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N orthwestern Mutual in partnership with the Business
 Journal News Network and BizEventz is pleased to 
 present the 3rd annual Successful Business Women
 Awards! Recognizing and honoring 10 outstanding 

women in Central New York who continue to dedicate time and 
energy within their professional fields and the CNY community. 

   These honorees have selflessly made a significant impact in the 
community in which they work and live. They are paving the path 
for other women to make their dreams come true while making 
CNY a wonderful place for women to work and live. On July 18, 
we get the honor to highlight them and their accomplishments. 

   Please join us for an exciting morning, July 18 at the Embassy 
Suites, Destiny USA to celebrate these honorees and encourage 
and inspire the success in all women!
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2018 Successful Business Women Judges
Marisol Hernandez

Marisol Hernandez was 
born and raised in Puerto 
Rico and she and her family 
moved to New York state in 
1984. She graduated from 
SUNY Empire State College, 
and has served as the sec-
ond Latina elected official in 
the history of Syracuse on 
the school district board. Hernandez worked in 
the Spanish Action League for more than seven 
years and serves on many boards and commit-
tees representing the Latino voice in many orga-
nizations. She is the co-owner and editor-in-chief 
of the CNY Latino Media Consortium. 

In 2011, as a sponsor of the existing WISE 
Symposium, Hernandez noticed a lack of 

women of color within the larger WISE confer-
ence, and proposed the creation of a mini-
conference titled WISE Latina, to help serve the 
needs of the expanding Hispanic female entre-
preneurial population in New York. WISE Latina 
has gradually increased in attendance and par-
ticipation, and is a recurring celebratory event 
within the annual WISE Symposium.

Vance Marriner
Vance Marriner is the 

research director at the 
Business Journal News 
Network (BJNN). In this posi-
tion, he directs all research 
efforts including compiling 
the weekly Lists for The Central New York Business 

Journal, as well as various special publications, 
and developing the annual Book of Lists. The 
Lists rank Central New York businesses and orga-
nizations by size and provide a vital snapshot of 
all of our region’s industries. Marriner manages 
the BJNN database and conducts numerous 
research studies on other subjects of interest to 
our readership. 

Marriner is also currently an adjunct instruc-
tor of marketing and management at the SUNY 
Oswego School of Business.

Lorna 
Oppedisano

Lorna Oppedisano is the 
editor of Syracuse Woman 
Magazine. A Syracuse native, 

she’s honored to share the stories of people and 
organizations that strive to better the Central 
New York area each and every day.

Oppedisano serves on the boards of Father 
Champlin’s Guardian Angel Society, WBOC, and 
LAUNCH. She has also been an avid supporter 
of the Cystic Fibrosis Foundation (CFF) – CNY 
Chapter. For the third consecutive year, she 
is fundraising for the foundation through the 
summer. The efforts culminate in late August 
with the CFF’s Xtreme Hike, a daylong hike in 
the Adirondack High Peaks. Oppedisano re-
cently joined the local CFF chapter’s Tomorrow’s 
Leaders young professionals program as a coun-
cil member, where she participates in monthly 
professional development, networking, fundrais-
ing, and volunteer activities.

Elizabeth Fallon Quilter
Elizabeth Fallon Quilter 

has worked in, with, and 
for, nonprofit organizations 
for more than 30 years. She 
has been successful as de-
velopment staff, consultant, 
board member, trainer, and 
coach. Quilter has helped 
myriad human-service 
organizations raise tens of millions of dollars. 
Her proudest work is helping organizations 
build sustaining development infrastructures. 
From her early days selling Girl Scout Cookies 
in Virginia, to hosting Michael Jordan’s birthday 
party for charity for three years, Quilter has expe-
rience across fundraising, events, sponsorships, 
and growing individuals and leadership donors. 

Quilter is the current chair of the Women’s 
Fund of Central New York, and in her fourth year 
on the Leadership Council. She previously served 
the Association of Fundraising Professionals 
(AFP) chapters in CNY, in Chicago, and on the 
International Board. She was honored with the 
AFP -Chicago President’s award in 2001. 

Laura Serway
Laura Serway co-owns 

Laci’s Tapas Bar, Laci’s Real 
Estate Ventures, and Laci’s 
Luscious Sauce. She shares 
her talents by giving of 
her time and energy to 
various community orga-
nizations such as AccessCNY with the David 
Clark Learning Center, New York State Brain 
Injury Association, Syracuse Chapter, Priscilla 
Mahar Animal Welfare Foundation, and many 
other organizations. Being a successful female 
entrepreneur sanctioned her a seat on WISE 
Women’s Business Center Advisory Board and 
an active member of the Women’s Presidents 
Organization.

In 2014, Serway was awarded the first-ever 
Community Visionary Award from CenterState 
CEO. The vision and the energy brought to the 
Hawley Green Historic District has helped re-
energize a deteriorating neighborhood. WISE 
chose Serway as the Ann Michel Distinguished 
Entrepreneur Award in 2015. In 2016, Temple 
Concord named her “Mensch of the Year.” 
In 2017, Serway won the Grossman Family 
Innovation Award through AccessCNY for im-
provements for the David Clark Learning Center. 

