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Note to reader: The statements and opinions expressed by guests & interviewees are theirs alone and 

do not necessarily reflect the views of Bank of Montreal or its affiliates. 

 

Jenny Chen: 

It's realizing that this is not women taking on the Old Boys Club. What I teach my daughters is, it really 

starts at, this is about no longer looking the other way when hurtful things are said about someone 

intentional or not. And then from there we expand about genuinely wanting other people to do well and 

succeed personally or professionally and taking action to give people a voice when they might not have 

one already. These are the things that we instill in our children already if you think about bullying 

conversations and helping out your school mate, and this is about no longer being a bystander....  

 

((music)) 

 

Lisa Bragg:  

We’re in an era of action, to speak up, be an advocate, mentor or sponsor. Jenny Chen knows a lot 

about all of those things as a Senior Advisor of Diversity, Equity and Inclusion for BMO Wealth 

Management.  

 

This is Bold(h)er stories of and for women who stand out. Brought to you by BMO for Women.  

 

Jenny, you immigrated from China with your family in the 1980s. And your professional journey has 

been one of success, working as a financial planner, but now this new path working in Diversity, Equity 

and Inclusion is more personal.  

 

Jenny Chen: 

Because I grew up in a traditionally Chinese culture where we're already experiencing much higher rates 

of imposter syndrome than our peers. This feeling, paired with other stereotypes that we have for our 

background and that minority status, all contributed to almost a lifelong feeling or battle of I'm not good 

enough. So I learned through my life as someone from an Asian background, and then more so as an 

Asian woman that we were told to shoot for the stars but don't ruffle any feathers, put your head down 

to get there, which is super conflicting messaging. And that made me realize our experiences have all 

been shaped by stereotypes. For myself, it's that model minority myth which characterizes Asians as 

polite rule followers who have achieved a higher level of success without trying, basically. 

And unfortunately, that perception erases all the different experiences that impact each and every 

single one of us. It dismisses racism, it dismisses other systemic barriers that we've experienced. So as a 

woman trying to succeed in a male dominated industry, I was already experiencing workplace 

challenges, like struggling to be heard, feeling like I always had to work harder than everyone else to 

prove that I deserved a seat at that table, and then also encountering gender biases along the way, not 

just from colleagues but clients too even. I don't think it's anyone's fault, most of the time it's not 



intentional, but I realize we see the world through our own lens and we have so many, we as an every 

single person out there, we have so many implicit biases of our own that influence our experience, 

maybe not our direct experience, but those all contribute to implicit associations or assumptions that 

we form about people. 

 

It naturally got me into this role where I'm trying to take a grassroots approach on removing some of 

those systemic barriers for not just women but people in general, women in general, Asians in general 

and other marginalized backgrounds like 2SLGBTQ+, or indigenous, black and latino Hispanic 

communities, because we really have to take a more holistic view on diversity underrepresenation in 

order to bring everyone along with us. 

 

Lisa Bragg:  

You know there’s so many layers to all of us in this story of life. There’s so much to our experiences too. 

When we talk about diversity, inclusion and equity, it’s a mouthful and so many things to consider and 

that we want to get right. How do you help people think about it?  

 

Jenny Chen: 

I would start by saying, there is a saying in DEI, and I heard it early on and I love using it, and it's that, 

diversity is being invited to the party. Inclusion is being asked to dance and then equity is being given 

the same amount of room on the dance floor. So if we think about what companies are doing a great job 

at doing, we're measuring diversity, which is looking at race, culture, gender or gender identity, age, 

social background and disabilities, ethnicity, but if your team is the proverbial party and someone is 

standing on the corner on the edge of the dance floor given a tiny corner or a square, it's not feeling like 

they belong there. And then we're not being inclusive. Inclusion is really the measure of support and 

connection and it gives us an understanding of experiences across multiple dimensions. So when there's 

an opportunity to really focus in on what we are looking to solve for, I really think that that's a really 

good starting point, is just to really understand what DEI means. 

 

Lisa Bragg: 

I really like the idea though, is how do we support and connect? And I hear so often, I have a mentor but 

I really want a sponsor. And I know you've had some amazing people in your life with their hand towards 

you and say, "Here, let me help you along the way." Tell us, how do you get a sponsor? People ask me 

that all the time. How did you get your sponsors, Jenny? 

