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Since the early 1970s, the participation of women in lay and professional leadership 
positions in federations has been on the national and local agenda. The latest employment 
survey found that women are slawly but surely moving into the most senior positions. The 
new emphasis on financial resource development may be the key to success in increasing 
opportunities for women. 

One hundred years ago, when the first 
federation was founded, the average 

woman in America was married with 3 .56 
children, a decrease from seven the century 
before. A woman's life expectancy was 5 1 
years, three years less than men. While 
women of some means worked taking care 
of the home, 1 7 % of Caucasian women, 
chiefly immigrants, worked mainly in tex­
tile and garment factories for pitifiilly low 
wages. Today, a woman's life expectancy is 
80 years, seven years greater than men, and 
47% work outside the home; this figure is 
projected to be 60% by the year 2000 
(Wellington, 1995) . The world has changed 
dramatically over these last hundred years, 
and with it the role, status, and perceptions 
of and about women. Have the changes 
been as dramatic in the world ofthe Jewish 
federation? 

This article reviews the history of 
women in leadership positions in federa­
tions (the main focus is on women in pro­
fessional positions in the Jewish federa­
tions), presents findings of recent surveys 
related to the topic, and concludes by rais­
ing questions for the fiiture. 

THE HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE 

History allows infinite portals of entry; one 
must recognize that there are no discrete 
points and that each moment is the result of 
multitudes of forces, some of which are in­
tentional and other accidental. Trying to 
pinpoint the approximate time when the is­
sue of women in decision-making positions 
made its way onto the national agenda of 

the organized Jewish community was an in­
triguing research task. The history of 
women in leadership positions in federa­
tions is a relatively recent one. 

Research reveals that the early 1970s 
marks the watershed period for moving the 
issue of women in lay and professional lead­
ership positions onto the agenda of Jewish 
federations. No doubt the preceding years 
were filled with meetings and "conscious­
ness raising," and energies focused on get­
ting it there. Clearly women of great lead­
ership and prominence were involved in 
federation before the 1970s. However, it is 
during the early 1970s when the forces of 
politics, history, education, and medicine 
(the birth control's liberating impact) con­
verged and created the empowering envi­
ronment for women to fight to put the 
women's issue onto the agenda of business 
and organizational life. The Jewish com­
munity, although perhaps conservative in 
its response to the women's movement, was 
hardly immune to those forces. 

In 1 9 7 2 , the Council of Jewish Federa­
tions (CJF) conducted its first survey on 
women in volunteer decision-making posi­
tions. The survey confirmed the "severe 
limitations" on women's volunteer involve­
ment on the most senior levels (Ritz, 1976) . 
Jacqueline Levine ( 1 9 7 2 ) addressed the 
1 9 7 2 General Assembly and in an impas­
sioned speech brought to the gathering a 
sense of urgency and purpose for changing 
the role of women in the Jewish community. 
A resolution was passed recommending that 
"each federation assumes responsibility for 
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effectuating the inclusion of women on lo­
cal agency boards, in the campaign struc­
ture, and in all types of conununity and 
committee positions" ( G A Papers, 1972) . 

In November of 1974 the resolution of 
1 9 7 2 was reconfirmed, and in 1975 a reso­
lution was passed using stronger language: 

The same cnteria should be apphed in the se­
lection of men and women for highest Jewish 
communal responsibihties, to carry out a 
pohcy of nondiscrimination. To this end, we 
applaud communities wiere women are par­
ticipating in the highest pohcy-maldng and 
decision-making roles in Federations, on 
agency Boards, in the cam^iaign stmcture and 
in all aspects of Jewish community hfe, but 
we must again call attention to the fact that 
the potentials for the involvement of women 
are far greater than have been reahzed (GA 
Papers, 1975). 

As the General Assembly is a mirror of ac­
tivities on the local level, this G A activity 
reflected similar processes happening in lo­
cal federations across North America in the 
early to mid-1970s. 

The changing use of language mirrors 
the impact of the women's movement on 
federations during this time period. For ex­
ample, a review of the Leadership Awards 
Aimouncement Book distributed annually at 
the General Assembly indicates that up un­
til 1973 all women were identified by their 
husbands' names, e.g., Mrs. Norman 
Schwartz. In 1974, the style changed to 
listing, in parentheses, the women's first 
name: Mrs. Norman (Nina) Schwartz. In 
1 9 7 5 , the progression continued so that the 
women's first name was listed, with the 
married name in parentheses: Nina (Mrs. 
Norman) Schwartz. The transition slowly 
continued with a mixture of styles until us­
ing women's names predominated, and now 
using women's names in various combina­
tions with or without their husband's last 
names is the acceptable style. 

