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Desk Fatigue

Several of the leaders we interviewed described experiencing a type of burnout as a result of advancing to a 
leadership position that shifted them away from the front lines of carrying out an organization’s mission and 
into an administrative role. New CEOs and other leaders who enter administrative roles may benefit from the 
simple advice we heard about how to combat desk fatigue: make time for yourself to occasionally get out 
from behind the desk and immerse yourself in the direct engagement work that first inspired your decision 
to embark upon a career in the Jewish education or nonprofit sector.

Summary: Advancement

A great deal of research has already described the challenges of advancing to executive leadership. In our 
interviews a few themes stood out:

CHANGE LEADERSHIP: The transition is difficult from the beginning because it includes the need to provide 
leadership through a change affecting the entire organization

•	 COACH: A new CEO may have often faced impostor syndrome before, but feel new anxieties (sometimes 
reasonable concerns) about their skills relative to the responsibilities of the position. A professional 
coach can provide a personalized program of development to address those concerns. Leaders in this 
phase already know the field, so an “outsider” coach focusing on skill development is often preferable to 
an “insider” mentor

•	 COHORT: “It’s lonely at the top”; CEO’s benefit from discussing the unique challenges of the position 
within a trusted cohort of other executives going through a similar transition because it may not be 
prudent to discuss those issues with staff, funders, or partner orgs. 

•	 DELEGATING: It is a challenge to accept one’s distance from the work. There is far too much to do 
everything on your own (as leaders often have to in startup orgs/projects) so it is necessary to delegate. 
Others will not do what you tell them to do, but you must still accept that the work has to be entrusted 
to them.

•	 DESK FATIGUE: The executive may experience burnout from administrative duties and separation from 
the meaningful work that inspired them throughout their career. Inspiration might be restored by taking 
time to engage directly with beneficiaries 

Conclusion and Next Steps

The aim of this report was to synthesize key elements of Jewish leaders of Jewish learning experiences 
(broadly defined). Through the in-depth stories we heard from 83 leaders, we identified both key phases 
of the leadership journey and interpreted experiences for Jewish leaders in the framework of the original 
Lessons of Experience study. This information provides value opportunity for reflection on overall leadership 
journeys and examination of inflection points where strategic investment could make a measurable 
difference in the Jewish leadership pipeline and overall Jewish leadership culture.

The next phase of the study is to leverage this data, the previous literature review and dialogue, and 
feedback from the foundation and research advisory council into a capstone report that aligns with the 
foundation’s strategic roadmap and brings in leadership development best practices to inform future 
investment in catalytic leadership development to drive the future of the Jewish social sector.
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APPENDIX 2: Interview Protocol

These questions are adapted from the original Lessons of Experience protocol (see McCall, Lombardo & 
Morrisson 1988) and will be used to inform the interview guide. Feedback and revisions from the RAC will be 
utilized for the final draft. 

Section 1: Preparation (send ahead)

When you think about your career thus far as a leader in a Jewish educational organization, certain events or 
episodes probably stand out in your mind – things that led to a lasting change in your approach as a leader. 
We will ask you to identify ahead of time three “key events” in your Jewish leadership journey. We will provide 
a link for you to enter this information. When we meet with you, we’ll ask you about each event: 

•	 What happened?

•	 What did you learn from it (for better or worse)? 

•	 Interview Preparation Form/Survey

	0 Collect the three ‘key events’ (explained above)

	0 Self-identify career level (other demographics?)

Interview

Section 1: Clarifying

Any specific questions that come up as a result of their pre-interview form response that aren’t covered by the 
questions below.

Section 2: Key events 

Rites of Passage

•	 What was your first leadership role within the field of Jewish education? Was there anything special 	
about it? 

•	 (Senior/Mid) What was your first “quantum leap/big break” – movement to a job with significantly 
more responsibility/challenge/pressure than prior jobs? (Describe experience/implications)

•	 What is the biggest challenge you have faced in your career? 

•	 What was your most frightening first – something you did for the first time that really had you 
worried? 

