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At a time when the Jewish world is achieving historic successes, many professionals 
feel unsure about the future and doubt their ability to achieve excellence. This article 
presents ten challenges that professionals must confront if they are to pursue excellence 
in the communal enterprise. These ten challenges can be used as a checklist to evaluate 
one's professional practice. 

T he topic of this article is itself very 
revealing. Why was this subjea — 

pursuing excellence—chosen for the key
note address to the Annual Conference of 
the Jewish Communal Service Association? 

Indeed, some of us are questioning 
whether we can pursue or even expect to 
achieve excellence when we must constantly 
react to today's economic realities by focus
ing on cutback management and by then 
implementing or being subjected to the 
results of the downscaling of our operauons. 
We tend to feel frustrated because we can
not control these events. We feel powerless 
to protect ourselves from these external 
economic factors. In addition, our field is 
now being affected by the fallout from 
the recent United Way crisis. At least for 
the immediate future, the repercussions 
from these revelations will, in many com
munities, influence lay-professional rela
tionships and personnel practices. 

Because of these developments and their 
resulting impact on our daily lives, many 
of us feel less and less good about what 
we are doing professionally. We are having 
to make very painful decisions and are fre
quently providing fewer services to our cli
ents and members. And some of us are 
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concerned that too many of our existing 
services are not meeting our standards for 
quality. 

I find it understandable but intriguing 
that we are expressing such concerns and 
doubts about our ability to achieve excel
lence at a time when, abroad, we are 
recording some of the major successes in 
modern Jewish history and when at home, 
we are achieving remarkable professional 
results within our agencies, despite limited 
resources. 

We and the Israelis have now completed 
or are in the midst of several major rescue 
efforts. Since 1989, approximately 400,000 
Jews from the former Soviet Union have 
emigrated to Israel and another 122,000 
have come to the United States and Canada. 
In the United States, our Jewish commu
nity, with assistance from the government, 
assists these New Americans to find employ
ment, learn English, and obtain housing. 
In addition, we make available Jewish and 
American acculturation activities and aid 
the immigrants with medical and mental 
health services. In Israel, despite the dis
appointing economic situation, all immi
grants receive housing and health benefits 
and free education through the tenth grade. 
All adults have access to an ulpan class as 
well. Although we are understandably and 
properly impatient and disappointed that 
in Israel more has not been done to help 
the immigrants find suitable employment. 

35 



36 / Joumal of Jewish Communal Service 

we sometimes undetestimate the task that 
Israel is facing. Israel's challenge is com
parable to the United States absorbing 
about one-half of the entiie population of 
Fiance in only a little ovei 3 years! 

Just one year ago, in one of the most 
incredible chapteis in out history, 14,200 
Ethiopian Jews were tianspoited to Israel 
in approximately 36 bouts. This effott 
clearly and diamatically leflected the effec
tiveness of the Istael-American Jewish 
community partnership. 

And, as was recently tevealed on the 
front page of the New York Times, Syrian 
Jewry may very well be rescued within the 
foreseeable future. There have been some 
encouraging developments in recent days, 
and over 150 Syrian Jews have arrived in 
Brooklyn during the past several weeks. 

At least one othei rescue effort may very 
well be launched within the next year. 

No other generation of Jews has been so 
successful in protecting our own. What a 
remarkable lecoid! And all of these rescue 
efforts are occurring while we are privileged 
to serve as Jewish communal professionals. 

At home, there are also some encourag
ing developments. 

• The Council of Jewish Fedetations (CJF) 
recently conducted a survey of salary 
increases in 1990, 1991, and 1992. Of 
approximately 50 federauons representing 
all size communities in 1990 and 1991, 
mote than half reported salary increases 
of approximately 5% or more per year. 
Although rhat percentage dropped this 
year, it is noteworthy that, despite the 
recession, salaiy increases in foui of ten 
communities continued at the 5 % oi 
highei level. Most of the temaining fed
erations reported increases for all 3 years 
in the 3%-4% level. For the most part, 
these federation salary tiends aie also 
leflertive of those in the functional fields. 

• Cutbacks and letrenchmcnt, contrary to 
widespiead percepdon, are only occurring 
in a few communities that aie expeti
encing seveie and unanticipated deficits. 
And in most of those areas, relatively 

few people have lost theit jobs. Instead, 
previously unfilled slots have remained 
unfilled. 

