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Diane is another one of the early founders of Women’s Forum that I had not met 
before our interview.  While I had seen her at some of our events, I was not aware of 
her role in our organization’s history and her important work today.   So many of 
our current members, including the founders as well as the new members have such 
diverse and interesting  professional stories to share, but we rarely have the 
opportunity to get to know them at that deeper level. Diane’s career path has indeed 
been varied, and often she was a pioneer as the first or one of the few women in her 
field.   Her experiences made her especially sensitive to the challenges women in 
leadership face, and she has worked both behind the scenes and in the forefront to 
support women’s opportunities to advance. In the past several years, she also became a 
fierce advocate in the field of ALS.  I so enjoyed learning about her journey and all 
that she’s accomplished.  Thank you, Diane for your past contributions to improve the 
status of women and to your present and future contributions as a key advocate of 
medical research for ALS.  
 
When did you join IWF and what was your 
position at that time? 
 
I joined in 1978 and was one of the first members of 
the original Women’s Forum organization.  At the 
time, I was working for Pacific Management 
Systems; a consulting agency headed by CEO, Dr. 
Price Cobbs an early leader helping to diversify the 
workplace.  He is well known for his books “Black 
Rage” and “Cracking the Corporate Code: From 
Survival to Mastery."  While his focus was training 
blacks for management, my role was similar as I 
was training and preparing women for the 
corporate world.  During the 70’s, women had few opportunities to directly understand 
the business culture and how to survive and manage it.  I was helping women do that so 
they could be successful in major companies such as Proctor & Gamble and Phillip 
Morris.  
 
What were the circumstances that prompted you to become one of the founding 
members? 
 
I had a diverse career path that provided me insight into the challenges for working 
women and all these experiences led me to see the need for a professional women’s 
organization.   I had a stint working as an assistant in the President’s Office at Brandeis 
and then moved to Washington, DC after I passed the State Department’s Foreign 
Service Exam.  There was only one other women who was in my class at the Foreign 



Service Institute.  My first assignment was within the Ethiopian Affairs section and while 
I enjoyed that work, I was eager to work out of the country, as my ultimate goal was to 
become the Ambassador of France.  I had majored in French and was working toward a 
foreign assignment but that reality quickly faded when I got married.  Sadly, the 
Institute’s policy then prevented a married woman from having an overseas 
assignment.  So I quit the Foreign Service and worked in DC for the National Education 
Association until I moved with my husband to San Francisco.  Here, I was able to get a 
job with the California Teacher’s Association, heading their constituent affairs 
office.  Fortunately, I had a very supportive boss who did not object or force me to quit 
when I became pregnant.   Pregnant women in the workplace were rare in those days but 
he told me, “You can work until you are ready to quit.   I helped deliver my own child so 
could do that for you too if necessary.”  While I didn’t deliver on the job, I did work up 
until the very end of my pregnancy.  Eventually I joined the faculty at San Francisco 
State as Assistant Dean of Faculty Research and became more interested in the role of 
women in business.  When I went to work for the Pacific Management Systems, I clearly 
saw the need for more support and advancement opportunities for career women. 
 
What was the most challenging aspect of your career at the time you joined and how 
did the organization provide support to help you deal with this? 
 
Since my career was constantly changing, I experienced and dealt with the usual 
challenges of a professional woman.  So as I “soldiered on,” usually as the only woman 
in my work environment, I saw the need for an organization like the Forum.  While I had 
actually been part of two other similar groups, I welcomed the opportunity to interact 
with other professional women like myself in the Forum.   I liked that a lot!  I had strong 
support and no longer felt so alone. 
 
What was the major benefit of membership when you joined either WFW or 
Professional Women’s Alliance?  What do you see as the major membership benefit 
now? 
 
One of the major benefits when I joined was the opportunity to work in a small group 
with some of the other early founders as we planned strategies to merge and affiliate with 
the New York Forum. We had many meetings and discussions about the framework, 
personnel and management.  I had never had the opportunity to work with other women 
in a setting like that so it was exciting and rewarding. 
 
Today’s younger members have numerous opportunities to work with other women in 
leadership roles, but I believe they are still dealing with some of the same issues we 
encountered when we started the Forum.  Today, the Forum continues to provide 
professional support, networking and friendships.  
 
How were you involved with the merger of these two groups into WFW? 
 
I was very involved with the merger and was part of the small group that helped make it 
happen.  Sadly, there were members from each group who thought the “other” was less 



prestigious so they left.  Our efforts were to help members from both sides understand the 
value of a combined organization, and I enjoyed working with Judith Johnson and others 
to bring both sides into consensus. 
 