•	 Learning from Challenges

	0 What was a significant near miss – a time when you tried something and failed?

	0 (Senior/Mid) Describe a time when you pushed things to the brink – that is, a time when you  
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stretched the system by coming perilously close to violating rules, norms, or authority.

	0 (Emerging) Thinking ahead into the future, can you see an impending challenge or a time that 
you might need to stretch the system or push it to the brink (come close to violating rules, 
norms, or authority) to advance work you see as important?

	0 Were you ever worn out or fed up, but managed to restart? What enabled you to restart?  

	0 Please describe the person who has taught you the most during your journey. What did that 
person do that made him or her so special?

	0 What was your most significant interpersonal conflict – a situation in which dealing with another 
person (or persons) was very difficult for you? 

Section 3: General Questions

•	 What part have events in your personal life played in your growth as a leader? 

•	 What are your strengths as a leader?

•	 Where would you like to grow?

•	 (Senior) What advice would you give to a younger leader in Jewish education about managing his or her 
career? 

•	 What’s next? Are you facing a situation now from which you expect to learn something new?

•	 (Emerging) What is your biggest hope for the field of Jewish education? How would you like to see it 
transformed?

•	 What are the areas where you feel more leadership development could have the most impact on 
improving the quality of Jewish education? 

Section 4: Leading in Jewish education 

•	 What do you consider some of the most significant trends, events, and developments shaping the future 
of this community?

•	 What do you see as the most pressing challenges for Jewish education organizations? (ask about 
challenges if they don’t bring this up in the context of the first response)

•	 What type of leadership skills are needed to navigate this challenge (these challenges)? 

•	 What shared values, commitments, or collective practices are needed in order to advance the field of 
Jewish education?

APPENDIX 3: Qualitative Coding Manual

Examples:
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•	 What people or projects have you seen that you felt were really promising (whether or not they 
succeeded)?

•	 Have you participated in a formal leadership program related to your role in the field? What components 
were most meaningful?

•	 Who else should we interview?
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STORIES: FORMATIVE/DEVELOPMENTAL

Use this for stories of life before entering the work force that relate meaningful experiences, with a focus on 
capturing three narrative elements: (1) what happened, situation, context, (2) the critical determining factor, 
why it was significant, and (3)  a lesson learned, insights or other significant outcome. 

The interviewee had some experience which may have been similar in situation to many other people’s 
experiences, (eg. camping, day school, Israel travel) but for some critical reason, the experience was especially 
meaningful or formative for THIS person, and produced some outcome, for example, a lesson learned, a 
realization, or a sense of purpose. 

STORIES: PROFESSIONAL/WORK 

Use this for stories after entering the work force that relate meaningful experiences, with a focus on capturing 
three narrative elements: (1) what happened, situation, context, (2) the critical determining factor, why it was 
significant, and (3) a lesson learned, insights or other significant outcome. 

These include professional experiences and challenges, promotions, discussion of career trajectory, job 
changes, work place challenges including trauma, burnout (and recovery), failures. 

This category has to do with work more than the people one works with. For that, tag RELATIONSHIPS.

RELATIONSHIPS

This category is about relationships and especially learning from others. Spouses, kids, mentors (but not 
professional coaches), work relationships (including hiring/firing, working with a board), personal relationships, 
positive and negative role models, supportive people, etc. 

LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT

Mark participation in formal LD programs, experiences, or professional development training, 360s or other 
assessments, professional coaching, etc. Also mark personal leadership challenges (eg. “I’m not a risk-taker 
by nature”) and opinions about leadership development. For leadership skills needed to face challenges mark 
ADVICE. 

JEWISH SECTOR

This code is for perspectives on the Jewish nonprofit/educational sector(s), especially discussions about 
pertinent realities of the sector, challenges (if not one of the FIVE CHALLENGES below), interesting 
developments, issues, and hopes for the future. Examples of sector-level issues are: 

•	 Polarization (ie. divisiveness; not the same as POLARITIES)

•	 Funding /financial struggles/resources (for coordinating/allocating funding use NETWORKS)

•	 Thoughts on what funders should do to support the sector.

