Bringing Women to the Table

By Sally Gottesman

vo years ago, walking through old

Jewish gravevards in Poland and

Ukraine, 1 was struck by the face
that women's tombstones, far more than
those of men, were tllustrared with erch-
ings of giving tzedaka—a feminine hand,
a coin, a grash being dropped into a box.
Men’s graves had books and Torah
scrolls and occasionally a tzedaka box
ctched onto theirs, whereas women's
graves predominantly had decorations of
Shabbat candlesticks and ¢zedaka boxes.
I came to understand the difference this
way: while women and men were both
expected to perform acts of chesed and
tgedaka, women did not pray regularly
in shuls; nor did they generally learn
Torah. Cu:rnscqucﬂtl}, ph]lanth.ru::p-.r was
a woman's principal vehicle for religious
cXpression.

Why, then, with this legacy—and after
women in the United States creared
Hadassah, Amit, Emunah, MNarional
Council of Jewish Women, synagogue
sisterhoods across the nation, Women's
Divisions of Federanons, and, most
recently, JOFA and the Jewish Women's
Foundations—am [ often asked in my role
as consultant to not—for—profit organiza-
tions and philanthropists to write about
the challenge of getting more Jewish
women to be philanthropists in a ficld
that has been dominated historically
and even today by men?

Why? Because very few women arc
“major-givers” or “mega-givers,” and
because of the way in which our com-
munity operates, it 1s those groups of
donors—made up primarily of men—whao

sct the agenda. Indeed, after studying the
200 most generous Jewish philanthro-
pists, Gary Tobin reported 1 2003 that
there were not enough women on the
lists of mega-donors to warrant gender-
based sampling to study the differences
berween the women and the men.t
Women's near-total exclusion from the
halls of major Jewish philanthropic
power has had a significant impact on
our community because the questions,
concerns, reactions, and sclutions of
halt the community are not taken into
account. Thus, both women and the
Jewish community lose.

But we also live in changing times,
ones in which women's voices are heard
more in shuls, in schools, in batei d'm,
and in economic venues. Thus, it is
incumbent upon us to use our cconomic
power to create change for women and
for the entire Jewish community.

Here 15 a personal example. Several
years back, reflecting on the ideas and
the money it took to create Rosh
Hodesh: It's a Girl Thing!, which roday
operates 200 Rosh Hodesh groups for
adolescent girls of all denomunations
around the country, I wrote, “Thus three
women in our 30s and onc in her 50s
invested money in our dream, a drcam
we knew it was highly unlikely the tradi-
tional major Jewish funder—male and in
his &0s—would have. Every study had
shown that adolescent giels of all reli-
gions and classes lost tremendous self-
esteem when they hit adolescence. What
was the Jewish community doing about
it? These issues and questions were

Research on Jewish Women Philanthropists

ne of the few picces of research on Jewish women philanthropists up to now

has been the dissertation of Joan Kave, now Chief Exccutive Officer of the

Burcau of Jewish Education in Irvine California, cited by Sally Gottesman.
Entitled “Portraits of Jewish Women Philanthropists™ and completed in June 2004,
it first gives a background to the new phenomenon of Jewish women's philanthro-
pv and then presents rescarch based on interviews with 18 American Jewish female
philanthropists, ranging in age from 29 to 92. There i1s much that is pereeprive and
fascinating in her analysis. To give just onc example, she explores the reasons for
the increase in the number of women donors in America. She attributes this to:

1) Daughters becoming major partners in dirccting family wealth.
2) Many married women functioning as the primary decision makers in the

couple’s philanthropic endeavors.

3) An increased number of widows taking over the reins of the family  business

and control of asscts

4) An increased number of divorced women leaving their marriages with suffi-

clent assets to become philanthropists.

5) An increased number of top female exccutives accumulating sufficient wealth

to become major philanthropists.

sccond nature to us. And they are the
oncs we asked...and began to create
answers for.”

Studics suggest that women today
view the use of money differently from
men. Unlike men, most women do not
think about using money to achieve
positions of power so they can then
address critical community issues. If they
did, there would be more women at the
major philanthropic tables, and we
would certainly have a more inclusive
Jewish commumty and a community
richer in 1deas. So, what can we do to
get there? Here are a fow suggestions:

» We can ask the women in the famulics
of mega-donors to come to the table.
We can scout for Jewish women in the
top 1% or, better, the top .01% of
wealth who are not currently involved
in the Jewish community and ask them
—and not the men in their familics—o
become involved.

We can decide that it 15 of essential
value to have both women and men
thinking about philanthropy and the
turure of the Jewish community. Thus,
if we cannot get women from mega-
donor families to the table—because
they are not interested or because they
have felt uninvited for so long—we can
involve the largest women donors we
can 1n numbers equal to that of the
involved men, even if their gift is small-
er than thar of the men.

We can recognize women's tendencies
to create long-term funding relation-
ships, rather than giving to a specific
causc for a year or two. And we can
also value women's inclinanion to be
engaged actively in the organizations
they fund.

We can give kavod to women (and to
men) on all levels of giving whose con-
tributions are commensurate with
their wealth. We can ask women for
larger contributions, because so many
women give beneath their income and
assct level. Many women 1 have spo-
ken with say, “My husband gets asked
for $25,000. I get asked for $5,000.
Guess who gets invited to the decision-
making table?”

* We, as women, can start writing larger
checks, whether we are asked to or
not, and we can make our voices heard
when we do give money. Women and
men can also refuse to write checks to
organizations that do not have women
in leadership positions and ler the
“powers that be”™ know the reason
why they are not contributing.

We can start valuing the organizations
that support women and girls and stop
considering them or their donors as
marginal. Such organizanions include

JOFA and Drisha and other Orthodox
wcontinued on page 13
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