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My first encounter with Ellie Zuckerman was during our phone interview for this 
series and after our engaging, entertaining and enlightening conversation, I am eager 
to meet her in person.   Her energy, perspective and commitment helped shape the 
Women's Forum both in New York City and in San Francisco and for that she 
deserves our thanks.  She continues to be a catalyst in her community and inspires 
others with her ongoing learning and development.   I know you, too, will feel her 
energy and her strong sense of pride in helping women advance. Thank you, Ellie, for 
all the ways you contributed to the past, present and future of IWF.    
 
 
When did you join IWF and what was your position 
at that time? 
 
I joined the New York Forum, founded by Elinor 
Guggenheimer, in 1972 as a charter member. At that time 
I was President of the Radcliffe Club of NY, had 
established and was President of the Seven Sisters 
Alumnae Club President's organization and involved in 
other volunteer work in the New York City area. At the 
request of Betty Friedan, I secured the Harvard Club of 
NY for the Forum's first luncheon meeting. I was 
interested in social change for women and the Forum was 
focused on advancing the cause of women, modeling its 
approach on how men networked and helped each other 
advance. Also we respected the 100 Black Men 
Organization and Hispanic Women's group and learned 
from them as we evolved.  
 
What were the circumstances that prompted you to become one of the founding 
members? 
 
The 70's were a time of change and transition for women with the advent of feminism 
and interest in women's leadership and professional advancement. It was an exciting time 
to be in NYC with people like Betty Friedan and Gloria Steinem leading the charge. 
Initially the Forum had a feminist agenda, and I wanted to be part of that, especially their 
focus on developing public policy for women's issues. Also, the founding members 
realized that women were often isolated in their professions since many had been hired as 
"tokens". However, women did not understand the value of working together to support 
each other; rather there was still the practice of competing against each other. The Forum 
provided us the opportunity to learn from each other, support each other and build 
professional networks as the successful men had always done.  



 
What was the most challenging aspect of your career at the time you joined and how 
did the organization provide support to help you deal with this? 
 
My greatest challenge was making the transition from being an educator to becoming a 
Licensed Psychologist. I had been an English Major at Harvard and a high school English 
teacher so it was a challenge to change careers in my 40's, especially since I had no 
formal background in psychology. I returned to school for my PhD. degree. I was 
inspired by the courage of the other Forum members; their experiences and stories really 
motivated me. Plus some served as speakers for the three Feminist Symposia I conducted 
at the Radcliffe Club of NY, and many agreed to be subjects for my dissertation on 
"Managerial Women and Power". One of the challenges women face is our invisibility; 
working together we all became more visible and powerful.  
 
What was the major benefit of membership when you joined either WFW or 
Professional Women's Alliance? How were you involved with the merger of these 
two groups into WFW? What do you see as the major membership benefit now?  
 
The benefits of membership today are the same as they were when I joined in the 70's: 
access to supportive and influential networks, ability to impact women's issues, and 
making friends. There are many examples of the impact Forum members had in the early 
days in NY, including changes to the New York divorce laws and helping members better 
understand the diverse workplace cultures in prepping for career moves and 
advancement. 
 
Membership was an inspiration to me as I struggled to balance family, marriage, the 
Radcliffe Club presidency, building one of three houses, working for SANE, 
Psychologists for Peace, which my husband started, getting my daughters into top private 
schools and reading my husband's psychology library. Many of the members had to 
overcome obstacles as pioneers in high-powered but isolated roles, and I became part of 
the growing women's movement where I could observe how women helped and 
supported each other in their climb to the top. 
 
I was very involved in the merger of the two groups. In 1978 our family moved to San 
Francisco just as I was completing my doctoral thesis. Soon afterwards, Elinor 
Guggenheimer came to San Francisco to explore expanding the Forum to the Bay Area. 
There was much competition between these two groups, as was fairly typical of women 
at this time so I led a process facilitation meeting to help us find our common ground so 
we could affiliate with the Forum. I reminded my colleagues that, as Lincoln had said, if 
we did not "hang together we would hang separately." This effort to join forces also 
reinforced the notion that it was time for women to learn to be team players and stop 
competing with each other. Eventually, competition gave way to cooperation, and we 
were accepted.  
 
