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arbara Baroff Kavanagh is the Founder, President,
and CEO of the Arizona Myeloma Network (AzMN),
a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization started in 2004
as a grassroots cancer awareness, education, and advocacy
organization to support patients and families. Multiple
myeloma is a rare and often misdiagnosed bone marrow
cancer that strikes 22,000+ people in the U.S. each year. It
isn’t curable, but thanks to earlier diagnosis, new research,
and AzMN's advocacy efforts, many patients will live longer
and have a better quality of life.

In 2003, Barbara and Jack retired and moved to Arizona to
be close to the Mayo Clinic for Jack’s ongoing treatments.
As a retiree in a new state, Barbara wondered, “What do I do
now?”

“My career evolved into what it is today
because the healthcare industry failed to
address my needs and concerns in caring for
my husband. I had to investigate, hunt down,
and vet information and resources. I strongly
believe that no cancer patient should have to
struggle to learn about their disease, how to
treat it, and where to go for help.”

Prior to embarking on her ‘encore’ career, Barbara earned
a Bachelor of Arts (BA) in English and Sociology from Duke
University (1961) and a Master of Social Work (MSW) from
Boston University (1963). She went on to develop and
implement the first Volunteer Case Aide (VCA) program to
deinstitutionalize and assimilate mental patients back into
society. Her first book on how to train volunteers, ‘The New
Volunteerism: A Community Connection’, was published
based on that experience.

Barbara is the visionary and sets expectations for AzMN.
She recruits, directs, and mentors staff, volunteers, and
Board members to deliver quality programming. Her tasks
are 20% administrative in nature and are an inherent part of
running a non-profit or any business. The other 80% involves
building relationships, collaborations, and partnerships with
complementary and like-minded individuals, and resources to
assist in the delivery of quality cancer education and services
to the public.

In 1975, Barbara joined the faculty of the Boston College
Graduate School of Social Work and developed the first
Employee Assistance Program (EAP) model and curriculum.
She later started People to People Associates, a consulting,
training, and counseling company in 1976, and was a
successful speaker for organizations across the country on
team building and alcohol and drugs in the workplace. This
led to her writing and publishing the ‘New Partnership: Human
Services, Business, and Industry’ on the development and
delivery of EAP and alcohol and drug intervention program

“I learned that my goals could not be achieved
by myself. The best results come from bringing
together the talents and resources of others
who share your vision and values.

Barbara met Jack Kavanagh in 1989. One month before
marrying him in 1991, Jack was diagnosed with multiple
myeloma, a rare and often misdiagnosed blood cancer of
the bone marrow. This life-changing event would launch
Barbara’s encore career and mission to educate patients and
their caregivers on the disease, and close the gap between
'what they know' and 'what they should know'.

Jack, now a 25-year multiple myeloma survivor, has been
Barbara’s greatest professional and personal inspiration.

“He inspired me to start my non-profit. Because
of him, I knew I had to do more to help other
myeloma patients and families learn all they can
about their disease and increase their chances
of a better quality of life.

“At that time, it was very challenging to find
any organized network of cancer support and
oncology resources. Out of frustration and
compassion, I decided to devote all my energy
and professional experience to learning about
multiple myeloma and helping other cancer
patients and their families find specialized
oncology treatments and services.”
While living in Europe, Barbara volunteered and trained
Turkish nurses in an oncology ward, which provided Barbara
access to leaders in the oncology community. While living
in London, she wrote ‘Training Volunteers in the New
Millennium: An International Connection’. Barbara continued
this work for cancer patients in five countries and three U.S.
states from 1991 to 2003.