Serway credits much of her success to her fa-
ther, who taught her to always be disciplined, to 
embrace and practice ethical business principles. 

Follow us 
on Twitter

@cnybj@cnybj
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CATEGORY: Career Achievement
Gail Kinsella
CPA, CGMA, Partner 
The Bonadio Group

Gail Kinsella is a partner in the Syracuse of-
fice of The Bonadio Group and team leader for 
the Central New York Healthcare/Tax Exempt 
Practice where she is responsible for client ser-
vice and employee engagement. Gail’s experi-
ence includes providing professional accounting 
services to a wide range of tax exempt, public, 
and closely held businesses. This experience has 
included financial audits, consulting, and compli-
ance services. 

Gail received her bachelor’s degree in accounting from Le Moyne College. She is a 
member of the American Institute of Certified Public Accountants (AICPA) and New York 
State Society of Certified Public Accountants, where she is past president. She currently 
serves on the AICPA Women’s Initiatives Executive Committee and previously served 
as a member of AICPA Council. She has served NYSSCPA in a variety of roles including 
Executive Committee, Quality Enhancement Policy Committee, Syracuse Chapter presi-
dent, and president of the Foundation for Accounting Education. Gail served as chair of 
the Accounting and Auditing Committee of CPAmerica International.

She is also active in the local civic community as a board member of The Upstate 
Foundation, past member of the BlueCross BlueShield Regional Advisory Board, past chair 
of the United Way of Central New York and Hospice of Central New York. Gail is a past trust-
ee of the Onondaga County Public Library and Beacon Federal, Beacon Federal Bancorp 
Inc. Board of Directors. A graduate of Leadership Greater Syracuse, she is recipient of the 
Women of Distinction Award from the Girl Scouts of NYPenn Pathways, American Red 
Cross Women Who Mean Business Award, Central New York Women in Business Award, 
WTVH-TV Channel 5 Women in Leadership Award, BJNN’s 40 under Forty Award, and the 
Junior League’s In League Award and Community Service Award.

Description of your organization: The Bonadio Group was founded in 1978, and is 
a nationally ranked Top 40 CPA firm offering accounting, business advisory, and personal 
financial services to clients of all sizes. The firm’s professionals deliver practical, proactive, 
and innovative solutions to help clients reach their financial, compliance, management, 
and personal goals. Bonadio is the largest independent provider of audit, tax, and man-
agement advisory services in upstate New York — with offices in Albany, Batavia, Buffalo, 
East Aurora, Geneva, New York City, Rochester, Syracuse, Utica, and Rutland, Vermont.

What is “hot” on your plate right now? Managing human capital and responding to 
the pace of technological change. Adapting our teams and clients to meet the challenge 
and emerge successfully. Essentially, focusing on change management.

What is the best advice you could give a woman looking to achieve success in 
business? What is the best advice ever given to you? Each action has a consequence; be 
mindful of your actions and leave each place better than you found it. 

Share a fun fact, something most people don’t know about you: The perfect 
Saturday includes a trip to the market and a day spent preparing for an evening with fam-
ily or friends.

Anne Messenger
Entrepreneur, Board Member, 
Women-Owned Business Advocate, 
Community Builder
Women Presidents’ Organization

Anne Messenger, a recognized career strategist 
and executive adviser for executives on leadership 
challenges, owned Messenger Associates, a career 
management and human-resources consulting 
business for nearly 20 years, helping people grow in 
their careers. 

A Wellesley College graduate and resident of 
Manlius, Messenger has sat on a number of boards and is currently a member of CenterState 
CEO, the Excellus BlueCross BlueShield Central New York Regional Advisory Board, and St. 
Joseph’s Health Council of Advisors. She is a past board chair of Onondaga Community College, 
Syracuse Stage, and the CNY Community Foundation. She is chapter chair of two Syracuse 
chapters and a national platinum chapter of the Women Presidents’ Organization and was chair 
of the 2013 Syracuse Go Red for Women Campaign for the American Heart Association.

Cited on multiple internet lists as an expert in job search, Messenger is a winner of the 
Impact Award, Annual M&T/BizEventz Non-Profit Awards, 2014; the Women Who Mean Business 
Award, CNY Chapter of American Red Cross, 2010; the SBA’s 2009 Woman in Business Champion 
of the Year Award (Syracuse District); Syracuse University’s 2008 Entrepreneur Award for Small 
Business; and 2005 Ann Michel Distinguished Community Entrepreneurial Leadership Award; 
and BJNN’s 2002 Women in Business Award. 

Messenger speaks and writes extensively on career strategies, entrepreneurship, and leader-
ship. She is the proud mother of Sarah Longley, plays tennis, gardens extensively, and loves her 
book club. 