Since 1 9 7 2 , C J F has conducted four sur­
veys ( 1 9 7 5 , 1979, 1986, and in 1993) on the 
numbers and positions women hold in fed­

eration volunteer leadership. The 1993 sur­
vey included questions on women in profes­
sional leadership. The surveys indicate 
both a continued interest in monitoring the 
situation and dramatic increases in wom­
en's participation in key federation posi­
tions. The percentage of female federation 
presidents was 6.2% in 1 9 7 5 and 2 2 . 5 % in 
1993. The greatest changes seemed to have 
occurred between 1975 and 1986, with a 
much smaller percentage increase in the 
numbers ofwomen assuming board leader­
ship positions between 1986 and 1993 (CJF, 
1994). 

On the professional side, similar histori­
cal forces bringing the issues to the table in 
the early 1970s were drawing attention to 
the lack of women in professional leader­
ship positions and to the obstacles they 
faced in attaining them. An ad hoc com­
mittee of the National Conference of Jewish 
Communal Service (predecessor organiza­
tion to the Jewish Communal Service Asso­
ciation) formed in Philadelphia in 1 9 7 3 and 
was instrumental in passing a resolution the 
following year on "Opening Opportunities 
to Women in Jewish Communal Service" 
(Feinstein, 1975) . 

A survey was conducted in 1975 ofthe 
leadership of the fields of Jewish communal 
service represented in the National Confer­
ence to ascertain the status of women and 
current practices regarding hiring, promo­
tions, salary differentials, etc., and to gener­
ate recommendations to improve the status 
of women. For federations the findings in­
dicated that only in small cities had women 
attained the position of executive director. 
Elsewhere, women were holding secondary 
positions—the conclusion was that most 
women at that time served in supportive 
roles to executive directors. As to why, one 
respondent, an executive director, is re­
ported to have said: "It is women's timidity 
or reluctance to work under conditions of 
severe pressure, rather than discrimination 
on the basis of sex, that has kept them out 
ofthese positions" (Feinstein, p. 154) . Oth­
ers commented that as long as "federation 
leadership is largely in the hands of men. 

FALL/WINTER 1995/96 



Journal of Jewish Communal Service / 98 

who tend to carry over prejudicial attitudes 
from the business world in dealing with 
women professionals, this situation is not 
Idcely to change" (Feinstein, p. 154) . The 
survey found substantive evidence that 
"some professionals of high achievement 
and considerable experience in all seven 
categories within N C J C S are universally ex­
cluded from top level posts in their agen­
cies, institutions and organizations, only be­
cause they happen to be women" (Feinstein, 
p. 1 6 1 ) . 

Actions were recommended, and in fact, 
through the Association of Jewish Commu­
nity Organization Professionals (AJCOP) 
and the N C J C S (now J C S A ) , Women's Ad­
vocacy Committees were formed. The com­
mittees have continued to exert influence, 
generate information through surveys, and 
provide educational programs. 

In addition, the A J C O P women's com­
mittee in the mid-1980s met with key 
women lay leaders active in C J F to promote 
the issue of advancing women in profes­
sional positions in federations. This unoffi­
cial joint group focused on ways that wom­
en volunteers and professionals could work 
together to advance each other's causes, on 
a national and a local level. One avenue 
was to promote the women's issue on the 
agenda of the Commission on Professional 
Personnel, a high-level task force chaired by 
Mort Mandel of Cleveland. In 1987 this 
Commission conducted a review and made 
recommendations regarding a perceived de­
veloping crisis in the numljers and qualifi­
cations of federation professional personnel. 
The issue of women was singled out for re­
sponse: 

Women make up to close to half of federa­
tion professionals, yet a persistent gender 
bias is manifest by the lack of female federa­
tion executives and by lower salary scales. 
The commitment to fiilly integrate women 
into the work force of Jewish communal ser­
vice has not yet been reahzed. Opportunities 
for women to lise to positions of leadership 
have been limited...The failure to take ac­
count of the talent, energy, inteUigence and 

experience of women compounds the exist­
ing shortage of competent and committed 
candidates for executive and sub-executive 
posts (CJF, 1987, p. 9). 

In its implementation phase, under the lead­
ership of Esther Leah Ritz, of Milwaidcee, 
this Commission recommended specific 
steps to be taken in terms of personnel poli­
cies, salary standards, open listings of posi-
fions, and putting the issue on the agenda of 
lay and professional meetings so as to 
change attitudes. 

