THE NEW HAMPSHIRE WOMEN’S LEADERSHIP SUMMIT: DEFINING MOMENTS

The Women’s Leadership Summit is not just a Conference but is part and parcel of the educational life of women in NH and it has its own rich history replete with critical turning points and defining moments. The organization and activities of the Summit has traction in the community and its impact is widely felt. This brief reflection records some of these defining moments and their impact on the development and evolution of the Summit’s mission and strategies.

GENESIS

In 2006 I was appointed the Ethics Chair at Southern New Hampshire University. Within a few months of this appointment I came across a report from the NH Women’s Policy Institute that discussed the economic situation of working women in New Hampshire. By several counts this report reflected a rather bleak picture. For example, from the perspectives of opportunity and pay disparity, NH ranked extremely low compared with other states in the nation. Based on some of the statistics included in the report, women in NH would be better off being truck drivers than executive assistants. The glass ceiling with regard to pay was in the order of the $60,000 dollar range. Men by contrast not only earned much more than women but have the opportunities to rise in the rank and earn six figure salaries. The more educated a woman is, the report revealed, the greater disparity between genders. So a professor like myself with a Ph.D. would on average only earn 68 cents on the $1 compared to a working man.

Surprised and somewhat intrigued by why these circumstances exist in NH I decided to do some investigative work. To my amazement many people realized that these were the circumstances for women in NH, but did not have any ideas about how to make systemic changes. As a professor of Leadership and Ethics newly working in the state, I was dismayed at this state of affairs. From a leadership point of view, NH was missing huge opportunities to develop leadership capacity. From an ethics perspective, the matter of justice was clearly at stake.

Thanks to the advice of Gail Garceau (current President of NH Healthy Kids) I embarked on a “wake-up” campaign that involved people from across the state. Over a period of six months I met with female representatives from close to sixty organizations. Over a series of breakfasts together we discussed why women refrain from stepping up to the leadership plate and challenging the system as reported. I proposed to these various gatherings the idea of a one day Women’s Leadership Summit in NH aimed at encouraging women to stay abreast of the times, get the skills they need, learn about leadership and presence, build their confidence and take some risks. And so the Women’s Leadership Summit came into existence. A defining moment!

A NEW HOME

In 2009 I left SNHU. By this time we had held two highly successful Summit with Robin Roberts as keynote speaker in 2008 and Gloria Steinem in 2009. Within weeks of my departure I received a spate of emails and requests not to let the Women’s Leadership Summit “die.” I was extremely appreciative when Marianne Jones, the Executive Director of the Women’s Fund contacted me to offer her support for any future plans I might have. The Women’s Fund has been an exemplary sponsor over the past four years, offering us funding, marketing support and grounded advice on how to continuously advance the program. 

My immediate challenge lay in where to hold the Conference for 600 plus people and all the other requirements. There was no shortage of offers. After months of discussions I was fortunate to meet President Lucille Jordan of the Nashua Community College. Bingo – that was the place! Lucille is a creative and courageous leader always looking to advance the ambit of the College’s influence and is the perfect President to host this initiative. The space is also excellent. In December 2009, the New Hampshire Women’s Leadership Institute was set up, a 501 c3 organization, with a mission to educate women in leadership, vision and values, and with a flagship event, The New Hampshire Women’s Leadership Summit! Another defining moment!

ONGOING CHALLENGES

The ongoing challenge of the WLS is to provide a cutting edge program that really addresses the issues working women (or those who want to work and cannot get jobs) face. In order to stay abreast with issues, I have several committees, an important one being the program committee. Sponsors are invited to participate, as are women interested in developing a sound educational program. We are always looking for subject matter experts and preferably people who have experience in some form of professional education. Our aim is to continuously raise the bar with a distinct purpose of raising leadership capacity across the state. I also meet many people in a variety of organizations with the purpose of learning about their challenges and discussing the types of leadership and skills development their people need to help the organization survive and prosper.

Based on the feedback I receive it seems our programs have met most expectations. Of course I want to do better than that! This year we will be actively doing some research to see what traction the Summit has had in altering the picture painted by that disappointing report of 2005.

Each year we have a theme and we are very careful who we select as our keynote speaker. That person must be able to speak to the theme and her life has to in some way role model some of the issues we are discussing and believe are relevant to the times. For example the 2010 theme was “Giving Voice to Vision.” We selected Erin Brockovich as our keynote as she seemed to fit the theme perfectly. She was a knockout hit!

Our other ongoing challenge which every organization faces is growing competition. The conference world and the consulting world have woken up to the fact that “women hold up half-the-sky.” Women’s conferences, seminars and workshops proliferate. Everyone seemingly wants to get a share of the female educational market. In the light of all this “noise” our strategy is to remained focused on professional skills development and developing leadership capacity. We also want to be sure we are really working to help both women and their organizations. To this end we make it a point to stay in touch with what organizations need rather than what we have to offer. Finally we try to find people who can really educate and who can bring new ideas into our seminars and programs.  

LIFE, LIBERTY AND THE PURSUIT OF HAPPINESS

A recent significant defining moment for the Women’s Leadership Summit was how to respond to some veterans’ reactions to our invitation to Jane Fonda to be our 2011 WLS keynote speaker.

Jane Fonda was very carefully selected by the Board of the NHWLI and the Summit program committee as someone who could speak to the issue of “Lead with Power and Influence” our 2011 Summit theme. While Jane has been a provocative personality in her 70 plus years of life, she has written expansively about her own challenges and defining moments. She has clearly reinvented herself many times and openly acknowledges the mistakes she has made along the way, including her activities during the Vietnam war.