Description of your organization: The Women Presidents’ Organization (WPO) is the ulti-
mate affiliation for successful women entrepreneurs (presidents, CEOs, managing directors) of 
privately held multimillion-dollar companies. Its mission is to accelerate business growth, en-
hance competitiveness, and promote economic security through confidential and collaborative 
peer-learning groups. Chapters are capped at 20 people each, with members required to hold 
equity in their companies. Other local membership specs include minimum $2 million annual 
revenue for product companies and $1 million for service companies. Monthly meetings for 
local chapters are intensely business-focused, so there are no competitors within a chapter. Of 
the 130-plus chapters on six continents, I am the proud chapter chair of two in Syracuse (Isn’t 
that astonishing? That many significant women-owned businesses in CNY?) and one national 
Platinum chapter ($10 million minimum annual revenue).

What is “hot” on your plate right now? Sticking to the life plan I crafted for myself after 
running for Congress.

What is the best advice you could give a woman looking to achieve success in busi-
ness?  We don’t give advice in WPO meetings, but we do share business lessons learned. A big 
lesson for me has been surrounding myself with people smarter than I am. That oft-repeated 
experience — in my own business, on boards, in my book club — has served me extraordinarily 
well. 

What is the best advice ever given to you? One of the best pieces of business advice given 
to me came from Erv Schultz, retired president of the Greater Syracuse Chamber of Commerce 
and longtime friend: “Pay yourself first.” I could have been more disciplined in that regard!

Share a fun fact, something most people don’t know about you: I asked my daughter 
for help on this one. Among her responses: “You are a total klutz — you always have random 
bruises/bumps/burns that you’re not sure where they come from.” And on the other hand, “You 
can waterski on one ski.”

Stella Penizotto
Owner 
Shining Stars Daycare Inc.

Stella Penizotto graduated with honors from Onondaga Community College in 1990 with an as-
sociate degree in early childhood education. She then earned her bachelor’s degree in elementary 
education from SUNY Oswego in 1992. In 1994, Penizotto and her husband John opened their first 
Shining Stars Daycare in East Syracuse. They now have three child-care centers which she operates 
and oversees on a daily basis. The other two centers are in Manlius and Liverpool. 

The Shining Stars Daycare centers have won numerous awards over the years such as being 
named “Entrepreneur of the Year” by the New York State Small Business Development Center at 
OCC in 2001. In 2008, Shining Stars was inducted into the NYS Small Business Hall of Fame. In 
2010, Penizotto was named the NYS Small Business Person of the Year by the U.S. Small Business 
Administration and was able to meet President Obama. In 2014, she was named an “Alumni Face” and 
was inducted into the college wall of fame at Onondaga Community College.

Stella and her husband of 26 years have two children: Alyssa, who is 18 and a freshman at SUNY 
Cortland where she is studying early childhood education, and son, Peter, who is 14 and in eighth 
grade at Chestnut Middle School in Liverpool.

Description of your organization: Shining Stars is a full-service child-care center serving children 

ages six weeks through 12 years both full time and part 
time. The centers have indoor gyms, heated floors for the 
winter, outdoor individualized playgrounds, soft lighting 
such as wall sconces, etc. It is open year-round. It has 
been in business for 24 years and has three locations: 
Liverpool, East Syracuse, and Manlius.

What is “hot” on your plate right now? The new-
est center is in Manlius and was opened in December 
2017. It was more than a three-year process. The center is 
15,000-square-feet and has a full size gym that is rented 
out to teams and other recreational groups nights and 
weekends.

What is the best advice you could give a woman 
looking to achieve success in business? Don’t be afraid 
to ask for assistance whether it’s from family or friends. 
The SBDC is a great asset and its services are free. I uti-
lized its services when we first started up and with every expansion after that.

What is the best advice ever given to you? Follow your instincts and heart.
Share a fun fact, something most people don’t know about you: One fun fact that most 

people probably don’t know about me is that I was born in Italy and moved to the U.S. when I was 
1-year-old.

NOMINATE TODAY!
Deadline: August 10 

Visit bizeventz.com for event details

Presented By:

http://www.bizeventz.com
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CATEGORY: Community Achievement
Deana Michaels
Branch Manager 
Pathfinder Bank

In 1995, Deana Michaels was hired as a teller 
at Pathfinder Bank (formerly Oswego City Savings 
Bank). She served in various roles throughout the 
years and was later offered a manager’s position. 

In 2008 Michaels graduated from Leadership 
Oswego County and participated in various 
opportunities at SUNY Oswego and Cayuga 
Community College, and in 2016 graduated from 
the ABA Stonier Graduate School of Banking at the 
University of Pennsylvania and Wharton School. In 2017, she completed the ABA Candidate 
School for Bankers in Washington D.C. and was the only female to attend. Deana continued 
her political education in early 2018 at the Political Leadership program in Syracuse and in 
June 2018 will attend the Woman’s Campaign School at Yale.

