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KIARA BACASEN
Otay Ranch High School

Kiara Bacasen comes from a 
highly ambitious family that in-
cludes five children. Her parents 
brought their family across the 
ocean to find a place where their 
hard work would translate into 
fair and just returns. Jorgina Hall, 
Bacasen’s biology teacher and cur-
rent KIWIN’s community service 
club advisor, has had the oppor-
tunity to observe her. With a rank 
of five out of 569 students in her 
senior class, Bacasen is considered 
one of Otay Ranch High School’s 
academic leaders. Hall states, “As a 
12th grader, Kiara is the first Otay 
Ranch High School student to 
have been accepted into the pres-
tigious San Diego Life Sciences 
Summer Institute High School 
Student Research Program. Kiara 
has gained valuable lab experi-
ence during the last two months 
working for Dr. Skowronska-
Krawczyk in Dr. Zhang’s Lab in 
the Ophthalmology Department 
at UC San Diego. By participat-
ing in this unique science research 
paid position, she has expanded 
her science knowledge and skills 
beyond her normal school course-
work. Kiara’s supervisor has ex-
tended her stay for an additional 
two months and possibly beyond.”  
Bacasen currently is working with 
Dr. Laura Isobel-McCall as she 
pursues her interest in parasitic 
infection and the hygiene hypoth-
esis. Bacasen also volunteers with 
SHARP Chula Vista and Corpus 
Christi Youth Leadership. She has 
applied to Stanford, MIT, UCLA 
and other schools that will allow 
her to pursue a highly impactful 
career in mathematics, the scienc-
es and other related subjects. 

LIANA MERK 
Canyon Crest Academy
It seems that Liana Merk has al-
ways been a volunteer. She has 
been an avid member of the 
National Charity League for the 
past six years; donated hours of 
her time to raise awareness for the 
San Diego Library; taught chil-
dren of all ages the joys of caring 
for animals through the Helen 
Woodward Animal Shelter; vol-
unteers with Salk’s Education 
Outreach; and through San Diego 
Feeding America works to make 
an impact on the lives of under-
privileged San Diego residents. 
Merk’s love of the STEM environ-
ment led to a paid internship as 
part of the Life Sciences Summer 
Institute, specifically working 
for the Laboratory for Gene 
Expression. Her innate curiosity 
led her to blossom in this posi-
tion. She extracted RNA, quanti-
fied lipoproteins, determined a 
cell’s transcriptome, and calcu-
lated the exact amount of choles-
terol that resides in arteries of an 
atherosclerosis patient. Merk be-
gan researching other types of sci-
ence and began working with the 
Nomis Center for Immunobiology 
and Microbial Pathogenesis. 
Merk hopes to attend California 
Institute of Technology, Berkeley 
or Johns Hopkins University, 
and has currently been accept-
ed to Caltech and Berkeley, with 
consideration for the Regents’ 
Scholarship Program at Berkeley. 
One of Merk’s teachers says that 
she is “the absolute dream kid in 
every way imaginable, has an in-
fectious personality and is a plea-
sure to work with both for myself 
and her peers.”

MEILYNN SHI
Westview High School
In addition to her love of science, 
Meilynn Shi has a creative side. 
She plays the violin and piano, 
reads literature with beautiful 
prose and loves to ponder 
philosophical questions. And, of 
course, she enjoys math and logic 
puzzles. Shi has always been an 
active student as demonstrated 
by her many school activities 
including editor-in-chief, news 
editor and editorial board member 
for Westview’s national award-
winning newspaper; president of 
Westview Advocates for a Better 
Environment; and participation 
on the Westview Peer Consulting 
group and a varsity competitor for 
the Westview’s Speech & Debate 
team. In addition, Shi founded 
Poway Unified School District 
Food Recovery. Shi has interned 
at Dr. Hemal Patel’s cardiac/
neuroprotection lab at the UC San 
Diego VA Hospital. She states, “it 
was exhilarating to be in a place 
that pulsed with discovery, as we 
questioned data and prodded 
assumptions. Shi also interns at 
the Palomar Medical Center where 
she is involved in the diagnoses 
of patients with obesity, high 
blood pressure and high blood 
sugar. Jeff Wenger, Shi’s English 
teacher, notes that “Meilynn is 
one of the hardest-working, most 
conscientious students I’ve taught 
in my 21 years on the job. She’s 
also one of the smartest. Driven 
and motivated to learn, Meilynn 
would be an asset to any team or 
any university.” Shi has applied 
to Boston University, Columbia 
University, Northwestern Uni-
versity, Washington University 
in St. Louis, University of 
Virginia, Brown University and 
Rice University for their strong 
humanities programs. 

TAMMY TRUONG
Vista High School
Ever since Tammy Truong was in 
kindergarten, she had her heart 
and mind set on pursuing her 
dream of a career in the medical 
field. In the summer of 2015, she 
was fortunate to attend a summer 
medical camp at UC San Diego 
called Camp Cardiac. A year lat-
er, she applied to the Summer 
Medical Academy (SMA) at Rady 
Children’s Hospital and UC San 
Diego and was admitted to spend 
two weeks learning about vari-
ous branches of medicine such 
as pediatrics, surgery and phar-
macy. The lectures, activities and 
conversations with health pro-
fessionals and the relationships 
with inspiring doctors at the SMA 
heavily influenced her decision 
to become a pediatrician. Truong 
currently volunteers at Tri-City 
Hospital. During her four years in 
high school, Truong distinguished 
herself in several areas including 
her participation in numerous 
clubs. She also finds the time to 
teach character leadership to el-
ementary students. Truong also 
participates in Key Club Service 
events, and organizes events for 
Oceanside Parks and Recreation. 
As a first-generation college stu-
dent, attending college is a very 
important to Truong because her 
parents went through major chal-
lenges to immigrate to the United 
States. Among her many interests 
Truong plays the piano and com-
poses music, dances in Vietnamese 
cultural performances, and en-
joys being outdoors, hiking and 
camping. Truong hopes to at-
tend the University of California 
Los Angeles (UCLA) or Boston 
University.

JESSICA XU
Maranatha Christian School
From a young age, Jessica Xu has 
been intrigued by how things 
work and drawn to hands-on ac-
tivities. When she was four years 
old, her parents would find her 
dismantling shipment packaging 
to construct new structures. In 
first grade, she brought pH paper 
from her chemistry kit instead of 
her stuffed animal to show-and-
tell. Since her freshman year in 
high school, she has been actively 
involved in designing and build-
ing experimental modules sent to 
the International Space Station, 
a rare opportunity that exists in 
a small number of high schools 
around the world. Xu has worked 
on two modules that have traveled 
to space and back. Now as the 
project manager of the San Diego 
Youth Space Program (SDYSP), 
which has expanded to include 20 
students from seven high schools, 
Xu led the team for a module 
assigned to NASA’s SpaceX-11 
launch which launched April 9. 
The module will run aboard the 
International Space Station for 
30 days, investigating the photo-
tropic response of garden cress in 
microgravity. Xu also founded her 
high school’s newspaper during 
her sophomore year, and earned 
National Honor Society recogni-
tion during 11th and 12th grades. 
She volunteers as a camp buddy 
for special needs children and 
teaches children’s Sunday school. 
Her high school counselor Joe 
Mireles, recognizes Xu as a model 
student, “Jessica’s unique strengths 
in science and art... and her abil-
ity to explore both areas to such 
level of proficiency during her 
time in high school are especially 
worthy of note.” Xu is pursuing 
a degree in biomedical engineer-
ing. She has applied to UC San 
Diego, UC Berkeley, USC, MIT, 
Duke, Vanderbilt and Washington 
University in St. Louis. 

Athena Pinnacle Scholarship Winners 2017

KIARA BACASEN MEILYNN SHILIANA MERK TAMMY TRUONG JESSICA XU 

2017 Athena Pinnacle Awards

Anne O’Donnell
UC San Diego Jacobs  
School of Engineering
Joie Parmenter
KPBS
Howard Wright
Intel Corporation



MAY 1, 20174  SAN DIEGO BUSINESS JOURNAL — CUSTOM CONTENT

2017 Athena Pinnacle Awards — Life Sciences

Denise Bevers
Chief Operating Officer & Co-founder
Kindred Biosciences Inc. 

Denise Bevers is a pioneer in the animal 
health biopharmaceutical industry. Alongside 
Kindred’s CEO, Bevers has raised $60 million 
in an IPO in 2013 and $62 million in a second-
ary offering in 2014. If approved by FDA, two 
drugs are planned for launch in 2017. Bevers 
oversees the majority of departments and func-
tions within KindredBio including human 
resources, IT, clinical operations, data manage-
ment, program management, pharmaceutical 
development, commercial and operations. In 
her role as co-founder, she has been responsible 
for building and mentoring the team, of whom 
60 percent are women. Bevers is an active 
member of the UC San Diego’s Chancellor’s 
Associates program and serves as a mentor and 
expert to UCSD’s student incubator program. 
In this role, Bevers shares advice on fundraising 
support; helps coach students in pitch prepara-
tion; and provides introductions to investment 
opportunities. 

Nicole Boramanand
Founder & CEO
Translation Health Consulting Inc. 

Nicole Boramanand serves as head of 
Translation Health, a consultancy designed to 
“translate” medical technology and health care 
innovations. Boramanand’s career is diverse 
— from bench scientist to bedside clinician to 
business executive. She began her science career 
in San Diego’s biotech industry in the early 
nineties, when the industry was almost entire-
ly comprised of men. Boramanand pursued a 
graduate clinical education at Yale University, 
and leveraged her basic science background 
in clinical pediatric cardiology practice. After 
Yale she joined Medtronic’s corporate devel-
opment group,. She was part of the founding 
team at West Wireless Health Institute, then 
was recruited to launch Human Longevity’s 
proprietary, health services platform. As gener-
al manager, she created a culture of empower-
ment with a workforce of 50 percent women. 

Boramanand is a firm believer that San Diego 
can become the Silicon Valley of digital health, 
with women playing a critical role.

Natasha Bowman 
Vice President of Human Resources
Synthetic Genomics

Throughout her career in human resourc-
es with prominent life science companies, 
Natasha Bowman has empowered, mentored 
and led women to expand their potential in the 
field of life science and beyond. She has done 
this both by ensuring that women have oppor-
tunities to excel in the corporate environment 
and by serving as a stellar role model for the 
dozens of women she has personally mentored 
or supervised. Bowman is the vice president of 
Human Resources for Synthetic Genomics, a 
next-generation biotechnology company. She 
has excelled as a leader in many life science 
companies including Althea Technologies, 
ACADIA Pharmaceuticals and Pfizer. Bowman 
is a mother, an accomplished violinist and a 
dedicated volunteer for the San Diego Council 
of Girl Scouts. 

Brooke Emerling, Ph.D.
Assistant Professor, Cancer Metabolism & 
Signaling Networks Program
Sanford Burnham Prebys Medical 
Discovery Institute

Dr. Brooke Emerling is a rising star in can-
cer research and has identified a novel drug tar-
get in triple-negative breast cancer. At Sanford 
Burnham Prebys Medical Discovery Institute’s 
NCI-designated Cancer Center, she brings a 
pioneering research program in breast cancer 
with strong potential to yield new cancer ther-
apies. Kristiina Vuori, M.D., Ph.D., president 
of SBP states, “Her work is highly likely to in-
fluence how we treat this disease in the future.” 
Emerling, now trains and mentors female grad-
uate students. For women trying to balance the 
role of wife, mother and scientist, Emerling 
is a role model. She moved across the coun-
try to be part of the faculty at SBP when she 
was 35 weeks pregnant with her second child. 
Emerling has created an environment where 

women are empowered to continue in academ-
ics after completing a doctorate degree. 

