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JEWISH WOMEN'S PHILANTHROPY 
by Susan Weidman Schneider 

PART ONE: Women's giving to "mainstream" Jewish organizations 
Jewish women today control more wealth than ever before—as wage-earners, beneficiaries of estates, direc­
tors of companies, board members of foundations and women's funds, and as the ones in charge of running 
family foundations while their brothers, fathers or husbands manage the family businesses. Despite their 
potential to use this money for Jewish causes, Jewish women are giving a smaller percentage of their 
tzedakah [charity] to Jewish organizations than ever before. While secular organizations are examining 
women's patterns of philanthropy and exploring ways of bringing women in (including Jewish women) as 
major donors, many Jewish organizations still aren't paying enough attention to women's new "charity clout." 
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As the generation of extremely wealthy 
men who are the mainstays of Jewish 
philanthropy ages and dies, and the 

burden of sustaining Jewish institutions 
becomes shared by a broader base of donors, 
women's contributions become an urgent mat­
ter. Obviously, Jewish women's philanthropy 
has implications for the entire Jewish commu­
nity, but aside from one or two researchers, the 
topic has not yet been examined closely, either 
by the general Jewish organizations (which 
seldom segment their statistics by gender) or 
by Jewish women's organizations. Both 
groups remain largely ignorant of this huge 
new repository of expertise and insight on 
women's philanthropy—which has been gen­
erated by researchers in the women's move­
ment, political campaigns, university alumnae 
giving (an important sector, given Jewish 
women's high educational levels) and acade-
mia [See box]. 

In this first segment of a two-part 
LILITH series, 1 will explore the following 
questions: How do the causes Jewish women 
give to differ from those of other women? 
The traditional Jewish fundraising method— 
peer-pressure—has in the past worked well 
for men, but does it boomerang for Jewish 
women? How can Jewish women make sure 
that their philanthropy most effectively 
leverages change? The second part of the 
series (in LILITH's Summer issue), will 
focus on women who support primarily 
"alternative" Jewish causes, and progressive 
and feminist organizations. 

In its 1992 analysis of "Trends in 
American Jewish Philanthropy," the United 
Jewish Appeal (the most successful philan­
thropy in the entire United States, raising more 
than $668 million in 1991) devotes not one of 
its 130 pages (and 29 tables) to women. (Jews 
are not alone in this omission—Independent 
Sector, one of the major organizations which 
studies volunteer groups, has just completed a 
survey of "Religious Congregations in the 
United States" without breaking down any of 
its information by gender. 

Against this egregious background of 
neglect, LILITH decided to interview more 
than 100 women donors to Jewish causes, as 
well as professional fundraisers, money man­
agers and psychologists. We found that Jewish 
women were unquestionably a distinct group. 
We hope that our research—broad though not 
formally statistical—will encourage social sci­
entists to take the next step. 

Because United Jewish Appeal (UJA) and 
local Jewish federations ("umbrella" cam­
paigns for a whole array of services in the 
United States and Israel) raise vastly more 
money than any individual Jewish group, it 
made sense to focus here on some characteris­
tics of women's giving in relation to these 
major organizations. 

The Male Model 

Needless to say, everything we know 
about gender differences is borne out 
in an analysis of charitable giving. 

• Men often characterize their giving to 
Jewish causes as a "Jewish tax," suggesting a 
depersonalized, obligatory, routine tithing. 
"Business-as-usual" was the way one woman 
described the philanthropy of Jewish men. 
Others said: "Men fund the status quo, women 
fund change. Men give to preserve institu­
tions, women give to create new programs." 

• When dealing with money, men are 
motivated as much by competitive instincts as 
by any cause itself. "For men, money means 
power and ego," says Deborah Fuller Hahn, a 
journalist and community activist in Fort 
Lauderdale. She notes that "the difference is 
unbelievable. I 've gone to mostly male 
fundraising events, where people stand up and 
announce how much they're going to give to 
the U J A/Federation fundraising appeal. One 
man will get up and say. 'I'm giving $18,000.' 
The next man gets up and announces: "My 
partner here is giving $18,000? OK. I'm going 
to give $18,100. Women's giving is much 
more personalized—they give because some­
thing in the community has touched them." 

Emily Sunstein of Philadelphia, a board 
member of the American Jewish Committee 
and the Philadelphia Free Library Association, 
grew up in Texas, where "my mother often 
accused my father of making donations just 
because he wanted the prestige. Her donations 
were different." Classically, when men give to 
a philanthropy, they achieve status in a hierar­
chy or peeking order, display their success, 
compete with others, and gain influence in 
their communities. In the iTiid-1920's Eleanor 
Roosevelt described government service in 
terms that apply equally well to philanthropy 
"Women go into politics to make social 
change; men go into politics to get elected." 