Pathfinder Bank has always placed a great deal of importance on giving back to the com-
munity. Deana says she learned how rewarding and important community service is to the 
success of the communities. Taking after her father and nana, she was blessed with the gift of 
gab — a trait that easily helped her to meet new people, overcome any fears of public speak-
ing, be a successful student.

Deana continues to be an active member of the Fulton community serving in various ca-
pacities for many organizations. 

Description of your organization: Pathfinder Bank has been providing CNY residents 
and businesses with community banking services for more than 158 years. In addition to its 
headquarters in Oswego, Pathfinder has nine branch offices throughout the Oswego and 
Onondaga counties. We offer an array products and services. The bank’s primary focus is to 
foster relationships with individuals and businesses; it prides itself in being the local commu-
nity bank that our customers can trust. 

What is “hot” on your plate right now? I work diligently in the city of Fulton to build and 
maintain strong customer and community relationships, as well as spending a great deal of 
time volunteering for various organizations and causes. I am currently furthering my educa-
tion and taking on a new interest, politics, specifically Women in Politics. I am actively explor-
ing opportunities to get involved in local politics and take my knowledge and experience and 
put it to practice for the overall good of our community.

What is the best advice you could give a woman looking to achieve success in busi-
ness? My advice is simple, “Yes you can!” I truly believe that it’s the belief we have in ourselves 
that will power us forward. 

What is the best advice ever given to you? Oddly enough, the best advice I have re-
ceived wasn’t directly said to me. When I was in a store, I came across a sign that jumped out 
and spoke to me. It read: “She believed she could, so she did.” That statement has been near 
and dear to my heart and a daily reminder that pushes me forward.

Share a fun fact, something most people don’t know about you: In 2017, I was a 
Guinness Book of World Records judge and helped judge a new world record at Oswego State 
for the largest conga line on ice.

Debbie Stack
Senior Director of Education and 
Community Engagement 
WCNY

Debbie Stack is senior director of education and 
community engagement at WCNY, Central New 
York’s public broadcaster. She oversees all on-site 
educational programming in WCNY’s Education 
Center, which is home to its flagship education pro-
gram, Enterprise America, a co-curricular program 
that combines classroom instruction with the op-
portunity for students to apply skills learned while 
exploring careers as they operate a simulated city of 14 businesses and a City Hall. Outreach 
educational efforts under her supervision include literacy, Ready to Learn, and professional de-
velopment programs for students, teachers, parents, families, and childcare providers, and other 
educational programs and events for learners of all ages. Stack is also responsible for the inte-
gration of educational content across WCNY’s multiple-media platforms and works with WCNY’s 
television production department on documentaries, special projects, and Double Down, 
WCNY’s high school academic quiz show. She is WCNY’s chief grant writer and oversees WCNY’s 
community engagement initiatives as part of WCNY’s mission to be the community’s connector.

Stack serves on the boards of the Onondaga Citizen’s League, the Onondaga County Public 
Library System, and on the executive team of the Literacy Coalition of Onondaga County. She is 
a graduate of Syracuse University’s Newhouse School of Public Communications and earned a 
master’s degree in human resources management and development from Chapman University.

Description of your organization: WCNY is Central New York’s own public broadcasting 
station. Its mission is to engage, educate, entertain, and connect the community to experiences 
that encourage deep appreciation for our regional uniqueness, cultural diversity and shared hu-
manity. WCNY is an accessible multi-media hub connecting the people it serves to a rich array 
of quality experiences and resources. WCNY is an award-winning content creator and a commu-
nity convener for education and lifelong learning, the arts and creative experiences, innovation 
and entrepreneurialism and public affairs in a multicultural world. WCNY’s content distribution 
hub delivers PBS content to more than 42 percent American viewers from the WCNY facility. 
It is committed to experiential education through programs like Enterprise America, which 
combines classroom instruction with student operation of WCNY’s 21st century model city of 
15 businesses, fostering the creation of tomorrow’s entrepreneurs and civic-minded leaders. 
WCNY is a community engagement leader and a proponent of transformative partnerships that 
expand our capacity to deliver on the promise of our mission and positively impact the lives of 
Central New Yorkers.

What is “hot” on your plate right now? Implementing exciting summer educational learn-
ing opportunities, which will encourage children who typically do not have the chance to travel 
or go to summer camps to grow and learn. These include business camps for pre-teens and sum-
mer day-camps for young children themed to popular PBS KIDS programs such as Odd Squad. 

What is the best advice you could give a woman looking to achieve success in busi-
ness? Choose a business area that you are truly passionate about, always be open to learning, 
especially from others who are willing to share their experiences and mentor you. Then, return 
the favor, helping to inspire future generations of women in their business journeys.

What is the best advice ever given to you? Never being afraid to ask questions to learn 
and grow.

 Share a fun fact, something most people don’t know about you: I have travelled the 
entire New York State canal system, visiting every lock, and enjoying the hospitality afforded by 
communities all along New York’s canals.