•	 “The business side of things” AKA the organized Jewish community. 
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ADVICE

If a comment strikes you as valuable advice, a clever technique or approach to a common challenge, etc., please apply 
this code. 

•	 Eg. Journaling as a learning technique, how to develop mentoring relationships, etc.  

•	 Include skills leaders will need to meet challenges in the sector or retrospective lessons-learned because they 
can be read as indirect advice to future leaders -- and also tag LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT

GENDER & EDI

•	 Equity, diversity, inclusion (within a context or environment, such as a workplace, synagogue, etc. For general 
diversity of the Jewish community, tag COMMUNITY unless there’s indicated potential for exclusion). 

•	 Issues where gender plays a significant role, whether equal pay & promotion, family leave, harassment, etc.

____________________________________________________________

FIVE CHALLENGES 

•	 You don’t need to mark FIVE CHALLENGES when you mark any items below. We have the option to 
automatically “up-code” to include this tag later if needed.

1. Polarity

Tension between opposing forces, approaches, needs. 

•	 Eg. Dynamics of legacy Institutions vs. Startups/innovation

•	 Eg. Pay-to-play programs vs. Serving as many people as possible with free programs. 

•	 Eg. Focus on higher number of attendees vs. depth/quality of interaction with fewer people.

2. Community/Identity

This code is for perspectives on the overall Jewish Community. 

•	 Jewish identity, sense of being Jewish and/or sense of being part of the Jewish community.

•	 Talking about demographics and/or diversity within the Jewish community (among the people).

•	 Inter-generational differences and/or bridges

3. Education

•	 What is needed to deliver Jewish learning experiences? Anything about the needs of the learner, 
understanding and meeting them where they are to ensure a great experience. Accommodating learners/participants 
through diverse programming and range of offerings.

•	 Approaches to pedagogy. Need, method, or practice to incorporate Jewish learning/values/content into 
anything (LD, events, programs, etc)
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•	 Amorphous definition of “Jewish education” and/or educator

4. Pipeline

•	 About the application of (or need for) processes, practices, and strategies that aim to prepare people for 
jobs and/or leadership within the sector through recruitment, retention, succession planning, and supporting 
development. 

•	 Moving through the pipeline: How someone got into working in the Jewish sector, got their job or promotion. 
Pathways to and among Jewish jobs.

•	 Reasons people may leave the sector, not advance, etc.

5. Network

Use this code for networks, networking, connecting. Opportunities for connection.

•	 collaboration, coordination, communities, communities of practice, cohorts (formal or informal) 

•	 Feeling of group belonging (in discreet groups; not in Jewish community generally; for that, tag 
COMMUNITY). 

•	 Need or potential benefit of connecting through networks. Eg. bridge-building, linking silos (if relevant, also 
tag JEWISH SECTOR), including diverse perspectives (if relevant, also tag GENDER & EDI), coordinating funding or 
other resources, etc.

•	 inter-organizational or community relationships (not relationships with particular individuals = 
RELATIONSHIPS)
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APPENDIX 4: Machine Coding Labels and Search Terms

We applied a machine coding technique to recognize the presence of words or phrases in the interviews that 
relate to a number of topics. The list below gives the code in bold followed by its associated search terms or 
phrases. 

An asterisk is a wildcard character that can match any letter(s).  The vertical bar separating search terms 
instructs our program to  record a match if any of the terms is found in a text. 
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APPENDIX 4: Machine Coding Labels and Search Terms 
We applied a machine coding technique to recognize the presence of words or phrases in the interviews that 
relate to a number of topics. The list below gives the code in bold followed by its associated search terms or 
phrases.  

An asterisk is a wildcard character that can match any letter(s).  The vertical bar separating search terms 
instructs our program to  record a match if any of the terms is found in a text.