 

Jenny Chen: 

I really think that we, as in everyone from all different backgrounds, really need to start by being able to 

advocate for ourselves, as a good starting point, if we want to move our careers forward. But I think that 

women in general face a particular leadership challenge that's embedded into larger systems. 

Nevermind breaking the glass ceiling, before we even get to that ceiling, how about we start by fixing 

the broken rungs along the way? In order to do that we need a network of champions, both mentors 

and sponsors. And I've been both, a mentor and a mentee, and then I've also had sponsors and I've 

sponsored many colleagues as well. But I think what we need to start by doing Lisa, is look at what is a 

mentor and what is a sponsor. Those lines cross constantly. 

 



A mentor is someone who has knowledge and will share it with you. And a sponsor is a person who has 

power and it will use it for you. If you think about this very important distinction, studies actually show 

that women tend to be over mentored, so everybody's giving us advice, but under sponsored. And most 

people actually find their mentors through their internal networks, their work mentors, because 

mentoring relationships are based on similarities like beliefs, values, experiences. It's usually a peer or 

someone a level higher than you with more knowledge and experience that you can establish a 

relationship with. So I would say that the one piece of career advice for women to succeed in the 

workplace is to seek out sponsors, because finding a sponsor is much more rare and it's far more 

important for career advancement. One out of five men have sponsors and only one out of eight women 

do. 

 

Lisa Bragg: 

And it's showing up, like you said, you have to advocate for yourself, but you have to give your sponsor 

something to go on because so often we sit back and think that it's going to magically happen and you 

know it's active. It’s not just networking, but connecting and building that relationship that makes 

somebody say, "Okay, I'm going to invest my social capital in you and help you up the ladder.' Is that 

what helped you move it forward? 

 

Jenny Chen: 

Yeah, I think we need to go backwards and look at what we are asking of sponsors. We're asking senior 

leaders to spend, as you mentioned, their personal capital advocating for people they don't really know 

well, or haven't established this relationship with. If you think about why women are over mentored, 

under sponsored, an executive's wealth of knowledge won't be depleted if they share it with a mentee. 

But the political capital they spend fighting for someone to get a promotion or a stretch assignment can 

rarely be used again in a similar situation. So logically senior leaders want to spend it carefully. 

But it really comes down to, if I think about how I got my sponsors throughout my career journey, it 

really comes down to five tangible actions I think that are super important. The first step would be is 

taking the time to do the prep work to earn your sponsors by performing. Career success is as much of a 

game of getting a sponsor as it is of performing well. So a sponsor is going to put their name next to 

your performance and so they're going to advocate for you, they're going to be investors for you. And so 

their support is public and they're going to use their reputation to support you, so obviously you want to 

make them look good. 

 

The second step is to be very strategic about who you seek out to be a sponsor. So don't always go for 

the senior person you already know, and don't go for the one that's the most approachable, that's 

sponsoring 10 other people. Ask yourself, where do I want to be in two to three years? And work 

backwards to determine who needs to see you in order to get you to your goal. 

And the third step is just that, to get noticed. You often have to be somewhat visible already in order for 

someone to shine even more visibility on you. So find stretch assignments where you have the 

opportunity to showcase your skills, volunteer to take on roles and tasks that give you exposure to 

people you might not otherwise come across. Join a committee or a board or an organizing panel, 

participate in podcasts to support other women. It's really about differentiating yourself from your 

peers. 

 



And then your fourth step is to deliver. There's a saying that I even tell my kids, show, don't tell. And it 

applies more than ever in careers and in business. Don't say you're an asset to your organization. Show 

how you've been an asset through concrete outcomes that you deliver. Because at the end of the day, 

your sponsor's putting their reputation on the line if they recommend you for a project or a job, so put 

them at ease by consistently delivering. 

 

And lastly, I would say Lisa, would be to be patient. That is a super important step because it takes time 

to build relationships and specifically to build a level of trust. You don't build a house in a day. You lay a 

solid foundation first and then you can start by planting the seeds for building a relationship with several 

sponsors before you're even looking for your next promotion or a new project. For those of you that are 

tuning in, I would challenge you to start right now. Go invite five interesting leaders you've always 

wanted to connect with to coffee or lunch or a virtual chat and start laying your foundation for 

sponsorship today. 