• Fiom 1986 to 1991, our annual cam
paigns have shown some moderately 
encouraging results. During that peiiod, 
they have incieased by 8 % % to $808 
million. Although legiettably not keep
ing pace with inflation, this inciease was 
achieved despite a seveie recession and 
the impact of a successful second-line 
campaign —Opeiation Exodus—that 
raised an additional $755 million as of 
Decembet 31, 1991. To look at out 
campaign results from a different per
spective, we aie closing in on a $1 bil
lion Annual Campaign tesult, which I 
believe will be achieved soon aftei the 
tecession recedes. That is a veiy lemaik-
ablc indication of voluntaiy financial 
support fot OUI ptogtams and seivices! 

• The total assets of oui endowment pro
grams now exceed $2 billion. 

• Piactitioneis acioss the countiy ate 
lesponding with creativity, innovation, 
and lesouicefulness to challenges in our 
communities—to AIDS, to single parents 
and their children, to older adults 
lequiiing very sophisticated community-
based services, and to the absorption of 
new immigrants 

One might legitimately ask, if there is 
so much good news, why do so many of 
us feel unsure about the immediate fiiture 
and concerned about our ability to achieve 
excellence. I urgently believe that we need 
to put OUI histoiic successes and achieve
ments in peispective and to acknowledge 
that external economic conditions are caus
ing many of us to feel unsuie and insecure 
about the futuie. We also must tecognize 
that lay leadeis ate also incieasingly affected 
by the scaicity of tesouices. They did not 
become involved in Jewish communal setv
ice to help fewet people. They too afe 
fmstiated by cuttent conditions. In addi
tion, some communities reported that, 
even befoie the tecession, lay-piofessional 
lelationships were becoming incieasingly 
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tense. Will lay leaders during the next few 
years want to reduce overhead costs by 
employing fewer professionals? Will some 
of the salary and fringe benefit improve
ments we have fought for and achieved 
during che past several years be eroded? 
After the United Way debacle, are we 
entering a period when lay leaders will 
tend to micro-manage our federations and 
agencies? 

All of us professionals entered Jewish 
communal service because we wanted to 
provide more and better services to chil
dren, families, and the older members of 
our community. We also want to assure 
Jewish continuity. Will we be the genera
tion that presides over the diminution of 
our communities' capacity to achieve these 
objectives? Will the recession deepen, 
resulting not only in our reducing expenses 
by attrition but also by laying off profes
sionals who are now currently employed? 

These are some of the anxieties and 
questions that preoccupy us and lead many 
of us to conclude that, despite so many 
current successes, we will not be able to 
achieve excellence in our professional 
careers. I do not share this pessimistic 
assessment. 

We are now in the midst of a period 
when the external circumstances described 
above are forcing us to reassess our priori
ties and to reexamine the fundamental 
missions of our communal agencies. In 
fact, the historic radonale for our communal 
infrastructure is now under review. If we 
can seize this moment and provide well-
reasoned professional leadership, I am 
convinced that we can have a profound 
impact and move closer to the level of ex
cellence we all urgently want to achieve. 

Historically, it has been during such 
periods that fundamental change has 
occurred in our communal infrastructure. 
We need to determine whether we will 
only react to these external circumstances 
by adopting a defensive posture or whether 
we will lead with a vision and with courage 
and with firm convictions. 

Does your agency or federation have a 

vision or mission statement that is up to 
date and specific enough to help you pro
vide such leadership? If not, there will be a 
tendency for you to react only as a fireman 
putting out the fires in your community. 

This leadership challenge does not apply 
only to executives in our communal enter
prise. Middle managers, begirming workers, 
and professionals in all functional fields 
and disciplines represented in our pro
fessional infrastructure—social workers, 
psychologists, fiind raisers, lawyers, and 
others—have a part to play in this great 
human drama. We are like a great sym
phony orchestra. All of us must play in 
harmony if we are to achieve our potential 
and have the desired impact. 

I propose ten challenges that we must 
confront if we are to pursue excellence in 
our communal enterprise. 

RE-EMPHASIZE OUR MORAL OBJECTIVES 

We in Jewish communal service are not in 
the business of selling dog food. Rather, 
we are in the business of pursuing a lofty 
and very significant mission—the saving 
and caring for tens of thousands of lives in 
North America, Israel, and 33 countries 
throughout the world, as well as assuring 
Jewish continuity. These are not just empty 
words; they reflect out profound commit
ment. Thousands of people can continue 
to be motivated to join us and to realize 
their potential if we present our mission 
in this way. 