It’s been 35 + years since IWF started and do you think it’s easier now for women in 
your field to advance to the top leadership roles?  Why or why not?   
 
I am not sure “easier” is the best descriptor of the advancement challenge.   I do think 
there’s less prejudice about women’s leadership with today’s young men and women.  Of 
course, laws have been enacted and enforced to open the doors for women and 
minorities, but harassment still happens, just not as blatantly.   I think that many male 
managers still believe that a woman’s place should be in the home…managing the kids 
and the household and this attitude is across the spectrum.  Again, it is more of a hidden 
issue but it still impacts women’s advancement no matter what their profession is. 
 
What do you see as the current challenges/barriers to women’s advancement to the 
top of their field?  
 
I think it depends on the professional level that the women have achieved.  If a woman is 
a CEO and is running the organization, she has the financial resources to provide 
adequate support and help on the home front.  But for the women without adequate 
resources, it is not easy to manage home responsibilities, work stresses, and the joys and 
challenges of raising a family.  It seems like it never ends.  I speak from experience as I 
navigated several careers plus raised three children.  While I enjoyed my family and my 
career, it was a lot to manage. 
 
What are you most proud of in your career and your most significant contribution 
to your profession? 
 
There are several things that I am proud of in my life.  First are my children who became 
successful human beings.  Secondly, I feel that I made some contributions and changes 
that had positive impact on other women’s lives.  When I was the Monitor on the Consent 
Decree of the Class Action suit of the women employees against the US Forest Service, I 
succeeded in changing the culture a bit.  The Service went from having no women outside 
of clerical jobs to now having many in senior management.  Currently, I am proud of the 
work I am doing on the Boards of the California Stem Cell Agency and John Hopkins’s 
Medical School on behalf of ALS research. 
 
What was the best advice you got as you climbed the ladder to success?  Is it still 
relevant for aspiring women leaders today?  
  
The best advice I got was from a French professor in college.  As a college freshman, I 
had been accepted to study in France for the summer and was eager to have that 
education abroad experience.   However, my parents thought I was too young so they 
would not let me go. When I told my professor, he said, “When something comes along 
that you want to do strongly enough, you will go ahead and do it.”  While I was very 



disappointed, I have never forgotten my professor’s advice, and it has been a very 
important guideline throughout my life.  I feel it is still relevant today as it encompasses a 
sound theory in a concise and powerful way. 
  
Are you currently retired and if so, was it a challenge to make that transition? What 
helped you successfully navigate retirement? 
  
Yes, I am retired, but the transition was not difficult for I had other interesting activities 
to pursue. I used my past experiences and involvement with people and organizations as 
the groundwork for these new ventures.  I successfully built upon these and am now very 
engaged and busy with two directorships in the medical field. 
 
What current programs are of most interest to you and how would you like to be 
involved with IWF today? 
 
I really enjoy the events when we all meet together, like the recent New Connections 
Luncheon.  It’s fun to meet the new members but also reconnect with old friends.   Some 
of the current programs are very intriguing, and I attend those when I can.  
 
How do you define success?  
 
I think success is different for everyone.   I am happy with what I am doing right now! 
 
Final comments by Jenny Erwin 
 
During my interview, Diane did not talk much about her past leadership roles within the 
Forum but what I discovered was that her impact and leadership within the Forum 
continued over the years.  In 1989 she and Fran Streets co-chaired the first National 
Forum Conference held in San Francisco. It was highly successful and one of the 
outcomes from that was the establishment of our Legacy Foundation.  Diane was the first 
president of that Foundation whose mission was to improve the status of women and to 
foster the development of future women leaders.  Just this past year, it expanded by 
providing more opportunities for all our members to give back and get involved with a 
local organization that is helping women and girls.  
 
The other important information that I discovered about Diane is her passion and 
advocacy in helping find a cure for ALS.   She lost two of her sons to this disease and has 
been a tireless advocate for many years.  As a result, she has been active nationally and 
internationally in the science and biotechnology field and was formerly on the ALS 
National Board of Trustees.  She has been appointed to the Governing Board of the 
California Stem Cell Agency and serves on the Board of the Packard Center at Johns 
Hopkins Medical School.  In addition, she and her family helped found the ALS 
Treatment and Research Center at UC San Francisco.  Her lifelong vision and 
commitment have indeed made an impact. 
 