Diane Goostree
President & CEO
ALASTIN Skincare Inc.

Diane Goostree is a chemical engineer with 
an MBA who has spent her career working in 
public, private and startup life sciences and 
pharmaceutical companies. Over the course of 
her career, Goostree has developed prescription 
and OTC products, gained FDA approval for 
medical devices and led a company through 
the IPO process. Having founded and worked 
as CEO of multiple companies over the years 
— including ALASTIN — Goostree has made 
it a point to recruit women executives for her 
boards, executive officers and management 
teams. Goostree has served six years on the 
Athena board of directors, and chaired com-
mittees such as the Life Science Special Interest 
Group. Realizing the impact her mentors made 
on her own career, Goostree recognizes that she 
can now give back by mentoring and encour-
aging others. 

Troy Hopps
Global Business Leader
Becton Dickinson 

Troy Hopps has a keen understanding of 
health care priorities in developed and emerg-
ing markets. He has superior interpersonal 
skills and motivates teams to peak performance. 
Through his leadership, he has encouraged 
and supported employees to grow Becton 
Dickinson’s Women’s Initiative Network. 
Ryoko Kawashima, a dedicated scientist who 
is building the program under Hopps, appre-
ciates that Hopps’ support enables the program 
to grow. Hopps has demonstrated integrity and 
is a role model. He takes mentorship and in-
clusion seriously. Through his support, Becton 
Dickinson has seen a positive outcome for 
women across the business. 

Shashita Inamdar, M.D., Ph.D.
Medical Director, Achieve Concierge, Achieve 
TMS
Center for Discovery
Faculty 
USD School of Nursing, LEECOM 
School of Osteopathic Medicine

Dr. Shashita Inamdar is a nationally recog-
nized thought leader and published academi-
cian on deep transcranial magnetic stimulation, 
an FDA-approved, non-invasive, treatment for 
depression. She is the only female leader in the 
field. As the medical director at the Center for 
Discovery La Jolla, Dr. Inamdar brings out the 
best in each patient. Dr. Inamdar empowers 
women of all ages to re-imagine themselves as 
heroes. Her employees, patients, students and 
peers note that she makes them feel powerful, 
giving them an inspiring vision of their po-
tential. As one employee said, “she constantly 
cares for others, even when it’s not easy. She 
influences without aggression or ego and gives 
back without ever expecting anything in return. 
Dr. Inamdar balances her many professional 
responsibilities while raising three school-age 
boys, caring for aging parents and nurturing a 
marriage of 25 years.

Sabrina Johnson
CEO
DARÉ Bioscience
CFO
California Institute for Biomedical 
Research 

Currently serving as Athena Board of 
Directors Vice-Chair, Sabrina Johnson has 
long been a role model for women both in the 
workplace and through formal mentoring. In 
her dual roles as CEO of DARÉ Bioscience 
and CFO at the California Institute for 
Biomedical Research (Calibr), Johnson is an 
advocate for women in leadership roles. At 
DARÉ Bioscience, her staff is 60 percent fe-
male. At Calibr, 75 percent of her direct reports 
are female. Johnson focuses on helping those 
she mentors achieve their corporate objectives 
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while maintaining a healthy work/life balance. 
Johnson demonstrates daily that women can 
rise to the highest levels of an organization while 
being thoughtful, respectful leaders with an eye 
toward helping their peers advance. Johnson 
is an active volunteer, serving in leadership for 
six organizations with a focus on those helping 
women achieve economic self-sufficiency and 
those supporting STEM education. 

Ida Khodami
Senior Manager, Bioinformatics Engineering
Illumina

Ida Khodami is used to being the only wom-
an in the room — but she doesn’t want it to stay 
that way. She quickly made her mark as the only 
woman in her electrical engineering group, first 
at her university and then at Illumina. She seeks 
every opportunity to mentor other women and 
she begins in her own workplace. She holds 
informal, monthly coffee meetings to mentor 
young female engineers. She also leads a “Lean 
In” Circle, where female co-workers gather to 
discuss concepts in Sheryl Sandberg’s book of 
the same name. To support young women who 
are beginning STEM careers, she volunteers at 
Athena’s “Mentorfest,” participates in events to 
educate high school students about careers in 
science and engineering, and attends the annual 
Science Expo to encourage young scientists and 
engineers.

Pantea Khodami
Manager, Market Development
Illumina

Pantea Khodami wants to change the 
world. This big thinker believes her goal can 
be achieved by harnessing the power of the ge-
nome. She believes this technology will change 
the health field from disease prevention to di-
agnosis and treatment, including the way med-
icine is practiced on a global scale. To make her 
vision a reality, she participates in attracting and 
developing talent that spans the multiple dis-
ciplines of science, emerging technologies, and 
engineering. She actively mentors high school 
students, and continuously educates clients, 
groups and individuals about the field of ge-
nomics and how to harness this technology for 
positive change. She is VP of Programs on the 
board of MIT’s San Diego chapter where she 

helps to recruit top talent for her alma mater. 
As she grows in her own career, Khodami be-
lieves that she has a responsibility to empower 
other women to achieve their highest potential, 
especially in these traditionally male dominated 
fields. 

Laing Rikkers
Managing Director & Co-owner
HealthpointCapital

Laing Rikkers is a champion for public 
health and women leaders in her position at 
HealthpointCapital, a medical-device firm. 
Rikkers has led investments in early stage 
companies that have improved the quality of 
life for many and accelerated the trajectory of 
women leaders. The San Diego-based company 
has grown from $17 million to $207 million. 
She was instrumental in developing the female 
CEO of MicroDental Laboratories, one of 
HealthpointCapital’s largest portfolio compa-
nies. Rikkers is chair of the board of directors 
at one of HealthpointCapital’s newest portfo-
lio companies, ProSomnus Sleep Technologies, 
which has nearly achieved a 50/50 balance 
of men and women in managerial roles. 
HealthpointCapital actively recruits women 
for the company’s advisory boards and invest-
ment committees. Rikkers also acts as chair at 
the Salk Institute Council, cabinet member of 
the Salkexcellerators, and supporter of Salk’s 
Women & Science.

Lucy Su
Senior Vice President of Global Customer 
Services
CareFusion (now BD)

Lucy Su has more than 20 years of expertise 
in health care IT and services, primarily in life 
science companies. She has demonstrated the 
ability to disrupt unconscious collective norms 
by continually delivering high-quality results. 
Su is the executive sponsor of the San Diego 
WIN (Women’s Initiative Network) chapter 
and has helped hundreds of women associates 
in Southern California advance their careers. In 
Su’s role, she provides mentoring and guidance 
to WIN chapter leaders, increases visibility of 
WIN to upper management and secures fund-
ing to encourage programs that drive the WIN 
mission and vision. Su also mentors outside the 

company to those who reach out to her for ad-
vice. This goes beyond developing women, in-
cluding anyone who might be subject to work 
place inequality. She believes that everyone de-
serves the opportunity to excel, taking it as her 
personal duty to advocate and lead. 

Dina Uzri, Ph.D.
Chief Operating Officer
Abreos Biosciences

Dr. Dina Uzri started as the first employee 
at Abreos Biosciences, bringing new technolo-
gy from an academic environment to a startup 
company for commercialization. She has been 
able to take basic science and make it available 
for use in the real world to support better bio-
logic drug dosing. Additionally, she set the new 
company up by building the lab infrastructure 
and training new staff to build the technology 
pipeline. Uzri fosters excellence in science and 
best business practices while promoting all staff 
to strive to achieve the highest goals. Uzri’s staff 
at Abreos has achieved a 50/50 gender ratio. 
Her support of women in STEM is demon-
strated by her women on staff as well as her 
social interactions in the scientific community 
in San Diego.

Ashley Van Zeeland, Ph.D. 
CTO
Human Longevity Inc.

Dr. Ashley Van Zeeland is a neuroscientist 
with a focus on genomics, Her work on au-
tism revealed that genetic variants were linked 
to communication pathways within the brain 
and her work on anorexia nervosa discovered 
its relationship to an enzyme regulating cho-
lesterol metabolism. In 2011, Van Zeeland 
co-founded Cypher Genomics and was ac-
cepted to mystartupXX, an accelerator at UC 
San Diego’s Rady School of Business designed 
to nurture the next generation of female-led 
technology startups. Cypher Genomics be-
came the most successful exit of the program 
when it was acquired by Human Longevity 
(HLI). Van Zeeland now acts as CTO of HLI. 
She won the International Society for Autism 
Research Neurobiological Dissertation Award 
and was named a Dickinson Fellow in 2009. 
Van Zeeland speaks often on panels to inspire 
and support women in STEM.

   

Stephanie Venn-Watson, DVM, MPH 
Chief Executive Officer
Epitracker Inc. 

As a veterinarian, entrepreneur, and exec-
utive, Dr. Stephanie Venn-Watson has served 
as an exemplary model for women through 
her own career path as well as by inspiring and 
mentoring women in her industry. As a grad-
uate of UC San Diego and Tufts, she has held 
positions of influence at the Centers for Disease 
Control and World Health Organization. 
The U.S. Army Medical Research Institute of 
Infectious Diseases and the National Research 
Council recruited her to study dolphin health 
at the U.S. Navy Marine Mammal Program 
(MMP). She advanced to director of MMP’s 
Clinical Research Program, and discovered 
parallels between dolphin and human health. 
She founded the National Marine Mammal 
Foundation’s Translational Medicine and 
Research program, which has received interna-
tional attention, including coverage from NPR 
Science Friday, National Geographic and BBC. 
Venn-Watson currently leads Epitracker Inc., a 
pharmaceutical startup that is translating her 
groundbreaking, patented medical discoveries 
in dolphins into novel therapeutics. She man-
ages more than $10 million in research pro-
grams and has directly educated more than 100 
of San Diego’s elementary, middle-school and 
high school students through science education 
programs.

Kim Walpole
Co-founder & CEO
Trials.ai

Kim Walpole, a serial entrepreneur, re-
sponded to a real need when she experienced 
logistic bottlenecks in engaging with clinical 
trials. Her startup, Trials.ai, is rapidly gain-
ing market traction, having recently locked 
in UC San Diego Moores Cancer Center as a 
client. Her life theme has been solving prob-
lems and highlighting under-utilized resources 
along the way. In her early career, she started 
the “million-dollar club” increasing sales by 
more than 50 percent for her organization. As 
CEO of Trials.ai, Walpole leverages her high-
ly-networked advisory panel, led in part by two 
women, to create opportunities for women 

continued from page 4
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within her organization. She often also speaks 
at conferences designed to inspire women to 
rightfully take on the reigns of leadership. She 
was named one of “10 Female Entrepreneurs to 
Watch” by Forbes.

