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RISE is the #1 place young professionals 
go to learn about insurance, network, 
and grow their career. RISE offers 
everything you need to build a successful 
career, such as networking, mentors, 
training, recognition, educational 
resources, scholarships, leadership 
opportunities and more. Membership 
is free. Our purpose is to help bridge 
the talent gap by attracting new 
generations to the insurance industry 
and by being a springboard for the best 
rising talent, while offering a knowledge 
transfer strategy for employers.

Amy Cooper

Katerina Garavito

Founder & CEO

President

About 
RISE

RISE stands for Rising Insurance Star Executives. 
The RISE Award designation goes to those who 
truly embody RISE. 2021 is the 5th annual RISE 
Awards and a common theme throughout all of the 
nominations we received was resilience, a desire to 
help others, and a passion for the insurance industry.

The young professionals on the following pages 
are receiving the RISE Award as a testament 
to their achievements in their career thus 
far and their communities. All winners were 
under 40 at time of nomination or have less 
than 10 years in the insurance industry.

We are so proud of what each of them 
have accomplished and cannot wait to 
follow and see what they do next!

The RISE 
Awards
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RISE 
AWARD 
WINNERS

Andrew 
Holland

Associate Manager,
Complex Claims
The Cincinnati Insurance Companies

         Andrew hosts a discussion group 
where books and industry articles are 
discussed. Andrew has founded and 
“quarterbacked” this discussion group since 
January of 2020. The forum gives our claim 
professionals a fantastic way to connect, 
to share ideas and to build relationships.”

Aleksey 
Klimatoff

Supervisor - Claims
Farmers Insurance

Without any hesitation, Aleksey advised 
he would love the challenge to learn 
a new language and felt he could do 

it rather quickly. Aleksey has done an 
amazing job learning his leadership 

role and becoming an effective leader 
while learning a new language.”

32 years old | Orangeville, IL

Loveland, OH | 38 years old

“

“
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Ashley 
Fiffer

Dr. Claire 
Muselman

         Ashley has taken her hands on experiences 
as a successful claims rep and provided many 
new claims professionals with simple tools 
and techniques to instill confidence and skills 
to assist them on their career paths.”

         Claire is the epitome of a woman driven 
by a passion to change the world for the better 
simply by taking a new step each day. She is 
authentic & genuine, speaking her truth to help 
inspire & empower others to do the same.”

Christian 
Grofcsik

Litigation Manager
NEXT Insurance Company

Claims Operations Coordinator
Canal Insurance Company

Vice President 
North American Risk Services

Christian utilizes his past experiences as a 
trial lawyer to assist NEXT in its growth and 
development as a new insurance company. 

His main achievement in this realm is to find 
solutions that allow for the marketing to go 

forward while in compliance with regulations.”

Greer, SC | 33 years old

39 years old |  Austin, TX

Des Moines, IA | 35 years old

“

“

“
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Devin 
O’Brien

Dominic 
Cerniglia

Vice President
Artex Risk Solutions, Inc.

Devin has a passion for teaching people about 
the captive insurance industry, and how attractive 

it is as a career for young professionals. He 
has trained and mentored numerous team 

members who have joined Artex. He brings the 
expertise of an experienced domicile insurance 

manager to his role in financial oversight.”

         Dominic’s knowledge of GB client data 
and expertise is leveraged by everyone in the 
organization. He continues to mentor new 
employees as they join GB in the analytics group 
and also provide support to the account teams.”

Daniel 
Huber

Senior Liability Adjuster
Canal Insurance Company

Senior Analyst
Gallagher Bassett

         Dan has a positive attitude and has been a 
valuable informal leader in the department. He 
has helped other adjusters in their development, 
desktop management and time management skills 
to become more efficient and effective adjusters.”

Simpsonville, SC | 30 years old

Trinity, FL | 30 years old

 33 years old | Muskegon, MI

“

“

“
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Elliott Long

Liz 
Riepnieks

Elliott has since co-developed and co 
implemented Aflac US’s strategic risk 

program that has been recognized 
as cutting-edge by several credible 

sources, such as RIMS, Gartner, the 
NC State University ERM Initiative, 

and the Atlanta Risk Council.”

         Liz works with film majors who are pursing 
their undergraduate and/or graduate degrees in film 
production. She assists these students on how to be 
better business leaders in addition to being creative 
leaders it helping them to understand the importance 
and value of business insurance and planning.”

Doug Bird
Sr Claims Resolution Specialist II

Liberty Mutual

US Enterprise Risk
Management Consultant

Aflac

Risk Management Analyst
Temple University

He was the point person for assisting 
two new employees in their transition 

to CD after making the move from 
Personal Lines and in that experience 

he has developed a knack for teaching 
content and making him a valuable 

asset for our organization.”

Philadelphia, PA | 27 years old

 31 years old | Buford, GA

 29 years old | Columbus, GA

“

“

“
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Jessica 
Elsass

Joe 
Longhini

Assistant Manager
The Cincinnati Insurance Companies

Jessica’s drive and passion are what make her 
stand out among her peers. Jessica is constantly 

looking for areas to improve and to become more 
efficient with less. Even when outperforming 

her peers, she is always on the lookout for 
a new angle or opportunity to shine.”

         Joe has been absolutely integral to our team 
and has been the driving force behind our ability 
to quickly deliver high quality analyses across 
the client and prospect analytics team. He was 
responsible for building the model that drive sales 
analytics. He is a constant innovator on the team.”

Ian Davis
Senior Vice President, Captive 
Insurance Relationship Manager
People’s United Bank

Senior Associate, 
Consultative Analytics
Gallagher Bassett

         Since joining the captive insurance industry 
in 2017, Mr. Davis has quickly become one of the 
most active and engaged members of the captive 
insurance community, helping to advance key 
industry initiatives and promote the use of captive 
insurance throughout the U.S. and globally.”

