Empowering Women is Barbara Lee’s Charitable Passion
Five women governors reelected in 2006 might not seem significant, but to Barbara Lee, this most-ever milestone in American history can serve as women’s springboard to the White House. 

  
  Lee, who supports women in both politics and the contemporary arts through her Barbara Lee Family Foundation and Lee Family Office, has commissioned an analysis on how these five incumbent women have governed, what voters like about them and what gender biases voters might still harbor. 

    The findings, culled primarily through pollsters and focus groups, are slated for publication this fall, in the fourth booklet in the Barbara Lee Family Foundation’s purse-sized “Governors Guidebook Series.”

The governor’s seat, Lee points out, has been the stepping stone for all presidents but JFK since the last half of the 20th century, and so she has made women’s attainment of the governor’s office a key to her initiatives in building a pipeline to the presidency. 

    The guidebooks are given to every woman state legislator across the country and used in university classrooms. They’re also just one example of Lee’s keen eye for strategic opportunity and chosen visibility in her zeal for making things happen. 

    Rather than be an anonymous donor, Lee says, “I wanted my giving to be a challenge for other women to get involved and to give.” 

    Other women have a mighty big yardstick to measure up to. 

    The Barbara Lee Family Foundation is the nonpartisan arm of her Cambridge office and supports its own nonpartisan research as well as the research of other organizations. 

    It is also the vehicle for Lee’s arts activism, exemplified by the $5 million donation to jumpstart the capital campaign for the Institute of Contemporary Art’s now-completed new home on the Boston waterfront. 

 
   The Lee Family Office is the arm for Lee’s political giving and the management of her assets. These days, she is heavily involved in fundraising for Hillary Clinton’s presidential campaign and has been helping Massachusetts congressional candidate Niki Tsongas with her campaign. 

    “I like to say that art is my passion and politics is my mission,” Lee says. 

    Philanthropy started early for Lee, who recalls taking a UNICEF box door-to-door on Halloween as a child. In her Jewish household, the Hebrew word “tzedakah,” loosely translated as “charity” and literally as “obligation to pursue justice,” was taken seriously. 

    A teacher turned social worker, Lee also supported her husband while he started a successful investment company — the source of assets that, she says, allowed her to be philanthropic in a bigger way. 

    When Lee became solely responsible for her assets following her divorce in the mid-1990s, she continued her charitable giving via the traditional route, giving to established institutions such as Simmons College, her alma mater. 

    It was during a fundraiser Lee was holding in her home that a speaker introduced her to the idea of strategic philanthropy. “The concept struck a chord and it became the basis for my philanthropic giving,” she says.

On the hunt for innovative, impactful ideas around women’s empowerment, Lee conferred with different women’s organizations across the country. Her second “aha” moment occurred when she heard the offhand remark during this process: the idea to run several women for the presidency. 

    “Electing a woman president is the ultimate shattering of the glass ceiling,” Lee says. “I believed that it would open the doors for women in business and for women in every arena.” 

    In 1998, Lee co-founded The White House Project with Marie Wilson and Laura Liswood, the originator of the women/presidency remark. The project’s ballot initiative, in which respondents voted for a woman president out of a list of 20 women in various fields, opened Lee’s eyes to the importance of elective office.
“The Top 5 vote getters, including Hillary Clinton and Elizabeth Dole, were women who were already connected to politics,” Lee says. “I realized that, just like in business, women have to have executive experience in order to get the top job.” 

    At the start of 1999, Lee founded the Barbara Lee Family Foundation and began by commissioning research on the difference women make when in elective office. “Why would people vote for a woman if they don’t think women are going to make a difference?” she asks. 

    At the same time, she commissioned top Republican and Democratic pollsters and researchers to look at the issue of governors and why, in 1998, eight out of 10 women running for the position lost. 

    “That’s when I decided that, in order to elect a woman president, we’d have to build a pipeline right up to the governorship so that women in top positions would be ready and able to run for the presidency,” Lee says. 

    Back then, there were only three women governors in office. In all of American history, only 29 women have served as governor; in 1975 the first was elected in her own right. Today, there are nine women governors. 

    Funding initiatives since then have included the Barbara Lee United States Women in Politics Training Program and Lecture Series at Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government for women considering a run for political office, a $1.5 million endowment at Simmons for intern stipends in women legislators’ offices and, most recently, Women for Governor strategy sessions, sponsored by the Lee Family Office, that study debate tactics, media handling, campaign finance and campaign promotions. 

    From her own commissioned research and that of others’ supported by her foundations, Lee has become a major funding supporter on such issues as tying women’s passion for philanthropic giving to political giving (Women’s Campaign Forum) and getting the 22 million unmarried women who did not vote in the last presidential election out to vote in 2008 in the belief that women tend to vote for other women (Women’s Voices. Women Vote).