Christina Waters, Ph.D.
Chief Executive Officer, Founder, President
RARE Science

Dr. Christina Waters founded RARE 
Science, a nonprofit organization, to address 
a critical unmet need. Worldwide 200 mil-
lion children suffer from a rare disease and 30 
percent die before their fifth birthday. Waters 
is passionate about finding proper diagnoses 
and possibly treatment for these rare diseases. 
RARE Science is an organization comprised of 
volunteers from professional backgrounds who 
have championed support locally and world-
wide. RARE Bear Army is the cornerstone of 
the program. More than 1,000 quilters make 
handmade bears which are gifted to children 
to show them scientists are working toward a 
solution to their diseases. Waters studied biol-

ogy at San Diego State University. She received 
her Ph.D. in genetics from UC Davis and con-
tinued studying genetics at UC Berkeley and 
Caltech. Waters has served in leadership roles 
from small biotech to large pharma, including 
many years at The Genomics Institute of the 
Novartis Research Foundation in La Jolla.
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Nicole Assisi, Ed.D.
CEO 
Thrive Public School 

Dr. Nicole Assisi prepares students for 
the rigors of college and inspires their love of 
learning with robust, hands-on experiences 
to help them discover their gifts. Assisi has 
a long history of developing educational 
programs in the Southern California re-
gion. She has founded 5 highly successful 
charter schools and developed innovative, 
hybrid learning models integrating the 
best of technology and classroom-based 
instruction to meet the needs of a diverse 
group of learners. Assisi also spearheaded 
a school-community outreach initiative for 
sustainable service learning. She established 
120 internships and coordinated grade lev-
el-wide job shadow days to provide a look 
at real-world careers. Partnerships Assisi has 
established with community organizations 
and businesses in the STEAM (Science, 
Technology, Engineering, Arts and Math) 
fields add excitement and a connection to 
programs where students have the chance 
to explore their passions discover new op-
portunities and reach new horizons.

Susan Baxter, Ph.D.
Executive Director 
California State University Program 
for Education and Research in 
Biotechnology (CSUPERB)

Dr. Susan Baxter works with students, 
faculty, industry leaders, state and federal 
officials to promote the next generation 
of biotech leaders. Her leadership on the 
CSUPERB NSF-funded I-Corps led to 
national recognition for innovative ap-
proaches as well as the diversity of the San 
Diego CSU I-Corps site, which has trained 
the highest percentage of women and un-
derrepresented participants of any of the 
sites across the country (40% compared to 
17% nationally).  She also works on a col-
laborative CSU-UC team to better balance 

faculty and administrative gender represen-
tation in STEM fields, runs a large annual 
symposium and works to bring more wom-
en on peer review committees, speaker ros-
ters and advisory boards. Baxter partnered 
with the Doris A. Howell Foundation for 
Women’s Health Research to provide sup-
port to students studying women’s health 
issues. She also played a key role in con-
vincing CIRM to invest in education of the 
next generation of STEM cell professionals 
in the San Diego region and developing 
internship programs with local industries. 

 

Regina Bernal 
Entrepreneurship Manager 
University of San Diego 

Regina Bernal has dedicated her young 
career to supporting female entrepreneurs 
and investors. She has mentored more than 
200 women in the USD Entrepreneurship 
Program. Under Bernal’s leadership, USD 
has established the first bi-national entre-
preneurship program that now works with 
young entrepreneurs from both sides of the 
U.S. - Mexico border. She also spearheaded 
a joint effort between USD and Hera Hub, 
bringing more than 300 female entrepre-
neurs and investors to the Hera Venture 
Summit for one of the most powerful 
learning, networking and funding oppor-
tunities for females in San Diego. Bernal 
recently spoke to more than 2,000 people 
at TEDxSanDiego on the power of collab-
oration between the innovation economy 
in San Diego and Baja California. She 
continues to be an outspoken advocate for 
female funding and believes that working 
with women at the college level is essential 
to the future of our region. 

Cora Carmody  
Head Goddess 
Technology Goddesses

Cora Carmody founded Technology 
Goddesses with the goal of encouraging girls 

to become interested and involved in tech-
nology from an early age. When Carmody 
joined SAIC in 2003, she brought the pro-
gram to Southern California with her, cre-
ating the first Technology Goddesses Day 
Camp in conjunction with the San Diego 
Girl Scout Council in 2005. Carmody 
leverages her 39 years in software and sys-
tems engineering with the DoD, the intel-
ligence community, NASA and Fortune 
500 Companies to educate young girls 
about coding, Internet of Things concepts, 
cloud, web and desktop applications, web 
design, animation, programming and 
more. Carmody has been a vocal advocate 
and mentor to women in tech through-
out the U.S., with speaking engagements 
through organizations such as CIO.com, 
WITI and National Association of Women 
in Construction (NAWIC). She has earned 
numerous awards for her advocacy of 
women in STEM. 

Pamela Cosman, Ph.D.
Associate Dean for Students
UC San Diego Jacobs School of 
Engineering
Vice Chair
Department of Electrical and 
Computer Engineering
Co-Director
UC San Diego Center for Research 
on Gender in Science, Technology, 
Engineering, Mathematics, and 
Medicine (STEMM) 

Dr. Pamela Cosman works to create 
more equitable and productive workplac-
es. As Faculty Equity Adviser, Cosman 
conducts annual trainings on unconscious 
bias for all faculty search committees in the 
school. Each year, she chairs the Excellence 
Search committee, which conducts a com-
petition for candidates active in diversity 
and outreach. Cosman also serves on the 
Internal Advisory Board of the CREATE 
STEM Success Initiative. This multi-year 
initiative connects researchers from UC San 
Diego’s Center for Research on Educational 
Equity, Assessment, and Teaching Excellence 
with regional K-12 educators to boost com-
puter science education in underserved 
schools. She was recently awarded a com-
petitive grant of $511,000 from the state of 
California for “Advancing Faculty Diversity” 
in the Jacobs School of Engineering and was 
named a UC San Diego 2016 Diversity 
Champion. Cosman has also authored a 
children’s book, which teaches concepts of 
wireless communications. 

Kim Davis King 
Co-Director 
mystartupXX at UC San Diego/SDSU

Kim Davis King paves the way for more 
women to get involved in entrepreneurship 
through her position at mystartupXX, a 
Rady School of Management accelerator 
working to increase diversity and nurture 
the next generation of female founders 
through mentorship, education and 
funding. Recognizing that getting funding 
from venture capitalists (VCs) is a huge 
challenge for women, mystartupXX helps 
students to get their foot in the door of 
potential funders and prepares them for 
investor meetings. Similarly, finding female 
mentors also is difficult because of the small 
pool of successful female entrepreneurs 
who have started and run tech-based 
companies. Studies show mentors are 
critical to female entrepreneurial success, 
so King established a partnership between 
mystartupXX and Athena to provide 
students access to a curated network of 
exceptional mentors. Through the work 
of mystartupXX, King is creating an ever-
growing, diverse community of founders 
to support and network with one another 
and mentor the next generation of women 
entrepreneurs. 

Linda Travis Macomber 
Academic Program Director, Master 
of Science and Graduate Certificate 
Programs in Health Informatics 
National University 

Linda Travis Macomber helps to cre-
ate the future by educating and launching 
graduate students into emerging careers 
where high tech meets the science of hu-
man health. She leverages her consider-
able experience in trailblazing health tech 
innovation to inspire the next generation. 
Macomber led early health tech projects to 
support children’s health and communi-
ty clinics. She served as a board member 
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for Healthcare Information Management 
Systems Society (HIMSS) and Saddleback 
College. Today, Macomber coordinates 
professional community initiatives through 
National University’s Health Innovation 
Technology Center, including a health apps 
directory with Scripps Physician Resource 
Center, an app for fatigue, a health-IT 
simulation lab and acting as chair of the 
San Diego American Nurse Informatics 
Conference.

Nancy Swanberg 
Science Specialist 
Del Mar Union School District/ 
Del Mar Hills Academy 

Nancy Swanberg wanted to share her 
passion for math and science with the 
next generation, so after a successful ca-
reer in scientific environmental research at 
NASA, she went back to school to get her 
teaching degree. Today, she inspires more 
than 300 students with hands-on, inqui-
ry-based science classes. Under her leader-

ship, Del Mar Hills became the first school 
in her district to teach the new “Next 
Generation Science Standards” (NGSS) at 
all grade levels. She keeps youth engaged 
in science outside the classroom by coach-
ing the school’s “Science Field Day” team, 
working with environmental and other 
organizations to organize San Dieguito 
Lagoon Days, and collaborating with UC 
San Diego and the Salk Institute to start 
outreach programs and create a struc-
tural engineering competition. Recently, 
Swanberg was selected to participate in 
the California NGSS: Implementing 
Three-Dimensional Science Learning, 
a workshop offered by the Institute for 
Inquiry at the Exploratorium.

 

Janette Williams, Ph.D.
Strategic Business Partner 
Center for Creative Leadership 

Dr. Janette Williams is leading the 
charge in creating environments where 

women are treated with dignity, respect 
and equality. Williams experienced gen-
der bias early in her career while serving 
as a member of the U.S. Coast Guard, 
so she spent her free time in community 
work to empower women, earning her the 
Coast Guard Person of the Year Award. 
After finishing her tour, Williams joined 
the financial sector, another male-dom-
inated industry. Williams worked both 
internally and with external organizations 
to promote women in finance through 
education, mentoring and strategic part-
nerships. Today, in her work at the Center 
for Creative Leadership, Williams helps 
women forge new paths in corporations, 
government and nonprofits. She works 
with her team to address perceived gaps, 
conflicting messages and unique leader-
ship dilemmas for women in technology. 
Williams is currently working to estab-
lish partnerships with various organiza-
tions to collaborate, support and enhance 
young women (sixth through 12th grade) 
in STEAM programs and conferences 
throughout San Diego.

Jeff Winkler
Founder & CEO 
Origin Code Academy 

Jeff Winkler is an active member in the 
San Diego tech community and a passion-
ate advocate for female representation in 
today’s programming industry. He started 
his own coding school with an emphasis 
on helping individuals secure jobs, partic-
ularly women and those transitioning from 
a military career. To date, more than 100 
people, including 25 women, have gradu-
ated from the Academy with a 95 percent 
hire rate. Winkler and his team also de-
vote time to educating young (K-5) girls 
and boys at Franklin Elementary School, a 
STEAM Magnet school, introducing com-
puter science to students of all ages and 
backgrounds. Additionally, Winkler hosts 
free meet-ups and other events in San Diego 
that help women without prior computer 
programming background to learn coding 
and explore a potential career in the pro-
gramming industry.
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Michiko Araki
Vice President, Marketing
SONY

Michiko Araki is an exemplary leader who 
not only empowers women in the region, but 
also sets standards globally for her organiza-
tion. Araki leads a cross-section of teams in the 
U.S. and Japan and is the founder of STEP 
Employee Network at SONY Electronics. 
Araki has helped shape Sony’s health benefits 
relating to women and families. She also start-
ed the SONY Bring your Child to Work Day, 
which includes more than 200 children each 
year. In 2016, she led the Product Innovation 
Group, in addition to her day-to-day assign-
ments as VP of marketing. Araki, a mother to 
two boys, values work-life balance and leads 
by example, empowering her team to manage 
their own work product. She is considered key 
company talent, and participated in SONY’s 
first Global Leadership training program with 
UCLA’s Anderson School of Business in 2013. 

