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AUTHOR’S NOTE

FOR THIS BOOK I interviewed a hundred women entrepreneurs, as well as nonbinary entrepreneurs, between July 2017 and January 2020, with follow-ups in early 2020. Start-ups are fast moving, so details on the companies and founders here may have changed in the meantime.

Most of the available research and data on entrepreneurship examine only women and men. For this reason, this book primarily focuses on people who identify as women (cisgender and transgender), but it’s important to note that the hurdles faced by women tend to be shared by gender-expansive people, too.

Finally, while gender is the focus, my aim in these pages is to show how other identities—such as race, class, and sexual orientation—also play a significant role in someone’s entrepreneurial experience.






INTRODUCTION

CHRISTINA HARBRIDGE thinks women entrepreneurs are a lot like women political candidates. She should know; she works with both. They often discount their own qualifications, especially when they’re just starting out. People tend to define them in terms of their family relations—“she’s a mom”—rather than their professional life. And they have to be better than men, probably way better, just to have a chance to compete.

Harbridge’s San Francisco–based company, Allegory, coaches entrepreneurs, executives, and others to be better leaders and communicators. She also volunteers for Emerge, a nationwide organization that recruits Democratic women to run for political office and trains them how to win.

She remembers one particular woman vying for a statewide position of Democratic Party chair. “She got super-passionate about something, and she was told to calm down,” Harbridge tells me. “And the guy she was running against pounded his fist on the table in anger, and no one said anything.”

There was plenty of evidence of a double standard on the campaign trail leading up to the 2020 presidential election. Questions about US senator Elizabeth Warren’s “likability,” or lack thereof, repeatedly popped up.1 CNN political analyst David Gergen, bristling at the way she seemed to have a plan for everything, complained that Warren has a “hectoring quality.”2 US senator Amy Klobuchar noted that a woman with a political résumé as skimpy as that of Pete Buttigieg, her fellow candidate and the former mayor of South Bend, Indiana, would not have been taken seriously. “We have to work harder, and that’s a fact,” she said during one of the debates.3

Women entrepreneurs going after funding get similar treatment. Different setting, different stakes, but the assumptions are the same. “These funders use language with women that they would never say to a guy,” says Harbridge. “I’ve sat in the rooms and heard it. ‘It doesn’t sound like you’re ready,’ and this is like a thirty-five-year-old woman who’s done all this stuff. Then they look at a twenty-year-old guy with an idea in the garage and say, ‘Oh, my God, you’re so ahead of your time!’ It’s really fascinating.”

Early in her career, Harbridge showed how a woman’s insight can fundamentally change the way a business operates. In the late 1980s, while a college student in Northern California, she needed to get a full-time job that would help pay her father’s medical expenses (his Parkinson’s disease was worsening) and still allow her to take classes at night. She answered an ad for a collector, not even knowing what it was. She thought maybe it had to do with antiques.

She got hired as a file clerk at what turned out to be a debt collection agency. On her first day, the people she encountered in the break room were some of the nicest she’d ever met. But she was shocked when she walked out onto the floor for the first time. “My hands shook listening to people on the phone being just so cruel to people,” she tells me. “I thought, ‘Why are they doing it this way? There should be a collections unit that collects debts by being nice.’”

Once she had the idea, she couldn’t let go of it. In her early twenties, she launched a firm with the idea of making it the world’s first “nice” debt collection agency. The industry ran on the belief that you should intimidate people. Harbridge intuitively understood that this was wrong, and it would make people resent the companies that were owed money. “I believed the purpose of a collection call wasn’t to collect money,” she says. “It was to establish enough relationship so the person explained their situation so we could help them. Often the person didn’t owe the money, didn’t understand they owed it, or couldn’t afford it. Once it was clear what was going on, we could help them—find jobs, dispute it, make a payment plan, file for bankruptcy.

“Other agency owners made fun of me, called me ‘Little Red Riding Hood about to get eaten by a wolf,’” Harbridge says. “This whole ‘nice’ thing, I got a lot of ridicule, but I was super-stubborn.”

Even Harbridge assumed her approach would result in a lower rate of repayments, but she had a background in computer programming and thought that what her company lacked in collections, she could make up in efficiency. Imagine everybody’s surprise, then, when her business ended up raking in collections at triple the industry rate. “The industry average is 9.9 percent. We did 32.2,” she says. It turned out people liked it when the collection agency was nice to them.

“People often criticize the genius right out of the woman,” says Harbridge, who sold her debt collection business in 2006 and soon after launched her second company. “I have sat in rooms and watched a woman [who’s pitching her business] nail it, just do something so profound, and then somebody will raise their hand and correct her. Women get a lot of negative messaging: ‘Wow, you don’t have any experience in that.’ ‘It doesn’t sound like you have a competitive advantage.’ ‘I think you’re too late to the game.’ ‘Wow, it’s kind of a dog-eat-dog industry—are you tough enough?’”

You might say, okay, just shrug it off and move on. Or offer a rebuttal. But a woman has to be careful about how she responds.

Harbridge says, “One of the challenges is, if the female founder or CEO challenges that investor, makes him feel small or corrected, their discomfort and fragility may cause them not to fund her. She’s got to be strategic around keeping them open. This sucks, and it makes me vomit a little in my mouth when I have to coach women this way. The same is true with a candidate running for office. If the voter gets fragile and shuts down, a qualified, incredible female candidate will be less likely to win the race. This is especially true for women of color.”

Harbridge often gets asked why she’s only training women in politics. “I don’t think women are better than men,” she tells me. Instead, she’s motivated by the numbers. Women make up 51 percent of our population, but, for example, only 24 percent of the seats in the US Congress were filled by women as of early 2020.4 “If it was men, I’d be training men. The perspective is off in our country because we don’t have enough women in positions of leadership.”

Women are likewise missing from the entrepreneurial space. They own fewer companies than men, and those businesses have access to significantly less start-up capital, make significantly less revenue, and employ far fewer people. An entrepreneurial gender gap exists, and it leaves us with fewer jobs, a weaker economy, and less innovation. Building a start-up world that’s open and inclusive would benefit us all.