CATEGORY: Female Veteran
Cindy Seymour

Serenity for Women and Laci’s Tapas Bar

Cindy Seymour is what is known as a “reverse transplant” 
moving to Central New York in 2003. She moved from Florida 
to Syracuse and has now come to call Syracuse home. She pre-
viously served as a deputy sheriff for the Hillsborough County 
Sheriff’s Office in Tampa, Florida for 11 years (1990-2001)

In 2001, Seymour left law enforcement to take care of her 
terminally ill mother. During her law-enforcement career, she 
served as a station commander with UNMIK, which was the 
United Nations Mission in Kosovo. This mission consisted of 
more than 180 police officers from various countries around 
the world.

Cindy started a nonprofit in 2011 to help women veterans. 
The mission statement is “To empower, enrich and enlighten 
the lives of women.” Her nonprofit has recently partnered 
with the Rescue Mission to build two tiny homes for homeless 
women veterans.

In 2014, Cindy and her partner were awarded the first ever 
Community Visionary Award, from CenterState CEO, spon-
sored by Wegmans. The vision and the energy that they both 
brought to the Hawley Green Historic District has helped re-
energize an otherwise deteriorating neighborhood.

Cindy co-owns Laci’s Tapas Bar, Laci’s Real Estate Venture, 

and Laci’s Luscious Sauce with her life partner Laura Serway. 
Laci’s Luscious Sauce, a favorite sauce that Cindy created, 
is used in various recipes and has been selling at the local 
Wegmans since November 2015. Her philanthropic nature 
along with the guests of Laci’s Tapas Bar has granted the op-
portunity of giving back more than $95,000 in last seven years 
to various local nonprofits of Central New York.

Cindy is a strong advocate of women’s rights and fights hard 
to have them heard. Seymour has volunteered her time with 
Susan G. Komen Race for the Cure, Vera House, the Q Center 
and many others. She says that each of these experiences in her 
career has helped her achieve her entrepreneurial wishes and 
dreams, the first of which is never to work for anyone again.

Description of your organization: Serenity For Women 
was established in 2011 with the intent to help women vet-
erans and women currently serving. “It is the mission, duty 
and purpose of the SERENITY WOMEN’S CENTER, INC. to offer 
women service members (past and current) a safe, nurturing 
environment that will serve as a unique portal to the myriad 
external institutional, community and creative services that 
will support their reintegration into civilian society.”

Research shows that women veterans are four times more 
likely to be homeless than non-veteran women. Further, an es-
timated 53 percent of homeless women veterans have experi-
enced sexual trauma while in the military. At Serenity, our goal 
is to create a safe place for our women veterans to live or just 
find some respite from the chaos of their lives upon re-entry 

into civilian life or help-
ing them cope with life 
in the military now. She 
Served - She Matters.

What is “hot” on 
your plate right now? 
We recently entered 
into a partnership with 
OCC to create a Serenity 
Sanctuary on 30 acres of 
land on OCC property. 
The goal is to build tiny 
homes for homeless 
women veterans or 
women veterans and 
women currently serv-
ing who may requiring 
respite. We are working with Cornell to create an agriculture 
piece as well as a confidence course.

What is the best advice you could give a woman looking 
to achieve success in business? Find what you do best and 
focus on that. 

What is the best advice ever given to you? Don’t try to be 
all things to all people. 

Share a fun fact, something most people don’t know 
about you. I am writing a book based on my year in Kosovo 
with the United Nations as a Peacekeeper
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Deana Michaels on your  
Successful Business Women Award  

for Community Achievement!

Congratulations!

Path�nder Bank is proud to support you  
and all of the distinguished honorees!

CATEGORY: Higher Education
Beth Myers
Executive Director 
Syracuse University’s Taishoff Center 
for Inclusive Higher Education

Beth Myers, Ph.D. is executive director of the Taishoff Center, 
and the Lawrence B. Taishoff Professor of Inclusive Education in 
the School of Education at Syracuse University. She teaches in the 
Inclusive Elementary and Special Education Program and leads 
graduate students in a Special Education Consultant internship 
program. Professor Myers holds degrees in elementary educa-
tion, special education, and literacy from St. Joseph’s University in 
Philadelphia and the Graduate School of Education at the University of Pennsylvania. 

Professor Myers taught in the Lower Merion School District in Pennsylvania and helped to create a best-practice 
inclusive program there. She opened a regional center for autism services in 2006 and served as executive director 
before joining the center’s consultation team in 2011. Professor Myers has created dozens of programs with individ-
uals and families. She holds a dual appointment with the Kelberman Center for Autism Services as director of spe-
cial projects. She has provided school consultations for students with autism and staff development to more than 
50 school districts and has also been the faculty liaison to the Syracuse City School District for the SUITR Program, 
a Master’s Residency program in urban special education. Professor Myers has conducted research to study the au-
tobiographical works of adolescents with autism, which won the 2012 Ralph C. Preston Award for Scholarship and 
Teaching Contributing to Social Justice and Educational Equity.