South Burlington, VT| 34 years old

Chicago, IL | 33 years old

 39 years old | Cincinnati, OH

“

“

“
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Kaci Ireland

John R. 
Henley

Her drive and desire to succeed have been 
clear as she far exceeded expectations in her 

different roles. She is able to impart these same 
qualities in her employees because she is genuine, 

and her people respect her very much.”

         He is a good, positive person who wants 
to see everyone succeed. He leads by example 
and is not afraid to speak up or step in to 
help his team accomplish their goals.” 

Joe 
McDonald

Captive & Risk Finance 
Product Manager

International Risk Management Institute

Claims Supervisor
MMG Insurance

Vice President
Head of Claims Shared Services
UPC Insurance

Through his work with IRMI and the work he 
has done with South Carolina DOI, Joe is known 

for changing companies’ outlook of insurance 
markets. He helps organizations see and 
understand risks in a different manner.” 

St. Petersburg, FL | 40 years old

38 years old | Dallas, TX

 36 years old | Chapman, ME

“

“

“
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Kevin 
Thompkins

Kristen 
Chavez

Kevin was instrumental in leading the 
development and implementation of 

our self-guided inspection program for 
commercial lines policyholders. The early 

success of the program has led to initiation 
of expansion into other types of risks 

across the commercial lines industry.”

         Without question, Kristen’s leadership 
of the annual Comp Laude Awards and Gala 
makes a tremendously positive impact on 
the workers’ compensation insurance and 
claims industry on a national level.”

Kelly 
Nishikawa

Claims Manager
Starr Adjustment Services, Inc.

Risk Engineering Manager
State Auto Insurance

General Manager
WorkCompCentral

         Kelly is truly phenomenal. Her level of profes-
sionalism is far beyond her years. She is such a quick 
learner who only needs something shown to her 
once and then picks it up so fast that she incorpo-
rates it into her knowledge base going forward.”

New York, NY | 30 years old

 37 years old | Worthington, OH

Camarillo, CA | 35 years old

“

“

“
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Mitch 
Gibson

Melissa 
Harlow

         Mitch has begun a podcast to strengthen his 
authority in his town and it has worked and now he 
is helping others by speaking to and training other 

young agents across the country on this tactic.”

         One of the key factors in Melissa’s career 
at QBE are the strong partnerships she has 
developed with the business stakeholders 
establishing their trust and working together 
to provide the best outcome for QBE.”

Melanie 
Herring

Director, General Liability Product Line
Nautilus Insurance Group

Agent
HRM INSURANCE

Lead Procurement Analyst
QBE Americas Inc.

         She has taken her experience as an 
Underwriter, working in Product Development 

and providing business requirements to technical 
resources to help her really strike a balance 

with thinking strategically AND tactically.”

37 years old | Scottsdale, AZ

 Palatine, IL | 38 years old

  25 years old | Knightstown, IN 

“

“

“
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Nicole 
Velino

Petyah 
Pierre

         Nicole accepts responsibility and has shown 
tremendous commitment to help the claims team 

achieve success to meet company initiatives and 
goals. Nicole is a terrific team member as she is 

always willing to assist her colleagues and is first to 
volunteer to take on projects or accept extra work.”

         Petyah is incredibly dedicated to lifting up 
others in our industry. She is an engaged speaker 
within the industry on topics including Diversity 
and Inclusion. She goes above and beyond each 
day to ensure that her organization’s members are 
cared for and able to return to their new normal.”

Mohamad 
Ragaie 
ElHelaly

Assistant Project Manager
Orascom Construction Ltd

Claims Associate
Falvey Insurance Group

Workers’ Compensation Analyst
Broward Sheriff’s Office

         The fact that Mohamad was able to 
demonstrate these attributes while working as the 
only member of the team who is located outside 
of the United States speaks to his adaptability 
and comfort level working internationally.”

 Cairo, Egypt | 32 years old

37 years old | Warwick, RI

Fort Lauderdale, FL | 35 years old

“

“

“
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Samantha 
Jones

Raisa 
Herrera

Samantha is not only a hard working and 
committed professional to her position with 

Cummins, but she also looks for opportunities 
to get involved in the industry and I believe 

she’ll soon be a name that many people 
recognize through her volunteer efforts.”

         Raisa is motivated, determined and driven 
to succeed in her role. Raisa has experienced 
a tremendous amount of change over the 
past 24 months. In the face of change and 
adversity, Raisa chose determination.” 

Senior Finance and Captive Analyst
Cummins Inc.

Junior Broker
Bass Underwriters

Houston, TX| 31 years old

29 years old | Freetown, IN

“

“

Pit Wen 
Lee

Regional Operations Director 
Charles Taylor Adjusting

I made this career transition by following 
a single philosophy: do more than what’s 
on your job description. In following this 
mindset I have embraced being flexible, 

innovative, and having a growth mindset.”

 33 years old | Singapore

“
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Stephanie 
Hawkins

Taylor 
Jones

Stephanie Hawkins proves that anyone can 
excel in the insurance industry with enough 
hunger and dedication to the business. She 

has a keen ability to zero in on issues and items 
often overlooked by others, speaking up and 
bringing much needed attention to potential 

pitfalls and issues that could develop in time.”

         Taylor is one of the most hard-working young 
professionals that I know of! She has been promoted 
quickly over the past three years at Questpro and 
she now leads the Sales team. She is consistent and 
unwavering in her commitment to providing excellent 
customer service both externally and internally.”

Stephanie 
Flores

Assistant Vice President
MST Insurance Solutions

Production Underwriter
AmFed

VP, Business Development
Questpro Consultants

         Stephanie often works with Japanese ex-pats 
who often have minimal understanding of how the 
healthcare system in the United States works – it’s 
both literally, and figuratively, another language for 
them, which can be quite stressful. Stephanie takes 
pride in helping them navigate the US healthcare 
system through benefit advocacy support.”