I’ve been studying and interviewing women entrepreneurs for years, and I’ve seen versions of Harbridge’s story play out in a hundred different ways. I came to the topic not as an entrepreneur but as a journalist. I worked for a dozen years as an editor at the Boston Globe’s Sunday magazine, the last six of those as the magazine’s editor-in-chief. The newspaper industry has become entrepreneurial by default because its original business model has collapsed. To replace revenue no longer coming from advertisers and subscribers, we experimented at the Globe with apps, events, e-books, and other money-making schemes.

In 2007, I represented the newsroom on a team of seven women from all over the company who came together to develop an idea for a magazine for young women who weren’t already reading the Globe. We studied the market, made financial projections, put together prototypes, and convened focus groups. After six months, we launched a free monthly publication called Lola. It was about the size of a paperback, designed to be carried in your bag as you hurried around the city. Readers immediately loved it. I found the process exhilarating, but it taught me yet another entrepreneurial lesson. When the financial crisis hit in 2008, the advertising that supported Lola started to drop, and the publication shut down after a two-year run. I learned that you can’t just have a product that people like. You need to have good timing, too.

I left the Globe in 2015 to take a teaching position at Emerson College in Boston, with a focus on the business of publishing. I brought my entrepreneurial mindset with me, because what’s true of the newspaper industry is true of the publishing industry all over. Everywhere I looked, publishers were in a struggle to figure out how to make money in a society that now assumed information should be free. But as I taught entrepreneurship to my students, most of whom are women, one thing became painfully clear: almost every entrepreneur they’d ever heard of was a man. Does that matter? I’ve seen that it does. It subtly erodes the confidence of the young women I teach. They love learning about the next big start-up but have a vague notion that the arena isn’t for them.

Maya Rafie, an ambitious woman with a love of photography and a French accent (her family is Lebanese, but she was born and raised in France), was one of the first student entrepreneurs I met at Emerson. In 2015, at the age of nineteen, she launched a platform called Bistara where college students could find freelance gigs doing creative work. Rafie secured just under $30,000 in seed money and eventually drew in more than four thousand users at over fifty universities nationwide. Yet she told me she still wasn’t being taken seriously.

In 2017, Rafie made it to the second round of MassChallenge, one of the world’s top accelerator programs for up-and-coming entrepreneurs, and pitched in front of a panel of five men and one woman. She could tell, especially in the minds of the male judges, that her gender and her age were both strikes against her. “It was clear that they loved the idea, but they weren’t a fan of me,” she says.

Also while in college, Rafie attended a marketing conference that featured a noted business author as a speaker. “I was a big fan,” she says. “I was very excited. He finished up his speech talking about how we should empower young entrepreneurs. At lunch break, I saw him at a food truck. I went up to him, probably a little nervous, but I said, ‘Thank you so much for your words. I myself am starting a company.’ He actually looked at me and said, ‘Is your mom here?’ I caught myself and said, ‘That was kind of rude.’ He was like, ‘I’m so sorry. It’s just that you look young and I’m so tired.’” Rafie just walked away. “It was a shocking experience,” she says.

After two years, Bistara needed more capital and paid employees, neither of which Rafie could secure. She reluctantly shut it down at the end of 2017. In the years since, Rafie has been working full-time in marketing jobs and doing side projects with friends, hoping one might blossom into her next start-up. “It’s not the end of my entrepreneurial endeavors,” she tells me.

As I set out to write this book, I knew I wanted to clearly understand what made some women-owned companies flourish, when others withered or died. I wanted to learn about the hurdles women entrepreneurs face, the ways they’ve been held back, and the persistence they’ve shown to succeed anyway. And I wanted to find out what we stand to gain if these hurdles are smashed for good. More jobs and a stronger economy, certainly, but what else? What happens when people with different experiences and needs and points of view innovate? To answer these questions, I’ve interviewed a hundred women entrepreneurs, as well as nonbinary entrepreneurs, working all over the country in fields such as tech, food, health care, and finance. They told me stories that are raw, honest, uplifting, and disturbing.

In these pages, you’ll meet people like Hannah Wei. In the fall of 2017 in Boston, I observed her workshop on how to build credibility as a first-time founder. It was part of an all-day conference for aspiring women student entrepreneurs called Four94. At the time, Wei was herself a student, getting dual degrees at Wellesley College and MIT. She described her struggles trying to get a social media app named CliqBit off the ground. She and a woman classmate had managed to raise $2.5 million in funding and employed a dozen people. But still they had to deal with the questions from investors: “Are you pregnant now?” “What happens when you are?” “Won’t you lose your motivation when you have a family and kids?” Once, Wei recalled, a male judge at an accelerator told her: “Love the idea. Love the company. Love the app. The only thing wrong with your company is it doesn’t have enough men in it.”

The Four94 conference was put on by five young women studying at Harvard who’d witnessed the obstacles women entrepreneurs face and wanted to change things. The conference name references the fact that only 4.94 percent of all venture capital deals in the United States in 2016 went to women-led companies. Risham Dhillon started the conference idea. During her sophomore year at Harvard, Dhillon, a computer science major, and her female roommate began tinkering with their own project: a sensor and app that would alert parents to a baby accidentally left behind in a hot car. They called it Chirp. “We just wanted to see what we could build and where we could go,” she tells me. In their junior year, Dhillon and the roommate took a Harvard class called Startup R&D to continue work on Chirp. Dhillon was struck by the fact that only one-sixth of the students in the class were women. Dhillon and some friends, including Janet Chen, a computer science major, felt that one big problem was a lack of community among women entrepreneurs. They envisioned a conference, followed by other events, that would give young women the inspiration and step-by-step guidance they’d need to start a business.

“I can name very few women who are leading companies,” says Chen. I think even if it’s not a conscious thing, where you feel burdened by those statistics, it’s still very unconsciously powerful. I think it goes a really long way to be able to see a leader who looks like you.”

With just a few months of planning and very little publicity, the Four94 conference attracted a hundred women students from as far away as Texas. The women entrepreneurs and executives giving the talks and workshops encouraged attendees to think about new businesses that could solve common problems, to be scrappy and self-motivated, to accept that sometimes they’ll feel crushed and dismissed and probably harassed, but to keep going anyway.

