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What’s more gratifying than a girls’ night out? It’s a chance to share good food, good company, 
and conversation that meanders through work, relationships and any other topics that might 
arise along the way. Perhaps you discover you have more than a few things in common with 
someone you’ve just met. Or maybe you meet a business contact. Inevitably, you leave feeling 
more energized, inspired and connected than when you arrived. It’s no different for the women 
of The Chicago Network. Well, maybe just a little… 

The Chicago Network
A Look Into One Of Chicago’s Most Exclusive Clubs | By Ivy Gracie. Photo by Beth Rooney
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(Not-So) Humble Beginnings 
In 1979, a small group of successful women who 
called themselves The Good Old Girls were meet-
ing socially for the third time when they thought, 
‘Wouldn’t it be fun to invite other leading Chi-
cago women to join us and meet regularly?’ A 
good idea turned into a plan and they got down 
to business. They hired a professional researcher 
to find other successful women. They pared the 
list from 1,000 to 113. They mailed invitations and 
97 of the recipients accepted. And when they met 
for the first time at the Metropolitan Club on the 
67th floor of the Sears Tower, The Chicago Net-
work came to life. 

Since then, The Chicago Network (TCN) has 
attracted Chicago’s highest-ranking women in 
corporations, nonprofits, the media, the arts, gov-
ernment, academia, the professions and entrepre-
neurships. Membership requirements are lofty, 
both professionally and civically. A candidate 
should be the top woman in her company or orga-
nization, and considered prominent and influen-
tial at work and in her community. She must be 
nominated by three current Network members 
and approved by the Membership Committee.   

The Network’s current 350 members represent 
a cross-section of business leadership, cultural 
excellence and diversity. They include such nota-
bles as Susan Crown, Maggie Daley, Christie Hef-
ner, Holly Hunt and Lisa Madigan. Not only do 
they excel in their careers, they sit on the boards 
of major corporations and almost 800 chari-
table organizations. And while their credentials, 
achievements and awards might prompt most of 
us to run to the medicine cabinet or uncork the 
nearest bottle of Sauvignon Blanc if we were to 
compare them to our own, their success hasn’t 
come without a price.  

“It’s very lonely for most women at the top, 
pathetic as it is,” says Ellen Carnahan, manag-
ing director of Seyen Capital, LLC, and current 
TCN Chair. That’s because there still aren’t many 
women there. And The Network has the data to 
prove it.

  
Numbers Don’t Lie 
For the last nine years, TCN has published the 
Chicago Network Census (available at www.
thechicagonetwork.org), tracking the progress of 
women in Chicago’s 50 leading public corpora-
tions and 35 largest nonprofits. The report focuses 
on the status and trends of women as directors, 
executive officers and top earners.  

Since its first publication in 1998, the Census has 
reflected an upward trend in women’s progress, 
but the climb has been alarmingly slow. The 2005 
Census read, “At the current pace, it will take 17 
years before women represent 40 percent of exec-
utive officers and more than 25 years before they 
represent 40 percent of directors in Chicago.” 
And the 2006 Census showed the first downward 
turn with women losing ground in all three areas: 
boardroom, executive suite and earnings. 
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“A good deal of power is still in the hands of men, and we still haven’t 
pierced that glass ceiling at the very top,” says Marca Bristo, president 
and CEO of Access Living of Metropolitan Chicago. 

But the Network is diligent about raising awareness of professional 
and social issues facing women. It distributes the Census to all members, 
the press, the corporations and nonprofits studied in the report, business 
schools and Chicago women’s organizations. 

Deborah DeHaas, vice chairman & regional managing partner at 
Deloitte & Touche USA, LLP, remains optimistic despite the recent 
downturn. “We’ve been proactive about putting this in front of leaders 
in the community,” she says.  “We’ve been able to use the report as a 
way to get attention to the issue that progress isn’t as strong as we would 
expect it to be.”

“You don’t count the number of men who are in CEO positions,” 
TCN Executive Director Amy Osler makes a sobering observation. But 
she’s also quick to point out, “If women are in greater representation 
in the boardroom, it trickles down. The influence that women have to 
hire other women—it’s something we can make a difference in… women 
have to help other women.” 

“There’s a special place in hell for women who don’t help other 
women,” sharing her favorite Madeleine Albright quote, says Pamela 
Forbes Lieberman, former president and CEO of True Value Company, 
driving home the point. “The whole purpose of The Network is being 
committed to the advancement of women.” 

