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CFW Origin Story

From left to right: Sunny Fischer, Iris Krieg, 
Marjorie Benton, and Lucia Woods Lindley.



In 1984, four women leaders in the Chicago 
philanthropic community working individually—
Sunny Fischer, Iris Krieg, Marjorie Benton, and 
Lucia Woods Lindley—came together with a 
shared vision to increase resources, expand 
opportunities, and promote positive social change 
for women and girls in the Chicago region.

Krieg and Benton became connected at the 
Chicago Community Trust, where Krieg was 
employed and Benton was a frequent volunteer. 
Benton was a leader, particularly around 
children's and family work, which Krieg admired. 

“I was so awestruck by her capacities, her 
knowledge, her good humor, [and] her 
steadfastness,” Krieg recalled. “She’s going to  
get stuff done and move things along.”  

In 1979, Fischer, who was teaching at the time, 
had a friend who initially introduced her to 
Woods Lindley. The two began talking about 
the possibility of working together, and Woods 
Lindley expressed interest in starting a women’s 
foundation.  

After teaching, Fischer completed a social 
work graduate degree and was working as an 
advocate for survivors of sexual assault and 
domestic violence.
  
“Lucia was particularly interested in reproductive 
rights,” Fischer said. “We thought those two 
issues would be a good way to start the 
foundation once we decided, yes, we would  
work together.” 
 
Marcie Love, an early and sustained supporter 
of Chicago Foundation for Women, previously 
served as a founding board member and 
treasurer, Board of Directors chair, vice chair, 
and chair of the Alumnae Council. She was also 
a close friend of Woods Lindley’s family, and the 
two began having monthly lunches. When Love 

learned about Woods Lindley’s Sophia Fund, the 
only fund in Chicago at the time that focused on 
women’s issues, and CFW in its early stages of 
inception, she became very excited about the 
prospect.   

At the time, only a tiny fraction of philanthropic 
dollars—just three percent in 1984—were being 
spent to address the real and specific needs 
of women. Women were underrepresented in 
philanthropy, unaccustomed to wielding the 
power to decide what issues were important 
and direct funding to where it could do the most 
good. 

“Women at that point in time were writing $25 
checks for bake sales. That was the extent of their 
charitable contributions,” Jo Moore, an early and 
long-time supporter of CFW and member of the 
Alumnae Council, said. “Even if they were making 
them to their college, it was at 10 times less than 
what men were writing.” 

CFW’s founders and early supporters recognized 
that it was not that women did not have the 
resources to address these issues. Rather, they 
had never been explicitly asked to donate to an 
organization supporting women’s issues, even 
high-earning women.  

By leveraging their social and business networks 
and tapping into their own experiences, the 
founders reached out to women who, like them, 
wanted to transform society and their place in it.  

On December 31, 1984, CFW was incorporated. 
The following year, CFW elected its inaugural 
board of directors, began fundraising, and hired 
an executive director—beginning the values-
based, barrier-breaking work it continues to 
pursue with purpose today. At the time of 
CFW's founding, it was one of only six women's 
foundations in the country.

Four Founders, One Shared Vision
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CFW’s founding mothers were responding to a 
sociopolitical context that had simultaneously 
seen improvements to women’s rights and 
revealed the persistence of deep-rooted  
gender inequities. 

In Chicago, women were actively working to 
reshape systems that excluded them from full 
societal participation and parity. From community 
organizations and labor movements to cultural 
collectives and grassroots political campaigns, 
women mobilized to expand economic security, 
advance freedom from violence, improve access 
to healthcare, and advance reproductive justice.  

The Chicago Abortion Fund was established 
in 1985 to remove financial barriers1. Women 
Employed worked tirelessly to fight hiring and 
job discrimination for women, and Personal 
PAC—which Love founded—fought for access to 
safe, legal, and accessible abortion care decades 
before the Illinois state constitution enshrined the 
right to abortion2 3. Advocates’ efforts reflected a 
passionate, intersectional approach to address 
women’s and girls’ needs in Chicago and beyond. 

Nationally, the 1980s saw landmark 
breakthroughs and inspiring examples of 
women shattering glass ceilings: Sandra Day 

O’Connor became the first woman appointed 
to the United States Supreme Court in 19814, 
Alice Walker was the first Black woman to win 
the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction5, Sally Ride broke 
barriers as the first woman astronaut in space in 
19836, and Geraldine Ferraro became the first 
woman nominated to a major political party’s 
presidential ticket in 19847. Legal and policy 
advances included the ongoing fight to restore 
Title IX protections in education, a renewed push 
to ratify the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA), 
and increasing public awareness of and public 
support for pay equity.  

Despite these advances, women still faced 
significant hurdles that affected their employment 
and educational opportunities, access to 
healthcare, economic security, and safety. 
The wage gap remained entrenched, with 
discrimination for all women8. Discrimination 
persisted in higher education, with women 
students facing subtle and blatant sexual 
discrimination on college campuses across  
the country9. 

Women’s bodily autonomy was under persistent 
attack, exemplified by violent abortion clinic 
bombings and coordinated anti-abortion efforts 
to restrict access to reproductive healthcare10. 

“Inventing a Wheel,” Amid Skepticism and Pushback 

Sunny Fischer, with panelists at the Women’s 
Agenda for Change in the late 1980s. 



LGBTQIA+ rights were also threatened, with 
targeted campaigns launched to block sexual 
orientation-based employment protections and 
widespread stigma and harassment amid the 
ongoing AIDS epidemic11. 

In Illinois, marital rape was still not recognized as 
a crime. Despite dedicated organizing and mass 
mobilizations making Illinois a battleground state 
in the national ratification effort, the state failed to 
ratify the ERA until 201812.
   
