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When I started working on this series, many people asked me if I knew Fran Streets 
and suggested that I reach out to her as she had a unique story to share.   I did not 
know Fran, but so many of the early leaders knew her and spoke about her with great 
respect.  They talked about her role both on the local level, as President of WFW 
(1990-1991) and as the first and only Northern California member who served as 
President of IWF and the IWF Leadership Foundation (1997-1999).  After many 
months of scheduling challenges, I was finally able to interview her. I am so glad I had 
this opportunity to get to know her and learn about her contributions to the banking 
industry, to her community, and to IWF.  She has helped open doors and opportunities 
for women globally.   While she has achieved tremendous professional and personal 
success, she has done it with grace, persistence and humility. I know you will want to 
talk with her as well at one of our future events. 
 
When did you join IWF and what was 
your position at that time? 
 
I officially joined Women’s Forum West in 
1986 but had been familiar with the 
organization for several years through my 
friendship with member Ellen Magnin 
Newman.  I was working at The Bank of 
California in San Francisco and was in 
charge of private banking.   William C. 
Ralston had opened the bank on July 4, 1864, 
and it was the first commercial bank in the 
Western United States and the second richest 
bank in the nation.  The Bank of California 
was also the first on the west coast to divest 
itself of all retail branches and focus on 
corporate, asset management/trust and 
private banking clientele. The strategy was 
for the Bank of California to become the J. P. Morgan of the West, and when this 
transition occurred, I was the manager of our Menlo Park Branch.   Shirley Temple 
Black, my client and a bank Board member, thought I would be ideal to head the new 
private banking group so she suggested I be transferred to the San Francisco office. 
 
 
 
 
 



The first San Francisco International Women's 
Forum Conference in 1989: Diane Winokur and 
Fran Streets - Cochairs; Back Row: Diane 
Winokur, Amy McCombs, Susan Schafer, Sylvia 
Chase, Belva Davis; Front Row: Pat Engels and 
Fran Streets 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What were the circumstances that prompted you to become one of the founding 
members? 
 
Prior to joining, I had offered the bank’s executive suite for WFW meetings, which I did 
for a variety of Bay Area organizations.   I was very strategic about which groups to join 
as any affiliation needed to support my professional or civic goals. My primary 
professional involvement was with the San Francisco Chamber of Commerce. In the mid 
80’s, the CEOs from 50 of the Fortune 500 companies were headquartered here and all 
were on the Chamber Board. They were the movers and shakers and eventually Ellen 
Magnin Newman and I were elected to the Board.  I was the first African American on 
the Board. When the San Francisco City Club became the first private club to offer 
membership to women and minorities, I joined that as well. But Ellen and others kept 
encouraging me to join WFW, which included many women I knew and respected.  So in 
1986 I did join since I came to understand the power and value of a networking group. 
 
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? 
 
Being the first in any position is a challenge and as an African American female in 
financial services, I was breaking ground for myself and other women.   Unfortunately by 
being the first you feel you are not allowed to fail because so much is at stake.The 
challenges that I faced were always internal. But I was fortunate to have been selected by 
the President of the Bank in 1987 to attend a symposium designed specifically for African 
American Executives.  This was conducted by internationally recognized psychiatrist and 
management consultant, Dr. Price Cobbs, best known for his writings, "Black Rage" and 
"The Jesus Bag".  Another one of his books, "Cracking the Corporate Code: From 
Survival to Mastery" was used as the basis of the symposium and it was 
transformational.  As a female, if you broke through the glass ceiling, you were generally 
the only one. WFW provided a safe haven where you could just be yourself. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



International Women's 
Global Conference, Island 
of the Bahamas, May 15, 
1997: (L to R) Dr. Keva 
Bethel, IWF Bahamas; Mrs. 
Hubert Ingraham; The Rt. 
Hon. Hubert Ingraham, 
Prime Minister, Bahamas; 
Fran Streets, IWF 
President; Dame Eugenia 
Charles, Prime Minister, 
Dominica; Susan Black, 
Moderator 
 
 
 
 
 

 
What was the major benefit of membership when you joined either WFW or 
Professional Women’s Alliance? 
 
The value of membership was the opportunity to meet other women leaders with very 
diverse backgrounds: women from five continents coming together across national 
boundaries to share knowledge and ideas, enrich each other’s lives and provide a 
network of support.   The other benefit was creating lasting friendships, not only in your 
forum but globally. Through IWF, I met one of my dearest friends, Ophelia Cheung, of 
Hong Kong who introduced me to Mrs. Zanele Mbeki, former First Lady of South 
Africa.  Together we established the South African Forum, and only in IWF could that 
have happened. 
 