Another important influence and supporter for Barbara is
Dr. Rafael Fonseca, a practicing physician and myeloma
researcher at the Mayo Clinic in Scottsdale, Arizona, where
Jack has been ‘treated’ since 2003. Dr. Fonseca helped
Barbara organize her first Myeloma Research Roundtable
and Living with Myeloma Conference in 2006. Other
influences include Dr. Ken Anderson from the Dana Farber
Cancer Institute, Jack’s first myeloma specialist; and Dr.
Robert Kyle at Mayo Clinic Rochester, who supervised Jack’s
treatment when he and Barbara were living overseas.
And thus, the Arizona Myeloma Network (AzMN) was founded
in 2004, as a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization.
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What Barbara is proud of and grateful for:

“I raised two very strong independent and
loving daughters. I am proud that as women,
they love and respect each other and
appreciate their differences. I am honored to
see that each of them have adopted a part
of me in building their own meaningful lives,
and live the life they choose. Lisa, my older
daughter, found her true passion in cooking
fabulous food for her family and now has
her own catering company in Los Angeles.
She also shares her abundant love with
the animal kingdom (2 dogs and 1 cat) and
fosters Bassett Hounds and other strays.
She is also an amazing aunt to her niece and
nephew, Evelyn (17) and Jonah (15), who live
close by. Evelyn and Jonah are the children
of my younger daughter, Debra. Debra is my
sounding board! As a Duke graduate and
corporate professional currently working
in the nonprofit world, she shared my
university experience and understands the
commitment it takes to run a cancer nonprofit.
She is so giving of herself and thoughtful
of the challenges that cancer patients and
caregivers face, that she is an officer on my
Board of Directors.”
Barbara feels that her legacy is growing daily and there
is more to come. Over the past seven years, she and her
staff have developed and delivered the Cancer Caregivers
Education Program©, which is gaining more interest and
recognition. In 2015, she received a grant to develop and
deliver free programs to the community. The seminars
provide caregivers of cancer patients and the patient’s team
the practical knowledge, skills, and strategies necessary to
effectively care for their loved ones, as well as themselves.
She is also preparing to host her 10th Annual Living with
Myeloma Scientific Research Roundtable and Conference
on March 18th and 19th in Scottsdale, Arizona. The
event attracts over 350 attendees and will bring together
world-renowned doctors, specialists, and oncologists
to discuss The Next Generation in Cancer Treatment:
Immunotherapies and the Launch of the MoonShot 2020.
Patients, caregivers, and their families are encouraged to
participate and learn how to be advocates for themselves
and their loved ones.
“Having entered the cancer world has really given me my
ultimate mission. I can’t cure cancer, but I can help people
living with it. That is my legacy not only to my family, but to
the millions who are and will experience this disease either
as a patient or in association with a cancer patient. I hope
to bridge the gap between the cancer patient, their family,
and those who bring the knowledge and skills to provide the
best treatment, and hopefully soon, the cure.”
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Q&A
Q: How do you make life choices?
A: I did it my way. Some of it worked and some didn’t. I tried
to do the right thing for everyone and make everyone happy
(family, friends, etc.) However, I learned that I couldn’t please
everyone and sometimes had to trust my instincts and heart.
I simply had to do what I felt was ‘right’ and ‘best’.
Q: What is an important lesson you learned?
A: Be willing to try new things, keep learning, forgive yourself,
let go, and move forward. You really can’t ‘have it all’;
balancing marriage, family, and work isn’t easy and you need
to love, laugh, and forgive yourself.
Q: What are the hardest things you’ve had to learn?
A: The first is to ask for help, accept help, and at times, reject
help! Also, to take educated risks, but do it with caution.
Q: What qualities do you feel are important in life and work?
A: Be flexible and willing to make changes mid-stream.
Realize what’s not working or isn’t right for you. Be bold,
choose to re-order, shift, and prioritize. Embrace change.
Q: What else would you advise?
A: Keep dreaming, hoping, and wanting. But most importantly,
keep laughing and loving.
Q: What qualities do you look for in work relationships?
A: Other than ethics and integrity, don’t surround yourself with
YES people or with NO people. Balance is important.
Q: What are your survival tips?
A: Keep your eyes open and recognize your limits. Plan and
prepare options, because anything can happen and things do
change. Having the skills and resources, both emotionally and
financially, can make all the difference.