Mentor:  

mentor*|adviser|advisor 

Coach:  

coach|coaches|coaching  

Parents:  

mother|mom|father|dad|parent|parents|maternit*|pate
rnit*  

Families:  

mother|mom|father|dad|parent|parents|brother|brothe
rs|sister|sisters|son|sons|daughter|daugheters|husband|
wife|spouse|our kid*|my kid*|their kid*|his kid*|her 
kid*|childr*|grandfather|grandmother*|aunt*|uncle*|ne
phew*|neice*|family|families|baby|babies|infant|infants
|toddler*|maternit*|paternit* 

Money:  

money|salary|pay*|fee|free|dues|cost*|expens*|wage*
|fund*|donor*|philanthro*|grant|grants|grantee*|afford
*|budget* 

Cohort:cohort* 

Collaboration:  

collab*|partn*|coordi*|allocat* 

Work Relationships:  

boss|supervisor|employee*|staff|assistant*|director*|int
ern*|board member*|to hire|hired|to 
fire|fired|firing|hiring|ceo 

Clergy:  

rabbi|rabba|clergy*|seminary*|ordinati*|rabbin*|imam|
priest|pastor 

Fatigue:  

how much longer|burnou*|burn* 
out|frustra*|exhaust*|tired|tiring|depress* 

Denom. & Pluralism:  

conservative|orthodox*|reform|progressive*|reconstructi
on*|HUC|JTS|Hebrew College|Yeshiva|chabbad|pluralis* 

Federation:  

federation*|JFNA|UJA 

Camping:  

ramah|camp* 

NextGen & Youth:  

teen*|youth*|next gen*|ECE|early 
child*|young*|childr*|millenia*|gen x|gen y|gen 
z|continuity|high scho*|BBYO|kid|kids 

Gender & Sexuality:  

woman|women|female|glass 
ceil*|gender|men|man|male|girl*|boy*|proper 
pronou*|correct pronou*|trans pers*|trans 
peop*|transgen*|trans woma*|trans 
man|gender*|lgb*|queer|lesbian|gay|bisexual|sex|sexua
* 

Race:  

of 
color|black|white|joc|race|racial|racis*|sephard*|mizrah
*|ashken*|europea* 

School:  

*schoo*|universi*|college|elementary|yeshiva|midras*|s
eminar*|rabbini* 

Israel:  

israe*|jerusa*|tel aviv*|temple|western wall*|aliyah  
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APPENDIX 5: Nine Virtual “Conversations” in the Interviews

Our experimental graph analysis process distinguished interview excerpts into nine categories. The wordcloud 
below represents the words that were most significant in distinguishing each group.

The following labels represent a tentative attempt to name these clusters based on what we hypothesize as 
the theme of each group in light of our familiarity with themes appearing in the interviews. 

1.	 Institutions & Jewish Learning

2.	 Jewish Values & Education

3.	 Gender, Race, and Inclusion

4.	 Mentorship & Teams

5.	 Family & Work

6.	 Early Career & Recruitment

7.	 Work Fatigue 

8.	 Work Relationships 

9.	 Network Ecosystem 

We look forward to further analysis to explore what can be learned from the uncovered patterns.
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APPENDIX 6: Interview Follow-Up Survey
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__________________________________ [End of Survey] __________________________________ 
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APPENDIX 7: Notes on Challenging Terminology

Soon after beginning our research, we found that our fundamental terminology was causing confusion: 
What exactly is the field of Jewish education, and who is a Jewish educator? It was especially striking to hear 
people who provide thought leadership or serve in senior positions of organizations that support Jewish 
communities or that facilitate Jewish learning experiences objecting that they had never worked in the field 
of Jewish education, and were therefore not suitable to be interviewed. Some of the leaders we invited to be 
interviewed declined outright on those grounds, while others agreed to participate after their objections to 
the terminology had been explained and noted.

In some cases, objections to the term centered on the speaker being uncertain about where to draw the 
boundaries of Jewish education as a field: “on some level, I’m a Jewish educator, but I’m not like working 
in the Jewish education field exactly.” In other cases, there was hesitation to see oneself in the role of an 
educator, narrowly defined:

“I’m still struggling a little bit with where leadership and Jewish education come together and feeling like they’re—there’s leadership in 

general, which spans different fields. And then there’s—when I think of Jewish education, I’m typically thinking about educators and 

wondering contextually if you’re thinking about Jewish educators as leaders, or are we talking about two different things here? 

