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Leadership Team

Who we are
Ascend Canada was founded in 2012 to enhance the presence, visibility and influence of current and future 
Pan-Asian business leaders. Today, we have more than 4,000 members across Toronto, Vancouver, and six 
student chapters. With the generous support of our corporate and strategic partners, our objectives are to 
develop the full potential of our members by providing programs and events that inspire as well as educate. 
We are a chapter of Ascend, the largest, non-profit Pan-Asian organization for business professionals in 
North America. 

Mission
Partner and progress with Canadian organizations to develop and advance Pan-Asian talent. 

Vision 
To have a diverse and inclusive Canada where Pan-Asian talent can achieve their full potential.

About the cover
In 2019, Ascend Canada chose “Be Bold Be Different Be You” as its annual theme to 
unite its members, allies, volunteers and sponsors as we carried out our vision and 
mission. Every person contributes a piece of themselves because of who they are, 

where they came from, and where they are going. In doing so, we embrace our own 
stories while being part of a larger movement. For this, we celebrate each of you. 

This is bold, this is different, and this – Ascend Canada – is us. 
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Proud, excited, inspired 

When my parents emigrated to Canada in the 1970s, 
organizations like Ascend Canada simply did not exist. 
And Canada was not nearly as inclusive as it is today. 

My parents – despite their talent and drive – did not 
get the professional opportunities in the new country 
they called home.  Instead, they worked in factories to 
support their young family. 

Ascend is playing an important role in helping today's 
workforce find mentors, nurture a professional 
network, and explore different disciplines and ways of 
thinking.  

This is why I’m so proud to be the new president of 
Ascend Canada. 

We couldn’t do the work we do without the generosity 
and commitment of all our stakeholders, who share 
in our belief that a diverse workforce drives positive 
change, fuels innovation, and enriches our society.  

Thank you to our 22 sponsors and 4 strategic partners 
that actively put forward executives, allies, and 
resources to help us deliver programs and initiatives 
to serve our growing member base. 

It’s amazing everything that Ascend achieves is 
through the sheer passion and will of our volunteers. 
We are so proud to be a 100% volunteer-run 
organization. These 150+ volunteers are the heart of 
our organization and collectively enable all of us to 
advance our mission.  

As I reflect on the past year for Ascend Canada, I can't 
help but be proud, excited, and inspired. We continue 
to have big aspirations and bold plans to help our 
members unleash their potential. To do this, we 
encourage Pan-Asian talent to leverage their strengths 
to break through the bamboo ceiling, step out of 
their comfort zone and realize their full professional 
potential. We also urge our allies to enable leadership 
potential in others and to challenge the status quo. 

What Ascend does, inspires me. It’s my privilege to 
lead Ascend into its next chapter of growth.

President’s 
message
Manjit Singh
President and Chair of the Board, Ascend Canada 
Executive Vice President, Enterprise Finance, TD Bank

Manjit Singh

President, Ascend Canada 
Volunteer-in-Chief

Ascend Canada had a great year as we continued 
to make great strides in our mission to develop 

future leaders and advance diversity and inclusion in the 
workplace.

We united around a theme of being bold and being 
different.  We encouraged Ascend members to embrace 
their individuality and also rallied as an organization to 
promote diversity of thought. 

Our 4,000+ members are ready to learn and lead. 

That’s why we work hard through the year to provide 
opportunities to connect, share ideas and have 
important conversations. 

From speed-mentoring to workshops to marquee 
events: all of these efforts reflect our commitment to 
create value for our members, whether they are early in 
career or a seasoned professional. 

More than 500 delegates participated in our Annual 
Fall Conference in Toronto, a full day of professional 
development and networking. It also featured sessions 
with senior leaders from Corporate Canada who shared 
their insights on the presence, visibility and influence of 
current and future Pan-Asian leadership. 

We introduced Ascend Café – now a core member 
benefit – to enable our professional and student 
members an opportunity to build their knowledge 
networks and find or be mentors. Nearly 1,200 
members have signed up for this program powered 
by Ten Thousand Coffees. Our small group coffee 
chats with executives, called Office Hours, have been 
incredibly well-received. 

I’m proud that Ascend is facilitating larger conversations 
to drive change and advance inclusion at other 
organizations. Through our Chief Inclusion Officers 
Forum, we continued to bring attention to issues such as 
fitting in at work and covering. 

And, we also supported Catalyst Canada in their ground-
breaking research on emotional tax in the workplace. 
This barrier is felt by some members of our community 
so it is an important dialogue we are helping to drive 
across Corporate Canada.

We celebrated our community as well. The Ascend 
Canada Leadership Awards is our opportunity to 
highlight and recognize outstanding ambassadors 
and allies within our community. We recognized five 
individuals for advancing diversity and inclusion, being 
innovative, and showing us what it means to be a leader.  

