, Vessenes
discovered a great need for financial planning expertise.
Doctors often consider themselves the smartest people in
any room, she said, making investment mistakes because of
that belief. Medical and dental school graduates in the last
decade also carry tremendous debt loads reaching as much
as $750,000.
“They had this overconfidence about their ability to handle
their finances and as a result, a lot of them — not all of them
— make a lot of make really bad decisions,” Vessenes said.
They also start their careers in their 30s, with high salaries
and student debt that can be as high as their mortgages, she
added.
Since being selected for Top Women in Finance in 2016,
Vessenes has broadened her reach with two podcasts, one
sponsored by Brown University called “Money Minutes
for Doctors” and “More Money Minutes for Doctors.” She
opened a part-time office in the university’s hometown of
Providence, Rhode Island, and plans to open another in Arizona, helping boost the client base.
The financial planner also launched a “Side Gig Starter
Course” for physicians having trouble covering their expenses. “Some doctors may need a side gig to do to be able to pay
down debt, save for their children’s college educations, and
other needs,” she said.
Vessenes still loves financial planning. “This isn’t work for
me because every day I come here, I get to change the lives of
the people I’m working with,” Vessenes said. “It’s very fulfilling and I feel like I am on the side of the angels.”
—Frank Jossi
The
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Congratulations, Susan M. Stiles!
Named a 2021 Top Woman in Finance

Stiles Financial Services is thrilled to
celebrate the 2021 Top Woman in
Finance honorees, especially
Susan M. Stiles.

Terri Heaton
Value Architect™

Susan’s role as a leader and mentor
in the community has inspired many
young professionals, including past
and current team members at Stiles
Financial. Congratulations on this
well-deserved recognition!

Community confidant
Connector of resources
Terri demonstrates her commitment to
strengthening communities through her
efforts to secure financing for public projects,
advance affordable housing opportunities and
mentor colleagues.

Retirement Plan Consulting
Fiduciary Oversight Services
Participant Education
Benchmarking & Fee Negotiation

Congratulations on being recognized
as a Top Women in Finance honoree!

Private Wealth Management
Portfolio Management
Comprehensive Financial &
Life Planning

Institutional Portfolio Services
Corporate Cash & Foundations
6550 York Ave. S., Suite 412
Edina, MN 55435
StilesFinancial.com | 952-988-0452
Stiles Financial Services, Inc. is a Registered Investment Advisor. Securities offered through LaSalle St. Securities,
LLC a Registered Broker-Dealer, Member FINRA/SIPC. Stiles Financial Services, Inc. is not affiliated with LaSalle St.
Securities, LLC. Top Women in Finance honorees are independently nominated and chosen by an independent committee and the management of Finance & Commerce based on their achievement and community engagement.

Baker Tilly Municipal Advisors, LLC is a registered municipal advisor and controlled susbsidiary of Baker Tilly US, LLP, an accounting firm. Baker Tilly US,
LLP trading as Baker Tilly is a member of the global network of Baker Tilly International Ltd., the members of which are separate and independent legal
entities. © 2021 Baker Tilly US, LLP

Custom

REPRINTS

Share your good news as
an impressive work of art!

TOP WOMEN

To order framed
reprints, wooden plaques
& PDFs, contact Bill Gaier:
bgaier@finance-commerce.com

Heidi Hukried

TOP WOMEN IN FINANCE 2019

RBC WEALTH MANAGEMENT

Kenya
McKnight-Ahad
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Kenya McKnight-Ahad calls herself the
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environment,” she
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said.
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write a book and speak to women across
—Kate Leibsle
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Nicole Garrison grew up in a double-wide trailer. She lost
her father at age 7, and at 21, her mother died, leaving her
on her own.
Growing up that way taught her a visceral dedication to
financial health and well-being. For Garrison, working in
finance means communicating the value of that financial
health — and that of the organizations and professionals who
tend it.
Garrison started out in journalism, first at the St. Paul Pioneer Press and later at the Minneapolis-St. Paul Business
Journal, where she began covering financial services.
“I didn’t know how to read a financial statement,” Garrison
said. “I thought, ‘Well, this will be disastrous.’”
Instead, Garrison got a fast education. By the time of the
2008 financial crisis, she was publishing a watch list of community banks that helped readers know which ones might
fail next.
Moving to U.S. Bank in 2011, Garrison coordinated a
campaign to emphasize positive stories about the company to counter bitter public sentiment against all banks. “We
worked with small businesses we were financing and told our
story by telling their story,” she said.
Today, Garrison is the director of corporate content, communications and social media at RBC Wealth Management.
Her proudest project is a series of videos she developed that
explain how women came to work as financial advisers at
RBC, including a former rocket scientist and a Russian translator for the U.S. Army.
The videos had a huge impact: Within 18 months, 1,200
women had responded to the recruitment email address in
the videos. “I don’t know what the numbers are normally, but
they’re far fewer than that,” Garrison said.
Garrison always finds time to mentor other women. “So
many people — starting with my mother — helped me get
where I am today that I really feel the responsibility to do the
same for the next generation,” she said.
—Holly Dolezalek
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