[Interviewer]: Where would you put yourself in that? 

Probably a leader of a Jewish organization that’s involved in Jewish learning.” 

Hesitation to be labeled as a Jewish educator was often also characterized by humility regarding one’s level 
of Jewish learning or practice, or by conceptualizing the role of a Jewish educator as being exclusive of other 
roles or identities. One interviewee, surprised by the characterization, replied, “I feel like I, by definition, 
am not a Jewish educator. You know, I have a degree in [a secular field]!” Another offered a more structured 
rationalization for exemption:

“I don’t have any firsthand knowledge or experience of Jewish education as it’s traditionally understood. There seems to be a field of 

Jewish education which is about day schools, summer camps, yeshivas, etc., so there’s a field. I’m not part of that field. That would 

be one response.  The second is, I’m almost always the most secular person in the room, so I don’t think of what I do […] as Jewish. It 

certainly isn’t Jewish if you would define that by referencing or acknowledging Jewish text, or Jewish law, or Jewish tradition of culture in 

any particular way. So those are the two ways in which it doesn’t seem to me what I have done is about Jewish education. One, it’s not 

education in a traditional sense, and two, it’s not Jewish in the traditional sense.”

Conversely, interviewees who accepted being characterized as Jewish educators tended to connect it with 
personal experiences involving increased Jewish learning or practice. When about to take a position in a 
Jewish organization, an interviewee initially disputed the label to her supervisor, saying, “‘I haven’t done 
anything formal in Jewish education; I’m not a Jewish educator, but I would love to come back and work [in a 
Jewish setting].’ So I immediately got re-immersed in the whole Jewish side of the culture.” Some linked the 
role with prerequisite knowledge: “[Intensive study in Israel] was very, very foundational, really, for me. And, 
also, just the fact that I now know Hebrew. It’s just that I can’t imagine how you can call yourself a Jewish 
educator and not know Hebrew. It’s so foundational. I learned so much. I learned how to study text. I learned 
about politics and philosophy, and history.” One interviewee prescribed taking on the role as though it is, in 
itself, a spiritual practice or path leading to holistic self-realization, proposing that “a reason to be a Jewish 
educator is [that] you integrate all the parts of yourself. You become a better person and you will find Judaism 
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in all new ways for yourself, in ways that are appropriate for you and who you are more deeply.”

This issue should be understood as much more than a semantic dispute. Leaders grow through the consolidation 
of their personal, social, and professional identities.  We learned from these interviews that going through the 
experience of pursuing Jewish learning in a structured learning environment helped Jewish leaders think of 
themselves as Jewish educators. That shift in identity self-perception is part of what opens the door for leaders 
to feel responsibility for and commitment to an educational endeavor. It is a shift in self-perception that can be 
transformative for how leaders choose to direct their efforts. Without this opportunity to engage in structured 
learning, someone may develop into an effective and inspiring Jewish leader, yet may not accept that they are a 
Jewish education leader. It will be more difficult to coordinate the efforts of Jewish leaders if they do not believe 
they are contributing to a shared field, whether that field is called Jewish education or something else. This 
suggests that providing Jewish leaders with a diverse range of accessible options for structured Jewish learning 
may be critical to the goal of developing leaders for the field of Jewish education.  