 

Lisa Bragg: 

So many great takeaways in those five steps. I think that's so valuable to everyone. Taking control just 

makes you feel so much better. And the network and the connections that you make along the way, 

could be ao valuable. Maybe that person’s not going to be your sponsor today, but maybe they’ll be 

your sponsor in five or 10 years because you've made the effort to be part of their ecosystem. And you 

know most of the work is in the follow up and I think that's where most of us fall short. 

 

I'm going to add this though, if you can't find a sponsor in your organization because of the timing, there 

are so many people that might be outside of your organization that might be your champion. That 

person might say, "Here's some strategy, here's some thinking," Have you ever had somebody outside of 

your organization step up and “say, I’ll be your champion?” Have you had a champion before? 

 

Jenny Chen: 

I have. It's super interesting how those sponsorships actually come to fruition. Because they involve a lot 

more legwork on both sides. I think that a key to finding a champion even outside of your organization is 

really to ask yourself the question, what would my champion want? What does my champion want? 

Figuring out how you can provide them some value in the absolute best way possible is a great approach 

to that. And I think if you don't know what that's like, do your homework, ask around, find out what can 

I help you with? 

 

Don't ask your champion, your sponsor, I should say, that question, because what you're actually doing 

is putting more work on your sponsor to figure out what you can do for them, who wants more work. 

But always come offering something concrete and what you believe could be valuable to that person, 

even if it is an interesting article, details about a professional conference you think they'd be interested 

in, anything to stay top of mind. It's not personal, but people are really busy and consistently inundated 

with information, so the more recently, the more regularly and the more efficiently, I would say, they 

hear from you is a really good way that you'll pop into their mind when they think about the next 

opportunity for you. In other words, don't sit around waiting to hear from them. It's your opportunity as 

you said, Lisa, to proactively take that initiative and build that relationship, especially externally. 

 



Lisa Bragg: 

Tell us the magic that happens when you are a sponsor and a mentor. Tell us how good it feels inside 

and that magic moment for you when you've given back to people that you've helped along the way. 

 

Jenny Chen: 

I think that it's really, it's a really cool feeling. That energy, knowing that you were a part of someone's 

journey to help them get to their next step, I think it's invaluable. I've actually learned so much as a 

sponsor and a mentor, just learning from other people's experiences and their journey. A lot of these 

targeted, diverse, sponsorship and mentorship programs that organizations have are a key way for us to 

identify systemic barriers for our marginalized groups that we wouldn't have uncovered otherwise. And 

then we move to be able to remove them. So it is a benefit for any organization, any leader, to actually 

set out to sponsor and mentor other colleagues for that reason, because it's a win-win. 

 

((Music)) 

 

Lisa Bragg: 

Tell me about the New Girls Club. What's that all about? 

 

Jenny Chen: 

I'd love to, Lisa. The concept of the New Girls Club came to me when I was asked to speak at a 

conference of 400 business women here in Ottawa. I was really reflecting on my own career journey in a 

large corporation, also as a mother of two daughters. And it really helped me map out all of the changes 

that I'd like to see for women in the workplace, but also the tangible actions I believe could get us there. 

Naturally when you think about New Girls Club, coming from a male dominated industry, you would just 

assume that the New Girls Club is the anti Old Boys Club, but it's not. If you think about it, we're 

constantly talking about unique barriers that women face when pursuing our careers, so if you think 

about what the Old Boys Club really is, it's a network. It's a network or an informal system in which 

successful men with similar social or professional backgrounds help each other in business and in life. 

And something that we as women all experience but isn't really measured as a real systemic barrier is 

the culture of women actually tearing each other down. 

 

I know we just talked about sponsorship and mentorship, but the few women who have actually broken 

through that glass ceiling often still find themselves feeling stuck because of gender biases that exist in 

larger systems that are at play. And it's exhausting. How do you want me to support the career 

advancement of other women? It's hard. So even though there are a lot of women who champion the 

advancement of other women, there are also many who don't. And I'm not just talking about women 

who are indifferent about other women succeeding, that systemic barrier we don't talk about is other 

women who are actually trying to diminish another woman's chances of success or what we call "queen 

bees". 