Number of sponsors and strategic partners who 
are helping us create positive change.

Number of active volunteers, who are the heart of 
our organization and collectively enable all of us 

to advance our mission.  

Number of events held in 2019 to educate, inspire 
and provide opportunities to network.  

26
Number of members who have signed up for 

Ascend Café, our networking program powered by 
Ten Thousand Coffees, since launch in 2019.

1,200 150+ 36

I’m excited to build on the strong momentum that 
our founding president, Kelvin Tran, established. 

Through his leadership, this organization has helped 
better the lives of so many people. 

ASCEND CANADA ANNUAL REPORT 20192  ASCEND CANADA ANNUAL REPORT 2019 3



In 2019, we supercharged networking for our 

members by launching Ascend Café to help 

members give or get career advice, develop 

soft skills, learn about other industries, and 

grow new connections into an impactful and 

diverse knowledge network.

With technology powered by our strategic 

partner Ten Thousand Coffees, it’s a new 

way of bringing more connection points 

throughout the year, regular introductions to 

a like-minded peer, and invitations to small-

group coffee chats with leaders across our 

network. More often than not, our members 

say they appreciate these open and candid 

conversations that provide practical advice.

Coffee & Connections
Ascend Canada believes that a strong network is essential to career success. It 
brings opportunity to mentor with purpose and share knowledge. It takes time to 
develop relationships but we love to reach into our deep networks and connect 
all of our members, from students to executives and all levels in between.  

All it takes is just one  
meaningful connection

Ascend Café has had an immediate impact in its first year
"The Ready, Set, Ascend! conference had an 
excellent ratio of mentors to students. This 
allowed more time for effective networking, 
introducing my personal brand, and asking 
questions, which mentors were eager to 
answer.

The extensive and diverse background of 
representatives was refreshing, as many 
first years like myself aren’t sure which 
industry we want to enter post-graduation.”

Jonathan Hu, Ascend @  
University of Toronto chapter

“I did not know much about Ascend Canada until a few 
months ago and only wish I had joined this amazing 
group of people earlier in my career. 

Learning from others’ experiences and being mentored 
by leaders who are looking to invest in the future leaders 

just shows you what an incredible program this is.”

Christine Kou, member, after she participated in an 
Office Hour with Bruce Choy, partner PwC

Follow #ascendcafe on LinkedIn to see what others are saying about what they learned

of participants rated the 
value of the conversation 

as excellent.

91%

leaders, most of them executives, led 
one-hour coffee chats.  More than 500 

participants attended these sessions in 2019.

Thank you to our hosts from Manulife, RBC, 
TD, BMO, CIBC, Deloitte, EY, KPMG, and PwC. 

42
see their regular peer 

introduction as a 
valuable addition to their 

professional network.

93%

Mentorship in Vancouver

Helping students get career-ready

In Vancouver, we launched our first mentorship 
program bringing together mentors and mentees 
from various industries to provide expert career 
advice and enhanced professional development.

“I don’t regret hitting the “register” link for Ascend 
Vancouver’s mentorship program. What a fantastic 
year being mentored by an inspiring entrepreneur,” 
said Martin Man, an Ascend member.
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Impact & Influence 
Impact and influence comes in many shapes and sizes, just as being bold and 
being different does. In many ways, this is where our vision and mission are 
most visible, yet the hardest to measure. It’s found in how we learn, how we 
mentor, how we perform at work and how we mobilize as an organization. 

Celebrating leaders who are bold and different

Ascend Canada Leadership Awards Gala 2019 

Our Annual Leadership Awards Gala 

recognizes members and allies from the 

Pan-Asian community for their career 

advancement, exemplary leadership and 

advocacy. In them, we see the possibility for 

ourselves.

This year, we celebrated champions who 

truly embodied our mission and annual 

theme. Their passion for diversity and 

inclusion helped push the boundaries for 

change, create a meaningful impact and 

inspire our community.

TD Executive  
of the Year 

K. Rai Sahi
Chairman & CEO, 

Morguard Corporation

Ascend Canada 
Innovator 

of the Year

Frank Nguyen
CTO and Co-Founder 

of HelpWear Inc.

RBC Rising Star 
of the Year 

Daniel Rodic
Co-Founder & CEO, 

Exact Media

Ascend Canada 
Volunteer 

of the Year  

Mohit Ganju
Marketing Consultant,  

Ascend Canada

Manulife Mentor 
of the Year 

Zahra Ebrahim
Executive Advisor for 

Civic Innovation, Deloitte

2019 Ascend Canada Leadership Awards recipients 
(L –R): Mohit Ganju, Daniel Rodic, Kelvin Tran (past and 
founding Ascend Canada President),  Zahra Ebrahim, 

Frank Nguyen, K. Rai Sahi

Find out more about our Awards Program at ascendleadership.ca/awards-program

Influencing research and thought leadership with Catalyst, CIO Forum

Reflected in our theme, being yourself is at the core of what Ascend Canada stands for. But there are real barriers in the 

workplace that prevent Pan-Asians from reaching their full potential.