Description of your organization: The Lawrence B. Taishoff Center for Inclusive Higher Education is committed 
to individualized and inclusive higher educational opportunities for students with intellectual and developmental dis-
abilities. Established in 2009 as part of Syracuse University’s School of Education, the Taishoff Center offers support, re-
search, training, and resources to individuals, families, and college campus communities looking for strategies to foster 
and support college students with disabilities. The Center’s staff consults with programs around the country to share 
guidance and tools on inclusive program development. It is home to InclusiveU, which brings students with intellectu-
al and developmental disabilities who want to experience college life in a fully inclusive setting to Syracuse University. 
From living in the dorms to joining campus organizations to taking classes, InclusiveU students are integrated into 
Syracuse University and all it has to offer. This model program serves area communities and has recently expanded to 
accommodate students from across the country.

What is “hot” on your plate right now? We have so much going on at The Taishoff Center and InclusiveU! 
We’re accepting a freshman class of 22 this fall, which will increase the number of students in our program by 35 
percent. I’m building staff capacity at The Center to better accommodate the needs of our students and all of the 
activities they participate in on campus. I’m consulting with area school districts on increasing inclusive learning 
in our schools. I’m working on two books and a few journal publications on Inclusive Higher Education across the 
country. 

What is the best advice you could give a woman looking to achieve success in business? Stand up for what 
you believe in, don’t be afraid to pave your own path. 

What is the best advice ever given to you? Give people a chance to say “yes.” Sometimes people just need a 
little support in thinking outside the box.

Share a fun fact, something most people don’t know about you: I am a mom of four. Molly (10), Ella (8), Bobby 
(6), and Caroline (2) keep me on my toes every day. Being a working mom takes a tremendous ability to multi-task. 

CATEGORY: Multicultural Diversity
Magdalena Rivera
Student Involvement Coordinator 
SUNY Oswego

Magdalena Rivera was born in Coamo, Puerto Rico and grew up 
with her mother and grandparents who were farmers. She received 
her primary education growing up on the island and completed 
eighth grade there. When she was 14, she arrived in Syracuse to re-
side with her mother and her siblings. When the English as a Second 
Language program was established, Rivera was a member of the 
first student group enrolled in the program. 

As a teenager, while attending high school, she obtained sum-
mer employment and also worked with students at afterschool programs at St. Lucy’s Church and the Spanish 
Action League. 

Rivera began her college education at Binghamton University. After attending for two years, she took a break and 
worked several years in human-services agencies in Oswego County where she provided supportive services to mi-
grant workers and their families. Rivera enrolled at SUNY Oswego and completed her bachelor’s degree in Spanish. 
She then worked as a social worker for the Department of Social Services and for Oswego Hospital Services. 

Rivera later returned to SUNY Oswego to obtain her master’s degree in the School of Counseling and 
Psychological Services. She further completed a Certificate of Advanced Studies in Counseling Services with a con-
centration in higher education student development completing these studies in December 2007. 

Rivera has been employed at SUNY Oswego since then. She has worked in the capacity of first-year programs 
for incoming students, trio programs (CSTEP, McNair, EOP), and for about the last nine years, she’s been with Student 
Affairs as a student involvement coordinator. 

Between 2010 and 2014, she worked on a special assignment at Oswego as a combination of Residence Life & 
Academic Affairs project, faculty resident mentor in the Hart Hall Global Living & Learning Center. In fall 2017, she 
returned to work in Hart Hall as a faculty resident mentor & the global awareness conference coordinator. Rivera 
participated in projects for the college such as the Alternative Breaks Community Services to Jamaica and Dominican 
Republic. She has travelled with students in a supportive assisting role with the Office of International Programs and 
Study Abroad to Cuba and Buenos Aires, Argentina, and has travelled with students in a two-week hiking trip to Peru 
(Cuzco, Puno, Lake Titicaca, and Machu Picchu) through the Oswego Going Global Project.

Her hobbies include travelling abroad, community service, power walking, and reading.
Description of your organization: State University of New York at Oswego is a public college in the city of 

Oswego and town of Oswego, in New York, on the shore of Lake Ontario.
What is “hot” on your plate right now? Coordinating with the Institute for Global Engagement Cultural Months 

Committee, Year of Korea activities and events for 2018-19. Coordinating the upcoming ALANA 32nd Annual Student 
Leadership Conference (September 2018), Coordinating the Cultural Months activities for Hispanic Latino Heritage 
Month (September-October), Coordinating the annual Hart Hall Global Awareness Conference (November 2018).

What is the best advice you could give a woman looking to achieve success in business? Continually edu-
cate yourself and build passion, then think big — think global. Reach out in a networking capacity at a global level, as 
your networking tool bag should reflect inclusion and unity of everyone.