Susie Armstrong
Senior Vice President, Government Affairs 
Qualcomm 

Named one of the Most Powerful Female 
Engineers of 2017 by Business Insider, Susie 
Armstrong has been at Qualcomm for more 
than 22 years and is a pioneer of the mobile 
Internet, inventing the software that allows cell 
phones to send and receive data, a widely im-
pactful innovation. With an innate maker’s cu-
riosity, Armstrong embarked on an engineering 
career as a trailblazer. She is one of Qualcomm’s 
few women at the senior vice president level. 
She’s run large organizations, including a soft-
ware group of 3,000 engineers, and then led 
1,400 worldwide employees responsible for 
integrating Qualcomm’s chips and software in 
devices. In her current role for Qualcomm’s 
Government Affairs, Armstrong scales larger 
impact by influencing government policy on 
patents, innovation, and STEM education. 
She was the driving force behind the Thinkabit 
Lab, a model the White House highlighted in 
Computer Science for All. She models leader-

ship traits that are not just gender specific, but 
have a quality of substance. 

Sheri Bonner 
Manager
Qualcomm 

The unconventional path taken by Sheri 
Bonner illustrates that self-motivation can 
make any dream a reality. Before she returned 
to school to earn her degree in science of elec-
tronics as the only woman in her class, Bonner 
spent 15 years at Ralph’s as a cashier. She went 
back to school and joined Qualcomm as a lab 
technician 19 years ago. She is currently a se-
nior support engineer/manager and although 
she just stepped into her managerial role, she 
acknowledges that she’s “been bossing around 
her team” for a long time. For the past six years, 
she has overseen local high school students in 
month-long internships, twice per year. At the 
end of each 30-day internship, Bonner has the 
student present findings to the team. Despite 
juggling a family that includes three children, 
she’s committed to supporting women in 
STEM. 

Erica Burles
President
Equation Technologies

When she entered the male-dominated soft-
ware consulting industry in 1998, Erica Burles 
knew challenges would lie ahead of her. Yet in 
2001, she opened her own software and con-
sulting firm, Equation Technologies and has 
ensured that 50 percent of the staff at all levels 
is female. Burles has since established a reputa-
tion as relentlessly honest and open in all aspects 
of her work, She is an active contributor to the 
Huffington Post and a featured speaker on Sage 
Advice Podcast. Burles was recently recognized 
by the National Association of Professional 
Women as an inductee to its VIP Woman of the 
Year Circle, with prestigious distinction for lead-
ership in business and consulting services. She 
is president of the Encinitas Technology Center, 
which offers services specifically designed to 
benefit small businesses and startups, and is an 
active peer in Vistage Groups.

Jaye Connolly-LaBelle
President / CEO 
RippleNami Inc. 

Jaye Connolly-LaBelle consistently has 
promoted and mentored women throughout 
her 31-year professional career. As CEO of 
RippleNami, she equitably recruits, interviews, 
hires and empowers women, building a work-
force comprised of 50 percent women. She leads 
by example, providing career-change assistance 
to women interested in furthering their careers. 
As CEO of RippleNami, a ground-breaking 
technology capable of visually mapping big 
data, she impacts millions of lives in Africa, 
with women being major beneficiaries. Women 
in third-world countries collectively spend mil-
lions of hours every year searching for water. 
RippleNami’s visual mapping allows people on 
the ground to access information that directs 
them to fresh water, providing women the abil-
ity to pursue other opportunities not previous-
ly attainable. Connolly-LaBelle has won more 
than 10 professional awards in her career with 
top honors being CEO of the Year and CFO 
of the Year. 

Kelly Crothers
Director, Marketing – Virtual Sales & Global 
Customer Success
Cisco Systems Inc.

In 2004, Kelly Crothers was part of 
the core group of executives that launched 
MaintenanceNet Inc., a highly successful 
Carlsbad-based data and analytics software 
startup. From those early days to the time of its 
acquisition by Cisco Systems, she has played a 
pivotal role as the highest-ranking female exec-
utive within the organization. Crothers is eager 
to serve as a mentor and supporter for women 
at all levels of the company. Cisco’s Carlsbad 
office, in contrast, is made up of 42 percent 
women — a big reason for that is Crothers’ in-
fluence. She has created career growth for wom-
en throughout the organization and has been 
the catalyst behind bringing more women into 
the business. In 2014, she became vice presi-
dent of global marketing and product manage-

ment, fueling the company’s ability to attract 
large global business customers, to significantly 
grow revenue, and ultimately, to be acquired by 
Cisco in 2015. Today  Crothers plays a key role 
in the company’s digital transformation. 

Joy Curth 
Senior Offering Program Manager
Intuit

Joy Curth, an international executive in IT 
for two decades, started her career as an engi-
neer, and has evolved into senior roles in the 
U.S. and Australia. Curth is passionate about 
promoting women in technology. She executes 
on that passion daily for the benefit of her or-
ganization’s growth and the parallel benefit of 
growth for her dedicated female peers. Curth, 
along with a vice president partner, created 
Intuit’s “Lean In” Circles in 2013. Curth also 
serves on the Tech Women at Intuit team to at-
tract, retain and promote tech women. Curth 
is a dedicated partner of Athena, Geek Girl, 
EvoNexus and nationally with NCWIT. She 
is active in the San Diego community and is 
known by many as a straight-shooting leader 
who gets things done. 

Melissa DeVita 
Vice President & Division Counsel 
Qualcomm Technologies Inc. 

Melissa DeVita is vice president and di-
vision counsel for Qualcomm Technologies, 
Inc., overseeing the legal team that supports 
Qualcomm’s corporate research and engineer-
ing efforts. She was appointed to Qualcomm’s 
Women Leadership Council and is part of a 
pilot program to create new executive leader-
ship development opportunities for women 
at Qualcomm. DeVita is generous with her 
time and knowledge as a mentor and advocate 
at Qualcomm’s QFINITY program. She also 
serves on the board of directors for the Girls 
Scouts of San Diego. In 2012, DeVita was se-
lected by The Daily Transcript as a finalist for 
San Diego Corporate Counsel. DeVita is an 
elected member of the Academy of Television 
Arts & Sciences (which determines the EMMY® 
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Awards) and served on the board of directors 
for the Marshall Faulk Foundation. She re-
ceived her B.A. from University of California, 
Los Angeles, cum laude, receiving the UCLA 
President’s Medal and the Chancellor’s Service 
Award. She received her J.D. at University of 
Southern California.

Kristin Elliot
President & CEO
Precision Measurement Engineering  
Aquasend

Kristin Elliott inherited her father’s compa-
ny, Precision Measurement Engineering, which 
was established in 1978 as a manufacturer of 
freshwater and oceanographic monitoring 
equipment. Elliott had to forge her own path 
in this predominantly male environment. Since 
becoming CEO, she has tripled the company’s 
growth to more than $1.5 million over the last 
several years. She also has expanded the com-
pany roster to more than 10 individuals, and 
leveraging strong women leaders adept in sci-
ence and technology. Both a CEO and a moth-
er, Elliott prides herself on being an example of 
a woman’s ability to “have it all;” as such, she 
engages in mentoring activities at Cal State San 
Marcos and in the San Diego Chapter of the 
Entrepreneurs Organization. 

Candace Gallihugh
On-Site Installation Coordinator 
Navy SPAWAR Systems Center Pacific

At age 19, Candace Gallihugh enlisted in 
the Navy. She wanted to serve on a ship and 
at the time the only sea duty assignments open 
to women were on non-combatant ships. At 
her first duty station, USS MCKEE (AS 41), 
she led a team of 20 people in the maintenance 
and repair of electronics equipment for the fleet 
of submarines in San Diego. She rose through 
the ranks to become the only female Leading 
Chief Petty Officer on the aircraft carrier USS 
JOHN C. STENNIS. She led 60 young sailors, 
including 18 women, after 9/11 and through 
Operation Enduring Freedom. In 2005, she 
received the Military Women of Achievement 
award from the San Diego Navy League for her 
efforts in retention of women in the Navy and 
promoting higher education. As a government 
civilian for the past eight years, Gallihugh has 

bolstered the career of countless women in both 
government and industry, through formal and 
informal mentoring, advocacy, and recognition.

 

Mary Gendron
Senior Vice President & Chief Information 
Officer
Qualcomm Inc. 

SVP and CIO Mary Gendron is 
Qualcomm’s first female CIO and one of only 
a few female SVPs at Qualcomm. In her first 
year at the tech giant, she has made an incred-
ible impact on the IT organization. Gendron 
has worked to increase engagement and unity 
in her organization by rebranding the team 
as OneIT and by restructuring the leadership 
team, increasing the diversity of that team from 
0 percent to 48 percent. She streamlined the 
management structure by bringing together a 
diverse, extended leadership team to assess and 
establish a plan to transform the IT Operating 
Model. Gendron has also committed to in-
vestment in the career development of OneIT 
employees. Efforts include the introduction of 
a OneIT Talent Strategy, a job analysis project 
to drive consistency for hiring, leveling and 
employee development opportunities and the 
creation of a Talent Development track as part 
of the OneIT Operating Model. She is also the 
Executive Sponsor of QFINITY (Qualcomm 
Women Influencing Information Technology).

Vanitha Kumar
Vice President, Engineering
Qualcomm Inc. 

“Figure it out.” That was the guidance 
(along with $300 and a one-way plane ticket) 
that Vanitha Kumar’s parents gave her when 
they sent her to the U.S. to pursue her mas-
ter’s degree in engineering. Clearly, she has fig-
ured it out. As vice president of engineering at 
Qualcomm, Kumar has been an exemplary lead-
er and a critical aspect of Qualcomm’s success, 
however, her greatest passion is inspiring other 
women to achieve their own. At Qualcomm, 
Kumar has established a women’s leadership 
program for women in software to develop a 
network of diversity champions by developing 
a series of specialized programs for women to 
help them navigate organization challenges 
and leverage their leadership potential. Kumar 

heads the modem software technology teams at 
Qualcomm across the globe. She also is respon-
sible for Qualcomm’s 5G and Cellular software 
roadmap. Kumar credits her motivation to her 
male peers in college told her she would nev-
er make it as an engineer because her parents 
would ultimately marry her off and she would 
be a stay-at-home mom. Today, Kumar speaks 
frequently at industry conferences, most recent-
ly delivering the keynote address at IEEE 2016 
women’s leadership conference.

Maggie Lowe
Staff Manager, IT
Qualcomm Inc. 

“Real queens fix each other’s crowns,” 
and this statement defines Maggie Lowe. She 
not only leads in her job, but also is a found-
er and the current president of Qualcomm’s 
QFINITY group, which aims to inspire a more 
diverse IT organization by increasing awareness 
of opportunities and encouraging leadership, 
mentorship and career development. In this 

role, she is a supporter and facilitator of “Lean 
In” Circles that provide a safe environment for 
women to share their challenges and goals. She 
has also worked to help sponsor and hire interns 
from Girl Develop It, a group that provides af-
fordable programs for adult women interested 
in learning software development skills. Lowe 
has served on Athena’s board of directors, led 
Pinnacle logistics and currently defines impact-
ful programming as co-chair of the Technology 
Special Interest Group (TSIG). Under Lowe’s 
leadership, TSIG produces top quality pro-
gramming and creates revenue-positive events 
for Athena. Lowe defines selfless leadership as 
she is always on the lookout for a crown to fix. 