That advice was echoed by many of the people I interviewed for this book. After several years of research, I came to see that there’s a lot women entrepreneurs can do to improve their odds of success—everything from networking effectively to injecting bold aspirations into the financial projections they pitch to investors. But these women can’t overcome a patriarchal system on their own. We all have a part to play.

The following chapters offer an unvarnished look at the challenges women entrepreneurs face and show that, in many cases, these obstacles have stood in women’s way for generations. But change is possible, and as you’ll see, there are real, practical ways we can open the entrepreneurial system to everyone.






CHAPTER 1

ENTREPRENEURSHIP’S MERITOCRACY MYTH

How we all lose out

FORBES MAGAZINE MAKES A LOT OF LISTS. There are over 130 of them, including the World’s Most Powerful People, the Billionaires List, America’s Best Employers, America’s Top Colleges, and Best Places to Retire.1 In September 2019, the magazine released another, America’s Most Innovative Leaders, crowning “the most creative and successful business minds of today.”2 Tied for the number-one spot were entrepreneurs Jeff Bezos of Amazon and Elon Musk of Tesla and SpaceX. More entrepreneurs followed, including Mark Zuckerberg of Facebook (number three), Marc Benioff of Salesforce (number four), Reed Hastings of Netflix (number five), and Larry Page and Sergey Brin of Alphabet and Google (number ten).

In all, 102 founders and CEOs were featured. Of those, 101 were men. Only one was a woman, Barbara Rentler, the CEO of Ross Stores (number seventy-five).

Readers quickly attacked Forbes on social media, calling the lack of women “inexcusable” and “truly astonishing.”3 Aileen Lee, the prominent tech investor who coined the term “unicorn” to describe start-ups valued at $1 billion, described the list as “an example of how privilege can be blinding” and “the consequences of institutional bias.”4 In the following days, the magazine’s editor, Randall Lane, offered an apology—“We blew it,” he tweeted—and promised to set up a task force to inject fairness into future lists.5 Soon after, more than fifty women CEOs, most of them founders of the companies they run, signed an open letter criticizing the list and explaining the damage:


Though important, this isn’t about equity and inclusion: This is about economic imperative. Growth in the global marketplace happens only by big business and start-ups opening the doors to women. We cannot compete on half our brain power. That’s like hopping long distances, up mountains even, on one leg. . . . A list like this also has major ripple impacts. It governs who gets tapped for boards, which candidates get to interview, who speaks at conference podiums, and who gets funding for their next gig, which all then further reinforce the status quo of business realm as boy’s club.6



At the highest levels of entrepreneurial success, you’ll find men everywhere. From 2009 to early 2016, women led less than 4 percent of the US companies debuting on a major stock exchange, according to S&P Global Market Intelligence.7 Then there are the members of the Global Unicorn Club, a list of private companies valued at over $1 billion, compiled by research firm CB Insights.8 In early 2020, 216 US companies were part of the club, but only five were founded solely by women, and only nineteen had a woman cofounder.

Women in this country are opening businesses at a remarkable rate—they went from owning 5 percent of all firms in 1972 to 42 percent in 2019—but dig deeper and the situation seems a lot less cheery.9 Women-owned businesses were responsible for just 8 percent of all employment and 4 percent of total revenues in 2019. Hitting $1 million or more in annual revenue is an important early marker of success for a company, yet in 2018 a mere 2 percent of women-owned firms had this distinction.10

But why? Maybe there’s a good reason. Maybe women are just interested in running smaller, more flexible companies, and the industries they choose aren’t conducive to high revenues or fast growth. Or maybe their ideas aren’t as good. The evidence I’ve gathered points to another cause: women are operating within an entrepreneurial system rife with bias and discrimination, a system built by and for men.

The one hundred women entrepreneurs I interviewed over the last four years have witnessed the consequences. They’ve overcome funding shortages. They’ve struggled to find mentors and role models. They’ve been belittled, disregarded, and harassed. Their male counterparts receive almost double the start-up capital as women, and it’s been shown that a lack of early money can stunt a company’s growth.11 In 2019, start-ups founded only by women pulled in just 2.7 percent of the total venture capital investment in the United States.12 Women of color receive an even tinier slice.

As Mara Zepeda was hunting for capital to grow Switchboard, her Portland, Oregon–based tech start-up that helps colleges and other groups build strong networks, she came to see that the current approach to funding boxes out a ton of promising businesses, especially those aiming to combine profit and social good, often founded by women and people of color. Her frustration led her and other women entrepreneurs in 2017 to form a group called Zebras Unite that pushes for an ethical, inclusive approach to entrepreneurship. “We are right now held prisoner in the status quo of old, outdated models, and those models extend to corporate structure, capital systems, financing, business models,” Zepeda tells me. “We desperately need new models, new experiments, courageous capital to reimagine a future that isn’t extractive, but is focused on repair and broad economic development.”

Entrepreneurs have changed the world in ways big and small, from how we use data and diagnose diseases, to how we brew coffee and find someone to date. An entrepreneur is anyone who creates a new business and assumes financial risk to do so. But the entrepreneurs glorified by our culture and sought after by investors are the ones who infuse their business with innovation and offer the potential for significant, often rapid growth.13 This innovation can come in several forms, such as a new product or service, or an old product or service made or delivered in a new way. Researchers have shown that young companies are key producers of jobs, rivaling job creation by older firms.14 Entrepreneurial ventures can generate wealth for people and communities and improve the ways we live and work.15

We live in a time when traditional industries are vanishing and robots are nudging out human workers. In January 2020, the World Bank declared global economic prospects “fragile”—and this was weeks before the COVID-19 pandemic wreaked further havoc.16 It’s a crucial time for entrepreneurship, yet the rate of all Americans starting new businesses declined over the last four decades.17 Savvy mayors and governors are looking for ways to reverse this.18 Even Wytheville, home to eight thousand residents in southwest Virginia’s coal country, has committed to spurring entrepreneurship, testing out free business classes and a competition that awarded up to $20,000 apiece to the best business ideas. 19