Net-work (n.) 
They’re already at the top—why would such successful women need 
a network? Their answers vary, but it’s evident that it’s not strictly for 
business, nor is it simply social. It’s a combination. 

“Women use The Network in different fashions,” Pamela says, “for 
business networking and as a social network. It’s about being supportive 
and supported—talking about difficult issues or taking good advice from 
someone with prior experience.” 

And Valerie Jarrett, president & CEO of The Habitat Company says, 
“No matter how successful you are in your career you always have to 
look for new opportunities. If you just tread water you’ll fall behind.”  

Representing a broad range of occupations, Network members have 
the opportunity to expand their spheres of influence and knowledge 
simply by getting to know one another. As an activist for Chicago’s dis-
abled population, Marca Bristo provides the perfect example. “The Net-
work provides an opportunity to recruit people to our mission.” And 
on the flip side, “I can help arrange a disability awareness training for a 
company or help them explore something in the disability arena.”

Eva Maddox, principal at Perkins+Will/Eva Maddox Branded Envi-
ronments and TCN Chair Elect, speaks of a different appeal. “The 
architectural profession is really soloed and one of the Network’s great 
benefits is putting me in touch with peers.” 

“I’m always curious about what other people do,” says Valerie Jarrett. 
“Five years later that relationship might come in handy!” 

Net-work (v.) 
TCN offers an array of events, of which, mem-
bers may attend as many or as few as they 
wish. There are quarterly all-member dinners, 
monthly informal dinners for smaller groups 
at various restaurants; breakfast, box-lunch and 
after-work seminars; and once a year, around 15 
members host private dinners for other network 
members in their homes. 

“There’s no agenda. Everyone is encouraged 
to mix it up and sit with people they wouldn’t 
normally meet,” Valerie says. 

Imagine sharing a meal with U.S. District 
Court Judge Joan Lefkow or Cook County Trea-
surer Maria Pappas. Critiquing the soup with 

Chef Sarah Stegner of Prairie Grass Cafe. Or learning what it’s like to run 
an empire like Johnson Publishing Company, Inc., from Linda Johnson 
Rice. It could happen at a Network dinner. 

“I love the diversity of the membership, the opportunity to hear their 
experiences and benefit from their advice,” Deborah DeHaas says.

And there are other opportunities to connect. Members sponsor box 
luncheons at their places of business. New members are welcomed with 
an annual reception and a special breakfast to introduce them to TCN 
board members. And each year the Network hosts its flagship event and 
sole fundraiser, the Women in the Forefront Luncheon.

Network Rule #1 (and only 1) 
In 28 years the Network has had only one absolute rule: Return all mem-
ber phone calls or emails within 24 hours if humanly possible. It may 
sound simple, but to this group it’s invaluable. 

“You never know when you’ll need to communicate with somebody 
in a different industry. With the 24-hour rule you can call someone who 
you might not get through to otherwise,” Marca Bristo says.

Eva Maddox, adds, “With the multi-disciplinary nature of business it’s 
one of the major benefits of being a member—there’s somebody there 
with the expertise.”

A Forum for Friendship “In the end, the most fruitful business 
relationships are those based in friendship,” Valerie Jarrett says.

“This is a comfortable place to enjoy the company of women,” Ellen 
Carnahan adds. “It’s not focused on a particular business agenda. It’s 
networking for whatever reason you want.”  

And what’s not to enjoy? “These women are terrific. They’re interest-
ing, exciting, energetic, focused, and committed. They’re leaders. And 
they’re smart. Very smart,” Amy Osler says.

Marcia sums it up beautifully, “The opportunity to get to know this 
incredible group of women and to watch them go through changes—one 
job ending, another beginning—and reinventing themselves helps all of 
us know that the sky’s the limit. Even if you think you’ve already made 
it to the top.” 

Celebrating Success 
In 1989 TCN launched the first annual Women in the Forefront Lun-
cheon to celebrate the leadership role of women in the Chicago metro-
politan area. Each year the luncheon has featured a prominent woman at 
the front of her industry as keynote speaker. Nationally known speak-
ers have included Charlotte Beers, Rosabeth Moss Kanter, Indra Nooyi, 
Marjorie Scardino, Gloria Steinem, and several of The Chicago Net-
work’s own members. This year’s luncheon features Chicago’s—and The 
Network’s—very own Brenda Barnes, Chairman & CEO of Sara Lee 
Corporation. The luncheon is The Network’s only fundraiser and draws 
over 1,000 attendees. This year’s event will be held Wednesday, April 11, 
at the Hilton Chicago. ■

For more information visit www.thechicagonetwork.org
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