Jan Marshall
Chief Information Officer
Cubic Corp.

With nearly 40 years of experience in the 
IT industry, Jan Marshall is responsible for 
delivering a broad range of IT initiatives to 
support more than 8,000 Cubic employees in 
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130 locations worldwide. She is described as a 
fearless leader whose commitment, courage and 
“can do” attitude are invaluable to the women 
on her team. Marshall drives Cubic’s Global 
Enterprise Management (GEM) initiative, 
which aims to consolidate Cubic’s processes 
and systems to build enterprise transparency, 
improve operations and enhance the company’s 
scalability. As a thought leader in IT, University 
of San Diego (USD) requested Marshall’s assis-
tance in the development of a new curriculum 
for their cybersecurity program, which offers 
degrees and certificates at USD’s Center for 
Cyber Security Engineering and Technology. In 
2015, she was named among the top 100 CIO/
CTO leaders in STEM by STEMconnector, a 
national STEM organization. Marshall believes 
that diversification leads to innovation and that 
diversity can only be found in people. 

Iris Miao
Digital Design Engineer
Qualcomm Inc.

Iris Miao works in modem processor de-
sign and is responsible for a highly complex 
and power efficient processor being used across 
multiple projects. In this position and through-
out her career, Miao has worked in key tech-
nology areas and industries where there are 
few women. Through Qualcomm’s QWISE 
organization, she was greatly and positively 
encouraged as an engineer. This experience has 
motivated her to give back by being a mentor. 
She has always strived to instill confidence in 
and embolden women engineers. It has been 
her observation that it is not uncommon for 
women engineers who are technically strong to 
struggle with other qualities that are a part of 
career success. Miao helps women understand 
how to improve those upon those skills and 
advance.

Susan Miller
Director, Software Development
Oracle 

Susan Miller is director of software devel-
opment in Oracle’s Global Product Security 
group. Over the past 20 years, Miller has held 
a variety of leadership positions in software se-
curity and systems hardware, all in support of 
Oracle’s Systems and Security business. Joining 

Oracle from Sun Microsystems, Miller imme-
diately demonstrated her outstanding organi-
zational and management skills. Beyond the 
supervisory responsibilities of her role, Miller 
also currently leads the Southern California re-
gion for Oracle’s Women’s Leadership (OWL), 
and mentors women at various levels of the 
organization. She led Oracle in sponsoring 
Women’s Week and Women Connect events 
with the San Diego Business Chamber. Miller 
participates in the San Diego division of the 
Project Management Institute and is a certified 
Project Management Professional (PMP). She 
is currently driving security assurance across all 
Oracle Cloud divisions. Miller is on the board 
of directors for the North San Diego Business 
Chamber where she oversees community relat-
ed business presentations and events. She has 
been recognized with the Professional Business 
Women of California Industry Leader Award 
in 2014 and the YWCA Tribute to Women in 
Industry Award in 2012 and is an active mem-
ber of Athena. 

Alicia Monroe
Director, IT 
Qualcomm Inc. 

Alicia Monroe is a senior leader in 
Qualcomm IT, as well as a founder and board 
member of QFINITY, a Qualcomm program 
focused on developing women. In IT, Monroe 
directly manages a team of 120 full-time and 
contract personnel, and indirectly leads glob-
al matrix IT teams supporting Qualcomm. 
Monroe is responsible for being the stakeholder 
manager for the Qualcomm Semiconductor 
Operations organization. Her role includes the 
management of highly skilled technical per-
sonnel supporting the most critical business 
systems in Qualcomm. Monroe has personally 
overseen and successfully led many transfor-
mational business programs. Some examples 
include three major acquisition integrations of 
companies with over $1 billion in revenue, the 
upgrade of the core systems capability and hun-
dreds of operations and supply chain systems/
process transformational programs in the past 
few years. Monroe has built a strong team and 
leads with great skill, compassion, energy and 
character. She has developed her staff with a fo-
cus on diversity, talent management and equal 
opportunity, exemplifying the best in IT lead-
ership at Qualcomm.

Ali Najeed
Senior Staff Programmer Analyst
Qualcomm Inc.

Ali Najeed grew up in Afghanistan sur-
rounded by women of strong character, from 
watching his mother take on the responsibility 
of leading the household, to attending an all-
girls school as one of three male students from 
first to sixth grade. As a result, he had many 
female influencers that provided additional 
perspective between work and school. In his 
current position at Qualcomm, where he has 
been named Employee of the Year, Najeed re-
cently mentored and hired women through an 
affiliation with Qualcomm’s women’s group, 
QFINITY. Najeed served as a volunteer ad-
junct professor at SDSU for an upper division 
elective course in E-business and web develop-
ment where students are challenged in unique 
ways. The elective became a mandatory course 
due to Najeed’s students consistently experienc-
ing a higher job placement rate . 

Sue Prelozni 
Founder & CEO
Sustainable Surplus Exchange 

Tenacious, dedicated and passionate de-
scribe Sue Prelozni’s character and commit-
ment to her mission. After a 20 year career in 
business development, she founded a nonprofit 
— Sustainable Surplus Exchange (SSE) — as a 
green solution to corporate waste. The compa-
ny was founded to support and build awareness 
of sustainability in industry by fostering the do-
nation of unused surplus assets. Transitioning 
from the for-profit arena to nonprofit, she went 
out on a limb, taking the risk her solution was 
the right path. Prelozni mentors women lead-
ers of other nonprofits through the Powerful 
Women Directors group. In recognition of her 
achievements and collaboration, she was cho-
sen for a “Women Who Mean Business,” award 
by the San Diego Business Journal. Under 
Prelozni’s leadership, SSE has received awards 
and accolades for its community impact includ-
ing Best Nonprofit of the Year by the Carlsbad 
Chamber of Commerce in 2014.

Leslie Presutti
Senior Director, Product Management
Qualcomm Inc. 

“Paying it forward” is the theme of Leslie 
Presutti’s personal and professional life. 
Presutti’s education in both telecommunica-
tions engineering and her MBA in interna-
tional marketing have positioned her well for 
her current role as a senior director of product 
management. One of her key responsibilities is 
enabling E911 and enhancing the technology 
so that it not only works outdoors, but also in-
doors to find people in need of medical care. 
Aside from her day job, through Qualcomm 
QWISE’s mentorship program, Presutti finds 
time to mentor women in engineering, dis-
cussing their career challenges and growth ob-
jectives. She has been a member and mentor 
for Athena since 2013. She also is the founder 
of a Cancer Ministry, a support group formed 
seven years ago for cancer patients and their 
families. Other parishes in her diocese, inspired 
by her leadership, also are establishing similar  
programs.

Nithya Ramanathan, Ph.D.
President & Co-founder
Nexleaf Analytics

Dr. Nithya Ramanathan is a tech leader of 
20 years and co-founder of Nexleaf Analytics, 
a nonprofit that uses sensors to solve and im-
prove global public health and the environ-
ment. Ramanathan designed hardware chips 
for Intel and HP before she co-founded her 
organization. Nexleaf Analytics sensors mon-
itor storage temperature of vaccines using 
sensors connected to mobile data networks. 
Nexleaf ’s technologies monitor 7029 refrigera-
tors in India and Africa, protecting $27.8 mil-
lion worth of vaccines for 6.1 million babies. 
Nexleaf ’s other project uses sensors to monitor 
safety of cook stoves by women in developing 
countries around the world. Ramanathan en-
sures the representation of women at Nexleaf 
by relying on women’s networks and tech con-
nections to find talented candidates. The exec-
utive team at Nexleaf is predominately women, 
and the organization is supported by the Bill 
and Melinda Gates Foundation, Qualcomm 
and Google, among others.
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Kristin Slink
Co-founder & Chief Product Officer
LoanHero

Kristin Slink, co-founder and CPO of 
LoanHero, began her career in consumer fi-
nance leading the development of a loan origina-
tion platform for medical services. Utilizing her 
knowledge of the industry and understanding of 
merchants’ need for multiple finance programs, 
she co-founded First Look Approval, a consum-
er finance company with a focus on consulting 
with merchants on which program would work 
best for their business. Over the years, Slink has 
implemented over two dozen consumer finance 
programs in businesses. LoanHero, Slink’s reve-
nue-positive company, provides a single platform 
which covers the full credit spectrum. Slink, a te-
nacious leader and tech startup guru, is not only 
adept at identifying market opportunities; she 
has a keen eye for smart talent and ensures wom-
en are represented in her organization. As one of 
only 10 women in the fintech startup space, she 
is a torch-bearer for tech, finance and leadership. 

Nina Smith
EVP & General Manager, Mitchell Casualty 
Solutions
Mitchell International

Nina Smith serves as role model for ev-
ery member of her 577-person team, as well 
as for Mitchell at large. Smith credits her 
high-performing team’s success to diversity 
of background, education and ideation. Her 
commitment to diversity is reflected in the 
composition of her workforce — 44 percent of 
her senior leadership team and 66 percent of 
her overall staff are female. Smith’s early career 
was spent at Xerox, where she was active in the 
company’s diversity programs. In fact, she was 
a founding member of its internal development 
program for women. Today, she serves on the 
steering committee for Mitchell’s Women (m)
Power Network, an organization committed 
to helping female employees develop the skills 
required to assume leadership roles. Her ef-
forts resonate across the industry, as she also is 
a founding board member of the Alliance for 

Women in Workers’ Compensation (AWWC), 
an organization that encourages men and wom-
en to work together for the advancement of 
women and the industry overall.
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Beth Branning 
Chief Strategy Officer
San Diego Zoo Global

Beth Branning has helped organizations, 
boards and individuals change their path to-
ward success and become leaders who inspire 
other women. Through presentations, planning 
activities and one-on-one coaching, Branning 
helps individuals understand how they can 
achieve transformative results through the 
strategic planning process. Dozens of wom-
en count her as an important influence in 
their career growth. In addition, Branning has 
helped many notable nonprofit organizations 
realize their potential by facilitating their stra-
tegic planning efforts. She is the only woman 
to serve on the local and international ASP 
(Association of Strategic Planning) boards, 
where she chaired the International Marketing 
and Membership committee, co-chaired the 
annual conference, and led a subcommittee to 
create the ASP strategic plan.  

Michele Comtois
Principal
Barney & Barney/MMA

Michele Comtois serves as a committee 
chair and mentor for B&B GROW, a wom-
en’s initiative focused on retaining, educating 
and supporting women at Barney & Barney/
MMA. She makes an effort to include female 
colleagues in presentations, make introduc-
tions within the company and to Athena and 
assist in developing their careers. She is active 
in the community as a founding member of 
the Insurance Industry Charitable Foundation’s 
San Diego chapter and a board director of San 
Diego Venture Group. For eight years she has 
spoken on a panel at an SEC briefing about 
the insurance outlook, providing insights and 
discussing challenges companies may be facing. 
As an active member of Athena for nearly a de-
cade, Comtois has held numerous leadership 
positions within the organization, most recent-
ly as current board director and co-chair of the 
Pinnacle Awards Steering Committee. 