The Kauffman Foundation, a philanthropy in Kansas City, Missouri, has been investigating how to goose entrepreneurial activity across the country for decades and has repeatedly sounded alarms about women getting nudged aside. “The nation has fewer jobs—and less strength in emerging industries—than it could if women’s entrepreneurship were on par with men’s,” one Kauffman report notes.20 “Women capable of starting growth companies may well be our greatest under-utilized economic resource.” The researchers who created the Global Women Entrepreneur Leaders Scorecard second this: they report that if women started high-growth companies at the same rate as men, we’d add 15 million jobs to the US economy in only two years.21 Researchers looking at MIT data estimated that if the school’s female faculty launched biotech start-ups at the same rate as its male faculty, we’d all have the benefits of about forty companies that don’t exist today, companies that would be creating jobs and searching for cures.22

The problem isn’t unique to the United States. Men have higher rates of entrepreneurship than women in every country but Mexico, Indonesia, Vietnam, and the Philippines.23 The Boston Consulting Group showed that if women worldwide launched new businesses at the same rate as men, global GDP could increase by as much as 6 percent, improving the global economy by $2.5 trillion to $5 trillion.24

And women are good at running companies. According to research by the Boston Consulting Group and MassChallenge, women-led start-ups make seventy-eight cents for every dollar of investment they receive, compared to thirty-one cents for companies led by men.25 Venture capital firm First Round Capital concludes that the companies it invested in over a ten-year period that had at least one woman founder performed 63 percent better than firms with all-male founders.26 An analysis by PitchBook and All Raise showed that start-ups with at least one woman founder on the team take a median of 6.4 years to reach an exit (meaning the company is sold or goes public), compared to a median of 7.4 years for all start-ups.27 These statistics join a growing body of research that finds that women CEOs typically run companies with better returns and happier employees. 28

We like to believe that America is a meritocracy. That those with the best brains and best ideas and a willingness to work hard will ultimately succeed. But the evidence reveals otherwise. A 2019 study by Georgetown University’s Center on Education and the Workforce showed that it’s better to start life as a rich kid than a smart one.29 Affluent kindergartners with low test scores have a seven in ten chance of attaining a high socioeconomic status when they grow up, the researchers found. Meanwhile, poor kindergartners with high test scores have just a three in ten chance. “The American Dream,” the researchers write, “promises that individual talent will be rewarded, regardless of where one comes from or who one’s parents are. Based on this ideal of equal opportunity, it’s tempting to believe that education and career outcomes reflect a natural sorting according to merit. But this presumption risks suggesting that those who do not thrive in school or the workforce lack talent—when, in fact, they more often lack sufficient systemic support on the journey to reach their full potential.”

Systemic support is lacking for women entrepreneurs, too. They’ve seen that their gender matters, as do their race, sexual orientation, and other factors.

Not many entrepreneurs have experienced the role of gender in quite the same way as Allison Clift-Jennings has. She cofounded the Reno, Nevada–based blockchain company Filament in 2012, just four years after the technology debuted, making her a veteran in this exploding, much-hyped industry. Blockchain technology offers a way to share data that’s secure, tamper resistant, and decentralized, something that’s tantalizing to fields such as finance, manufacturing, and health care. Filament is focusing on transportation—in particular, equipping vehicles to collect and communicate information or payments. For example, with Filament’s product, a car could keep and share its own trusted record of usage and maintenance, which would be valuable if the owner needed to access the warranty or sell the car. Filament has also been working with Clift-Jennings’s alma mater, the University of Nevada at Reno, to test how self-driving cars can “talk” to sensors along the road.

Clift-Jennings knows start-ups. Filament is the seventh start-up that she’s either founded or helped to grow. As CEO, she’s seen Filament raise more than $22 million in funding.

On New Year’s Eve of 2016, as the company was closing a round of investments, Clift-Jennings decided it was time to make an announcement to her investors. On her blog, she explained that she is transgender and in the process of transitioning.30 She would no longer use “Eric” and instead go by “Allison.” She noted that all of her employees already knew about and supported her transition (as did her spouse, children, and parents) and that nothing would change with Filament. “I feel more centered, at peace, focused, and motivated than I ever have in my entire life,” she wrote. “I’m hopeful that by being public about my own journey and being proud of every part of myself—while I help build Filament—I can help inspire others who may not know why they feel the way they feel, or don’t have the inspiration to make the leap to their true self.”

Clift-Jennings understood that some investors might walk away from her company. And she recognized these repercussions would be felt not just by her but by her colleagues as well. “I was cognizant that every person who goes through a process like mine has to align the fact that every single person that they have a relationship with could disown them after this. That’s a heavy concept. And I knew that if I was going to experience negative blowback from this, it could drastically affect the future of the company.”

As it turned out, her investors were overwhelmingly positive. “I consider myself very lucky,” she says, “and I carry a ton of privilege still, and I recognize that, and that probably contributed to it to some degree. I recognize it doesn’t work out great for everybody, but I couldn’t have asked for more wonderful investors.”

Since her transition, Clift-Jennings has come to realize how her years of being viewed as a white, heterosexual, cisgender man brought unearned advantages. “Most males experience this in day-to-day life: It’s the assumption that you know what you’re talking about and have the experience,” she says. “It’s the assumption that you are not a sex object, but you’re a walking, cognizant human being. It’s the assumption that you have a career and you’re self-made and you’re a rugged individualist. We call it ‘mankind,’ for God’s sake. All these sorts of things tend to be implied towards men. The truth is that, for much of my life being perceived as male, and in the early days assuming I was male, I did not even understand that not everybody gets that benefit. When I started to experience being perceived as female, some of these things were not automatically given to me. It was shocking. . . . That was something that was very revealing to me and sobering, and it took me a while to really come to terms with it. What did I just get on easy mode that others don’t get?”

One episode from about a decade ago, before she transitioned, now makes her cringe. She was on stage as part of a panel discussion on the start-up ecosystem and made the claim that entrepreneurship is a meritocracy, with everyone having the same shot at launching a company. “In my [old] worldview, that was absolutely true,” she says. “But it absolutely is not true across the board. In the start-up community, Black queer women do not start at the same starting line as perceived cisgender heterosexual white males. Not even close.”

She adds, “I wish I could box up that experience or that ability to see from both gender presentations—how people treat people—and portray that in a way that everyone could actually feel and see. That would probably open up so many eyes across the board, men and women.”