Jane was chosen because she can speak to many age groups, is a very good business woman, has struggled with many parts of her life and come out on top, and can speak to women’s health, a particularly important issue at this time. The vote to invite Jane was unanimous and we were thrilled when she accepted.

In early March of this year some NH veterans got wind of Jane’s potential participation in the Summit. An article appeared in the Union Leader and within 24 hours what seemed like a spark turned into a roaring inferno. The Nashua Community College was assailed with calls, as was BAE, one of the WLS sponsors. Over a thirty-six hour period the emails, phone calls and reactions by veterans escalated. I received a few emails and the tone of some barely concealed veiled threats: threats to picket, threats to stop the Summit at all costs; threats to stop women from attending. The Summit organizers, including myself, were totally blindsided. Despite having discussed Jane’s controversial past, we had no idea that after 43 years this amount of bitterness was still so alive in the veteran community. So we were presented with a clearly defining moment for the Women’s Leadership Summit – do we disinvite Jane and submit to intimidation or do we argue for the right to freedom of speech; the right to open public discourse; the liberty to elect who we see and who we do not see, and the right to select the path of forgiveness and reconciliation? 

Freedom

From an ethics perspective, the action on the part of the veterans has been a defining case study for me. Do our valiant soldiers not fight on behalf of the US for the freedom that is the cornerstone of the US constitution? Isn’t freedom what lures so many people from other countries, including myself, to these shores? Isn’t it in the name of freedom that we intervene in other countries political and social affairs? Who, if anyone, has the purchase on when freedom might or might not be practiced? Can there really be freedom if sometimes, no matter what the circumstances, it is curtailed? Is there such a thing as conditional freedom? And then, who gets to decide?

Justice

What about justice? Is it fair to vilify or condemn a person who has not had the opportunity of a fair trial? The media is known for distorting the truth in the interest of sensationalism. How many of our NH veterans were actually there in Vietnam when Jane did the unthinkable on that tank? Was she the only one? How was it possible that she had access to a tank? What were the surrounding circumstances? Do we really know the full story? And does time – perhaps 43 years – not make a difference?

War makes all of us a little crazy, soldiers and bystanders alike. How difficult it must be to exercise true justice at a time of war. Who is able to truly act with honor and fairness at a time when people are being killed en mass? Is there anyone who can claim innocence during times of war?

Bitterness and Revenge

As someone who grew up in South Africa, I witnessed unimaginable brutality and suffering. I saw many of the horrors of the apartheid regime in action and I saw many reactions of what might have seemed justifiable bitterness and revenge. But since when does bitterness and revenge achieve anything? The post apartheid government with amazing wisdom took the path of “truth and reconciliation” rather than witchhunting, scapegoating and revenge. This does not mean people should forget their traumas, but life goes on and we are challenged to move on. The path of reconciliation is a life-giving path while the path of bitterness and revenge is surely death. 

Forgiveness

And what about forgiveness? There is many a day when during my morning meditation I feel like the tax collector kneeling before God ashamed to lift my head as I consider my own failings; the people I have hurt; my own indiscretions; my own lack of honesty and integrity, and my own struggles with anger and bitterness. I hope that no-one is still holding things against me that I did forty-three years ago! How I hope I am forgiven and how I hope I refrain from throwing stones.

It is interesting that in one email I received from a rather articulate veteran, he mentioned that he was trying to approach his argument about Jane very rationally but that some other veterans might be more radical in their tactics and would I please “forgive them.” Who gets to decide who should be forgiven? And on what basis? Isn’t the capacity for forgiveness one of the gifts that make us human?

Compassion

There can be no ethical reflection without due consideration of compassion. There is no question that compassion for what the veterans experienced during the Vietnam war was discussed at length by the Summit organizers. We are truly sad and sorry for what they have endured both during and after the war. We certainly do not wish them any further pain nor do we wish to rub salt into old wounds. Herein lies the ethical dilemma, does compassion require that one dismiss other equally important values, such as freedom, justice, and forgiveness. Isn’t compassion a two way street? Like forgiveness, if one expects compassion, should one not also give it?

The “woman” thing

I cannot help wonder how Jane managed to spend time in NH filming “On Golden Pond” without attracting the ire and threats from the NH Veterans? Afterall, that was in the eighties – over twenty years ago and much closer to the Vietnam War. And I am sure Jane did not fly in and out for half-a-day but enjoyed the beauty of Squam Lake for weeks if not months. So what is the difference now? Why did a Woman’s Leadership Summit attract such reactions? The irony that a Women’s Leadership Summit aimed at empowering women is being “pressured” and thus disempowered by (mostly) men to do what they, the men want, is rather sad.

Jane travels the nation with book tours and all kinds of media presentations, and seems to be welcomed. What is different in NH? Is this a woman thing? If the Summit were organized by the male CEO’s of the state would we have had the same result? 

The Defining Decision

It was with extreme regret that the Women’s Leadership Summit organizers, in the interests of safety and with acknowledgment of the veteran community’s feelings, retracted their invitation to Jane Fonda. It was a sad day for New Hampshire and a sad day for the women of New Hampshire. The values that this primary state fought for and upholds were radically dissipated by the Jane Fonda issue. Lack of an opportunity for reasonable civil discourse was a huge bash for democracy.

Defining moments are presented to us to challenge us and to provide learning opportunities. The Women’s Leadership Institute intends using this experience as a learning opportunity. We will continue to focus on advancing the working lives of women in NH with the same dedication as before. We plan to host a panel at the Summit to discuss “The Dance of Leadership” and how sometimes one has to take a step back in order to take the next step forward. We have a vibrant program – in my opinion the best so far - and a wonderful array of speakers. The learning will go on. We anticipate the best Summit yet!
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