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Have the courage to step into opportunities, 
roles, and situations that feel uncomfortable 
and unstable. You’re never going to grow in a 
comfort zone, no matter what. Period.”

Women of Finseca brings you the 
personal journeys, aspirations, and 
lessons learned of women leaders 
in the financial security profession. 
To kick off the series, we sat down 
with incoming Finseca Chair and 
Principal at Winged Keel Group  
Jeri Turley to hear her story and  
insights on opportunity, balance, 
and taking risks.

Courtney Mesmer: Tell us the story of how you  
became a financial security professional. 

Jeri Turley: I always love that question because 
I don’t know that anybody thinks, “I’m going to 
be a financial security professional someday.” In 
college, I went to business school and thought my 
career path would be in international business. 
Candidly, I thought I would work outside of the 
country and never get married nor have children. 
Then I got married and had children. At that point, 
I was looking to move to Richmond, Virginia and 
came across a technical design role at an M  
Financial firm. 

So, I took the opportunity and joined this small  
life insurance brokerage firm. There were only  
five people in the entire  firm, and that is what 
launched my 25-year career. Now, I’ve served  
in pretty much every role in a life insurance  
brokerage firm.
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Mesmer: Insurance and finance used to be an  
“all-white boys’ club,” but that is changing.  
Based on your personal experience, do feel  
the profession is evolving, and do you think  
women are contributing to that? In what way? 

Turley: Yes. You know, it’s interesting; everything 
is evolving, including this profession, but progress 
is slow. If you go back to when I started in 1995, I 
never walked in a room and considered my gender 
and that I was in the minority in my profession.  
However, as I grew my career and become more 
conscious of the demographic of the industry, I did 
begin to focus on how we can expand the gender 
diversity in our profession. It’s not evolving as fast 
as I’d like it to be; however, there are more women 
in the financial security profession than there ever 
have been. They’re showing up in bigger numbers 
and also in key leadership roles.

For example, when I look around at insurance 
company professionals right now, I’m seeing more 
and more women recognized in leadership roles. 
Many of these women have been in the profession 
for many years serving in a support role, and now 
they’re growing into these leadership positions. 
So, while I think there has been progress, there 
is clearly more that needs to be done to increase 
diversity in every sense. I think the landscape is 
looking different and will continue to look different. 
I would say that we’ve got to keep opening doors, 
and we’ve got to continue to create opportunities. 
In order to have a diverse group of leaders, it starts 
with having diversity at the entry level and finding 
an effective way to mentor those individuals  
toward long-term success in the profession.  

We can look to the gender diversity within the 
wealth management space as a good example 
of how this success can be achieved. We should 
reflect on what in that industry has worked and try 
to emulate it in the financial security profession.

Is it as fast as we’d like? Of course not. But it’s 
better than it has ever been, in my opinion. 

Mesmer: Despite progress, our profession still  
has more work to do to achieve parity. Based on 
your experience and perspective, what is the one 
thing individuals — of any gender — within the  
profession should do to work toward parity?  
What is one thing leaders should do? Is there 
anything that the profession needs to stop doing to 
help close the disparity between men and women?

Turley: We have to be deliberate about giving  
women opportunities and really, truly deliver it. 
Open doors for unlikely roles. I’d say engage  
women in client experiences, offer them reach.

I’ll give you an anecdote to this point: I was sitting 
on  a couple of different boards, and I was invited  
to join a third. During the discussion, they were 
sensitive to my current roster of responsibilities 
and said, “Well, you’ve got a full-time job, you’re a 
mom, and you’re already on two other boards.” I 
said, “Well, that’s interesting, because there are a lot 
of men who are married and have children. They’re 
sitting on three boards. They’re running their firm.  
It doesn’t look like it’s too much for them.” That  
was always my pushback: Test me, give me the  
opportunity.

So, I think it’s looking at it from a different  
perspective. When you look at roles in this  
profession, it used to be you had a maverick  
producer who was almost always a man. Then  
you had a secretary and someone running the 
books, and those were always women, right? There 
were never men in those roles. So, we can also  
flip-flop it. It’s not just about opening opportunities 
for women in traditionally male roles. There are also 
opportunities for men in traditionally female-led 
roles. 

I see great opportunity for growth when we’re much 
more deliberate about inclusivity in our leadership 
roles. For me, it is looking around your own  
organization and identifying positions in places 
where you can include, engage, and add women.

We are also dealing with so many different  
generations right now. Our profession has  
producers in their 90s who are still working, all the 
way down to people entering the profession in  
their early 20s. I mean, we’re talking about totally 
different generations that come with completely 
different perspectives. So it’s not as simple as  
everybody thinking about these issues in one way.
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We’ve really got to think broader. And the  
realization is that we’re informed by our  
experiences, and we make decisions based on 
those experiences. Therefore, we’ve got to be 
more mindful of how we seek buy-in and  
implement change across different generations. 
Keep in mind that 70- and 80-year-olds were once 
“radical” thinkers who changed the system they 
inherited, so we’re just continuing to advance. 
There’s a song lyric I love that says, basically, 
“you’re never ‘there’” because once you get to it, 
“there” just moved. It’s always a moving target.  
If there are ways for us to improve what we’re  
doing, then we should, and continuing to give 
women opportunities is a perfect example.