Los Angeles, CA | 34 years old

 37 years old | Ridgeland, MS

Dallas, TX  | 31 years old

“

“

“
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Zachary K. 
Smith

Vasko 
Alexander

Zachary has excelled in any role thrown at 
him. While initially on track and promoted 
to Liability Team Lead, he willingly took on 

the Claim Business Lead role when this 
need arose- a testament to his flexibility.”

         Mr. Alexander was featured in the Los 
Angeles Daily Journal for his efforts in exporting 
intellectual property to Eastern Europe, while 
boosting the local economy through job creation.”

Tony 
Finnegan

Vice President
Donegal Mutual Insurance

Claims Business Lead
United Property & Casualty Insurance

Associate
Lynberg Watkins

Tony is outstanding in many facets. One specific 
project he owns is the underwriting workstation. 

It’s a functional, interactive system in which 
underwriters process information. Tony created 
this workstation in tandem with our data team.”

 39 years old | Marietta, PA

Aliso Viejo, CA | 38 years old

 33 years old | Tampa, FL

“

“

“
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Advisory 
Board

“Lead with humility; it makes your team comfortable. 
Being comfortable allows your team members 
to make their best contribution, stay objective 
and be constructively critical of every idea.”

“My secret sauce isn’t so secret – everything starts 
with a great team. If you have great people around 
you and encourage and trust them to bring their very 
best, I find they always exceed your expectations.”

“The most rewarding part of my job is working with the 
extraordinary team that I get to work with, and lead day to 
day. I love seeing team members develop into the leaders 
that I know they are, and seeing the vision they’ve had for 
their careers results in promotion and new opportunities.”

“My Grandfather had a small wooden box on his desk. 
It said the secret to success on the outside. When you 
open it it is a solid piece of wood inside that says work.“

Abel Travis

Daniel Colon

Christopher Greene

Darla Finchum

Dale Sherman

“Nothing, and I mean nothing, can replace hard 
work and commitment. It has been my secret 
to my own successes all these years.”

Vice President

Chief Administrative Officer

SVP, Chief Claims Officer, 
General Counsel 
& Corporate Secretary

SVP

Vice President & Assistant 
General CounselFundamental Underwriters 

AF Group

United Automobile 
Insurance Group

Canal Insurance

Farmers Insurance

Allstate

What’s your 
secret sauce?

“I can put myself in other people’s shoes to work through 
differences productively, and I always keep an open mind.”

Cat Reese
Chief Claims Officer
SageSure
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“IMO, a key quality leading to success is Business 
Acumen. Notwithstanding your occupation or 
profession, understanding the business of your 
company and its industry and competitors is critical 
to individual, team, and organizational triumph.”

“Looking back, the qualities that have contributed to my 
effectiveness are honesty, accountability, communication, 
a willingness to take chances and a sense of humor.”

“If you work hard, lead by example, learn as much as 
you can, and look at ways to challenge the status quo, I 
believe you will be in a great position to achieve success.”

Ken Kerby

Nigel Shepherd

Scott Ottenheimer

Matt McColley

David Vanalek

Laura Johnson

Richard Dowd

Shannon Harjer

Melissa Hill

José A. De La Cruz

“I look at each role and task as an opportunity to 
learn and grow as an individual and a leader.”

“Above all, be yourself. Always!” “Never take myself too seriously 
and work really hard.”

“There’s no one magic word alone, but rather, a 
combination of inherent traits that have brought 
me to where I am. Wake up and slay the day!”

“To find a great mentor, do your homework and 
look for those in your professional or community 
circles who consistently and repeatedly elevate the 
talent of those around them toward successfully 
achieving a common goal or objective.”

“Being able to understand other’s points of view is 
critical in our industry. While I feel that my experience 
and knowledge provide successful problem solving, 
always be open to alternative approach.”

“Always be willing to listen, accept feedback 
as a gift and keep your promises. Pay it 
forward and allow your team to shine.”

Assistant Vice President

VP Casualty Claims

VP - Head of Procurement

Vice President of Claims

Former Chief Claims 
Operating Officer

Co-Founder

Regional Vice President 
of Claims

EVP Claims

Enterprise Claims Operations VP

HR Director

The Cincinnati Insurance 
Companies

Pure Insurance

QBE

KW Specialty

Markel

Johnson Mac LLC

Atlas Financial Holdings

Producers National Corporation

American Family Insurance

Travelers
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The insurance space has been a 
buzz with changes for some time 
now – it’s been a great era to start or 
progress in the industry with many 
ideas, innovation and energy.  New 
innovations, investments, business 
goals and customer demands have 
converged to create an exciting 
but at times a chaotic space.  As 
a young professional you may be 
advancing in technical skills and 
contributing or applying changes 
being delivered, helping to create the 
changes in scrum or project teams, 
or starting to lead teams through 
changes. You are also likely in the 
trenches with your staff taking on the 
incoming claims, while attempting to 

consume and communicate the new 
processes, technology and changes 
that are coming down the path at 
increasingly faster rates of speed.  
You’ve heard the expression and it 
is apt, that we are changing the tire 
as the race car is going around the 
track.  One thing is clear – change 
will be continuous, so learning skills 
to help you and your teams not only 
survive, but thrive will be critical.  