THE CURRENT SITUATION 

In 1987 , when the Commission on Profes­
sional Personnel submitted its report, the 
federation professional workforce was 40% 
female; it projected that by 1995 the number 
would rise to 50%. The reality is that by 
the 1993 survey the percentage of female 
professional staff was alrea(fy at 6I%>. 

The 1993 survey found that 3 7 of 160 
chief professional officers (CPOs) were fe­
male (Table 1) . However, there were no fe­
male CPOs in large communities and only 
two, including one interim appointment, in 
large-intermediate communities. As has 
been true since the figures have been com­
piled, the majority of female CPOs (n=28) 
are found in smaller communities. 

Women are also now holding key posi­
tions that have traditionally been the route 
to the executive director chair. The 1993 
report indicated that almost 60% of depart­
ment heads are now women (CJF, 1994, p. n). 

In the large communities, although there 
are still no women executive directors, 
seven women are the most senior campaign 
professional and nine are the most senior 
planning professional. In the large interme­
diate cities the comparable figures are ten 
for campaign and ten for planning. The 
question remains whether these individuals 
will continue to pursue upward career paths 
that might require relocation. 

In the past to move up, one had to move 
out. This relocation requirement has al­
ways been viewed as a major pillar support-
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Table L Numbers and Percentages of Women in Key Professional Positions in Federations (August 1995) 

Grouo* CPO % Chief Cajnpai(9i % Chief Planner % 

1 (n=19) 0 0 7 .37 9 .47 

2 (n=21) 2 .10 10 .48 10 .48 

3-5 (n=56) 7 .13 21 .38 10 .18 

6-7 (n=64) 28 .48 t t t t 

Total=160 37 .23 38 .24 29 .18 

Please note CPO count includes interim q)pointments. 

*CJF identifies federations by groups based on size of the annual campaign and population. 

tPositico does not exist or information is not available. 

ing the glass ceiling. In recent years, how­
ever, with the pressure of dual-career 
couples and the impact of the economy on 
the real estate and labor markets, mobility is 
no longer solely a gender-based issue. Fed­
erations, whether through a search commit­
tee for an executive director or through the 
executive director hiring senior staff, have 
been sensitized to the need to accommodate 
the trailing spouse. 

Clearly, women are slowly but surely 
moving into the most senior positions. The 
changing nature of our labor force is and 
will continue to force the issue. The true 
sign, however, for many that times have 
changed will be when a woman becomes an 
executive director in a large city. This is no 
longer a far-off vision; it is sure to happen 
in the near fijture. Consider the enrollment 
in the recently created Executive Develop­
ment Program sponsored by a grant from 
the Mandel Associated Foundations. This 
program, managed by C J F , is aimed at pre­
paring the next generation of CPOs for the 
large federations. Twenty-five percent of 
the participants are female. 

INCREASING OIJR UNDERSTANDING 

The business literature indicates that one of 
the greatest obstacles to women in their ca­
reer growth in an industry is "their percep­
tion of that industry as a male-dominated 
culhire" (Fierman, 1990; Fine et al., 1990; 
Lawlor, 1995). To take the pulse of our 
field on this issue, C J F ' s Personnel Services 
Department conducted a survey in 1991 of 

women holding senior professional posi­
tions in the field. The survey was distrib­
uted to approximately 240 women. The re­
sults were based on 80 completed responses 
evenly spread across large and large-inter­
mediate communities, with nine responses 
from small federations. 

The results indicated that over 5 7 % of 
the women did not feel that men and wom­
en were stereotyped in their federations by 
the professional staff. However, almost the 
same proportion did feel that there was gen­
der stereotyping by the lay leaders. In re­
sponse to a later question asking respon­
dents to identify obstacles to women assum­
ing the highest professional positions, the 
views of lay leadership were seen as a sig­
nificant barrier. The other obstacles that 
were cited were mobility, the "old boys net­
work," family considerations being incom­
patible with the demands of the field, and 
discrimination in hiring and salary deci­
sions. In response to the question, "Do you 
believe there are obstacles to women attain­
ing the highest level position in federa­
tions?," 80.5% answered "Yes." 