 

The New Girls Club is really about women empowering each other by advocating for one another to 

succeed no matter which lane they're in. And having the courage to call out not only gender biases, but 

especially calling out queen bee behavior whenever it happens. I think the only way to stop this 

behavior that allows people to continue to tear down women, hinder our professional careers, and at 



the end of the day is super, super hurtful, is to stand up to it in numbers as it happens. So that's what 

the New Girls Club is all about. 

 

Lisa Bragg: 

We do need to stand up, and we also need to stand out, but then we also need to fit in. How do you 

think about all of this?   

 

Jenny Chen: 

Because I used to think that in order to fit in, I had to sit at the queen bee table. But even at that table, 

you're still in the line of fire to perpetrators of this behavior. So if you really look around, you'll find that 

there's tons of tables that have women building each other's confidence, rooting for each other to win, 

and I've been super grateful to find myself a seat at a lot of those tables surrounded by inspiring women 

throughout my career, but when I didn't find one, I made one myself. And I made sure that there was 

always an open chair. I will be your biggest hype woman out there and I genuinely want you to succeed. 

And that's the energy and intention that women should all strive to bring for the women around us. And 

I think it's important, I have men at this new girls club table, too. Because there's a lot of men that want 

see women succeed also. 

 

Lisa Bragg: 

We do want women to support women and that's the call, and we still see though that especially when 

it’s a male dominated field that we need men to be allies. And it’s really, it’s sometimes hard for men 

where they are put in the position where they might look bad for helping. What's your advice for that, 

getting more male allies to come on board and not feeling restricted or scared that we’ve heard some of 

them feel nowadays? 

 

Jenny Chen: 

I mean, the reality is there still aren't as many women who have broken through that glass ceiling to feel 

confident enough to mentor and sponsor other women. Research shows that women are 54% less likely 

to have a sponsor than men. So the result of that is, usually, and in my career and those of many other 

women in my circle, is that our biggest career sponsors are actually men. And so we need to change the 

paradigm to one where men are more willing to step up and sponsor women, and women are willing to 

accept the support. We really need to applaud the men who are committed to promoting and lifting up 

the women in their company. It's really hard for them to be associated with advocating for women's 

professional development, especially in the age of the #me too movement. We're so afraid of doing 

things wrong. 

 

I'll give you an example. My mentor and one of my biggest career sponsors has been consistently 

criticized for his commitment in advocating for some of the most successful women I know. And the 

consequences of dedicating his time and support to the personal and professional growth of women is 

being the butt of jokes, or worse yet, the implication that he's engaged in a different type of relationship 

with the women that he sponsors. 

 

Why does this double standard exist? Why is it acceptable? And why are we singling out the very few 

men who actually want to actively support their female colleagues? This is how inappropriate, 



chauvinistic behavior against women, not just perpetrated by men, but by women also, has been able to 

go on for so long, because it comes sometimes under the guise of a joke. So we are still creating these 

barriers for inclusion and diversity along the way through these little human behaviors that are so easy 

to just correct. And if we stop to listen to the people that we're trying to help, I'll tell you, there's a lot of 

voices waiting to be heard. 

 

Lisa Bragg: 

What is that? Some people must not even realize they're doing it. What does it sound like?"Oh, they 

must be sleeping together. How did she get that role, that job?" The language of it all. If we did the flip it 

to test it script, would it seem totally wrong? There is something, with the nuance of this. Could you give 

us an example? 

 

Jenny Chen: 

Yeah, there's a lot of the same things. One is, oh, he's helping women. He just wants to spend time with 

all these women, as one. And then the biggest one, and the one that I find terribly hurtful to women is 

when male sponsors or mentors from the time that they spend with their female mentees and proteges 

to say or insinuate that they're sleeping with them, as a woman who was on the receiving end of that 

criticism or rumor for her male sponsor, it's like you just took 10 years of my hard work of the 

relationships that I've established. It's not my fault that everyone in my mentorship and sponsorship 

circle has been a man, but you've just taken all of my hard work and flushed it down the toilet and just 

assume that I've gotten here because I'm sleeping with my sponsor. 