Ascend Canada partnered with global non-profit Catalyst to produce a new report, ‘Empowering Workplaces Combat 

Emotional Tax for People of Colour in Canada.’ Many of our members contributed qualitative data to the study.

The report found that Canadian people of colour—specifically workers who identify as Black, East Asian, and South 

Asian– experience high levels of "emotional tax," putting their overall health at risk and causing them to contemplate 

quitting. This complemented the work of the Ascend Canada Chief Inclusion Officers Forum. The CIO continued to raise 

awareness about covering – when people downplay differences to fit in to real or perceived workplace norms.

Research shows the importance of authenticity and together with our partners, we will continue to support dialogue 

that advances inclusion in the workplace.

Ascend Canada delved deeper and opened 

up a broader conversation about workplace 

barriers through:

• A fireside chat with Tanya van Biesen at the 

Ascend Canada Fall Conference.

• Media coverage about emotional tax 

appeared in the Toronto Star, BetaKit, BNN 

and Yahoo Finance.

•  Member engagement on social media and 

the Annual Catalyst Conference.

•  An Ascend Café event dedicated to sharing 

personal stories and strategies to stop 

covering. 

"In times of talent and skill scarcity, companies must 
take intentional action to create empowering work 
environments that value people for their uniqueness 
and drive their intent to stay."

Tanya van Biesen, Executive Director, Canada,  
Catalyst at the Ascend Canada Annual Fall Conference. 

Watch the video on Ascend Canada's YouTube channel at bit.ly/StopCovering
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Learn & Lead
The best leaders are constant learners

Ascend Canada Fall Conference 2019

Volunteering is a leadership training ground

Learning doesn’t stop once you leave school.  What makes leaders stand out is their curiosity and continuous drive to be 

a better version of themselves every day. We design our events throughout the year to educate and inspire our members, 

and provide opportunities to engage with great leaders across different industries who learn and lead by example.

The Executive Insights Series (EIS) is a three-day immersive session held annually in Toronto and Vancouver where 

participants are encouraged to embrace their Asian leadership qualities to advance in their careers and reach executive 

positions. 

We are a 100% volunteer-run organization. That fact alone means that volunteers are 

integral to our continued success and growth. 

Our volunteers are members too. As students, newcomers, seasoned professionals, and 

allies – there are 150+ volunteers who are in prime position to help drive forward the 

Ascend Canada mission and are passionate about making a difference in their community. 

Our volunteers gain hands-on experience by donating their time and talent to help 

out with events, marketing and communication, sponsor and member engagement, 

operations and strategy, and finance. Our members tell us that their volunteer work 

at Ascend Canada has helped them land jobs, secure promotions, and increase their 

confidence as a leader.  

The Annual Fall Conference brings together a diverse 

mix of influential thought leaders for a day filled with 

insights, learnings and professional development. 

This year, the Conference workshops focused on 

topics such as design thinking, the latest in fintech and 

innovation, how to stand out, and become a highly 

engaging leader.

“Mindset is everything." 

Natasha Walji, Director, Telecom, Government, 

Entertainment & Tech, Google giving the keynote 

address at the Fall Conference.

Of delegates 
surveyed said they 

would return to 
the Fall Conference 

next year.

Of delegates said the 
workshops provided 
value to their career 

growth.  

85%

"The most significant takeaway from the EIS for me is to own my successes. I never realized how much my 
culture of humbleness was impeding my career growth."

Sarah Hamel, Ascend member, Toronto

Volunteers are the heart of our organization. We 
celebrated our 2019 Most Valuable Volunteers. 
One of them will share the stage with our Ascend 
Canada Leadership Awards recipients. 

Front row: Joyce Yuan, Emily Siu, Arthi Venkat. 
Back row: Gaurav Bansal, Gautam Mohorikar, 
Alexandra Gabura, Manjit Singh (President), Rahul 
Shah, Michael Leung, Joanne Mitchell. 

Not pictured: Haritha Murthy

"I’m confidently able to lead the mentorship 
program within the Vancouver Chapter 

thanks to the valuable leadership insight, 
career knowledge and expanded professional 
network I’ve gained through Ascend Canada."  

Rex Chan, officer, Ascend Vancouver 

"Ascend has given me the opportunity 
to grow as a leader and give back to my 

community. I'm grateful for the chance to 
make a difference for the next generation 

of leaders."