I would recommend that you institute a 
content analysis of your recent staff and 
board of director meetings. Do you consis
tently focus only, or primarily, on the 
immediate issues of the day, or do you 
regularly help lay leaders and professionals 
understand the broader mission and moral 
objectives of our communal enterprise? If 
we do not regularly use these meetings to 
so educate our voluntary and professional 
colleagues, we certainly cannot expect them 
to have a proper perspective on our very 
important mission. 
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SET HIGH STA>fDARDS 

We must continue to set iiigh standards 
and to fight fot them, despite the clear 
tendency in our society to accept the sec
ond ot third best alternative. We should 
set a benchmaik for service, which should 
constandy be kept in mind and should pfo
vide the basis for evaluadng what has been 
achieved. Sometimes we must compfomise, 
particulaily given the current circumstances, 
but we have a piofound tesponsibility to 
temind the power centers in government 
that we should and could have done bettet. 
Our clients expect us to represent theit 
interests in this mannei. 

SET PRIORITIES IN STRATEGIC PLANNING 

Now is the time foi sophisticated pfioiity 
setting based on a ptofessionally diiected 
planning piocess. Stiategic planning is an 
effective technique to employ to move in 
this diiection. Howevei, we must be certain 
that we do not become comet groceiy stole 
manageis stiiving uigently to maintain the 
status quo. Too often, I tegiettably heai 
us desciibed in those teims. Ate we capa
ble, particulaily during this unsettling 
period, of really leading the way in modi
fying the piioiities that have guided out 
efforts in lecent yeais? Are we prepared to 
ptovide such leadership if it means giving 
up or de-emphasizing some piograms and/ 
or services that have been so cential to oui 
piactice in tecent yeats? 

In OUI New Yotk stiategic planning 
experience, it was impoitant for staff to 
adapt OUI approach so that we did not 
move quickly towaid consensus, but lathei 
first helped both volunteeis and profes
sionals consider all opdons and possibihries, 
even if doing so resulted in significant dif
ferences of opinion. We must be secure 
enough to encourage an involvement in 
strategic planning that allows for such an 
unrestiicted exchange of views. It is only 
through such an open and far-ranging dia
logue that we can achieve the desired 
objectives in a strategic planning process. 

MAINTAIN A BALANCED PERSPECITVE 

We must always lemembei that we aie on 
a winning team. Despite oui cuttent seri
ous problems, we have achieved so much 
diuing the past 45 years at home, in Isiael, 
and throughout the Jewish world. Just 
imagine how profoundly different the 
Jewish experience would have been in the 
20th century if in 1932 the Jewish wofld 
would have been operating as effectively 
as we do today. 

We must keep this petspective in mind 
as we sttive fot excellence today. We have 
a tendency to focus only on out ptoblems, 
on the bad news. Although we must face 
out dilemmas honestly and diiectly, we 
should constantly lemembei that we ate 
confronting out cuiient agenda from a 
position of stfength. We and oui piedeces-
sois have established a lemaikable commu
nal foundation from which to confiont the 
challenges of the mid-1990s and the eaily 
21st centuiy. 

MAINTAIN OUR COMMITMENT TO 
INTERNATIONAL AND NATIONAL NEEDS 

Between 1987 and 1990, while the oveiall 
amount raised by federations increased by 
4.8%, allocations to UJA decieased by 
7.9%, allocations to national agencies de
cieased by 33%, and allocations fot local 
needs increasedhy 18.7%. Clearly, fund 
raising is not keeping up with our needs, 
and when short of funds, communities are 
placing priority on meeting local needs at 
the expense of the national, international, 
and Israel-based infrastmctures. A complex 
series of factois are influencing these allo
cation decisions, including the leality that 
ptogtam and service shoitcomings ate 
much moie visible in one's own community. 
Theie is also significant dissatisfaction 
with the inefficiency and buieauciatic stmc-
tuies of some of out national and intema-
rional agencies. Howevei, we cannot achieve 
excellence if we aie going to shoit-change 
piogiams and seivices outside of out own 
communities. If these tiends continue, we 
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will fundamentally weaken our extraordi
narily impressive capacity to operate as a 
continental entity and to help Israel inte
grate effectively the thousands of refugees 
who are arriving at Ben Gurion Airport 
each month. 

How much emphasis is your community 
placing on sensitizing both your staff and 
lay leaders to our global agenda? Have 
you personally taken advantage of oppor
tunities to familiarize yourself with the 
Jewish world beyond the four walls of your 
own agency —by reading Jewish publica
tions, by going on missions when they are 
available to you, and by taking advantage 
of contacts with national and international 
leaders when they are in your community? 
In short, are you doing your part to help 
your community understand its broader 
responsibilities and to maintain a proper 
balance in its allocation processes, despite 
the urgent service imperatives we face at 
home each day? 