Farah Allen has also observed that some entrepreneurs have access to an “easy mode”—and she knows she isn’t one of them. Her Atlanta-based start-up, The Labz, offers a blockchain platform where music creators can collaborate on songs and then securely document their copyright and keep track of other legal details. I met Allen in Atlanta in 2018, when she was pitching The Labz at an event hosted by digitalundivided’s BIG incubator, which supports Black and Latinx women entrepreneurs with mentoring, networking, and instruction. In her five-minute pitch on stage, Allen built a convincing case that she’s discovered an urgent need in the music industry and created a solution with lots of potential.

Before she launched The Labz in 2017, Allen had spent more than a decade working in the Atlanta area as an IT management consultant for companies such as Delta Airlines and Voya Financial. “I was trying to figure out how to become a chief technology officer,” she tells me. “My lack of ability to get into the next level of management really made me want to be an entrepreneur.”

Allen’s experience is common among women entrepreneurs, especially women of color. Hitting a glass ceiling in the corporate world, frustration with the gender and racial wage gap, or simply unemployment inspires them to strike out on their own.31 In the United States, women of color entrepreneurs are opening businesses at a much faster pace than all women entrepreneurs.32 The number of companies owned by Black women jumped 50 percent from 2014 to 2019, while it increased 41 percent for women who are Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, 40 percent for Latinx women, 37 percent for Asian American women, and 26 percent for Native American and Alaska Native women. Yet there’s a troubling component: companies owned by women of color tend to pull in less money. In 2019, the average revenue for a business owned by a woman of color was $65,800, while it was $218,800 for a white woman. “The disparity has an enormous effect on the U.S. economy,” declare the researchers of the 2019 State of Women-Owned Businesses report. “Four million new jobs and $981 billion in revenue would be added if average revenue of minority women-owned firms matched that of white women-owned businesses.”

Allen tells me that investors often start with the assumption that she doesn’t know what she’s doing. “When I’ve talked to investors, I’ve witnessed their different perceptions of me,” she says. “It’s like they’re perceiving that I don’t know technology. They think that I have to name some of the companies I worked for. I don’t get the benefit of the doubt. I have to be more prepared than my counterparts. We’re in a world where a white guy, probably a twenty-one-year-old guy, would have a great idea. Maybe he’ll have a tech background. But he hasn’t built anything, probably doesn’t have a whole team. He would get funded over me, especially if he has a network or went to a certain school. I’ve seen that. On the other hand, I will keep getting, ‘Well, you don’t have a CFO,’ or ‘Well, you don’t have traction.’ ‘You don’t have this, you don’t have that.’” Allen tells me that even when she addresses each issue an investor flags—she’s built out a big team with deep experience, she’s increased the number of paying customers—it doesn’t seem to be enough. “I still have those obstacles.”

Allen says she’s not looking for any kind of special privileges. She just wants to be seen for what she is: “I don’t really want to be treated as a Black woman who has a technology company. I want to be treated like anyone who has a really good idea and has a really good business.”

Erasing entrepreneurship’s gender gap would lead to more businesses. But not just more. Also different: companies that approach problems in ways that others haven’t thought of, ones that recognize needs others have ignored. When only half the population is considered eligible to create new products and services, we risk significant missteps. We get an app from Apple that promises to monitor your total health but leaves out menstruation.33 We get artificial hearts and smartphones and safety gear all sized for men’s bodies.34 We get wearable heart-rate trackers and automated soap dispensers that don’t work properly on darker skin tones.35

Rajia Abdelaziz created a product that led one PopSugar reporter to declare, “How this didn’t exist until now completely baffles me.”36 Abdelaziz got the idea when she was an engineering and computer science undergrad at the University of Massachusetts at Lowell. She felt unsafe walking around campus after dark, but when she looked into what kind of devices were available to alert people if you were in trouble, all she could find were big, bulky panic buttons. “I told a friend of mine, ‘Well, my grandma is eighty years old, and you know what she says about those panic buttons? She’d rather fall and not be able to get up than be seen wearing one of those things.’” Abdelaziz thought, what if we disguised the hardware by putting it inside a piece of jewelry? Nobody would know it was there.

In 2016, while still in school, Abdelaziz and fellow engineering student Ray Hamilton started a company to produce her idea. They now sell their invisaWear jewelry charms for $129 and up. If the wearer is ever in an emergency, pressing the back of the charm two times will alert 911 and up to five personal contacts. As Abdelaziz suspected, college-age women have clamored for it, but they’ve also received orders from people who work late at night and real estate agents who show houses to clients they barely know. A customer used the charm after she was severely injured in a car accident.

But one group still sometimes has a hard time grasping the need for the product: investors. She’s heard things like: “This is the United States. This isn’t India. People don’t get kidnapped right off the street.” A judge in a Shark Tank–style competition told Abdelaziz that his wife never complains about feeling unsafe, so he doesn’t believe there’s a need. “A lot of the investors are older males,” she says, “and they don’t really understand that women worry about their safety every single day.”

In 2018, the e-cigarette company Juul, cofounded by former Stanford classmates Adam Bowen and James Monsees, hauled in $12.8 billion in corporate investment.37 As Fortune magazine pointed out, that’s $10 billion more than all the venture capital investment made that year in all women-founded start-ups combined.38

It’s not only the amount of money men get, it’s the start-ups that get it.

Prominent Boston-based angel investor Barbara Clarke can rattle off a list of questionable start-ups led by male entrepreneurs that won heaps of venture capital funding. That makes her fume, especially considering that worthwhile women-led businesses go unfunded. She points to Doug Evans’s Juicero, which attracted about $120 million in VC dollars.39 Juicero was a $700 Wi-Fi–connected juicing machine that used single-serving packets of chopped fresh fruits and vegetables that sold for up to $10 each, were only available by subscription, and required the user to scan a QR code before the juicing began. In 2017, a year after the machine debuted and not long after Bloomberg produced a video showing the packets could simply be squeezed with your hands to create juice, the company collapsed. Clarke notes: “With $120 million, you could have funded every Black woman entrepreneur coming out of every accelerator. It’s just such a terrible use of capital.”