Despite the urgent need for CFW to address 
these wide-ranging issues affecting women, the 
Foundation had to overcome skepticism and 
doubt from many naysayers, including people in 
the philanthropic space.

Maria Bechily, a founding board member,  
recalls that many people questioned the need  
for CFW.

“Some people thought it was somewhat 
revolutionary to start a foundation that would 
benefit women and their families,” Bechily 
said, noting that many people in Chicago, 
philanthropists included, questioned  
CFW’s approach.

“People thought that we were offensive enough 
in starting a women’s foundation,” Fischer said.

“‘Why don’t you connect to the Chicago 
Community Trust?’ they would say to us. ‘There 
aren’t enough women’s groups out there to fund,’ 
they would say to us,” Fischer added.
 
Skepticism was not the only obstacle CFW faced 
in its early years; its founding members also faced 
the harassment and discrimination that women all 
too often experienced due to deep-seated  
sexism and patriarchy.  

While securing CFW’s first office space, for 
example, a male commercial real estate agent put 
his hand on Love’s thigh following the tour and 
assured her the building was safe enough  

for “you girls” to come into and out of at night. 

“I moved his hand, moved away, and I don’t 
remember what I said,” Love noted. “I just 
remembered how horrified I was working for a 
woman’s organization, and this man thought he 
had the right to put his hand on my thigh.” 
 
Amid the sociopolitical landscape of concurrent 
progress and persistent gender-based inequities, 
the Foundation’s founders quickly laid the 
financial and programmatic groundwork for 
lasting change and made it clear that CFW  
was here to stay and grow. 

By its first grantmaking cycle, CFW awarded 
$50,000 in grants to 25 organizations serving 
Chicago-area women and girls. They understood 
that only by removing the barriers preventing 
women from reaching their full potential in all 
aspects of their lives could society truly change 
for the better. Three years after its founding,  
CFW had awarded grants totaling half a million.

“Everything you did, the stakes 
were high because you didn’t  
have a track record or a history,” 
Moore said. “We were inventing  
a wheel, really.”
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The Sophia 
Fund as a Key 
Supporter  

Woods Lindley, a pillar of 
Chicago’s philanthropic 
community, artist, social 
activist, and CFW founder, 
began the Sophia Fund in 
1983, which awarded grants 
to organizations that helped 
fight discrimination against 
women. In 1983, Woods Lindley offered the 
directorship to Fischer.
  
The two began with the pro-choice agenda and 
violence against women as their initial focus, 
funding Chicago-area and national groups. 
Named after the Greek archetype of feminine 
wisdom, the Sophia Fund was the only women’s 
issues-focused fund in Chicago at the time. 

The Sophia Fund was a way to inspire other 
donors to become more public about giving to 
women’s organizations and encourage people, 
including women, to use their resources to 
support issues facing women and girls.

The Sophia Fund played a critical role in CFW’s 
founding, as it awarded more than $25,000 to 
CFW in 1985, which, combined with other financial 
contributions, allowed the organization to begin 
its operations with seed money.  

“Most nonprofits don’t start with that kind of seed 
money,” Bechily noted.  

In 1991, the Sophia Fund ceased to be an 
independent foundation. Its assets became part 
of CFW to address the needs of Chicago-area 
groups and Ms. Foundation for Women to address 
national concerns.  

In the Sophia Fund’s last annual report, Woods 
Lindley wrote, “I look forward to our continuing 
the journey—to our working together in 
varying ways, individually and together, to 
enhance women’s lives for the benefit of all.” 
This commitment to enhancing women’s lives 
inspired Woods Lindley’s $10 million testamentary 
donation to CFW, which allowed CFW to continue 
its mission of supporting women and girls. 
 
Today, CFW has the Foundation's planned giving 
society, The Sophia Society, named in honor 
of Woods Lindley, who died in 2020, and her 
dedication to investing in women and girls.
  
“She wanted to make as much change as she 
could with the dollars that she had to give,” 
Fischer added. “That really was her calling.” 

“It was unusual and courageous 
for a philanthropist to show up 
and say, ‘I’m really interested in 
women’s issues, and I think you 
should be too,’” Fischer said of 
Woods Lindley’s efforts. 

From left to right: Sunny Fischer  
and Lucia Woods Lindley.



At a time when men ran all the large foundations, 
CFW broke the mold to create change for women 
and girls in the Chicago region. The vision of its 
founders and its earliest supporters in the 1980s 
laid the groundwork for the Foundation to grow 
into one of the largest women’s foundations in 
the country today. 

“This was a life-changing experience for me  
to be part of the founding of CFW,” Fischer 
said, noting the persistence, organizing, and 
camaraderie it required. 

“There's a spirit in CFW," the late Juju Lien—an 
early grantee, board member, supporter of the 
former Asian American Leadership Council, life-
long feminist, and tireless advocate for gender 
equity—said, noting that the organization's 
mission, style of operating, and interactions 
between grantees, staff, and board members feel 
like a sisterhood.

“We all come together because we all believe in 
the same thing,” Lien said.
 
Moore underscores the dedication, spirit,  
and intelligence of those who conceived 
of, founded, and carried out CFW’s mission, 
highlighting that “it’s been a priceless thing for 
me to be involved with.”
 
Of the things Benton has done in her life, she 
says being one of CFW’s co-founders is among 
what she is most proud of. 

The seeds of the shared vision planted over four 
decades ago have nourished the organization—
allowing it to evolve, grow, and thrive today.
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“It was a big idea, it was a new 
idea, and there are many more 
of those kinds of ideas to come,” 
Fischer said. 

A “Big Idea” Breaks the Mold
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