Maddie Glazer of Des Moines, who sup­
ports Jewish causes and is national chair of a 
$105 million campaign for Drake University 
says, "I don't like to give to bricks and mortar. 
I don't need to see my name on something. I 
like to give where 1 feel the money can do the 
most good." This attitude is shared by most 
women. According to Harvard sociologist 
Francie Ostrower who has just conducted a 
study of "elite" philanthropists in New York 
City, most of these men give to established 
institutions, while "only the women give to 
social services and programs. No men do." 

• The way in which men ask for money is 
different, too—and it antagonizes most 
women (and some men). Karen Stone, a devel­
opment officer at UCLA, calls men's style of 
asking for money,"command and control: 
'Give because 1 tell you to.'" Many men feel 
flattered by this approach. "The assumption in 
this command is that of course we have lots of 

money," explains one generous anonymous 
male donor, "we just need to fork it over." 

• Nicki Newman Tanner, active with 
UJA/Federation in New York and a Board 
member of the 92nd Street YM/YWHA in 
Manhattan, has just co-chaired the most suc­
cessful college fundraising campaign in U.S. 
history—more than $168 million given to 
Wellesley by alumnae. She chides Jewish fed­
erations for "never letting the donor feel good 
about the gift. You're immediately told that 
there are more needs to be met, that next year 
you'll be expected to give more. You're even 
told that your contribution this year isn't 'sig­
nificant'. Women don't respond to this." Even 
the top leadership of the federation Women's 
Division reflects this dissatisfaction with how 
women are asked to give money: 94% said 
that they would give more to the Federation 
"if they were solicited differently," according 
to a 1986 study. 

These examples point to the fact that male 
and female giving are indeed different. 
"Donors will give to a person, not a cause" is 
the male-oriented wisdom parroted in "solici­
tor training" sessions by men trying to figure 
out how to extract money from other men. 
This axiom doesn't hold for women, however. 
We know that women DO give to support a 
cause they believe in—not to compete, not to 
impress the solicitor, not to see their names on 
buildings. It's no wonder, then, that men try­
ing to raise money say "women of indepen­
dent means are very difficult to solicit." These 
men are on the wrong track. 

What should Jewish organizations 
know about women's giving? 

Charitable giving has been one of the 
few socially sanctioned public activi­
ties for middle- and upper-class 

women. In the transition from time to dol­
lars, women's giving moves in the opposite 
direction from men's. First a woman volun­
teers, or is drawn to the cause; then she 
writes the check. 

Women want a connection to the work 
they support, so it stands to reason that they 
reach for their checkbooks for causes that real­
ly touch them. Here's a case in point: Rabbi 
Sue Levi Elwell tells about a group of Reform 
women rabbis who were approached to fund a 
faculty slot at Hebrew Union College, the 
movement's rabbinical seminary. They replied 
that as women they are paid less than their 
male colleagues, that many of them are not 
working in congregations and hence have no 
discretionary funds, and so on. Yet when one 
of the women then asked, "What if this were 
specifically a chair in feminist theology?" the 
women immediately agreed that for this idea 
they would stretch their tzedalaih resources. 
Women's philanthropy is often determined by 
how intimately and specifically a donor can 

Winter 1993 LI LI T H 7 



connect to a cause. 
Consonant with this, women also, 

according to fundraisers, ask "a million more 
questions" than men do. "If I am approached 
to contribute to an athletic facility in Israel," 
says Paula Gottesman, who generously funds 
both Jewish and non-Jewish community pro­
jects, "1 want to know: Will women have 
equal access to the gym? Will Iherc be facili­
ties for the handicapped? And child-care 
facilities so overburdened mothers can use it 
too? And is a gym really necessary in that 
neighborhood, or is job training more 
urgent?" This parallels what happens when 
women buy stocks; one (male) broker grum­
bles, "When I give a woman client a piece of 
paper she hangs on to it for a week. A man 
would make up his mind right away." 

A woman's concern for detail can be a 
great strength in philanthropy. "Women are 
more rational than men on boards," says Judith 
Stern Peck, former chair of the Task Force on 
Jewish Women at the Commission on 
Synagogue Relations of New York 
UJA/Fedcration and a board member of 
MAZON: a Jewish Response to Hunger. 
"Women hold organizations more account­
able," she says "We are so used to looking after 
details that we're more accurate about our fidu­
ciary and fiscal responsibilities. For example, I 
sit on one board where the few women boards 
members wouldn't let the organization expand 
without sufficient budget. Men's minds turn to 
mush when they walk into a board room—they 
wouldn't run their business this way." 

"Men are very sloppy about knowing the 
details of the projects they support." con­
firms Raquel Newman of San Francisco, 
active with scores of Jewish organizations in 
the US and Israel, and a consultant to non­
profit organizations. 