In my opinion understanding change 
management skills will accelerate the 
pace and quality of transformative 
changes and increase the chances of 
success – after all we are organizations 
of unique individuals, each with their 

Rock n’ Roll 
Though 
Change Robert Bowers

Chief Claims Officer, Westfield Insurance
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own strengths, fears and personalities 
and people are the ones who use or 
manage the changes we deliver.  Year’s 
ago in college prior to my career in 
insurance, I was an aspiring DJ, and 
during COVID I’ve had a lot of time 
to listen to what may be now called 
“classic rock”, so here are five change 
management themes through the 
lens of classic rock an roll lyrics- note 
I’ve likely taken some liberties with 
the original intended meanings: 

Metallica, in “Nothing Else Matters”, says 
“trust I seek and I find in you, everyday 
for us something new, open mind for 
a different view…”.  Trust is such a key 

component in building 
the foundations for 
change and it runs both 
ways. Our staff wants to 
be part of the change, 
and you want them to 
be on-board. They want 
their opinions heard, 
and most folks want to 
help.  They need a safe 
and available space to 
be heard.  Spending 
time with them before, 

during and after the change to discuss 
the “why”, the “what’s in it for them”, and 
listen to their challenges is important. 

38 Special, in “Hold on Loosely” says, 
“hold on loosely but don’t let, if you 
cling too tightly, you’re gonna lose 
control”.  Empower your team - they 
are much more change resilient than 
we often think and micromanaging 
them through change may result in 
frustration, morale and engagement 
impacts.  Communicate, train, reinforce 
and be available before, during and 
after the change but give them space 
to adopt and learn even when mistakes 
occur, and they will.  Use after action 
reports with your change teams to 
understand what went well and what 
did not, learn, apply and move on. 

So to be transparent, I’m not a big Kelly 
Clarkson fan but my daughter is, and I 
thought her lyrics in “Breakaway” fit a 
theme perfectly when they say, “take 
a risk, take a chance, make a change 
and breakaway”.  The point here is 
not to be paralyzed by risk or change 
and don’t get into analysis paralysis.  
Transformation requires risk and I see 
so often in our business of risk the 
lack of desire to take risks – and this 
results in less innovation, slower pace 
of change, and frustration.  Listen to the 
ideas of your staff, and implement the 
ones that provide customer, employee 
or organizational value – execution 
doesn’t need to be perfect, get the 
change out there to experiment and 
make adjustments on the journey.  

Pink Floyd in “Time”, states “Every year is 
getting shorter, never seem to find the 
time. Plans that either come to naught 
or half a page of scribbled lines…”.  
Changes are getting more rapid with 
potentially deeper impacts to our 
people. Having intentional change plans 
focused on getting our people ready 
and accepting of change is important 
but given the pace may becoming less 
frequent per change.  Take the time to 
invest in change readiness by learning 
and using methodologies like PROCI’s 
ADKAR or similar methods.  Sometimes 
you have to slow down to speed up. 

Lastly, I’ll quote Journey when they 
say, “Don’t stop believing, hold on to 
that feeling”.  Our teams need our 
leadership and inspiration through 
changes, even ones we still may 
questions around. Don’t abdicate your 
ability to influence your team by placing 
the change on the shoulders of others. 
Leadership requires authenticity but 
also requires us to continuously paint 
the pictures of what could be and why 
change is necessary. Rally your teams 
around positive and difficult challenges.  
As a young leader developing that 
balance is important because as we 
know – change will be continuous. 

“execution doesn’t 
need to be perfect, get 
the change out there 
to experiment and 
make adjustments 
on the journey.”
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The way organizations acquire and develop 
talent is evolving. To remain competitive, 
insurers are challenged to think past 
traditional career paths and evaluate how 
they might reimagine roles and create 
opportunities that accommodate a diverse 
blend of backgrounds, skills and perspectives. 

Similar to expecting all employees to work 
strict hours in an office each day, focusing 
only on traditional career progression 
seems antiquated, even in more traditional 
industries like insurance. Savvy insurers are 
recognizing that career paths are not always 
linear, and exceptional employees are worthy 
of promotion and additional responsibility 
depending on their skills, desire and ability, 
rather than tenure with the company.

There’s a continued war for talent within 
the industry, especially as insurance 
organizations face increasing competition 
not only from within the industry, but from 
InsurTechs and adjacent industries, as 
well. Often, these organizations provide 
opportunities and compensation packages 
that might not be available in a traditional 
insurance role. To avoid losing out on 
talent and to attract and retain future-
focused leaders, insurers need to take an 
intentional and inclusive approach to how 
they hire, retain and develop their people. 

Brett Carter
Managing Director
The Jacobson Group

Promoting 
Inclusion 
Through Hiring 
and Development
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Focus on the skills 
necessary for a role. 
By focusing on skills over experience, you’ll open yourself up 
to a diverse pool of highly-qualified and talented individuals. 
Consider how necessary skills and abilities are manifested 
in nontraditional career paths and roles. Communication, 
critical thinking, time management, emotional intelligence 
and a growth mindset, along with many other transferable 
skills, are more difficult to learn, but contribute to success in 
countless positions. If you’ve previously focused on degrees 
and past roles, reframe your mindset to uncover why that 
experience was important and relevant to a candidate’s 
potential impact at your company. What skills do you 
expect them to have built during that time frame? Let this 
guide you as you develop more transferable and inclusive 
requirements for a position. Then, leverage behavioral 
interview questions to help you uncover and gauge those 
skills. Be proactive in expanding your talent pool. 

Recruiting from the same college programs, networks and 
geographic areas is likely going to result in a homogeneous 
workforce. Consider how you can expand your network 
while also partnering with schools and professional 
associations with broader demographics. Depending 
on the required skills, don’t hesitate to venture outside 
your comfort zone and explore qualified talent within 
other industries and InsurTechs. Additionally, the virtual 
work environment has removed geographic barriers, 
opening you up to specific skill sets and niche areas of 
expertise you may not have had access to in the past. 
Lean into the opportunity to build diverse teams with a 
wide variety of personalities, abilities and experiences. 