Q: Does how people see you and what they say matter?
A: What you project to people really matters. Image and other
people’s perceptions are sometimes more important than
what you do, how smart you are, and who you know. People
see me as being strong, confident, and sincere. It’s up to you
how you manage your image. I’ve had to learn not to let other
people discourage me or be ‘dragged down’ by negativity; to
listen to helpful and constructive criticism; to keep believing,
trusting, and hoping; and to listen and be encouraged when
people compliment me or want to honor me.
Q. Who have been the most influential people in your life?
A: My parents, who were Russian Jewish immigrants, came
to America to escape persecution of Jewish people. They met
in New York City, where they worked in a factory, went to night
school to learn English, saved money to buy a small store in
New Brunswick, NJ, and started their family. They taught me
the value of education, hard work, and family.
My mother, Frieda Berlant Baroff, is my true hero. She worked
in our family business, and also cared for her three children;
my older sister, my twin brother, and myself. She encouraged
both my sister and I to have our own careers and have money
set aside for a ‘rainy day’. This helped my sister and I survive
our divorces and other life challenges.
My father, Louis, spoke 3 languages in addition to English,
and loved reading and music.
My twin brother was a musical genius and took piano lessons
from the age of five. My parents worked long hours to save
the money for his music lessons, and he was eventually
offered a scholarship to Julliard and Dartmouth. However,
he chose to become a doctor and served in the Navy. He
had a successful career as an OB/GYN, and delivered 5,432
babies. He retired early due to Alzheimer’s’ and died in May
2015. He was my hero too and was proud of what I was doing
for cancer.
My sister also chose a career as a social worker, lives in New
York, and is my best friend.
We are fortunate to have such hard working parents who sent
us to college and medical school/graduate school, and always
believed in and encouraged us.
I’m extremely thankful that my husband’s career took us
to five countries and three states, where we developed
wonderful friendships that enriched my life. Those I met in
Holland, Turkey, Germany, Ireland, and England taught me so
much about other cultures and made me even prouder to be
an American. I helped start several volunteer projects, mostly
ones that helped children with cancer, in the countries we
lived in. I wrote a book about these experiences and realize
(now that I’ve started my own cancer charity) how much I’ve
learned from the people I met and how they inspired me to
continue this work when I came back to the U.S.

Other people who have inspired and taught me since we
retired to Arizona and I started my encore career include:

Jack and I were recognized in Tom Brokaw’s inspiring book ‘A
Lucky Life Interrupted: A Memoir of Hope’ that was published
in 2015. Being a myeloma survivor himself, Mr. Brokaw has
done so much to create more awareness and interest for this
devastating disease, and has given hope to other patients
and their families.

Researchers, doctors, and multiple myeloma specialists who
have graciously taken me under their wing and helped me
develop the Tissue Donor Awareness Program - TDAP©.
This was the first program I offered through AzMN in 2007.
The program was designed to inform cancer patients and the
public about the use of ‘tissue’ in clinical trials that can help
patients and also develop new treatment.

Q: What is the biggest myth women are buying into?
A: That we can have it all. We can, but it takes tremendous
courage, hard work, luck, and humor! There will be ups and
downs, sacrifices, and mistakes along the way. We can
accomplish our goals and dreams, but I believe that it’s still
more difficult for us than it is for a man. I feel that the women
I’ve met and mentored (or who have mentored me) are
exceptional and in spite of the challenges, are living their lives
to the fullest.

I received a grant from the State of Arizona and worked with
Dr. Joan Rankin Shapiro, the Associate Dean for Research
at the University of Arizona College of Medicine - Phoenix
and St. Joseph’s Hospital. She taught me about ‘tissue’ and
clinical trials, and introduced me to a young researcher at
TGEN, Bodour Salhia, Ph.D.; who helped me develop the
curriculum and participated as one of the faculty. Bodour
remains a close friend and colleague who assisted me in
creating a breast cancer program for the Navajo Reservation
from 2007 to 2014.
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I’ve been blessed to meet so many wonderful people in
my cancer journey. In 2015, I met Joan Koerber-Walker,
President and CEO of the AZ BioIndustry Association. She
has become a mentor, friend, and tremendous asset to
Arizona Myeloma Network, and is the Honorary Chair of our
2016 Myeloma Conference and Research Roundtable. This
organization has been a leader in bringing cancer research,
academics, and businesses together with patient advocacy
groups likes ours to make us more effective in improving
treatment and services for cancer patients and families.
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