Dominique Villanueva, officer, Ascend Toronto

Number of hours 
that our volunteers 

have generously 
donated in 2019

85% 94%

15,000+
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Leadership

Ali Najafi Hardeep Saund Margarita de 
Guzman

Aneesa Shaik Jay Hira

Avni Shah Julie Park Patrick Bhang

Ankita Ohri Ka Yan Ng Numaan Butt

Dominique 
Villanueva

Maisie Ho

Adrian Tan Fornia Lau Rex Chan

Andrea Breden Grant Damery Sanj Rana

Anthony Wan Jenny Li Shen Lo

Bronche Cheng Jerry Wei TaeHee Kim

Conrad Rego Joanne Sun Truman Wong

Constance Chow Kerby Sit Vineet Verghese

David Yu Mimo Jiang

OFFICERS & AVPS (TORONTO)

BOARD OF DIRECTORS

OFFICERS & AVPS (VANCOUVER)

Audited financial statements may be 
requested by members by contacting us 
via email or mail. See contact information 
on back cover.

Year in Review

In fiscal 2019, we continued to grow our member base 
and deliver relevant events and programs for our 
members. These initiatives were largely supported by 
corporate sponsorship and fees collected from hosting 
events and programs. For the year ended December 
31, 2019, Ascend Canada recorded an excess of 
revenue over expenses of $16,207 (2018: $39,908). As at 
December 31, 2019, net assets amounted to $429,907 
(2018: $413,700) of which unrestricted funds were 
$379,907  (2018: $363,700) and internally restricted net 
assets were $50,000 (2018: $50,000) reserved for future 
chapters, conferences, research relating to challenges 
and opportunities for Pan-Asians.

Revenues

Total revenue from all sources amounted to $405,619 
(2018: $356,345) of which 60% came from corporate 
sponsorship (2018: 59%) funded by 23 sponsor firms. 
Total revenue increased by 14% as compared to 2018 
due to a larger amount of corporate sponsorship fees 
and fees collected from events and programs. Revenue 
from events and programs contributed to 39% of the 
total revenues (2018: 40%) while the remaining 1% came 
from membership fees (2018: 1%). 

How the funds were used
Total expenses in 2019 amounted to $389,412 (2018: 
$316,437) of which 72% was spent on programs and 
events for our members (2018: 83%). Total expenses 
increased by 23% in 2019 mainly due to more office 
and general expenses, and recognition of bad debts 
incurred this year. Ascend Canada continued to 
leverage its volunteer base to minimize general and 
administrative expenses. 

Outlook for 2019
In 2020, Ascend Canada will continue to focus its efforts 
to pursue its mission and strategy, as well as to deliver 
exceptional programs and events for its members. We 
expect to increase our roster of corporate sponsorship, 
broaden our reach and membership base, and focus on 
executing our strategic plan.

Financial Summary

SOURCES OF
FUNDING

60%

40%

Corporate
Sponsorship

Programs, Events,
and Membership Fees

TOTAL
EXPENSES

72%

28%

Programs
and Events

Operating
Expenses

Alex Peh Vice President,  
Merchant Solutions, RBC

Raj Krishnamoorthy Partner, Deloitte

Bhavna Duggal Associate Partner, EY Rani Turna Partner, PwC

Farah Qasemi Partner, IBM Sahezad Pardhan Executive Vice President and Chief 
Financial Officer, Cadillac Fairview

Gaurav Upadhya Global Chief Actuary and Chief Risk 
Officer, Foresters Financial

Sandeep Gupta Partner, Deloitte & Touche

Joan Wong Partner, KPMG Shirol Liu Associate Vice President, Global 
Data CoE & Analytics, Global Audit, 
TD Bank Financial Group

Manjit Singh Chair and President of Ascend 
Canada & Executive Vice President, 
Enterprise Finance, TD Bank

Tzen-Yi Goh Partner, McCarthy Tétrault

Naveed Irshad Head of North American Legacy 
Business, Manulife

Victor Tung Chief Operating Officer and  
Head of Integration, BMO

Pragashini Fox Senior Vice President,  
Thomson Reuters

Vincent Lee Managing Director and Head 
of North American Institutional FX 
Sales, CIBC World Markets
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PLATINUM

GOLD

STRATEGIC PARTNERS

SILVER BRONZE

We are grateful for the support of our corporate partners across Canada.  
Your support helps us create programs and initiatives that help develop Pan-Asian talent.
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C A N A D A
Connect with us at  

www.ascendleadership.ca

www.linkedin.com/company/ascend-canada

twitter.com/ascend_canada

www.youtube.com/AscendCanada

Contact us at  
 info@ascendleadersip.ca 

Ascend Canada 
77 King Street West 

PO Box 1155 
Toronto Dominion Centre 

Toronto, Ontario, M5K 1P2

http://www.ascendleadership.ca
www.linkedin.com/company/ascend-canada
http://twitter.com/ascend_canada
http://www.youtube.com/AscendCanada 
mailto:info%40ascendleadersip.ca%20%20?subject=