Then there’s Untuckit, a clothing company cofounded by Chris Riccobono and Aaron Sanandres that sells $100 men’s casual dress shirts made to be worn untucked. It’s received $30 million in VC dollars and is looking for more—despite critics who say the shirts are overpriced and lacking in true innovation.40 An Esquire headline in 2018 declared: “Don’t Waste Money on An ‘Untucked’ Shirt. Just Un-Tuck Your Damn Shirt.”41

“We are not talking about a capital scarcity issue,” Clarke tells me. “This is absolutely not the case. There’s plenty of capital, and where this money is going is absurd.” In a world of Juiceros and Untuckits, she says, “The rigor which I have seen firsthand that Black and Latina women have to go through to get their funding is ludicrous.”

The business world is flush with examples of two sets of standards, one for men (especially white men) and another for everyone else. Multiple studies have shown that when you replace a man’s name on a résumé with a woman’s name, the applicant is viewed less favorably and is offered a lower starting salary.42 Researchers Ashleigh Shelby Rosette and Robert W. Livingston have found that Black women executives are judged more critically when their companies stumble, most likely because both their gender and race differ from what’s considered a typical leader.43 “Black women leaders suffered double jeopardy, and were evaluated more negatively than Black men and White women, but only under conditions of organizational failure,” Rosette and Livingston write. “Under conditions of organizational success, the three groups were evaluated comparably to each other, but each group was evaluated less favorably than White men.”

Then consider Elon Musk. The billionaire entrepreneur behind Tesla, SpaceX, and PayPal has long been deemed an eccentric, but in 2018 he took it up several notches. In May of that year, during a combative earnings call for Tesla, his publicly traded electric-car company that has struggled to turn a profit, he ripped into analysts, saying they were offering “boring, bonehead questions.”44 One analyst called the episode “downright bizarre.” A stock sell-off followed. In July, he made an unfounded accusation that one of the rescuers in a Thai cave accident was a pedophile, drawing international scorn.45 In early August, he boasted on Twitter that he was going to take Tesla private and already had the funds to do so, triggering a fraud charge by the Securities and Exchange Commission, a $40 million fine, and an agreement that he step down as chairman of Tesla’s board.46 In mid-August, he choked up during an interview that appeared on the front page of the New York Times, confessing that he’s under extreme stress, not sleeping, and neglecting his personal life.47 “This past year has been the most difficult and painful year of my career,” he told the Times. “It was excruciating.”

“What If a Female CEO Acted Like Elon Musk?” was the question The Atlantic posed in a headline.48 “Both men and women take a risk when they reveal stressors or struggles, but their candor doesn’t usually garner the same reaction,” staffer Marina Koren writes. “For women, the risks of being open are far greater, and they can manifest in tangible ways.” Amy Nelson, a former corporate litigator who’s the founder and CEO of The Riveter, an online community for working women based in Seattle, chimed in with a Forbes essay of her own.49 “I don’t believe I could cry in an interview or any public setting,” she writes. “In a world where women have few opportunities to lead and where I find myself in the fortunate position to do so, my perception is that I must show up every day as strong (but not too strong), calm (but with enough assertiveness), and kind (but demanding of excellence). Female founders must constantly consider how they are perceived in both business and life, which creates a tension that doesn’t allow us to be fully vulnerable or transparent.”

When Musk stumbled, nobody said, Well, that’s what happens when a man runs a company! After all, he’s one male entrepreneur among thousands—why should he represent all of them? Yet the same can’t be said for women entrepreneurs. Elizabeth Holmes, founder and former CEO of the now-defunct blood-testing start-up Theranos, once valued at $9 billion, was rightfully exposed as a fraud and is facing the legal consequences.50 But with that example in hand, women entrepreneurs in biotech are being compared to Holmes simply because they share her gender.

It happened to Alice Zhang, cofounder and CEO of Verge Genomics, a Bay Area start-up that uses human genomics and artificial intelligence to identify new treatments for ALS, Parkinson’s, and other neurodegenerative diseases. Her company isn’t doing anything remotely similar to the blood-test technology that Theranos was trying to develop, yet after Zhang had raised a round of funding, she started to hear her name linked to Holmes’s on social media and in conversations. “I’m being compared to a company that’s committed fraud. My male colleagues in other biotech companies have never received such a comparison,” Zhang tells me. “It’s always challenging when that’s someone’s initial impression of you.” She’s seen multiple prominent male VCs tweet these comments, which is both hurtful and maddening. They’re obviously doing it simply because, like Holmes, she’s a woman—and yet no one is calling them on it.

“Any time you have a negative story central to an underrepresented group, it’s going to have a disproportionate impact on that group,” Elizabeth Jennings, founder of the Austin, Texas–based commercialization and research firm Venture Atlas Labs, told Forbes in 2019.51 “It would be hard to imagine that any reinforcement of negative ideas about women in leadership positions could have a positive outcome.”

Having more women entrepreneurs won’t come at the expense of men and won’t diminish the number of companies that men launch. More women-led high-growth firms mean a stronger economy and potentially new industries, all of which aid men-owned businesses, too.52 As S&P Global executive Courtney Geduldig told NBC News in 2019, “I think one of the biggest misconceptions about gender equality is that it only benefits women, but the data shows that this is not true.”53

Women entrepreneurs often operate their businesses outside of the norms, in ways that aid all of us. Many of the women I interviewed tell me they’re eager to collaborate with competitors. They insist on hiring diverse teams. They set up their companies to respect work-life balance, with flexible schedules and paid parental leave. They prioritize their communities, offering jobs with living wages, mentoring local kids, and making donations. The findings of a 2018 survey echo this last point: women business owners reported a stronger urge than men to use their companies to make a positive economic and charitable impact on their communities.54

“I’m sure that you probably every day drive by people that you see need jobs,” says Jennifer Labit, whose company, the Fenton, Missouri–based Cotton Babies, makes cloth diapers sold around the world, including at Walmart, and allows many of its employees to bring their infants to work. “You can tell that they’re hungry, or you can tell that maybe they’ve had some kind of an economic event that has affected their housing situation, or they’re underemployed, or maybe they’re new in this country. Everybody has a story of some kind. As business owners, we get to create opportunities or we get to eliminate opportunities. I have made the decision that as a business owner, it’s my job to create opportunities.”