ENHANCE AGENCY INVOLVEMENT IN 
RESOURCE DEVELOPMENT 

The annual campaign in each conmiunity 
is now facing formidable challenges from 
other Jewish and non-Jewish fund-raising 
efforts. There is more and more interest in 
designated giving. And the impacts of the 
recession exacerbate each of these trends. 

Each of us, whether we are employed 
by a federation or an agency, has a stake in 
the success of all of our community's fund-
raising efforts —the annual campaign. 
Operation Exodus, planned giving and 
endowment, and capital campaigns, if 
they exist. 

After having spent the last 13 years as a 
federation executive in Baltimore and New 
York City, I am convinced that we do a 
very inadequate job of marketing the serv
ices that we provide to our constituents. 
When major and new contributors person
ally experience the efforts being made in 
our family agencies, Jewish Community 
Centers, and vocational agencies and by 
the Jewish educadonal infrastmcture, they. 

more times than not, begin to make quality 
gifts. We need to enlist more fiilly the assis
tance of the agencies in our fund-raising 
efforts. Doing so requires agency profes
sionals and lay leaders to respond positively 
when asked to help interpret our needs to 
our donors and to become leaders in the 
community campaigns. 

We must be very careful that we do not 
evolve into two communities —the fund 
raisers and the fund spenders. 

ADDRESS PERSONNEL PROBLEMS 
MORE EFFECTIVELY 

One of our most valuable assets is our pro
fessional and support staff. Approximately 
70% of our operating budgets finances 
our personnel. To achieve a higher level of 
excellence, we must address more effecdvely 
these serious personnel problems. 

• Entry-level salaries in federations have 
remained at the $25,000-$30,000 level 
(for trained masters-level people) for at 
least 4 years. This is in part a reflection 
of the economy, but it is a deterrent to 
recmitment since we are falling behind 
such professions as teaching and govern
ment service. Low entry-level salaries 
pose even more of a problem in some 
of the functional fields. 

• In too many cases, our middle managers 
are not well trained in administration or 
supervision. Yet, they often play decisive 
roles in the development of some of our 
finest young people. 

Schools of social work and we in prac
tice have not satisfactorily confronted 
this challenge. This is a significant frus
tration for me. I often feel that we hope 
this problem of inadequate managerial 
and supervisory skills will disappear. Of 
course, it will not. We are doing a dis
service to our field by underestimating 
the impact of this deficiency on our per
sonnel development. 

• Particularly in our larger fiinctional agen
cies and federations, there are significant 
communication problems between top 
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management and middle managets and 
line staff. Poof communication is piob
ably the problem most fiequently men
tioned by the paiticipants in the couise 
on petsonnel management in CJF's 
Continuing Education Piogram that I 
have taught for the past several years. It 
is profoundly affecting oui ability to 
lealize out potential. 

We need to put much moie emphasis 
on encouiaging staff to manage up and 
on convincing communal service execu
tives to be mote leceptive to these 
messages. 

• Stiess has become a constant teality in 
the ptofessional lives of so many com
munal woikeis. I fiequently heat such 
statements as the following: 
• "I keep stiiving fot unobtainable 

goals." 
• "Faxes and E Mail have cenaitdy made 

us more efficient, but the quick tutn-
aiound time is diiving me ciazy." 

• "I am opeiating in a constant ciisis 
mentality." 

• "Bumout has become a teal possibility." 
• "I constantly have to msh. I do not 

have time to think oi to piocess vital 
decisions." 

Obviously, a snessful atmospheie inhibits 
out efifoits to strive for excellence. Work-
related stiess is a subject that we discuss 
constantly, but geneially do not confiont. 

Cleaily, we can addtess oui petsonnel 
problems moie adequately. We must place 
a highei ptioiity on impioving the atmos
pheie in the woikplace. Since addiessing 
peisonnel problems has financial and policy 
implications, we must involve lay leaders 
in helping us deal with these significant 
petsonnel management challenges! 

IMPROVE INTERGROUP RELATIONS 

We are not an island unto outselves. Oui 
ambitions and complicated agenda have 
tended to cause us to be totally pieoccupied 
with out own issues. We no longei seem. 

in most cases, to put a priority on improv
ing out woiking lelationships with othet 
ethnic and leligious groups. For example, 
do you know your colleagues in the black, 
Hispanic, Catholic, and Pfotestant commu
nities? As the lecent riots in Los Angeles 
indicate, we aie all going to be adveisely 
affected by the lack of a satisfactory pro
gram of urban aid. In addition, we urgendy 
need partnets if we are going to minimize 
the damage caused by constant cutbacks 
in government funding. 