Be open to non-traditional 
career paths, both inside and 
outside your organization. 
Start planning for an employee’s growth and development 
within your company from the moment you hire them. 
Consider providing the opportunity to participate in high-
visibility projects and committees or helping facilitate 

mentorships and sponsorships. Expose individuals to 
various areas of the business and facilitate additional 
conversations, shadowing or opportunities within disciplines 
where they show interest. Ensure you’re regularly meeting 
with current employees to discuss their interests, career 
paths and aspirations. Coming out of these conversations, 
you can better align their natural abilities and interests 
with future roles and opportunities, helping them build 
connections and advance toward their goals. Not only will 
this lead to a more engaged and satisfied workforce, it will 
help retain talent and grow future leaders from within. 

Redefine roles based on 
individual’s needs.
Now is the time to start getting creative with roles and how 
you engage multiple generations within your workforce 
to best highlight and leverage their unique skillsets and 
knowledge. Rethink how you can provide fulfilling and 
perhaps non-traditional roles within your own company 
in response to growing competition from other industries, 
startups and InsurTechs. Especially as InsurTechs seek 
out individuals with deep insurance knowledge, there’s 
a prime opportunity for more seasoned employees to 
write their next chapter and take on new challenges. 
This may include consultative roles focused on coaching 
and guiding your team, enabling you to capture and 
learn from their depth of industry and organizational 
knowledge. At the same time, it’s not uncommon to see 
30-year-old vice presidents at insurance companies, 
which is a drastic change from the “putting in your time” 
mindset of past decades. Acknowledge employees’ 
talents, reward them accordingly and demonstrate your 
organizations’ commitment to their continued growth. 

In today’s shifting environment, it’s vital to be strategic 
in reimagining the roles and opportunities within your 
department and redefining career paths within your larger 
organization. Focus your energy on identifying professionals’ 
potential and creating development plans that align with 
their interests, while moving them forward at their own 
pace. Not only will this lead to more engaged and capable 
employees, it will ensure your talent is future-proof and 
ready to flex to meet your organization’s future needs. 
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Navigating 
Your Career 
Path

Where do you see yourself in five 
years? How do you plan to achieve your 
goals? Simple questions don’t always 
have simple answers. If we’ve learned 
nothing else in the last year, it’s that life 
doesn’t always go the way we expect it 
to. But, that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t 
have a plan. If you want to succeed 
in the insurance industry, it’s vital to 
consider how you want your career to 
progress and to take the time to make 
that progression happen. It’s important 
to give jobs a fair chance. Employers 
invest a great deal in new employees, 
especially in the first year, and leaving 
a job after only a year is harmful, not 
only to your own career growth but also 

to the employers that have invested 
time and resources in your training for 
the job. Your second year on the job is 
your chance to prove yourself. To show 
your worth as an employee and apply 
what you learned in your first year at 
the company. But, the third year is key. 
It’s your time to shine. Your time to be 
a valuable asset to the company and 
the employers who invested in you.

There is a delicate balance here, 
however. Staying in a position for too 
long can start to hinder your career 
growth, signaling to employers that 
you’re content where you are and that 
you’re not challenging yourself. Three 

Chelsea Midlarsky
Managing Director, Insure National





40
The RISE Awards 2021

years shows dedication and makes you 
look like a valuable employee; five+ 
years in the same role can seem as 
though you’ve plateaued. Keep in mind 
that this general rule does not apply if 
your career path is growing within the 
same company. If you start as a claims 
adjuster, get promoted to senior claims 
adjuster, and then become a claims 
specialist, this shows good growth and 
lets employers know that you’re will-
ing to step out of your comfort zone 
and take on new responsibilities. 

Another key element to consider is the 
fine line between becoming a special-
ist in a particular area or a jack of all 
trades, master of none. Bigger compa-
nies will often assign their employees to 
a specific field within insurance, which 
can be particularly advantageous for 
the employees’ career development. 
Becoming a subject matter expert in 
a highly complex specialty such as 
cyber insurance or construction defect 
insurance can increase your value as 
an employee, which brings with it both 

more money and more recognition. 
A popular career choice for the in-
surance industry is risk management, 
despite the fact that openings for risk 
management positions tend to be few 
and far between. If risk management 
is something you’re considering and 
you are presented with an opportuni-
ty to get yourself on the risk analysis 
track, take it. If down the line, you 
decide it’s not right for you, you can 
always start fresh in another specialty. 

Another thing to consider is that bigger 
companies do not always mean bet-
ter. Smaller regional carriers may not 
have the resources to facilitate be-
coming a specialist in a certain area, 
but they can provide employees with 
a more well-rounded experience that 
is equally beneficial to their career 
growth. Whichever route you decide 
to take, keep in mind the delicate 
balance and true dedication required 
to achieve your career goals and 
grow within the insurance industry.

If you want to succeed in the insurance 
industry, it’s vital to consider how you want 
your career to progress and to take the 
time to make that progression happen.
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Speak Up 
and Be Heard

Melissa Bernier 
Quintana
Talent Strategy Manager,
Marsh McLennan

Megan Anascavage. 
Talent, Learning & 
Inclusion Manager,
Marsh McLennan
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Starting out in a new role can pose a 
number of challenges; one of the biggest 

is building your brand with a new 
team and having your voice heard.

This can feel even more challenging in 
your early career years. In our roles as 
early career program managers, we’ve 
had many conversations with managers, 
team members, and senior leaders on 
what young professionals can fundamen-
tally do to ensure they have their voices 
heard. What we have learned is that it 
comes down to two key things:  building 
trust and showing competency in your 
skillset. These are the timeless tips that 
we’ve seen work over and over despite 
changes in roles or organizations.

Let us start with trust. Building trust with 
not only your manager but also your 
team is pivotal for your success in the 

professional 
world.  Think 
about the people 
that you pay at-
tention to; more 
often than not its 
people that you 
trust.  So how do 
we build trust in 
the workplace?  
The simplest 

thing that we do not talk about enough 
is doing what you said you were going to 
do, when you said you were going to do 
it; stick to your word. This is the build-
ing block of trust with any new team.  