CHAPTER 2

CENTURIES OF SECOND-CLASS STATUS

Early women entrepreneurs

ON APRIL 26, 1988, the first of six days of congressional hearings on women entrepreneurs, it was Lillian Lincoln Lambert’s turn to testify.1 Leaning toward the microphone, elbows on the table, she introduced herself to the six US representatives, all men except one, seated before her. She told them she was the president and founder of Centennial One, a janitorial services company in a Maryland suburb of Washington, DC. She explained that she started the company in late 1975 with $4,000 of her own savings, and a dozen years later was making more than $8 million in annual sales and employing more than eight hundred people. She detailed the janitorial contracts she had secured with government agencies, despite roadblocks put up by the US Small Business Administration; while its program for minority business owners was supposed to support her, she often felt thwarted by it. Then, Lambert dug into her final point:


It was when I first hired my first salesman, a young aggressive white male, I was confronted with the realities of sex and race discrimination in the marketplace. Previously, clients had been rather subtle in dealing directly with me, but it was through this young man that it became obvious that people were frequently dubious about doing business with a female, particularly a black female. I have been blessed over the last 12 years, and, with hard work, I have built a fine track record. I am now taken seriously, but it has not always been that way. Credibility continues to be an issue with women in business.



Lambert told the committee that she has “good credentials.” She was being modest, having earned an MBA from Harvard Business School in 1969, the first Black woman to do so.2 (Women have only been allowed in Harvard’s full MBA program since 1963.)3 Credentials, she testified, only get women so far: “Clients, suppliers, and financial bankers are slow to believe in a business plan if it is submitted by a woman. She still has to prove herself, and she is put to a much more difficult test than her male counterpart.”

When I reach Lambert by phone in Sarasota, Florida, where she’s now retired and spending half of every year, she tells me she was pleased to be a part of those historic hearings in 1988, but confesses, “I probably didn’t have a lot of confidence that it was going to do a lot.”

The goals of the hearings were ambitious: to call attention to the fact that, since the 1970s, the number of women entrepreneurs was multiplying and having a big economic impact, and to erase the discrimination and inequality that were preventing them from making an even larger impact.4 John LaFalce, then a Democratic US representative from New York and chairman of the House Committee on Small Business, held the hearings at the urging of a politically savvy group of women entrepreneurs who had banded together in 1975 and called themselves the National Association of Women Business Owners (NAWBO). “We always promoted women’s entrepreneurship as a way of growing the economy, not as a social program,” says Virginia Littlejohn, onetime president of the group and now president and cofounder of Quantum Leaps, a Washington, DC–area nonprofit that promotes women’s entrepreneurship globally. By 1988, NAWBO felt the time was right to push for major legislation that would help women business owners; “it’s very, very important to use opportunities like a presidential election year to move the agenda,” Littlejohn tells me. Hearings would be the first step toward this legislation.

She explains: “John LaFalce said that they were fairly thinly staffed on women’s entrepreneurial expertise. Would NAWBO be able to assist fairly substantially with the hearings? And we said, ‘Oh, yes, we would.’”

In early 1988, Littlejohn and four other women held what she calls a “strategic slumber party” in a cabin in the Virginia woods. Those with children left them at home. “We basically stayed up all night and knocked out what we were going to be doing,” she explains. First, they wanted to show the ways that women entrepreneurs were deprived of funding (at the time, for example, women couldn’t get a business loan from a bank in many states without a husband or other male relative cosigning). Second, they planned to argue that the government was significantly undercounting women-owned businesses and their revenue (Littlejohn says the prevailing but highly inaccurate view was that the typical woman entrepreneur was running a home-based business making crafts like candles or macramé and pulling in only about $10,000 a year). Finally, they wanted women entrepreneurs to have a say in public policy, receive help securing federal contracts, and get access to more education and training.

The women of NAWBO hoped the hearings would be well attended by the male-dominated House Committee on Small Business, so they enlisted Polly Bergen, a veteran actor whose roles included the movie Cape Fear and the TV miniseries The Winds of War, to be the first witness. Bergen would talk about her cosmetics and fashion companies.5 “We needed to have a movie star who would be the right age, that the members of the House Small Business Committee would be interested in and want to have their photograph taken with her,” Littlejohn tells me. “She ensured that all the men would want to come in and be there for the hearing, whereas normally they wouldn’t have been so interested.” The NAWBO leaders helped select more witnesses to address each of the pressing issues and coached them on what to say, making sure to build the case that women entrepreneurs, especially women of color, were not being taken seriously and facing discrimination and prejudice. “Basically, we barely did any work for our companies during this period,” Littlejohn says. “We just were flat out on getting the hearings organized.”

The NAWBO members had one other interesting strategy: they targeted male politicians who had daughters—but not sons. “In the 1980s, the ones we found who were madly passionate and supportive about women’s entrepreneurship were men who had only daughters,” says Littlejohn. “That became a very conscious strategy for us, to recruit men as champions who had only daughters.”

Joining Bergen and Lambert were witnesses such as Christine Bierman, president and founder of a safety products distributor, Colt Safety, in St. Louis.6 Bierman testified that she struggled to find a bank that would give her a business loan, and once she located one, her husband had to cosign. “I have been turned down for a loan by every bank in St. Louis,” she explained. “It always got down to the question of personal assets and can you bring your husband back to sign? This, to me, is blatant discrimination.” Mary Farrar told the committee that despite having millions of dollars in billings for her Kansas City construction company, Systems Erectors, she couldn’t get lenders to take her seriously.7 “Every time I walk into the bank, it is like I was starting all over again. I generally get the pat on the back.” The one time she did a business deal with her brother, the first bank they approached loaned them money right away. She noted, “That one experience pointed out to me that it helped to have a man for a partner.” While starting and growing PureCycle, a water recycling company, and three other businesses in Boulder, Colorado, Margaret Hansson said, “I faced all of the same problems that most of the women here have faced in terms of banking, with insulting comments about going home and taking care of my family. Why do I not do something that is really going to make some money like get a secretary’s job and so forth.”8