Beatrice Cummings Mayer of Chicago, 
immediate past president of the Nathan 
Cummings Foundation, believes that "a female 
response to needs is very directed; we will 
bring this to philanthropy. NPO's," she says, 
using the in-the-loop acronym for nonprofit 
organizations, "are not sensitive enough to 
emerging needs and new approaches to old 
problems—such as homelessness, mental 
health issues, children at risk." 

Women seek a "culture of com­
fort" with one another 

Women share a commonality of expe­
rience that creates a strong baseline 
for a fundraising solicitation by 

another woman. In face-to-face solicitations, 
men stress that "who asks" is important, in 
order to establish a connection (however fonnal 
and codified) between the asker and the donor. 
But women don't require this prior connection 
to recognize their commonality—it happens 

8 LI L I T H Winter 1993 

M, 44 
.ens 

minds turn to 
mush when they 

walk into a 
boardroom.'' 

—JuditJi Stern Pecl< 

instantly. In one flash, in a shared laugh over a 
politician's gaffe reported in the morning news­
paper, or a sigh of understanding over child-
rearing difficulties,women acknowledge their 
common experiences. The literature we have in 
common bonds us loo, even if we haven't all 
read Deborah Tannen or Carol Gilligan cover to 
cover. Many women report that they meet 
strangers and can talk in a kind of feminist 
shorthand very quickly (even if the F word is 
never mentioned). 

Jewish women have something to teach 
others on this subject—the model of women 
working comfortably with other women that is 
characteristic of Jewish women's organizations, 
synagogue sisterhoods and women's divisions 
of Jewish federations. Other organizations are 
beginning to understand that many women feel 
more comfortable working with other women 
on money issues. Co-ed colleges and universi­
ties such as Cornell and the University of 
Pennsylvania are now starting women's coun­
cils.Natalie Pelavin, a seasoned Jewish com­
munity leader, activist and political fundraiser 
in Michigan, notes that this is "so different 
from 15 years ago, when women wanted only 
to be part of men's groups." 

After witnessing a women's "caucus"— 
the term used by United Jewish Appeal for its 
group fundraising sessions—a male observer 
comments: "I can't believe it. The women 
talked very personally about crises in their 
own lives and why they want to support 
Jewish programs. Some of them even cried." 

Joyce Antler, Professor of American 
Studies and Women's Studies at Brandeis 
observed what she calls "Jewish women mak­
ing ritual" in a group solicitation of funds in 
Boston. Women passed a candle around the 
room as each woman introduced herself, 
spoke about her ties to the Jewish community 
and how much she was going to contribute 
this year. "You could see that the bonding had 
meaning both in terms of the Jewishness and 
the femaleness." 

The remarkable successes of women's 

political fundraising in the 1992 campaign 
reinforce this perception of women's com­
monality. For example, Natalie Pelavin says 
that "All you had to do in the fall of '92 was to 
say politics, women and choice in the same 
breath and women simply threw money at 
you. I've never seen anything like it." The pol­
itics of those stellar political campaigns proves 
both that women give out of a deep sense of 
commonality with other women and to support 
causes they believe in. 

Some American Jewish organizations— 
for example, American Jewish Congress— 
phased out their women's divisions in the 
1970's, only to discover by the inid-80's that 
women wanted to act together. They then cre­
ated the Commission on Women's Equality. 
The difference lies in the feminist nature of Ihe 
new women's group—it addresses women's 
issues, not just the agenda of the parent orga­
nization as a whole. Similarly, ten years ago 
there was discussion about abolishing B'nai 
B'rith Women or merging it into its male 
counterpart. Now it has completely separated 
from B'nai B'rith International and is a power­
ful women's organization unto itself. Some 
women, however, worry that separate 
women's organization will "warehouse" 
women, keeping their issues far from the cen­
ter of money and power. 

Does this "culture of comfort" indeed 
ghettoize women? Certainly less so than in the 
past. Now there is a critical m? ;s of women 
qualified to speak out with authority to a male 
world. Women are empowered and encour­
aged to act by being with other women. The 
question remains to be answered, however, if 
Jewish women, acting in concert, will be able 
to make significant changes in the organiza­
tions they support. 

What gives us clues about Jewish 
women's philanthropic behavior? 

American Jewish women are the best 
educated in the country by a long shot 
(64% of Jewish women between 25 

and 45 have college degrees, as compared to 
18% of other white American women), and as 
such have been uniquely positioned to take 
advantage of the opportunities that have 
opened up to all women in the professions and 
business life in the past decade. Rikki Abzug 
of Yale University says she senses that the 
Jewish women who serve on boards of trustees 
of nonprofit organizations are there "for their 
own ties and talents, not because they're 
somebody's wife or daughter." 

• "Giving is a Jewish habit" asserts Sylvia 
Barack Fishman of Brandeis University. The 
Talmud tells, very practically, that "eeni ayn 
kemucli. ayn Torah [where there is no flour 
there is no learning]." In other words, you 
need bread too. In focus groups with women 