Next, be proactive. Show your team that 
you are being thoughtful about every 
assignment and project no matter how 
mundane or menial it may seem. Mean-
ing – be as thoughtful and detailed in 
your work when being asked to order 
lunch for the team, as you are when be-
ing asked to present to a major client or 

respond to an RFP.  Lastly, think ahead! 
Anticipate and act on team needs before 
it’s asked of you. If you know there is a 
standard report that is sent to the client 
every month, get ahead of it and let your 
manager know you are already working 
on it.  Owning your tasks and being able 
to anticipate future needs fits perfectly 
with tip number two: show competency.

Building and demonstrating compe-
tency is essential to having your voice 
heard in the workplace.  Simply stated; 
you have to know what you are talking 
about. Besides delivering high quality 
work, one thing you can do to show 
your competence is bringing an educat-
ed, unique point of view to the table. 

Do research in advance of meetings to 
educate yourself and when the topic is 
discussed, share your unique perspec-
tive.  Displaying great communication 
skills is a key differentiator of colleagues 
early on in their careers. Having the 
confidence to engage in conversation 
when needed and managing commu-
nication among multiple stakeholders 
is a fundamental way to show your 
capability. Finally yet importantly, take 
on new projects or opportunities. This 
will allow you to grow and develop your 
skillset, while expanding your network.

The next time you find yourself working 
with new people and are wondering how 
to have your ideas heard think back to 
trust and competency.  Have you built 
trust with your team? Have you shown 
them you are competent?  If not, hope-
fully now you know where to start. 

“... stick to your 
word. This is the 
building block of 
trust with any 
new team.”
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Early 
Careers 
Early 
Success

We are often asked by Interns and Early 
Career employees, how do I choose a 
successful career? Or, how do I know if 
I would make a good leader? Or, what 
if I choose the wrong career path? Or, 
what advice would your 45 year old 
self give to your 21 year old self? 

My advice: don’t worry so much. The 
joy of an enriching career is not know-

ing at the beginning, where your ca-
reer path might take you.  The path 
to a successful career is not always 
straight. Each decision you make in 
your early career, leads you to the 
next step. That next step maybe some-
thing you like or something you don’t 
like. There is value in knowing both. 

Mary Allen Waller
Internship Director, 
Markel
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There are some 
things though, that 
are important to a 
successful career.

Curiosity

 ― Be curious about your work and 
how it supports the company

 ― Be curious about other de-
partments in your company

 ― Be curious about find-
ing a better way

 ― Be curious about what 
else you can learn

Our most successful employees are 
the ones who cultivate an intellectual 
curiosity about their work and about 
the world. They seek new information 
and they try different solutions. They 
continue to learn as they progress and 
they continue to progress as they learn.

Opportunity

 ― Be open to change
 ― Be willing to raise your hand to 

volunteer for something new
 ― Be known as someone interested 

in projects, long-term assign-
ments, business travel etc.

Opportunities are not always obvious. 
In some cases you may not realize 
there was an opportunity until you 
missed it. If you put yourself in the 
path of opportunity by being will-
ing to raise your hand and by being 
known as someone willing to take on 
something new, opportunities will 
come to you. Remember that change 
is not only good it can be great.

Communication/Networking

 ― Be willing to listen more 
than you speak

 ― Be comfortable with 
public speaking

 ― Be concise 
 ― Be active in making per-

sonal connections

Communication is a vital component 
of career success. If you are not able 
to express your thoughts clearly and 
concisely, no one will be able to recog-
nize your potential. Communication is 
available in many forms but the most 
powerful channel is person to per-
son. The  networks that you create by 
making personal connections, will be 
invaluable in your career. A personal 
connection you make today, may lead 
to be a job opportunity in the future. 
The more people you know, the more 
opportunities you will know about.

Personal Brand

 ― Be known for your integrity
 ― Be a champion for 

your co-workers
 ― Be more interested in say-

ing yes than in saying no
 ― Be genuine
 ― Be self-aware

Your most valuable asset, now and 
forever, is your reputation; your per-
sonal brand. It takes a long time to 
develop your personal brand and 
seconds to tarnish it or maybe even 
ruin it.  What you post on social media 
can affect your personal brand, so be 
careful about what you post. Many 
employers review social media posts 
when assessing a potential employee.  
Once that post leaves your keyboard, 
you no longer have control over it- it 
becomes part of your personal brand.
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“Chris is deeply invested in his 
people and wants them to suc-
ceed. He is patient, always avail-
able to answer questions, and 
quick to make sure his people get 
the credit (even for his own good 
work). Chris helped me identify and 
develop skills I never knew I had 
to put me on a career trajectory I 
would not have found for myself. 
He’s just a great guy to work for.”

Chief Claims Officer
Canal Insurance

Christopher 
Greene

Finalists

Mentor of the Year: 
RISE Mentor of the Year is a prestigious award which 
recognizes the hard work and time commitment 
put in by those who mentor our RISE community. A 
mentor is a counselor who helps develop self-aware-
ness, character, skills, goal development and fulfill-
ment. They provide guidance and accountability.  

Characteristics of a good mentor include: self-aware-
ness, good listener, humility, committed, personal 
investment in mentee, patience, and persistence. 
Whether part of our program or on their own, men-
tees nominate their mentors and we have the dif-
ficult job to narrow it down to just one recipient.

“…Despite already shouldering a 
heavy workload, Susan was the 
first to step up, and took on not 
one, but two, newer staff mem-
bers. She has make a powerful 
impact on both, and I firmly believe 
that these two individuals and 
our firm will be the better for 
Susan’s time, effort, and personal 
investment. She embodies what 
I had hoped for in a mentor.”