IWF has grown into a world-class leadership association of global importance, providing 
access, information, leadership exchange and development of women on issues of 
international concern. The value of membership continues to be opportunities for 
engagement locally and globally and the ability to create lasting friendships across 
professions and borders. 
 
How were you involved with the merger of these two groups into WFW?  What do 
you see as the major membership benefit now? 
 
I was not involved with the merger, but permitted members to use the banking facility for 
meetings.  
 
It’s been 25 + 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 think it is easier now to get to the senior management levels, since some of the early 
pioneers helped pave the way. To gain perspective on the banking industry, it’s important 
to know that when I joined the bank all the tellers were men.  Also, there were no women 



as lending officers on “the platform” since we were told men wouldn’t deal with women 
on this level.  It does seem prehistoric now. 
 
In private banking, we currently have women heading major global divisions of all of the 
banks. But we still haven’t reached that C-Suite position of CEO of a bank on the 
Fortune 500 or 1,000 lists.  While America's Fortune 500 companies have 24 female 
CEOs, up from 20 a year ago and more than at any point since Fortune started compiling 
executive gender in 1998, we still have a long way to go.  
 
 
Past Presidents - International 
Women's Global Conference, 
Washington, D.C.:  
(L to R) Susan Davis, IWF 
President 1985; Jane Macon, IWF 
President 1987; Barbara Barrett, 
IWF President 1999; Fran Streets, 
IWF President 1997 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What do you see as the current challenges/barriers to women’s advancement to the 
top of their field?  
 
Unfortunately, the more things change the more they stay the same.  I find it very 
disconcerting that when there is a high profile woman leader like Marissa Mayer with 
Yahoo, there are groups who seem eager to take her down. 
One of the people I most admire is Ursula Burns, Chairman and CEO of Xerox 
Corporation. Ursula is the only African American female CEO of a Fortune 500 
company, and she assumed the Chairmanship role in 2010.  I met Ursula through IWF 
and she credits some of her success to the fact that she succeeded the former CEO and 
her mentor, Anne Mulchy.   She said recently that she didn’t visualize becoming a CEO, 
but at an early age her mother convinced her that she would be successful and a 
contributing member of society. She strongly feels that women need examples to emulate, 
and they need friends.  
 
What are you most proud of in your career and your most significant contribution 
to your profession? 
 
There are several things that come to mind.  First, when I became a private banker, there 
were no women heading any division but I was able to accomplish that and develop a 
diverse base of high net worth clients. 
 



Being a Founding Director of New Resource Bank.   In 2006, along with a group of 
successful entrepreneurs and business leaders, we founded the bank based on our vision 
to bring new resources to sustainable businesses and ultimately create more sustainable 
communities. 
 
Receiving the Eleanor Roosevelt Humanitarian Award given by the U.S. Committee of 
UNICEF. 
 
Being one of the first recipients of the IWF Leading Light Award presented in 2003 when 
I was recognized as a founder of the Leadership Foundation Fellows Program. 
 
Maya Angelou said “There is no honor in being the first, only if you’re not the last.” I 
consciously conduct my life to honor that quote so that young women of color can see 
what is possible for them. The IWF Leadership Foundation Fellows program has allowed 
me to make that possible for over twenty years. 
 
What was the best advice you got as you climbed the ladder to success? Is it still 
relevant for aspiring women leaders today? 
 
There are two bits of wisdom that come from Nancy Pelosi and Barbara Boxer. “Learn 
how to count the votes and always have a plan B.”  What this said to me is, ‘never walk 
into a meeting or boardroom assuming the outcome without thoughtful planning and 
preparation.’  
 

Induction Ceremony of Dr. Ellen Li 
into the Hall of Fame of the 
International Women's Forum, 
Victoria House, Hong Kong, SAR 
November 11, 1998: (L to R) 
Ophelia Cheung, President, IWF 
Hong Kong; Fran Streets, IWF 
President; Dr. Ellen Li; The 
Honorable Mrs. Anson Chan, Chief 
Secretary of Administration, 
HKSAR Government 
 
 
 
 
 

 
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 it was not a difficult transition because I didn’t define myself by 
what I did for a living.  I always had another life through my family and involvement in 
the community.  Early on, I began serving on a variety of boards and am still enjoying 
this community engagement.  



What current programs are of most interest to you and how would you like to be 
involved with IWF today? 
 