What is the best advice ever given to you? “You can do it.” 
Share a fun fact, something most people don’t know about you: This is one of my favorite quotes by 

Esmeralda Santiago, a Puerto Rican writer and author: “Bravery and courage are important to have.” This means the 
most to me because without being brave and having courage, one would not be able to move forward to pursue 
dreams and opportunities in life. One would not be able to have an open mind to be and learn from others and 
enter their world.

http://www.pathfinderbank.com
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Save the Date
The Oncenter •  Tuesday, October 9th

Stronger Survivors. 
STRONGER ARMY.PRESENTED BY:

Luncheon 12pm •  VIP Meet & Greet 11am

�e Salvation Army Syracuse Area Services: encouraging &
empowering those in need to reach their full potential since 1883.

   Civic
Celebration

47th Annual

CATEGORY: Outstanding Mentor
April Brissette

Chief Credit Officer 
Bankers Healthcare Group

April Brissette is chief credit officer for Bankers 
Healthcare Group (BHG) and has led the credit 
team since 2007. She oversees 20 staff members 
across multiple locations, and the processing of ap-
proximately 2,000 applications per month. April also 
oversees credit policy and is active in the statistical 
analysis of her team. 

In addition, Brissette oversees the Funding 
Department at BHG, made up of 20 coordinators 
who facilitate the process between approval and 
receipt of funds. The Funding team works closely with the borrowers to secure all contingencies 
and is a final set of eyes on the loan from a quality control standpoint.

Prior to working for BHG, Brissette worked in the accounting field while pursuing higher edu-
cation, and spent time in the SBA lending arena. She earned an associate degree in accounting 
from Onondaga Community College and a bachelor’s degree in finance from Columbia College. 
Brissette resides in Tully with her husband and their three children.

Description of your organization: Bankers Healthcare Group provides innovative, hassle-free 
financial solutions to health-care professionals throughout the United States. Since 2001, BHG has 
provided more than $3 billion in financial solutions to satisfied customers and worked with more 
than 110,000 practitioners. The company employs more than 360 nationwide and has offices in 
Davie, Florida, Syracuse, and New York City. Through direct lending, BHG is able to provide funding 
to physicians, dentists, physical therapists, pharmacists, and others across a variety of health-care 
specialties in as few as three days. 

BHG is proud to maintain partnerships with leading health-care industry associations, and is 
continually honored for innovation, corporate growth, and being a best place to work. The com-
pany has been recognized on Inc. Magazine’s list of America’s 5000 fastest growing private compa-
nies 11 times, including being ranked #5 in 2005.

BHG is actively involved in the local community — conducting charity efforts with the Upstate 
Golisano Children’s Hospital, Syracuse City School District, and Rescue Mission.

What is “hot” on your plate right now? Professionally, I am making an effort to do a lot more 
reading — specifically focusing on execution and self-improvement. I am also at the tail-end of 
launching a completely new product for our customers, which has been a year in the making. 
Personally, I am very much into fitness and hope to complete my first half marathon before the 
snow flies again. Now that the weather is finally coming around, I am really looking forward to 
camping with my husband and our three boys. 

What is the best advice you could give a woman looking to achieve success in business? 
The best advice I could give a woman looking to achieve success in business is to keep your head 
down and not let what others are doing or saying affect you in any way. Focus on simply doing the 
best you can do, in everything you do. If you always give it your all, good things will happen. 

What is the best advice ever given to you? The best advice ever given to me was to not be 
afraid to fail. Failure teaches you something and if you learn from it, it wasn’t really a failure. 

Share a fun fact, something most people don’t know about you: I bought my first 
home, independently, when I was 21.

Gwen Webber-
McLeod
President and CEO 
Gwen, Inc. & U Can’t Fail, Inc.

Gwendolyn (Gwen) Webber-McLeod is president/CEO of 
Gwen, Inc. She has more than 30 years of experience in leader-
ship, organization development, facilitation, helping companies 
develop strategies for taking diversity and inclusion initiatives to 
the next level (Diversity 2.0©) and the strategic development of 
women and minority leaders breaking glass/cement ceilings in 
companies (Unexpected Leaders). She is a frequently sought-after lecturer and conference keynote speaker on 
the topic of leadership with an exceptionally wide variety of clients from several professions. Gwen, Inc. exists for 
the sole purpose of helping leaders achieve business goals by focusing on the competencies of confidence, com-
petence, courage, and calm. 

In 2009, Gwen founded the You Can’t Fail (Because Your History Says You Can’t) conference as a one-of-a-kind 
conference designed to provide a strategically designed multicultural leadership development experience for 
professional women of color and women leaders of other races and cultures who support them. You Can’t Fail is 
a unique opportunity to promote the positive growth of established and emerging leaders. In 2015 You Can’t Fail 
was incorporated as a 501 (c) 3 charitable organization. You Can’t Fail, Inc. is devoted to the development of the 
next generation of emerging women leaders of color. 