Assistant Vice President
Golden Bear Insurance Company

Susan 
Atkins

“Tandeka is my mentor that has 
truly helped me in ways unimag-
inable… She was able to reignite 
my love for helping others, which 
encouraged me to continue my 
career path. I am currently an un-
derwriting intern at Auto Owners 
and I have her to thank. Her men-
toring also inspired me to become 
the external relations officer at my 
Gamma Iota Sigma Zeta Chapter in 
Georgia State University. Many of 
the chapter’s students can attest 
to the inspiration and hope that 
Tandeka instilled about the job 
opportunities and impact that the 
insurance industry has to offer.”

Director, College Recruiting
Questpro

Tandeka 
Nomvete
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“Angela and I were matched as a part of RISE’s Men-
torship Program this Spring and she could not have 
been a more perfect match in every aspect. Angela 
guided me through one of the toughest times in 
my career... It was during this time that she gave 
me her undivided attention and wisdom to help 
me navigate this unfamiliar territory. I couldn’t have 
asked for a better mentor, especially as a young 
woman in insurance, where we are the minority. 
Angela has given me the confidence and courage 
to look and strive to be a better version of myself.

I am the next generation. We are the next face of 
insurance. I never understood the real importance 
of a mentor until Angela. Her impact on my career 

has no words to fully describe. To have a mentor 
that can guide you based on their past experienc-
es, offer connections with others, or just truly give 
you that undivided attention is infinitely valuable.

She has gone above and beyond as a mentor 
during these last months. Our relationship goes 
further than just our meetings. She has made 
herself available after hours, assigned purposeful 
“homework” and thought-provoking questions.

I am beyond thankful for this relationship, profes-
sionally and personally. She has added immeasur-
able worth to my career and where I am today!”

Mentor of the 
Year: Angela 
Noble Vice President Innovation

EMC Insurance Companies 
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The 2021 RISE 
Mentorship 
Program
This year was the inaugural launch of our formal 
mentorship program.  We want to say a special thank 
you to all of the volunteers, mentors, mentees, speak-
ers, and sponsors who made this possible. Special 
shoutouts to Beth Fitch of Righi Fitch Law Firm who 
provided the mentor training and to Caryn Siebert 
of Gallagher Bassett and Cat Reese of SageSure 
for being guest speakers at Mentorship Monday.

This 3-month intensive program paired professionals 
across the country and various disciplines virtually. In 
the words of many of the participants, “This was the 
most fun and meaningful experience I’ve had with 
RISE thus far.” In a world where COVID shut down 
many of the networking opportunities and virtual con-
ferences lacked true interaction, the RISE mentorship 
program brought people together to create mean-
ingful relationships and professional development.



Register for the Fall Cohort (Sept- Nov) at :
RISEprofessionals.com

The RISE Mentorship Program
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Congratulations to all 
those who completed 

the program!

Mentors

Mentees

Daniel Huber
Senior Liability 
Claims Adjuster
Canal Insurance

Brad Gronke
Talent Acquisition and 
Development Manager
Gallagher Bassett

Tracy Yaun
AVP Liability Claims
Amerisure

Richard Dowd
VP Claims
Atlas Financial

Michael Olcese
Associate Attorney
Novara Tesija Catenacci 
McDonald & Baas, PLLC

Anna Justice
Property Claims 
Adjuster
Nationwide

Raisa Herrera
Junior Broker
Bass Underwriters

David Geller
Product Development 
Specialist
Insurance Services 
Office (ISO, a Verisk 
company)

Richard Appel
Product Manager
Mutual Capital Analytics

Olivia Truong
Attorney
Melchiode Marks 
King LLC

Mitchell Dane-
Henry
Insurance Program 
Manager
Sprouts Farmers Market

Riley McManus  
Safety Management 
Specialist
Selective Insurance

Rachelle Martin
Director- Claims
CNA

Ken Bunn
Head of Claims
Builders Mutual 
Insurance Company

Daryl Sanchez
Claims Director
Life Care Assurance

Steven DiCostanzo
Liability Adjuster
Canal Insurance

Angela Noble
Vice President, 
Innovation
EMC Insurance 
Companies

Dale Sherman
General Counsel
Allstate Insurance 
Company

Ken Kerby
SIU
Cincinnati Insurance

Mike LaFond
Director of Claims 
Litigation
Pekin Insurance

Aaron Silver
Business Insights 
Analyst
Gallagher Bassett

Brandy Wybersky
Underwriter
Ryan Specialty Group

Diane Hurley
Executive 
Administrative 
Assistant
Allstate Insurance 
Company

Virginia Sircy
Account Executive
Founder Shield LLC
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The Best Award
There will be awards and recognition throughout 
your career as you excel.  Now for some, a simple 
thank you is good enough yet others enjoy being 
a public example to follow and lift people up with 
them.  The greatest recognition personally received 
will be when it comes from a mentee.  They were 
changed because of the relationship, time, and effort 
that was put forth.  Their success is your success.  

We have these phrases such as mentor and men-
tee.  Do we all really know what they mean and how 
we can achieve our own best award?  Exploring the 

true meaning of the mentor–mentee relationship 
will be our focus.  Can you be a mentor to more 
than one person at the same time?  Should you be 
a mentor in a facilitated program or in a free-flow-
ing one?  What about the investment of time?  What 
steps do we need to take to find our next mentee? 
Just remember, if someone doesn’t look like you, 
they probably don’t think like you, and if they don’t 
think like you, they can help you think differently!1

The Best Ingredients
Mentoring relationships have seven focus areas to 
achieve demonstrably superior outcomes including 

Rise Above: 
Should I be a mentor, 
could I be a mentor?

