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GINA ZEHNER, Fundraising specialist

“Passion leads, opportunity follows”

Can you tell us a bit about your background and how you came to join this association?

Born and raised in Scranton, Pennsylvania, I grew up with a strong
Italian cultural identity, as my great-grandparents were from Sicily.
Italian music filled our home, big Sunday dinners were a tradition,
and I remember very well hearing my grandmother pray the

malocchio away.

With such deep-rooted ties to the culture, it was no surprise that when

I finally had the freedom to travel abroad, Italy was my first choice.

In 2017, I made that dream a reality by working as an au pair—first in
Trieste and later in Rome. It didn’t take long for me to fall in love

with the city, but what truly changed my life was discovering that |

could stay and study here. After learning about the American
University of Rome, I toured the campus, applied, the rest was history! I spent the next four years earning

my degree in marketing and business, working, and immersing myself in the Italian language and culture.

Wanting to further my studies, [ pursued a master’s degree in marketing and psychology at King’s College
London. During that time, I worked as a consultant for a U.S.-based nonprofit, where I realized that
nonprofit work and fundraising were my true strengths. This passion led me back to Rome, where I was
given the incredible opportunity to continue my fundraising work at my beloved alma mater, the American
University of Rome. I have been there for over a year now and love every minute of it. It’s inspiring to

witness the growth of a university that truly shaped my journey.

Along the way, I was introduced to the PWA community, where I found a network of strong, like-minded
women who share my drive and passion. I am so grateful to be part of this incredible community in my

favorite city and look forward to continuing to learn, grow, and contribute to the place I now call home

How has being a member of this association impacted your personal and professional life?

Having only attended a handful of PWA meetings and gatherings so far, I can already say that [’ve made
friends both professionally and socially! The women here have reminded me that my goals and ambitions
are not out of reach and that—even in a city as laid-back as Rome—there are hardworking people driving

innovation. I want to be a part of that as well!
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GINA ZEHNER, Fundraising specialist
Is your current job the same one you dreamed of when you were young?

I've always wanted to work in a field that involved helping others.

Early on, I thought that meant pursuing a medical profession. But

after traveling, meeting new people, and gaining a clearer sense of o
. AWM
my career goals, | realized there are countless ways to make a \

meaningful impact.

My current role in fundraising allows me to help students who
might not otherwise have the opportunity to study at such an
inspiring university. Knowing that, through my department’s
efforts, we can provide scholarships that truly change lives is
incredibly fulfilling. I can confidently say that I’'m working in a
field I’ve always dreamed of—one where I can make a real

difference every day.

What are you most proud of in your personal or professional life and why?

I take pride in my ability to balance my work and personal life—something that can be a challenge for
many. It’s easy to bring work home, letting stress or others' perceptions affect your mindset. Over time, I’ve
learned that I cannot control how others perceive my work or work ethic; I can only control how I see
myself. As long as I know I’'m doing my best, that’s what truly matters and what will ultimately push me

forward in my career.

There have been times when I’ve struggled to separate my emotions from work, allowing frustrations or
misunderstandings to follow me home. No matter how hard you work or how much effort you put into a
project, there will always be moments when colleagues may not fully recognize your dedication. I've grown
in my ability to complete my tasks, leave challenges at work, and return the next day with a fresh
perspective. This mindset shift has not only helped me professionally but has also allowed me to fully enjoy
and appreciate the life I’ve built in Rome. More than anything, I am proud to have a job that allows me to
inspire younger versions of myself to chase their dreams, just as I have. Giving back to a place that has

given me so much is truly fulfilling.

What inspires you or are your greatest passions in life?

What inspires me most and can also be considered a passion of mine, is never taking the little
things for granted; something Italy has surely helped me accentuate. I enjoy taking my time in the
mundane and strive to carry that trait with me in every career choice, relationship, and lifestyle

decision I make.
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GINA ZEHNER, Fundraising specialist
When I see people who are calm and centered in both their work and personal lives, I find it to be one of the

most inspiring qualities someone can have. I believe inspiration is rooted in the small moments, and true

fulfillment comes from paying attention to what life is trying to show you.

How do you want to be remembered?
I want to be remembered as someone who brought passion to everything I did, giving my best in every

endeavor. [ hope that others could see my dedication and commitment simply through my presence.

How do you like to spend your weekends or free time?

I love trying new things and truly cherish my weekends, dedicating them to my various hobbies! Since
moving to Rome, I’ve become especially passionate about photography, writing, and reading. I find it
incredibly helpful to document how I’m feeling and what I’'m doing as often as possible—it allows me to
look back and appreciate my progress and accomplishments. Capturing my life through photos is another
way I love to do this!

Right now, I'm making my way through The 48 Laws of Power by Robert Greene, and it’s definitely

teaching me a thing or two about building confidence in the workplace.

If you could time travel, would you go to the past or the future? Why?
I would absolutely take myself back to the 1970s and 1980s—just so I could dance to the amazing music
from those eras! I love to dance, and I feel like today’s music just doesn’t have the same energy and emotion

that it used to. (Who agrees with me?)
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