We cannot delegate the responsibility of 
sttengthening inteigioup lelationships to 
our Jewish community telations councils. 
Even if some of us 1960s libeials are a little 
tiled and discouiaged, we must peiseveie 
in leaching out to otheis. 

IMPROVE THE AGENCY-
FEDERATION RELATIONSHIP 

The paitneiship between fedeiations and 
agencies must be updated in light of the 
change in the pattern of training pro
fessionals that has occurred in recent years. 
Some 20 to 30 years ago, most federation 
professionals came to fedeiation with pilot 
agency expeiience, and most fedeiation 
lay leadeis came from the agency system. 
That is less and less the case today. Too 
few fedeiation professional and lay leadeis 
have a sufficient feel foi the agency leali-
ties, and vice veisa. Much mote attention 
must be devoted to establishing a highei 
level of mutual undeistanding if this pait
neiship is to maintain its vitality into the 
21st centuiy. 

The findings of our 1990 CJF National 
Jewish Population Suivey will mandate 
fundamental changes in out communal pii
oiities. Effoits to assuie Jewish continuity 
will lequire significantly more resources. 

Particulaily in our older communities, 
agency stmctures were developed in the 
immediate post-World War II period and 
have not been fundamentally updated since 
then. We will need to have the vision and 
coutage to make some very basic modifica-
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tions in these systems that we have taken 
fot gtanted for many years. Agencies and 
federations will need to wotk togethet 
courageously to achieve some major realign
ments if we are to meet our communal 
responsibilities. 

STRENGTHEN THE 
LAY-PROFESSIONAL PARTNERSHIP 

The combination of lay and professional 
resources, when working in a well-coordi
nated way, is a majot teason why out 
communal enterprise has been so success-
fill. Yet, our lay-professional relationships 
lequire attention. They are in flux and 
frequently suffer from inattenuon; in too 
many cases, they are in disrepair. 

I am constantly hearing from both pto
fessionals and laypetsons that, in many 
instances, the lay-professional partnetship 
really exists in name only. There are prob
lems concerning mutual tespect and the 
sharing of powet. Thete is incieasing anxi
ety that out oveihead costs aie growing 
too lapidly and that staff ate not sensitive 
enough to these financial issues. Questions 
focusing on staff productivity ate also sui-
facing mote frequently. 

Maximizing the effectiveness of the lay-
professional partnership is difficult. Yet, 
most staff who aie expected to engage in 
these types of relationships have received 
little, if any, training concerning them. 
Unless we modify our current priorities, 
we can expect a minimum of assistance in 
the immediate futuie in sttengthening 
these lelationships. 

If seiious attention is not given to en
hancing the lay-piofessional paitneiship, 
out quest foi excellence will be cettainly 
hindered. I am pleased that CJF has begun 
to give ptioiity to this issue. Shortly, six 
past and cuirenr federation presidents and 
six fedeiation executives will parricipate in 
a 4-day think tank on fundamental issues 
underlying the lay-professional relationship. 
I hope this expeiiment will stimulate mote 
diiect and frank lay-professional dialogue. 

which will be the best way to confiont 
these vital matters. We must work through 
these issues with lay leaders, not just in 
ptofessional meetings. 

I hope that other functional fields are 
also conducting such dialogues. It is my 
expectation that a series of papers on this 
subject will emerge and that eventually we 
will develop mutually agteed-upon guide
lines and standaids that will sttengthen 
these lelationships. 

CONCLUSION 

We must confront and lespond to these 
ten challenges in a satisfactoiy mannei if 
we are to puisue excellence in times of 
change. If we confront them with courage, 
integiity, intelligence, and sound profes
sional judgment, we can make significant 
progress. I hope you will use these ten 
challenges as a checklist by which you eval
uate yout own piactice. 

There is a stoiy in the Talmud about 
the confrontation of Alexandei the Gieat 
with nine rabbis. One of the questions he 
asked them was, "Who is called wise?" 
And the labbis lesponded, "Who is wise? 
He who discerns what is about to come to 
pass." 

The tabbis of old were not fortune tell-
eis. Rathef, they had a vety good sense of 
Jewish histoiy and knew that it has to be 
measuied in tetms of the long mn. I think 
that we too, in charting our course for the 
future, will be able to reflect the wisdom 
of the fabbis. They had confidence in 
what the Jewish people had accomplished 
in the past and looked forward, not naively, 
but with the knowledge of tbe ages to a 
future chaiacteiized by continuity, excel
lence, and adheience to oui value system. 
We can do no less. 
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