Lynn Fulks
Co-founder & Chief Operating Officer
Upstart Group LLC

Lynn Fulks thrives on being a connector 
of people, particularly women. She co-found-
ed Upstart Group, a woman-owned, strategic 
marketing consulting firm, which now operates 
in two cities on the west coast. Fulks led the 
charge to develop worldwide communication 
strategies that educate, incentivize and mar-
ket new technologies. She connects with her 
technology clients’ female CEOs who count 
on her expertise to develop their marketing 
strategies. In addition to running her business, 
she has served as the marketing strategy guru 
at Hera Hub where she was a resource for fe-
male entrepreneurs. Fulks also is a group lead-
er for ProVisors Collaboration of Professional 
Women. 

Nancy Hong, Ph.D.
Managing Director
RiverVest Venture Partners

Female venture investors are rare but im-
portant to closing the gender gap in the biotech 
and technology industries. Dr. Nancy Hong is 
among the few women who joined their ranks 
when she successfully transitioned from a biol-
ogy postdoctoral researcher to venture-backed 
biotech startup scientist to venture capital in-
vestor. Hong joined RiverVest Venture Partners, 
a top-performing life science venture capital 
firm, as managing director in 2016. Hong aims 
to help startup founders and scientists find their 
place and maximize their impact in the health 
care arena, and has a particular interest in the 
success of women. Hong is an active member 
of San Diego’s biotech scene, serving as a board 
member to the nonprofit BioLaunch, promot-
ing the Salk Women & Science program and 
acting as a panelist at many biotech events. 
She is a strong supporter of the extremely tal-
ented women in her field, advocating for their 
involvement and advancement and mentoring 
them by sharing her experiences and opinions. 

Denise Pirrotti Hummel, J.D.
Chief Innovation Officer
Lead Inclusively 

Denise Pirrotti Hummel has devoted her 
career to the advancement of women, be-
ginning as an attorney trying cases involving 
gender, race and disability discrimination. 
She went on to become CEO of Universal 
Consensus LLC, which she later sold to Ernst 
& Young. At Universal Consensus, she made 
strategic recommendations on issues of gender 
discrimination to global companies in Japan 
and India. She founded Lead Inclusively based 
on a model she developed for the life science 
industry, which focuses on the connection be-
tween an inclusive workplace and accelerating 
innovation. Hummel is a volunteer mentor 
with Everwise Women, an active member of 
Athena’s LSIG committee and a sought-after 
speaker on the economics of gender parity. She 
is also a volunteer at CONNECT, where she 
prepares female entrepreneurs for venture capi-
tal and other funding. 

Vivian Lin
CEO and Brand Strategist
Omni Creative Labs 

With every interaction, Vivian Lin choos-
es to empower, elevate, and encourage. And 
as a member of WISE (Women in Sports & 
Events), Lin works with women in sports at all 
levels showing them how to harness the power 
of strength and negotiation in business. She has 
developed programs for professional athletes 
before, during and after their careers to help 
them as they began their pivots into technology, 
business, and higher education. As a committee 
chair for the Distinguished Speaker Series at 
The University Club atop Symphony Towers, 
Lin also sources some of the nation’s most 
sought after speakers for community events for 
the personal and professional enrichment of 
the community. These speakers include Athena 
Executive Director Cheryl K. Goodman.

Kelli McCauley
President
McCauley & Company

Kelli McCauley is a consultant, executive 
coach, facilitator and speaker who delivers 
leadership and corporate culture alignment 
programming via vision and alignment engage-
ments. She began her career as the lone wom-
an in an industry dominated by hard-charging 
males, and has become a nationally-recognized 
expert in improving leadership effectiveness 
and bottom line performance using leadership 
principles developed at Harvard University. She 
recently partnered with Will Marré of Smart 
Power Institute to help women leaders success-
fully navigate and lead within male-dominated 
industries. McCauley is an active member of 
Corporate Directors Forum (CDF) and hosts 
the CDF podcast, “Director’s Cut,” as well as 
her own podcast, “Leadership Journey.”

Kimberly Miller, J.D.
Partner
Knobbe Martens LLP

Kimberly Miller advises inventors, ven-
ture-funded startups, university spin-offs and 
publicly traded companies. Her practice spans a 
variety of technical disciplines, including chem-
istry, pharmaceuticals, polymers and biotech-
nology. She has broad international practice 
and has conducted patent prosecution in more 
than 50 foreign jurisdictions. She also assisted 
several startup companies in licensing and/or 
funding deals worth millions of dollars. Miller 
was recently recognized by The Legal 500 as 
an outstanding practitioner in the U.S., one 
of the “World’s Leading Patent Professionals” 
by Intellectual Asset Management (IAM). She 
has been honored with numerous other awards 
for her professional achievements; through her 
exceptional work as a woman at the top, Miller 
paves the way for other women to follow. 
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Marcy Morrison
CEO & Founder
Careers with Wings

Marcy Morrison helps women uncover 
and live their passion and purpose in all areas 
of their lives via her books, coaching, speaking 
engagements, workshops and trainings. She 
has spoken at Illumina’s Women’s Leadership 
Network, Society of Women Engineers, Junior 
League, National Charity League, RiseUp 
Women’s Conference, DevelopU Conference, 
Poderosas Women Conference and many oth-
ers. Driven by her desire to help young women, 
Morrison worked with Just in Time for Foster 
Youth to help build its Career Horizons for 
Young Women program. She also has served on 
Just in Time’s board and still teaches a Finding 
Your Passion course, mentoring young women 
from this program. For the last two and a half 
years, Morrison has served on the steering com-
mittee of the Community Alliance for Youth 
Success. Via her work in the outplacement in-
dustry, she also has supported many women in 
transition, assisting them in landing their next 
opportunity.

Heather Mueller, J.D.
Principal & Founder
The Mueller Law Office P.C. 

Heather Mueller models work-life bal-
ance as both a successful professional, wife 
and mother. She is also committed to guiding 
young women and entrepreneurs. She is cur-
rently a mentor and provides pro bono legal 
services for mystartupXX, a UC San Diego 
accelerator, promoting female students in tech-
nology entrepreneurship. Mueller also mentors 
and provides free legal services for Canopy San 
Diego, a seed-stage investment program for 
startups in the legal cannabis-ancillary industry. 
She is an active member of the Salkexcellerators 
cabinet and was previously a mentor at SDSU’s 
ZIP launchpad accelerator. She was a founding 
sponsor and mentor of EvoNexus, a nonprofit 
accelerator for San Diego startups. Mueller has 
provided high school and college summer in-
ternships to young women interested in a legal 
career and continues to mentor them through 
law school, state bar exams and the rest of their 
careers. 

Maggie Osburn
Executive Vice President & General Manager
HUB International Limited

Maggie Osburn has made her profession-
al and personal life a case study in leading by 
example. Through her volunteer work with 
Rancho Coastal Humane Society, she discov-
ered that victims of domestic abuse often stay 
with their abusers to protect their pets, and 
learned of the need for volunteers to foster pets 
so such women could receive help in a shelter. 
When the San Diego chapter of the National 
Human Resources Association broke off from 
the national organization, Osburn was instru-
mental in creating the new nonprofit’s identity 
and branding. Her unique position helps her 
match outstanding women professionals to 
companies placing close to 100 people in the 
San Diego community, and doing so at no 
charge. Her firm has won numerous national 
awards, including the highly coveted MarCom 
Awards for eight consecutive years, which rec-
ognizes outstanding achievements by market-
ing and communication professionals. 

Allison Long Pettine
Founding Partner
SEED San Diego

Allison Long Pettine is committed to build-
ing a thriving tech community in San Diego 
and changing the landscape of local investing. 
As one of the mere 7 percent of venture capital 
investment partners who are women, Pettine is 
in a unique position to impact the systemic chal-
lenges encountered by women seeking capital 
from primarily male investors. She is an Angel 
investor focused on funding difference-mak-
ers and disruptors in the technology industry. 
Many of her portfolio companies count nu-
merous women among their executives or were 
founded by women, including Zady, Trinity, 
Saambaa and Clarify Medical. Pettine is a board 
director of San Diego Venture Group and holds 
a position on the advisory board for UCSD’s 
basement, as well as the California Institute for 
Innovation and Development (CIID) at the 
Rady School of Management. She is a mentor 
for both EvoNexus, a non-profit technology in-
cubator, and Techstars, a global ecosystem for 
entrepreneurs. 

Teodora Purcell, J.D.
Senior Attorney
Fragomen LLP

Teodora Purcell empowers female profes-
sionals through her legal expertise, mentor-
ship, advocacy and community service. She 
reaches out to women through the Lawyers 
Club, organizing events to promote gender 
equality and diversity. She also is a registered 
mentor with SDCBA and AILA. Purcell is a 
staunch defender of human rights, and was 
recognized as the KPBS 2016 Local Hero 
for her tireless pro bono work to help obtain 
humanitarian immigration relief for refugees, 
unaccompanied children, women and victims 
of crime. Purcell has held various leadership 
positions with local SDCBA, Lawyers Club, 
AILA San Diego, BIOCOM and ACC San 
Diego, and has been instrumental in establish-
ing partnerships between local nonprofit orga-
nizations and the private bar. She has been a 
volunteer attorney with Casa Cornelia for sev-
eral years, and has received several awards for 
her pro bono work with indigent immigrants, 
primarily women and children.

Amanda Scott
President
Solution Harbor Inc.

Amanda Scott has built a career recruiting 
in the traditionally male-dominated fields of ac-
counting, operations, finance, human resources, 
biotech, software, technology, service, munici-
palities, clean tech, construction, marketing and 
sales. In addition to promoting diversity in the 
workplace, she has been an active member of 
Athena since 2009, serving on Athena opera-
tional committees and acting as a mentor for new 
FEW groups. She is involved in ProVisors San 
Diego Collaboration of Professional Women, a 
group fostering professional growth for women, 
and led its Human Resources Advisory Group. 
Amanda also volunteers at a women’s shelter in 
Oceanside, and has held board positions at the 
Triathlon Club of San Diego and San Diego 
Rotaract. 

Stephanie Seidman, Ph.D., J.D.
Partner
Dentons US

For more than 30 years, Dr. Stephanie 
Seidman has been instrumental in recruiting, 
nurturing and training promising young wom-
en as they transition from scientists to prac-
ticing patent law attorneys. Having made the 
transition herself, Seidman has built a success-
ful bio-pharma patent prosecution practice that 
was ranked Tier 1 in biotechnology by U.S. 
News & World Report. Seidman is iconic in 
her hiring, promoting and mentoring of wom-
en, empowering them in an area dominated by 
men. Currently, all her technology specialists 
are women. At least 25 to 30 of the most skilled 
women patent professionals and attorneys can 
attribute their success to Seidman’s mentoring 
and training. She has been recognized with nu-
merous awards. Seidman is an example for oth-
er women and a catalyst for increasing women’s 
presence and influence in areas where they once 
were rare.