Mesmer: Sometimes, it can feel like being a  
woman in this profession comes with dual  
expectations: Run a successful business and  
be a role model. Do you feel that? How do you  
handle that?

Turley: I think it comes down to balance, balance, 
balance. As I’ve gotten older, I’ve begun thinking 
about my roles as “a third, a third, a third.” The first 
third is me, period. If I’m not managing myself, I’m 
not managing anything else. The second third is 
family, and the last third is business. I think they’re 
never in full balance, that just doesn’t happen. It’s 
like being in a relationship. It’s really never 50-50, 
but if you can strive for it, that’s where the success 
and balance comes in. I think every individual has 
to own it. There were times when our team would 
work really late. There were two other men—one 
was single with no children, and the other one had 
a family—and me. Oftentimes, I was the one  
calling my house to say, “I’m not going to make it. 
Can you get dinner?” I never complained. Those 
were my choices.

I’m much more sympathetic to it now because I 
didn’t have the balance then. So, when I see young 
people doing it now, I tell them, “Work will fill the 
time you give it.” My message is take that day off 
because the work is going to be there tomorrow. 
So, find the balance. That’s how I’ve structured it to 
get me here, and I think, as a woman, it’s worked 
well for me. There are many others who may have 
a different strategy, but that has been mine.

Mesmer: What advice would you give to a woman 
considering this profession?

Turley: So, here’s my advice, and I mean this for  
so many women in so many situations — not just 
for this profession: just try it. These are not  
decisions you’re making for the rest of your life.  
I wish I’d had the courage to try some things a little 
differently along the way. I’m so honored,  proud, 
and humbled by all the things that have gone well, 
but I could have also taken more risk. You know, 
risk and failure  are part of success, because failing 
doesn’t mean you’re not going to be successful.  
In fact, failing is, in my opinion, the most important 
thing people should do, as fast as they can. So, 
if you have any inkling you might be interested in 
something, just try it. 

For example, I’ve seen women dissuade themselves 
from going for producer roles because they think, 
“Oh, it’s a sales organization.” But there are a lot of 
women selling real estate, and real estate is also a 
commission-based business. I say take the risk and 
see where the opportunities are.The compensation, 
freedom, and growth will come with it. 

Or, women may look at our profession and  
immediately come to the conclusion that they are 
not interested in financial security. Maybe they are 
looking for a sexier job or a job that would fall into  
a guaranteed income. And to that, I would argue 
that this career has as much opportunity as so 
many other positions, and it’s a noble, noble  
profession. The work we do for the families we 
serve can be life changing. 

I’m so glad I tried it, and for what it’s worth, I had no 
idea what I was getting into, right? In the beginning, 
it was just a job that I was taking. I was going to be 
a case design analyst. As I got involved, I realized 
the impact that the firm was having for the clients 
and it became a career. So, try it. That’d be my 
advice.
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Mesmer: What advice would you give to yourself 
five years into the profession? 

Turley: Be courageous. Don’t be afraid. I think 
there’s too much fear in, “What if I make this 
move? What if it doesn’t work?” My pushback is, 
“What if it does work?” Have the courage to step 
into opportunities, roles, and situations that feel 
uncomfortable and unstable. You’re never going 
to grow in a comfort zone, no matter what. Period. 
Get uncomfortable, because that’s where you have 
to be to grow. 

Also, get engaged. I hear a lot of stories and read 
articles about how to say no. I’m more about how 
to say yes. I have never regretted opportunities I 
took, even when I didn’t know much about what 
I was saying yes to. When it went well, that was 
awesome. Those that didn’t go well helped me  
improve my next step. So, get involved, reach out, 
ask for advice, get rid of the fear. I think fear is  
oftentimes what stops women from making a 
leap, and it’s because in many ways we have all 
these other things in our lives that we’re trying to  
manage. It’s who we are; we’re caregivers by  
nature. If you get involved and you reach out,  
you won’t regret it. 

I joke that I can’t stand getting ready for a  
workout, but I can’t ever remember a time I  
regretted a workout. I showed up; I did it. So,  
get engaged at any level. That’s how you’re  
going to get recognized. That’s going to get you  
experience. That’s how you’re going to learn to 
have your voice and make decisions. That’s what 
I did, and that would be my advice. In addition to 
having the courage and getting rid of thoughts of 
failure, say, “Well, this could be wildly successful.”

Know a leading lady who 
has inspired you? Send 
their information our way 
to events@finseca.org
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You know, risk and  
failure are part of  
success, because failing 
doesn’t mean you’re not 
going to be successful.  
In fact, failing is, in my 
opinion, the most 
important thing people 
should do, as fast as  
they can.“

“

- Jeri Turley
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