Donna Friis, PE 
and Brad Gronke, EdD
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1 Bakalar, Kristin, Subtle acts of inclusion, In2Risk, 2020 
2 Fitch, Beth, Effective mentoring, 23 March 2018
3 Hirsch, Joe, The feedback fix: Dump the past, embrace the future, and lead the way to change, 2017

transparency, authenticity, time commitment, pro-
cess, feedback, accountability, and intentionality.2  

A mentor and mentee need to allow themselves to 
be transparent about the relationship.  There needs 
to be an understanding that there will be a safe 
space created for growth.  Boundaries should be 
established at the start of the relationship with the 
understanding that keeping an open mind will allow 
growth to happen.  It’s okay to be vulnerable.  You 
may be scared when you hear the word vulnera-
ble.  You may think that if you are vulnerable you are 
weak.  Quite the opposite is actually true.  When we 
open ourselves up, we are being authentic.  Creating 
a safe space allows the mentor-mentee relationship 
to be more authentic and allows for the efficient use 
of everyone’s most precious commodity, time.  When 
mentoring we want to ensure that each session starts 
and ends on time as well as we keep our promise 
to meet when we say we are going to do so which 
builds trust.  Starting and ending each mentoring 
session on time is also about following a process.  

The specific process that you implement is not as 
important as your commitment to follow it so that you 
do not get distracted.  In many processes and in all 
mentoring relationships there needs to be a feedback 
mechanism without either participant in the relation-
ship becoming defensive.  Instead of feedback, I like to 
think of it as feedforward.3  Feedforward is a concept 
to be able to help identify opportunities and build 
upon strengths through goal setting.  In considering 
goals and writing them down as a part of most mento-
ring processes there also needs to be accountability.  
Showing your mentee commitment through positive 
reinforcement requires holding them accountable.  
The last piece of good mentoring, intentionality, sum-
marizes the approach to each of the previous focus 
areas.  Setting up clearly defined roles, goals, and 
boundaries at the onset with intention will yield the 
most successful outcomes for all involved.  Be inten-
tional about your transparency, bring your authentic 
self, respect each other’s time, follow the process, 
feedforward, and hold each other accountable.   

The Best Match 
Once we know the basics of mentorship, we can 
then focus on finding a mentee.  Technical skills can 
be developed through mentors yet mentorship is 

about growing our human skills as well.  Human skills 
include active listening, empathy, holding courageous 
conversations, and more.  These essential skills can 
be learned by someone in the mentee’s same profes-
sional focus area and industry but why limit it?  The 
world is becoming smaller by the second through 
globalization.  Mentees should seek mentors both 
within their professional focus area and outside of 
it.  Success will come through the mentoring rela-
tionship not because of what the mentor does each 
day but because of why the mentor does it.  The 
why is what drives us to get out of bed each morn-
ing with an attitude of gratitude.  You don’t need to 
limit yourself to just one mentee either.  Make an 
impact in as many people’s lives as you can.  Just 
remember your time commitment.  It’s also okay to 
say no in order to produce a quality relationship.  

The Best 86,400 Seconds
There are only 86,400 seconds in the day.  Sounds 
like a lot, right.  Then why do many of us feel like 
we are always running out of time.  We all need to 
be intentional about how we spend our time.  We 
discussed the importance of the time commitment 
involved in a mentor-mentee relationship.  So how 
do you decide to become a mentor?  How do you 
know if you have enough time?  The specific pro-
cess that you follow during a mentorship program 
will influence your time.  You may have a facilitat-
ed process or a more free-flowing process.  The 
particular process will need to be analyzed so you 
are aware of the time involved before committing 
to your mentee.  Quality over quantity is how de-
monstrably superior outcomes are reached.  

The Best Dessert  
Mentor or mentee, be open for learning to occur.  
Remember the journey of learning never stops, the 
light of knowledge will never be extinguished.  Learn-
ing happens when we are in a safe space, vulnerable, 
authentic, and ready for change.  This pathway is 
not for everyone but if you reflect and believe, you 
would be a good mentor I implore you to take up 
the challenge.  The success from it will be one of the 
most significant recognitions you will ever receive.
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10 Ways to Get 
Involved with 
RISE
01

09

02

10

03

04

05

06

07

08

All industry & aspiring 
professionals can join free at 
www.RISEprofessionals.com

Join a Committee: DEI, 
Innovation, Education, 
or Engagement

Subscribe to our YouTube 
channel and watch some 
interviews or past webinars

Sign up for the next 
Mentorship Program cohort

Follow RISE on LinkedIn 
and chat with us

Nominate your company for 
the Elite 50 Internships

Attend an upcoming 
webinar to earn free CE

Download our podcast 
hosted by the DEI Committee: 
Off the Record

Post a job on the Job Board or 
refer a friend who is looking

Network at the next Empower 
Hour (check events calendar)

Not a member yet? 

Write an article to share 
with other RISE members

https://riseprofessionals.com/committee-member-registration/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCe7FcdjPHf7SvlbPXX9c64w
https://riseprofessionals.com/2021-mentorship-program/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/riseprofessionals/
https://riseprofessionals.com/rise-elite-50-top-internships/
https://riseprofessionals.com/events/category/webinar/list/%3Ftribe-bar-date%3D2021-08
https://riseprofessionals.com/want-to-write-for-rise/
https://riseprofessionals.com/off-the-record-podcast/
https://riseprofessionals.com/jobs/
https://riseprofessionals.com/events/
https://riseprofessionals.com/
https://riseprofessionals.com/committee-member-registration/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCe7FcdjPHf7SvlbPXX9c64w
https://riseprofessionals.com/2021-mentorship-program/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/riseprofessionals/
https://riseprofessionals.com/rise-elite-50-top-internships/
https://riseprofessionals.com/events/category/webinar/list/%3Ftribe-bar-date%3D2021-08
https://riseprofessionals.com/off-the-record-podcast/
https://riseprofessionals.com/jobs/
https://riseprofessionals.com/events/
https://riseprofessionals.com/want-to-write-for-rise/
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