Colleen Smith, J.D.
Partner
Latham & Watkins LLP

A former U.S. Navy officer who believes in 
service and leads by example, Colleen Smith 
thrives in areas of the law often dominated by 
her male colleagues. She works diligently to 
recruit and mentor female lawyers. Her efforts 
include diversity outreach through individual 
meetings, events and programs, both on and 
off law school campuses, and have resulted 
in the recruitment and the retention of many 
highly successful women. She also has taken an 
active role in mentoring junior women in the 
securities litigation department by organizing 
and leading mentoring programs, most nota-
bly a half-day “Women Enriching Business” 
seminar. Colleen also spends significant time 
assisting in the firm’s pro bono efforts and has 
worked on asylum cases for Casa Cornelia and 
the ACLU Foundation. Smith has been recog-
nized as one of the Daily Journal’s “California 
Lawyer Attorneys of the Year” in 2017 and has 
been featured on NPR, CNN, Univision and 
The San Diego Union-Tribune. 
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Jodi Smith
Partner
Ernst & Young

Jodi Smith is a role model, mentor and 
advocate for women, both in and outside of 
her workplace. She was the first female pro-
moted to partner in the San Diego EY office. 
Smith has been an integral part of the life sci-
ences community, serving a wide spectrum of 
companies from multinational corporations 
to startups, including completing 12 IPOs. 
She is a member of the Professional Women’s 
Network at EY, hosting events that foster 
the exchange of knowledge and experience. 
For more than 10 years, Smith has led the 
Working Family Network to help women nav-
igate their careers and family commitments. 
She also is an active member of BIOCOM. 
She finds time to give back to the communi-
ty through Feeding San Diego, United Way, 
Susan G. Komen Foundation and The Taylor 
Foundation, in memory of her daughter who 
died of a rare heart condition in 2014. 

Diane West
Co-founder & President
2Connect

2Connect is a training and coaching com-
pany with an all-female staff and a focus on 
developing confident and effective business 
speakers. Having overcome a fear of presenting, 
Co-founder Diane West recognized that pre-
sentation challenges are a barrier to a successful 
career. Over the past 16 years West has sup-
ported thousands of professionals around the 
world through coaching, mentoring and train-
ing. In the past year alone, West has personally 
impacted 56 professional women through her 
mentoring efforts. She also has held leadership 
positions that play a role in supporting wom-
en in the life science industry. These include 
Athena, Diversity Alliance 4 Science, MIT 
Enterprise Forum, CONNECT and San Diego 
Venture Group. 

Monique Williamson
Executive Director
DeskHub Inc. 

Monique Williamson’s goal is to expand 
San Diego’s economic growth by showcas-
ing diverse innovation and talent under one 
roof. Her vision is to change the way people 
work together and collaborate. In Little Italy, 
Williamson opened the doors to the San Diego 
branch of DeskHub, managing what is now 
one of San Diego’s largest co-working spaces. 
Williamson actively advocates for local, wom-
en-owned companies and leaders, bringing 
awareness to their brands and purpose through 
multiple avenues, including programming, 
PR and connecting VCs with entrepreneurs. 
Whether it is donating space to a women-led 
organization like Athena, promoting civic orga-
nizations, hosting community events or bring-
ing mindfulness programs into the community, 
Williamson continually stays focused on bring-
ing collaborative vision to socially-responsible 
companies and causes.
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The vision for BioLabs was conceived 
by the founders, entrepreneurs and inves-
tors of science-based health care compa-
nies. Under the leadership of co-founder 
Susie Harborth, BioLabs San Diego is 
operated by a female-led team. This team 
not only mentors and supports women 
within the BioLabs network, but creates a 
supportive ecosystem for entrepreneurial 
women. BioLabs has facilitated numerous 
opportunities for women in San Diego, as 
well as women entrepreneurs throughout 
the country. Across the BioLabs network of 
innovation spaces live emerging life science 
companies, 51 percent are guided by a fe-
male founder, executive or investor. 

Canale Communications has created 
an environment in which its mostly-female 
staff is encouraged to grow professionally. 
The company funds the purchase of lead-
ership books, conference attendance and 
other educational and growth opportuni-
ties. For International Women’s Day, the 
company supported a local, female-owned 
restaurant. Corporate growth is achieved 
through a structured, regular review pro-
cess — all too often not found at small 
or even larger places of employment. The 
company sponsors the BIOCOM Institute 
and its work encouraging youth to be in-
volved in STEM.

DLA Piper’s Women Emerging Leaders 
(WEL) program is aimed at developing 
mid-level female partners into strong busi-
ness developers and rainmakers. The goals 
of the program are to increase the partic-
ipants’ business acumen, provide oppor-
tunities for them to grow their business 
development skills, provide a better un-
derstanding of leadership, and effectively 
develop, reward, engage and attract wom-
en leaders. DLA Piper’s women’s resource 
group, the Leadership Alliance for Women 
(LAW), works to advance the firm’s global 
competitive edge by developing and pro-
moting women lawyers. During month-
ly networking and learning meetings for 
women, participants learn how to grow 
their business, network, and set themselves 
up for leadership opportunities. The com-
pany raises awareness about its leadership 
opportunities and preparedness through its 
women’s speaker series and its firm-wide 
recognition of Women’s History Month 
and International Women’s Day. 

ESET North America strongly be-
lieves diversity is key to the success of any 
great company or community. In 2016, 
34 percent of promotions at ESET were 

to women. For ESET, a workplace that 
supports women is very important and 
why ESET created the WOW (Women 
of the Workplace). In addition, ESET de-
veloped ELEVATE for those aspiring to 
managerial/leadership roles and EMERGE 
for employees who are already managers. 
ELEVATE is currently 55 percent women 
and EMERGE is 50 percent women. In 
2013, ESET, in partnership with the ESET 
Foundation, “Securing Our eCity” and be-
gan hosting Cyber Boot Camp. Early on, 
there were almost no young girls who at-
tended, but by 2016, almost half were girls. 
Now in its second year, ESET’s “Women in 
Cybersecurity” Scholarship awards funds 
to a young woman interested in pursuing a 
cybersecurity career. This year, ESET dou-
bled the scholarship amount (to $5,000) 
and worked with universities and nonprof-
its to help inspire girls think about a career 
in an industry that desperately needs wom-
en in its field. 

Worldwide, women are often partic-
ularly disenfranchised by existing voting 
methods. The Everyone Counts vision of 
elections, using state-of-the-art technologies 
can right that wrong by making voting less 
time-consuming for busy working wom-
en. Prior to launching Everyone Counts, 
CEO Lori Steele Contorer was a successful 
investment advisor with a focus on tech-
nology and innovation. She left a 17-year 
career and used her own capital to fund the 
early stages of Everyone Counts, including 
taking no salary. The company’s mission is 
to ensure that every person in the world 
with the legal right to vote can do so. Steel 
Contorer’s vision attracted global leaders in 
the software and elections fields to join the 
team, which quickly positioned Everyone 
Counts as a leader in both election admin-
istration and as a provider of cutting-edge 
voting solutions. The tipping point became 
apparent in late 2012. That year 95 coun-
ties used Everyone Counts’ SaaS voting 
platform in the U.S. Presidential election. 
Bosnia-Herzegovina provided Everyone 
Counts’ voting systems to its disabled cit-
izens so they could vote privately and inde-
pendently for the first time.

Illumina has been forging new ground, 
in its emphasis on its women employees’ 
involvement in the San Diego life science 
community. Now in its third year, the 
Illumina’s Women Leadership Network 
(WLN), provides women across the compa-
ny with access to speakers, mentoring and 
programming. The initiative, sponsored by 
the senior leadership team and guided by 
a senior women’s steering committee, hosts 
monthly programs in San Diego, which are 
recorded and webcast to women around 

the world. In 2016, the network hosted 
its inaugural women’s fall festival in San 
Diego with more than 20 organizations and 
businesses (many of them woman-owned) 
participating. Since its launch in 2014, the 
WLN has facilitated mentorship of 170 
women through Illumina’s professional cir-
cles, technical circles and new to leadership 
circles. The mentoring circles have also pro-
vided more than 30 women with leadership 
opportunities to manage a circle and help 
others network, navigate their careers and 
develop their peer coaching abilities.  

 

KPMG is passionate about empow-
ering young professionals to pursue and 
achieve their career goals while balancing 
their personal lives. In San Diego, women 
make up 25 percent of partners, 43 percent 
of the management group and 50 percent 
of its total employees. At KPMG, diversity 
and inclusion is a strategic priority. KPMG 
San Diego’s Network of Women (KNOW) 
delivers programs to provide profession-
al, career, business and community de-
velopment and increase the recruitment, 
retention and promotion of its female 
professionals. The office also has a Parents 
Who KNOW program designed to ease 
the transition for new and expectant moth-
ers. In addition to developing and mento-
ring women at the firm, KPMG focuses 
on developing future leaders in both the 
community and with their clients. As part 
of their sponsorship of the Women’s LPGA 
championship, KPMG annually holds a 
one-day leadership summit which includes 
more than 300 high performing and high 
potential women from their clients, in-
cluding many from southern California. 
In 2016, KPMG established its Future 
Leaders Program, which grants $10,000 
scholarships, mentorship, and an introduc-
tion to golf to 16 remarkable high school 
senior women pursuing college studies in 
business or STEM.

As an organization of higher learning, 
Mira Costa College has multiple methods 
of educating its staff and students on the 
importance of women in leadership. The 
college customizes programs and services 
for re-entry women, active duty and vet-
eran women, former foster youth women, 
women seeking certificates, women who 
are English learners, single mothers, and 
women seeking degrees in STEM fields. It 
has one of the top nursing schools in the 
state and is currently launching a four-
year degree in biomanufacturing. Current 
enrollment represents 57 percent women, 
and numerous women are department 
chairs and foundation board members. 
Dr. Sunny Cooke, President of Mira Costa 
College is also committed to the increase of 
women’s representation in STEM fields.  

Mitchell International recognizes the 
value of a diverse workforce and takes a 
proactive approach to promoting women 
innovators. Launched as a grassroots ef-
fort by Mitchell employees in 2013, the 
Women (m)Power Network provides criti-
cal leadership coaching to develop the next 
generation of female leaders. Sponsored by 
both male and female department heads, 
the group tackles difficult subjects. Women 
(m)Power helps female team members 
connect, both inside and outside Mitchell. 
Female executives share their career jour-
neys, guidance and wisdom with employ-
ees through the Executive Speaker Series. 
These efforts create valuable opportunities 
for female innovators to showcase their 
expertise while developing essential leader-
ship skills.

Oracle Women’s Leadership (OWL) 
program began in 2006 and is a part of 
Oracle’s overall diversity, inclusion and 
leadership development strategy. OWL be-
gan when a group of senior women leaders 
met to discuss the advantages of having a 
special interest group of women dedicat-
ed to improving the leadership skills of 
women. The group quickly became a cor-
porate-wide organization with sponsorship 
from senior leaders and a budget to allocate 
full-time resources to its success. Now 76 
OWL Communities exist across the world. 
As a global initiative, the mission of OWL 
is to develop, engage, and empower current 
and future generations of women leaders 
to foster an inclusive and innovative work-
force, with a special emphasis on STEM.