Additionally, Gwen writes “The Leadership Journey” column for Auburn’s hometown newspaper, The Citizen, 
hosts a monthly podcast, The Leadership Journey: Living and Leading In and On Purpose. She is a published au-
thor with contributions most recently featured in “Resilience: Living Life by Design” by Dr. Deana Murphy, published 
in 2015 and available on Amazon. Her chapter “Thriving Through a Season of Grief” chronicles how the vision for 
incorporating Gwen, Inc. was the result of thriving through a difficult moment in life. Gwen’s book “The Leadership 
Journey” will publish in 2019. She attributes her success to the support of her loving family and her faith. 

Description of your organization: Gwen, Inc. is a private-sector leadership development corporation based 
in Auburn, serving clients nationally. The company helps individual leaders and leadership teams across industries 
achieve business goals by focusing on the competencies of confidence, competence, courage, and calm. Gwen, 
Inc. provides strategic leadership-development support and technical assistance to some of the best and bright-
est leaders across the country. 

What is “hot” on your plate right now? In 2018 Gwen, Inc. is increasing its work with leaders charged with 
designing and implementing strategic diversity and inclusion initiatives. Specifically, focusing on Diversity work 
by helping companies or organizations develop strategic frameworks for taking diversity and inclusion initiatives 
the next level. In this work we provide strategic support to Unexpected Leaders. An Unexpected Leader is an in-
dividual who upon promotion or choice finds themselves “breaking the glass/cement ceiling” in a company or or-
ganization. Often these individuals are emerging women and minority leaders. These leaders deal with a specific 
set of dynamics impacting professional success: 1) Being the First Only and Different, 2) Gaining and Sustaining 
Credibility, 3) Paying Leadership Success Forward.

What is the best advice ever given to you? The best piece of advice given to me was to have the courage 
to live and lead by being your authentic self while fearlessly pursuing your wildest dreams. And … while doing 
good, set personal boundaries and take no BS.

Share a fun fact, something most people don’t know about you: A fun fact about me is I happen to love 
certain types of hip-hop music and can dance battle any millennial in the room and often I win! 
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Northwestern Mutual is proud to sponsor the rd annual 
Successful usiness Women Awards. onoring outstanding 
women in the CN  region who make our community a better 
place to live and work.

KEYNOTE SPEAKER: 
Loretta Kaminsky

The Path to Happiness, 
Reinventing Yourself

Loretta is a business 
consultant, successful 

business owner 
(Lou-retta’s Custom 
Chocolates), Zumba 
instructor, and breast 

cancer survivor. She has 
always been a champion 

for women in business. She 
believes the true path for 
happiness is reinventing 
yourself to explore all the 
wonderful adventures that 

wait for each of us.

Farah Jadran,
WSYR-TV 

NewsChannel 9,
Emcee

201882018
SUCCESSFULSUCCESSFUL

BUSINESS womenBUSINESS women
EVENTEVENT

Congratulations 2018 Honorees and
Thank You to the 2018 Successful Business Women Sponsors!

Platinum 
Sponsor:  

Event
 Partner: 

Media 
Sponsors:

Business Journal
News Network

Created & Produced By:

http://www.syracuse.nm.com
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Showcasing the Southern 
Tier’s Economic Growth 

SOUTHERN TIER
NEXTGEN
PUBLICATION

Promote your products and 
services and drive new business 
opportunities. As we highlight 

the progress in the Southern Tier, 
don’t miss being a part of it.

This publication & resource  
guide will focus on the economic 
growth of the Southern Tier, 
focusing on success stories and 
planned growth.planned growth.
• Advanced Food Manufacturing
• Agricultural Science
• Economic Catalysts
• Education
• Health Care Innovation

• Solar Energy
• Research & Development
• Technology Startups
• Urban Revitalization

DISTRIBUTION:
• August 27 Central New York 

Business Journal print/digital edition
• Southern Tier Business Journal alert 

• www.cnybj.com
• Regional Chambers of Commerce
• Economic Development Agencies
• Digital & Print Readership: 42,216+

Call today 
to be in the 

NextGen Tech 
Publication!
Dony Kuriakose: 

(315) 579-3901 or 
dkuriakose@cnybj.com

Alicia Zaret: 
(315) 579-3924  

or azaret@cnybj.com
Business Journal
News Network

Endorsed by:

http://www.cnybj.com
mailto:dkuriakose@cnybj.com
mailto:azaret@cnybj.com


SIGN UP FOR
DAILY NEWS UPDATES

The Business Journal News 
Network is the #1 content 
generator in CNY! 

We are the ONE and ONLY 
source for the best business 
news in our region.

AVAILABLE NEWSLETTERS:
 DAILY NEWS

       ALERTS
 COFFEE

       BREAK
 HEALTHCARE

       PROVIDER
 BIZEVENTZ 

NEWs & UPDATES
 Mohawk

        Valley Alert
 Southern

        Tier Alert

CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP!

Thank you for reading this week’s  
issue of the Business Journal! 

Want to get news DAILY from 
the Business Journal?

https://www.cnybj.com/news-email-alerts/