 



It's been 25 + years since IWF started and do you think it's easier now for women in 
your field to advance to the top leadership roles? Why or why not?  
 
In psychology there has not been much sexism, but that is not true in other fields. I talked 
to both my Harvard educated daughters (one is the Deputy Attorney General with the 
California Attorney General's Office and the other is a financial Senior VP in a health 
care corporation), and they felt that progress has been slow, often at great cost and that 
you can't do it all. I think the reason is that psychological and turf barriers still exist. Men 
don't want to give up their power, women underestimate the price they pay for being 
pulled in so many directions and children still want their mother's attention even when 
dad is involved. There has been little institutional support to help in childrearing. 
 
What do you see as the current challenges/barriers to women's advancement to the 
top of their field?  
 
Power is still perceived as the male domain with the fear that when women gain power 
there is a subsequent sense of loss by men. Also, women are still trained to be modest and 
not "brag." These "nice girl" stereotypes can and do hold women back. Strong women 
leaders are often branded as "pushy" or "aggressive." Finally, women often feel they don't 
have the credentials or previous experience to take on a big move or project, while men 
have more confidence that they can take on any challenge.  
 
What are you most proud of in your career and your most significant contribution 
to your profession? 
 
There are several things that stand out for me. I am so proud of my work on causes that 
supported and advanced women. I am also proud of my job as a mother successfully 
raising two successful daughters. I emphasized the importance and unrewarded value of 
child rearing and identified myself as a "maternal feminist." I believe that the role of 
child rearing should be elevated, with prestige and honor to match male dominated 
endeavors. I especially enjoyed seeing many lives positively changed through my 
psychotherapy practice and my early years teaching English. It was very important that 
my work benefit others, and I feel I accomplished that. 
 
 
What was the best advice you got as you climbed the ladder to success? Is it still 
relevant for aspiring women leaders today? 
 
Betty Freidan inspired me when she said, "I wasn't born knowing how." I had praised her 
aplomb in dealing with numerous interviewers and she reminded me that nobody was 
born an expert and that everyone needs to keep learning -- from our history and even 
from mistakes people make. This advice really carried me far, as I was always willing to 
learn and try new things, including using our new technologies in communicating with 
friends and family. Women too often hold themselves back by thinking they are lacking, 
instead of realizing they can gain the tools, skills, and knowledge by trying and learning 
from the process.  



 
Are you currently retired and if so, was it a challenge to make that transition? What 
helped you successfully navigate retirement?  
 
I did not have trouble retiring from my psychotherapy practice. After my husband died, I 
realized I needed time to grieve, and it became increasingly difficult to focus on the 
healing process of others. Thanks to my family, psychotherapy and my own psychology, 
I have been able to make the transition successfully. I am very active in many diverse 
activities. I started a book group, a feminist Sabbath group, and a restaurant group at a 
continuing care facility I attend on weekends. Plus I enjoy health-centered activities as 
well as time with my grandsons.  
 
What current programs are of most interest to you and how would you like to be 
involved with IWF today?  
 
I have been involved in activities with some of the early members and continue to be 
interested in programs exploring the psychology of aging and retirement. I especially 
enjoyed hosting a recent event with other charter members at my apartment. I would like 
more programs engaging our early members. 
 
 
How do you define success?  
 
Success is finding a career you love, doing it well, raising good children and most of all, 
loving and being loved.  
 
Final thoughts........ 
 
At this time in my life, I read, study, learn and do what I want to do. I enjoy my pets and 
continue learning about technology. I am grateful to have the freedom to be in two places 
and make choices that are positive and regenerative for me. I feel my life is still full of 
new adventures. 
 