 

It's definitely not going to be a simple fix to correct this kind of behavior, but I think we just need to get 

to a place where we're comfortable calling it out as it happens. Hey, why did you say that about this 

person? That doesn't reflect the values I know you two have. Just disrupting it as it happens little by 

little I think will discourage people from even making a joke about these type of things. 

 

Lisa Bragg: 

I think to add to that, if you feel that you're going to say something like that and disparage a 

relationship, you have to question what's going on within yourself. What is causing you to say something 

like that in the first place? Or then, even utter it as a joke. Is it that you have some jealousy and some 

envy? You have to stop to think about and reflect on that - why are you going to say that?  

 

((Music)) 

 

Lisa Bragg: 

What’s your advice for people to feel a little less overwhelmed as they think of themselves or especially 

the people they lead in small or large organizations?    

 

Jenny Chen: 

Yeah, exactly. I know that everyone wants a solution for all issues everywhere, all at once, especially if 

it's your business, it's your baby, and it's human nature. I find when it comes to moving the needle on 

anything, it's not really about moving the ocean, it's really about making little ripples one at a time. And 

eventually over time we make waves. Diversity should be a result of many, many, many different 



backgrounds choosing to work for your company, whether it's a big company or a small company. And 

this really means that we really need to shift our focus on improving the employee experience. 

I think immediate actions that any business big or small can take to create ripples are things like 

education and awareness in inclusive behavior, unconscious bias training, learning about 

microaggressions in the workplace, anti-racism. Number two would be promoting pay equity, because 

whether you are a big shop or a small shop, pay equity, compensating employees the same when they 

perform the same or have similar job duties is really, really important. And then creating employee 

resource groups or affinity group core, just voluntary employee led groups that aim to foster that 

diverse inclusive workplace aligned with any organization is really important. And for people managers, 

if you are leading people, if you're managing people, hold yourselves and each other accountable to 

creating that inclusive and safe environment that enables people to speak up, to voice their opinions, to 

be vulnerable and raise concerns and questions. 

 

I think that inclusion is really integral to how we make decisions, how we work together, how we 

partner with others who share our goals and our values. So I'm confident that when we start looking at 

DEI differently, across different companies, across all different dimensions, we will have people from all 

different backgrounds knocking on our doors to join our teams. 

 

((Music)) 

 

Lisa Bragg: 

Jenny, on Bold(h)er we always ask these three questions. What's the boldest thing you've ever done? 

 

Jenny Chen: 

I really think that it was starting to talk about my failures with people. I think it's important for me to 

show people, not just my daughters, but other women working on their careers, not just 

accomplishments, because it's always easy to talk about the good stuff, but how we got through this 

journey. I think it's important to show that failure means that we've tried. And how we respond to our 

failures is really, really important. I failed hundreds of times more with each milestone that I've reached 

in my career, and each time I recognize the mistakes that I made through the process of trying and then 

I learn from them. 

 

I think it's even more important for me as an Asian woman, all that self-reflection and where success is 

intrinsically part of my cultural stereotype and failure is something we don't talk about at all, that my 

daughters especially, see that we don't hit home runs each time, that careers aren't linear. And as long 

as we're growing and we're learning, we're winning. 

 

Lisa Bragg: 

When do you wish you were bolder? 

 

Jenny Chen: 

I would say, I wish I was bolder earlier on in my career. There's a lot of times and there was a lot of work 

done personally to help me with my professional growth at putting out there what I want and showing 

people what I can do. I think asking for a shot at anything is something that we, as women, all need to 



work on, but putting our hands up at different opportunities is something that we do, but then we don't 

ask for those opportunities enough. 

 

Lisa Bragg: 

And what would you say to your 20 year old self? 

 

Jenny Chen: 

I would say to my 20 year old self, that you don't need to do what the status quo is doing to feel like you 

belong. Where you need to focus your time and energy is in your core values of standing up for people, 

and doing what's right by people. It took me a long time to realize that being a bystander is not going to 

move the needle in anything that we want to accomplish, and that it really is power in the pack. So build 

a community of like-minded people who share the same values as you, and work towards doing more 

good in the world. 

 

((Music)) 

 

Lisa Bragg:  

You’ve been listening to Bold(h)er stories of and for women who stand out brought to you by BMO for 

Women.  

 

I’m Lisa Bragg.  

 

Please share the show with other so they can learn and be inspired. Thank you.   
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