Felice Schwartz, who gained notoriety 
for her conceptualization of the "Mommy 
track" in the Harvard Business Review 
(Jan-Feb, 1989), later described her rating 
of how companies are accepting the wo­
men's imperative as a business imperative 
(Schwartz, 1992). On the low end ofthe 
scale (zero) are those companies that are ig­
noring the issue and on the other end (5) 
are the dream businesses, where women are 
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truly playing on a level field. 
Based on this survey women seem to per­

ceive the federation field overall as a two: 
companies that want to do what is fair and 
right. Companies with this rating have for­
mulated two or three specific poHcies for 
child care and offer part-time clerical jobs 
and unpaid maternity leave—but those who 
work at the company still feel it is a man's 
world (Schwartz, 1992 , pp. 1 5 3 - 1 5 4 ) . 

F O R C E S FOR CHANGE 

The value of recounting such a history lies 
in developing an appreciation for the true 
extent ofthe change—and to allow percep­
tions to catch up with reality. One study of 
women in executive positions indicates that 
it is realistic and usefiil to exchange the im­
age ofthe glass ceiling for the concept of 
the "comfort zone" (Driscoll and Goldberg, 
1993 , p. 3) . This comfort zone, unlike the 
glass ceiling, is not an impenetrable cap 
placed by the orgaitization on women's rise 
to the top. Rather, it is the level to which 
women rise and with which the organiza­
tion is comfortable at the time. It is perhaps 
more usefiil to refer to the "current comfort 
zone," as its upper boundary continues to 
shift upward. The boundaries for the zone 
are elastic and can be stretched from the in­
side as well as fi-om above. This image em­
powers those in the current comfort zone to 
challenge themselves and the culture of 
their organizations. 

The current comfort zone for federations 
today seems to include CPO positions in 
certain size communities and significant 
numbers ofkey secondary positions. Fur­
ther, what used to be the traditional male 
bastion ofthe campaign, based on the num­
bers, is now clearly within the current com­
fort zone. 

This is particularly significant for the fii­
ture as, according to those in the personnel 
and executive search business, experience 
in financial resource development is a key 
to being considered a serious candidate for 
executive director positions (Edell, 1995 , 
p. 136) . In fact, the new emphasis in fed­

eration on financial resource development 
may be the key to success in opening up op­
portunities for women. The business litera­
ture indicates that the main strategy to 
stretch the current comfort zone is "not just 
hard work and excellent performance but 
rainmaking" (Driscoll and Goldberg, p. 4). 
In our industry that translates into seeking 
(finding) out and developing long-term rela­
tionships (binding) with donors. A s we 
move into an era of donor-centered develop­
ment in federations, women may be per­
fectly poised to become the rainmakers. 

Professional success depends on relation­
ship building, listening, and nurturing—all 
attributes traditionally associated with 
women (Mixer, 1994, p. 236) . The key to 
success, however, will depend on the "find­
ing," and this is an area in which women 
will have to sharpen their skills and gain 
confidence. It requires networking beyond 
the current comfort zone, building alliances, 
becoming visible, and being willing to trade 
in on contacts. 

The ability of women to be rainmakers 
may be fiirther bolstered by the resources 
that are now or will be in the hands of 
women philanthropists. In the general 
community, American women now own 
60% ofthe wealth (Shaw and Taylor, 1995 , 
p. 6). According to recent articles 
(Schneider, 1993) and research sponsored 
by such organizations as Ma'yan: the Jew­
ish Women's Project of the J C C of the Up­
per West Side in New York, Jewish women 
now control more wealth than ever before. 

Federations will soon have to realize 
that, in this competitive market, where top 
development professionals are being 
brought in from other settings, an inhospi­
table environment for women will simply 
encourage their moving on to other oppor­
tunities, and with them, their relationships. 

Another phenomenon that will affect the 
employment of women in Jewish federa­
tions is that of generational changes in atti­
tudes toward women. For those identified 
as Baby Boomers, and particularly for those 
in Generation X who are now in the work­
force, gender differences have flattened. 
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Generational differences become more sa­
lient than male-female differences. These 
attitudinal differences will work their way 
up the system and through to executive 
search committees. 

CONCLUSION 

The last 25 years have brought significant 
change in the number and status of women 
in key professional and volunteer leadership 
positions in our federations. The future de­
pends on women continuing to push indi­
vidually and collectively to expand the 
boundaries of the current comfort zone, and 
for federations to recognize the need to be 
hospitable to women's career and philan­
thropic interests as a business imperative. 

A lesson for the future can be gleaned 
from the past, from the 1975 G A Resolu­
tion: 'The pressing tasks at home and 
abroad which lie before our entire commu­
nity demand the fiiUest commitment on the 
part of each man and woman volunteer (and 
professional) in Jewish life. It is essential, 
therefore, that the talent of individuals as 
individuals be recognized and utilized" ( G A 
Resolution, 1975). 
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