We also heard many people deliberately challenging the notion that Jewish education or the role of a Jewish 
educator can be rigidly defined. For example, one person emphasized the essentially educational role of a 
fundraising professional, because their work is centered on informing people about community values and 
needs and how organizations are responding to meet them. Others were adamant that leaders of Jewish 
organizations should understand themselves as educators because they play a vital role in what is ultimately an 
educational enterprise. “I consider the head of a Federation a Jewish educator.” In a sense, this doesn’t apply 
only to people in leadership roles. “They’re all Jewish educators. Even if they’re the financial people or they’re 
running the kitchen or whatever, they’re all Jewish educators.” We also heard people talk about a shift in how the 
field of Jewish education is being understood, for example, observing that “the blurriness between education 
and engagement in the last five to ten years is becoming more and more dominant. If you were doing this 
study 10 years ago, [many of these people] would not even have been classified as Jewish educators. But now, 
for whatever reason, they are in this Jewish education space.” Some wanted people to allow more flexibility 
in the categories. “You’re not just someone that actually belongs back in the Jewish professional world, but 
you’re actually an educator. You’re a Jewish educator and you don’t really know it. I mean, you’ve done Jewish 
education, but you never called it that.” The Jim Joseph Foundation considers Jewish education to be a flexible 
category that can be carried out in a variety of ways and settings.  

“Successful educators and successful leaders have much in common: they ask good questions, they are good managers, they have vision and they 

are constantly learning themselves. It is not surprising that a founding principle of the Jim Joseph Foundation is that Jewish education should be 

loosely defined as that which imbues leadership skills in youth.”  

Nevertheless, many of the leaders we interviewed were still grappling with the issue of whether or not Jewish 
education is a specific, separate species of activity, or whether it includes demonstrating, expressing, and

conveying Jewish values through the medium of one’s everyday life and work. “I think we have erred way too 
often on the extreme of putting Jewish education in a box: ‘I will now have my Jewish learning moments,’ as 
opposed to it being just part and parcel of what we do.” In the interviews, even when there was confusion 
around the terms and assumption that Jewish education is a more limited category, people observed benefits of 
adopting a more expansive view:
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“I like the idea of thinking about education more broadly, and education as like learning in lots of different ways, and learning through different 

kinds of experiences, whether it be entirely intellectually or some of these other ways that I’ve been talking about. In what ways can we broaden 

the scope of what learning looks like? And, like I said before, how might we focus on what the—like really get right the end goals of our Jewish 

learning work: why are we investing in this?”

Clarity and agreement on key terminology is a prerequisite to leadership in the sense of generating shared direction, 
alignment, and commitment among a group. Given that supporting Jewish education is central to the Jim Joseph 
Foundation’s grantmaking strategy, generating agreement about the nature of the field of Jewish education and who 
should be called Jewish educators will be a prerequisite to enabling professionals working in Jewish education to 
recognize that they have an educational role and that their work is integral to supporting an educational ecosystem. 

It is also worth noting that not all Jewish education leaders identify as Jewish. For example, if a program director, camp 
counselor, social worker, nursing home manager, or even a math teacher in a Jewish day school does not have any 
Jewish heritage or personal connection to Judaism, it may seem awkward to label them a Jewish educator even when 
their work is unambiguously centered in the field of Jewish education. Language is a critical enabler (or interruptor) of 
inclusion. To the extent that the language limits who identifies as being involved in the practice of Jewish education, 
it limits the ability of leaders to feel included and identified as a leader in the Jewish education space. Once a sense of 
shared direction is established in the Jewish professional community’s collective understanding, it will be possible to 
more strategically align the efforts of individuals and organizations advancing diverse efforts throughout the field.
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EDITORIAL NOTES

Note that some quotations and other information have been drawn from sources other than the interviews, in which 
case, the source will be identified in the text or in a citation.

We have practiced silent editing, for example removing “like” or “sort of” when they appear to be artifacts of spoken 
language that a speaker would probably not use to express the same meaning in a written form. However, we don’t 
remove every occurrence; sometimes these words seemed to contribute to the expressiveness of a statement.

We have allowed a few instances of silent revision where a speaker immediately self-corrected to revise their own 
phrasing, the wording a speaker chose to abandon might be edited out of quotes to make reading easier and to 
reflect what the speaker decided to communicate.

We’ve used brackets or ellipses to provide context, facilitate the flow of language, or replace details that might 
identify a speaker with a generalization that conveys the same meaning, without altering their intended message. 
Silent elipses are used where a quote has been condensed without significantly changing its meaning, or where the 
only change is to de-identify the speaker by removing specific details. Repeated instances of bracketed or standard 
ellipses may be omitted. 
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