It has been difficult to participate in many local events since I am still on the IWF 
Leadership Foundation Board and Chair the Fellows Selection Committee.  The mission 
of the Foundation, “grooming the next generation of women leaders” is still important 
and I’m very committed to the mission. Locally I think there are many interesting 
program offerings, but I am especially interested in those that focus on women’s health.  
 
How do you define success? 
 
Success is having a thirty-year career with few regrets. Being married to the same man 
for fifty-five years, and having a daughter who is an exceptional individual in every way. 
Success is having played a significant role in IWF’s growth from a national organization 
to a one-of-a kind global organization spanning six continents and active in 33 nations. 
I’m particularly proud that during my Presidency we established Forums on five 
continents. 
 
I am so proud of our 5 million dollar fund raising efforts that capped our fund to endow 
the Fellows Program. The endowment is a special opportunity to give back and to 
support the growing world of women leaders. 
 
Success is Rebecca Barfknecht, Beth Devin, Carrie Schwab-Pomerantz, and Van Ton-
Quinlivan---- all graduates of the Leadership Foundation Fellows Program. 
 
Success is seeing the Fellows Program become the premier international training and 
executive development program for emerging women leaders. It is the only program ever 
funded by the U.S. Government as a Glass Ceiling Initiative; the Fellows Program has no 
peer. 
 
The 2014-2015 Fellows class, consist of 36 Fellows, representing over 10 sectors and 15 
nations: Brazil, Canada, Finland, Germany, Hong Kong SAR (Special Administrative 
Region), India, Israel, Mexico, Nigeria, Poland, South Africa, Taiwan, Tanzania and the 
USA. 
 
When I see the wonderful young women in the Fellows Program, and what they have 
achieved, I know we have made much progress but I do believe that our organization is 
capable of so much more. 

 
International Women's Global President 
Election, Islands of the Bahamas, May 15, 
1997: (L to R) Richardella, IWF CEO; Fran 
Streets, IWF President 
 
 
 
 



Since Fran is our only member who has served as President of the International 
Women’s Forum, I asked her to provide some background information about how 
she achieved that.  
 
According to Fran, she had never set out to be the President, but a series of events 
provided her visibility and demonstrated her leadership skills.  In 1989, the Northern 
California Forum was to host a major IWF Hall of Fame Gala in San 
Francisco.   Member Diane Winokur was one of the co-chairs and the President of the 
Forum, Sue Shaffer, asked Fran to join Diane as a co-chair.  At that time, the DC staff 
was small so the full responsibility for these events was always on the local 
Forum.  Because of Fran’s connections in the corporate world, she agreed to help but 
with the understanding that it would be a Conference and not a Gala as it had been in the 
past.  She thought the focus should highlight the uniqueness of the Bay Area with a focus 
on food, wine and technology, and the planning team agreed. 
 
One of the true highlights was getting then members Alice Waters of Chez Panisse and 
CEO, Michaela Rodeno of St. Supery Vineyards & Winery to help plan the Dine Arounds 
in San Francisco member homes.  Each featured a local woman chef and a woman 
vintner and was a huge success.  That in addition to the high profile speakers, e.g. the 
CEO of Apple, highlighted  in the educational component, gave Fran tremendous visibly 
and credibility as a leader.  In essence, Fran and WFW did things that had never been 
done before and established a new standard of success. 
 
The following year Fran became President of WFW and as a result served on the IWF 
Board and was later elected Executive Vice President, leading the restructuring effort for 
the IWF.  IWF Founder Eli Guggenheimer, Fran’s mentor, Jean Head Sisco, and WFW 
member Linda Moriarty saw her as presidential material and encouraged her to 
run.   However, there were naysayers among some of the members who thought that IWF 
would never elect a black woman, but Fran proved them wrong. She was installed as 
IWF President in the Bahamas in 1997 where she was treated like royalty… a black 
woman leader in a black country. But Fran felt that she had to prove that she was worthy 
of this leadership role and worked tirelessly on behalf of IWF throughout her presidency. 
She credits her bank, clients, and WFW colleagues with helping her to achieve the 
impossible.  She continues to play an active role at the international level. 
 
Final thoughts…….. 
 
I am excited to see the new focus on the Legacy Foundation in our Forum. Many of our 
members may not know that a portion of the money Diane Winokur and I raised at the 
1989 IWF Conference was used to fund the Legacy Foundation. We are both still 
interested in seeing it achieve its mission. The Legacy Foundation is a powerful way to 
involve our members in grooming the next generation of women and girls for 
leadership.  I encourage each member to invest time and money to support this.  
 