RARE Science is a unique nonprofit 
with a focus on children who have been 
diagnosed with rare diseases. Internally 
the core team of RARE Science is com-
posed of a diverse group of women, from 
life science professionals and homemakers 
to high school students looking to build 
a career in life sciences. Its community of 
support represents women across the world 
supporting the RARE Bear Program that 
is instrumental in building rare disease pa-
tient communities that have no geographic 
boundaries. RARE Science’s internal re-
search and partnerships play a large role 
in educating and promoting women re-
searchers in male dominated fields. RARE 
Science helps these researchers navigate 
strategy, coach and guide to granting op-
portunities. Through the CIRM Bridges 
grant at CSU San Marcos, RARE Science 
also supports numerous women working 
in the stem cell field. 
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Abrijit Inc. addresses an essential 
need within the workplace design sector. 
Abrijit CEO Susan Lord and her son, Vice 
President Jack Maroney, developed a digi-
tal platform to help professionals connect 
and collaborate when designing work spac-
es. By developing this platform and ventur-
ing into the male-dominated tech industry, 
Lord has increased awareness of leadership 
opportunities for women and is becoming 
a major industry influencer. Lord and her 
team aim to impact and inspire women 
nationwide, showing that women with as-
pirations and opportunities can build suc-
cessful companies that positively impact 
the world. Lord is leveraging her 30 years 
of experience in the commercial furnishing 
industry to introduce the Abrijit prototype 
to key industry members. Abrijit has par-
ticipated in the CONNECT Springboard 
program as a technology startup, enjoying 
a wealth of knowledge and resources while 
fine-tuning its development strategy. 

Aquasend provides continuous, re-
al-time water quality monitoring to aqua 
farmers, significantly impacting their abili-
ty to increase production while minimizing 
unnecessary labor and maintenance costs. 
As a female in a predominantly male-dom-
inated industry, CEO Kristin Elliott is 
no stranger to perseverance, risk or chal-
lenging work. Upon inheriting Precision 
Measurement Engineering from her father 
and stepping into the role of President 
and CEO, Elliott knew that championing 
women in the industry – ensuring they 
were listened to and had a voice – was par-
amount. In just over two years, Elliott has 
created Aquasend, tripled company growth 
and expanded the company roster, includ-
ing many women along the way. Elliott 
prides herself on being a woman in tech 
and science, and takes every opportunity 
to mentor employees aspiring to leadership 
in science and technology. 

Coin Up is a mobile donation app that 
allows users to virtually “round up” their 
credit and debit transactions and donate 

that “spare change” to a qualified charity 
of their choice. Coin Up’s Founder/CEO 
Leena Patidar drew upon her background 
as a CFO and auditor to ensure she built 
best practices into her company, and the 
highest levels of encryption and bank-ap-
proved technologies into the app. Coin Up 
is a women-led business, with women rep-
resenting 80 percent of the management 
team. Through Patidar’s perseverance, 
Coin Up has become the only officially-ap-
proved mobile donation app with a choice 
of charities available in the Apple Store. 
Allowing users to virtually donate their 
spare change is incredibly impactful for or-
ganizations. Ronald McDonald House, for 
example, collects approximately $27 mil-
lion per year in physical spare change. At 
its core Coin Up is a social impact compa-
ny and attracts strong women leaders who 
are passionate about the nonprofit sector, 
providing an intersection where they apply 
skills and nurture compassion to find sig-
nificance in their careers.

Feetz founder and CEO Lucy Beard’s 
frustrating quest to find the perfect shoe 
in fit and style led to her founding Feetz, 
an innovative, 3D-printed shoe company 
that requires three pictures of each foot be 
taken and sent using a mobile phone. The 
technology maps over 5,000 data points to 
create a pair of shoes that’s guaranteed to 
fit and match the buyer’s style. The Feetz 
force is over 50 percent women, with 
Beard acting as mentor, leader and cheer-
leader for all. Beard ensures she has quar-
terly one-on-one meetings with the team, 
setting up short- and long-term goals and 
providing guidance along the way. In this 
capacity, Beard encourages and guides the 
women in her employ to expand and think 
outside the box. Beard has spoken at the 
Founders Institute, guiding young startups 
with her experience and knowledge. In ad-
dition, Beard will be a speaker at an inter-
national innovation and training institute 
for footwear called SLEM Summit, in the 
Netherlands.

The health care industry is slow to 
adopt technologically-driven change, and 
is not yet ready to fully embrace the use of 
new apps or software. GeiaFit is hoping to 
change that by introducing a mobile health 
technology platform that enables patients 
to better interface with their health care 
practitioners by shifting the focus of inter-
actions from injury and illness to maintain-
ing health and wellness. GeiaFit has already 
assembled an advisory board that includes 
three female health care practitioners across 
the country. GeiaFit CEO Lisa Fitzpatrick’s 
goal is to create a strong platform for wom-

en to be leaders in a health care revolution. 
Her commitment to empowering women 
within her company to move into leader-
ship positions extends beyond her organi-
zation and into the professions of physical 
and occupational therapy. Fitzpatrick has 
dedicated years to mentoring young wom-
en on the profession of occupational ther-
apy and the differences they can make in 
patients’ lives through this field. Fitzpatrick 
believes that training leaders requires a 
commitment to individuals to show them a 
path of inspiration, creativity and strength. 

The LoanHero platform empowers 
merchants to extend instant point-of-sale 
financing, ensuring consumers receive the 
best loan product, regardless of their credit. 
The platform uses technology to enhance 
the user experience for merchant, borrow-
er and lender alike. LoanHero co-founder 
and Chief Product Officer Kristin Slink 
is a sought-after speaker on the topic of 
women in technology and leadership. At 
LoanHero’s offices, three of the nine people 
on the core management team are wom-
en, and Slink herself takes on the role of 
internal mentor, showing by example that 
leadership opportunities are available and 
encouraged for women, particularly in an 
industry that has few women represented 
in senior executive roles. 

Urban Translations’ technology pro-
vides digital menu solutions for the hos-
pitality industry, bringing affordable new 
technology to the field. Urban Translations’ 
CEO, Samantha Urban, believes in the 
importance of motivating women to chal-
lenge industry norms. To that end, she 
champions coaching and mentorship, and 
focuses on providing quality training to her 
team. Drawing on her experience and con-
nections with corporations like Samsung 
has provided Urban’s team significant expe-
riences to collaborate outside the company. 
In addition, Urban Translations is currently 
collaborating with Trabaja Mama’s to pro-
vide jobs to mothers in Venezuela, bringing 
these Central American women opportu-
nities to utilize their skills and earn better 
wages while working part-time from home. 
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ALASTIN Skincare is emphasizing 
awareness of leadership opportunities for 
women in the company by hiring a female 
CEO, increasing the female representation 
on its board of directors and providing 
multiple role models throughout the orga-
nization. Fully 67 percent of employees at 
the manager level and above are women. 
ALASTIN encourages its national sales 
force, composed primarily of experienced 
women sales executives, to manage their 
territories as businesses. This practice al-
lows the sales team to identify key accounts 
and partner with physician practices to 
cooperatively market ALASTIN Skincare 
products and technology. ALASTIN re-
cently won the Most Innovative Product 
Award at the internationally-renowned 
MyFaceMyBody Awards for its break-
through serum that complements non-sur-
gical skincare procedures in promoting 
speedy recovery, reducing side effects and 
increasing patient satisfaction. 

AristaMD CEO Rebecca Cofinas has 
worked in the health care industry for 20 
years. During her tenure with Scripps, she 
noticed the inefficiencies in handling refer-
rals, and set out to find a solution to rem-
edy the problem. In 2014, AristaMD, a 
digital health company focused on improv-
ing the specialty referral process, was born. 
Designed by physicians, the AristaMD 
platform combines clinical guidelines, spe-
cialist e-consults and operational insights 
into an easy-to-use platform. Cofinas has 
dedicated her career to supporting, en-
couraging and mentoring women, em-
phasizing the necessity of starting early in 
their careers. During her two decades of 
experience, Cofinas has filled more than 50 
percent of open leadership positions with 
women. Cofinas continues to commit her 
time and efforts to helping women tran-

sition into leadership roles. Currently, the 
key executive team at AristaMD is 60 per-
cent female-led.

As DARÉ Bioscience is fundamentally 
focused on women’s reproductive health, 
who better to lead the company than wom-
en? CEO Sabrina Martucci Johnson wants 
DARÉ to target future women leaders and 
is hiring women in key leadership posi-
tions while supporting their advancement. 
DARÉ Bioscience recognized there was an 
unmet need in women’s health and worked 
on a way to address that need, while de-
signing clinical research studies with an 
eye toward endpoints that were significant 
from both a regulatory perspective, and 
that of the women who would ultimately 
use its products. The company is advancing 
novel, clinical-stage products in women’s 
reproductive health to expand options and 
improve outcomes, reinforcing the impor-
tance of product development in women’s 
health. 

ImmunoActiva, a cancer immunothera-
py company developing therapeutic cancer 
vaccines using proprietary, genetically mod-
ified cell lines is dedicated to hiring women 
in science, and promoting innovation and 
leadership in a gender-blind, meritocratic 
system. Dr. Stella Sung, ImmunoActiva’s 
co-founder and chief business officer, is a 
long-time champion of women in life sci-
ences. Sung has spent most of her career 
as a life science venture capitalist and bio-
technology executive. She believes the key 
to developing women leaders in science is 
to generate interest in the science, engi-
neering and math fields during the earliest, 

most formative school years. To that end, 
she devotes a considerable amount of time, 
energy and resources to promoting the 
STREAM (Science, Technology, Research, 
Arts and Math) program at the Solana 
Beach School District. In addition to serv-
ing on the school site council, and helping 
bring Engineering in Elementary modules 
to the site, Sung mentors women with sci-
entific backgrounds who want to transition 
from academia to industry.

ProdermIQ, Inc. was co-founded by 
Eveie Wilpon Schwartz, who has led a life 
and career focused on celebrating, develop-
ing and promoting women in leadership. 
Though the company is just starting to 
hire, they have already identified women 
who are leaders in their field as top can-
didates to fill upcoming leadership roles 
within the organization. The company is 
committed to securing women in leader-
ship roles and with their success and growth 
as a priority. Currently, its female intern is 
being exposed to an entrepreneurial envi-
ronment with opportunities and projects 
allowing her to learn and grow with her 
personal career goals in mind. ProdermIQ 
was twice invited to the White House to 

participate in President Obama’s National 
Microbiome Initiative.

An idea born out of a personal tragedy, 
Trials.ai enables new treatments to arrive to 
patients faster by accelerating the clinical 
trials process. CEO Kim Walpole experi-
enced firsthand the frustrations that arise 
from logistical bottlenecks when she tried 
to enroll a friend into a clinical trial for 
pancreatic cancer. Those frustrations led 
to the idea that later became Trials.ai, an 
intuitive platform that gained the attention 
of researchers at UC San Diego’s Moores 
Cancer Center while still in beta. The re-
searchers found the solution they sought in 
the Trials.ai platform, and became its first 
paying customer. Walpole is leveraging her 
years of sales experience to drive her com-
pany forward. She draws upon that expe-
rience when accepting invitations to speak 
to students at UCSD and SDSU, sharing 
insights on topics such as entrepreneur-
ship, leadership, teambuilding and diversi-
ty. Walpole’s goal is to ensure that women 
in tech know they can be successful in both 
their work and family lives if they engage 
the right support systems. 
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