Barbara Gentry, director of the Women Business Owners Service in the Michigan Department of Commerce, testified that public hearings with 435 women business owners in Michigan in 1986 found banking discrimination to be widespread.9 “Lenders perceive women-owned businesses as high-risk investments due to misperceptions about women’s ability, experience, and commitment to operate successfully. Women are, therefore, charged excessive amounts of interest and collateral, up to five times the amount of the loan, and co-signatures are required for husbands, fathers, or sons when women have attained personal credit in comparable amounts.” Government contracts featured prominently in the hearings, especially since the federal government was then and still is considered the world’s biggest buyer of goods and services.10 In 1979, women-owned businesses received a mere 0.2 percent of federal prime contracting dollars, and at the time of the hearings in 1988, that number had inched up to about 1 percent.11 (Today, the federal government’s goal is to award at least 5 percent of procurement dollars to women-owned businesses—yes, equality is a slow march.)12 Phyllis Hill Slater, president and owner of engineering and architectural support firm Hill Slater in Lynbrook, New York, testified that while she had secured some of those government contracts, firms founded by people of color, like hers, are still treated as less “capable”—“even though our architects and engineers went to the same schools, took the same licensing tests.”13 She noted that those awarding government contracts would always choose a white woman business owner over a Black woman business owner: “This is a fact, and this is how people think, and we cannot change how people think right now. It is not going to happen in our lifetime.” To address this, Hill Slater urged that the procurement assistance to women and people of color be handled separately. “If there is going to be $10 million worth of contracts given out, then a certain percentage should be going to women business owners, and a certain percentage should be going to minority business owners. Separate, not thrown into the same pot.”

Charlotte Taylor testified that, in 1977 and 1978, she had led a task force set up by President Jimmy Carter to investigate “why there were so few women business owners.”14 She said they found barriers for women entrepreneurs, especially related to accessing capital and training, and both Carter and President Ronald Reagan had pledged to follow the task force’s recommended fixes. Yet, a decade later, little progress had been made. “I am sure you will find,” she told the committee, “that if work has happened at the Federal level, it has been surface at best, and window dressing without major action.”

The hearings—with twenty-six witnesses—had the kind of impact that Littlejohn and other NAWBO leaders hoped for. The House committee’s report offered conclusions such as, “Discrimination is both overt and subtle in form and makes it more difficult for women to acquire capital, managerial experience and skill, and market opportunities,” and “The Committee hearings provided documentation that the response of the Federal government to the special problems of women entrepreneurs has been weak and ineffectual.”15

Two months later, on July 14, 1988, Representative LaFalce introduced the legislation H.R. 5050—the numbers “5050” were deliberately chosen to reflect equality—and on October 25, 1988, President Reagan signed the bill into law.16 The Women’s Business Ownership Act of 1988, as it was called, accomplished almost all of the goals set out in NAWBO’s “strategic slumber party.” It barred the requirement for male cosigners on business loans and opened access to credit in other ways. It launched the National Women’s Business Council, which makes policy recommendations to the president, Congress, and Small Business Administration. It led to the creation of Small Business Administration–affiliated Women’s Business Centers around the country that provide training and other assistance. And it required that the federal government accurately count women-owned businesses. There was one notable omission: the final bill didn’t include assistance to secure federal contracts. After some in Congress objected, Littlejohn says, “With great heartbreak, we decided to drop that from the legislation.”

It was a pivotal moment in the history of women’s entrepreneurship, showing how far women had come and how much work remained. “After centuries of second class status,” declared the House committee report, “women are emerging as entrepreneurs in record numbers. But inequities in the marketplace tend to retard the achievement of business success for women entrepreneurs. . . . The legislation attempts to promote equality of business opportunities for fully one-half of our nation’s population.”17

From the days of our agricultural and household economy to industrialization and beyond, women have carved out their own businesses. Gender norms, as well as class, race, and ethnicity, usually dictated their choice of business.18 Notions of male supremacy and white supremacy were ever looming (as they continue to be), and women’s competence and suitability for business were doubted. Even as late as 1946, a public opinion poll found that only 35 percent of Americans considered women as intelligent as men, while a 1945 poll showed that 60 percent of Americans believed married women whose husbands made enough to support them should not be allowed to hold a job.19 Then there’s twentieth-century economist Joseph Schumpeter, considered the father of entrepreneurship, who deemed men the ideal innovators.20

In her book Enterprising Women: 250 Years of American Business, historian Virginia G. Drachman explains that early women entrepreneurs tended to create companies making and selling products for women, children, and the home—things like dress patterns, cosmetics, and herbal remedies.21 Until the late 1900s, women operating in traditionally male industries, like iron production and aviation, were often picking up a company passed on to them by deceased husbands. Family relations played a significant role for women entrepreneurs—whether it was male relatives assisting their entry into business, their marital status dictating their rights, or the birth and care of children complicating their work lives. They often struggled to find sufficient capital and credit to grow their businesses and were denied educational opportunities. The typical early woman entrepreneur was white. According to Drachman, African American women, as well as Jewish immigrant women, were rare as entrepreneurs until the early 1900s; while both groups saw growth afterward, Jim Crow laws slowed the rise for African American women. Latinx women and Asian American women didn’t enter the entrepreneurial space in noteworthy numbers until the second half of the 1900s.

An example of the patriarchy that early women entrepreneurs faced can be seen in the common law doctrine called coverture, in place from the Colonial period to the mid-nineteenth century.22 It played a key role in dictating the things free women could and couldn’t do. Coverture applied only to married women—which were the vast majority of women at that time23—and stipulated that they had no legal identity of their own. “The husband and wife became one—and that one was the husband. As a symbol of this subsuming of identity, women took the last names of their husbands,” writes historian Catherine Allgor for the National Women’s History Museum.24 “Because they did not legally exist, married women could not make contracts or be sued, so they could not own or work in businesses. Married women owned nothing, not even the clothes on their backs.” Allgor notes that coverture, despite being on the books, was not always followed. “Though a woman could not make a contract, plenty of women did business and trade, either on their own, in a legal exception called ‘feme sole,’ or for absent husbands. Wives often ran businesses alongside their mates, with the local community acting as monitors and enforcers.” Single free women, fewer in number, were not bound by coverture and had property rights.

Ending coverture was on the minds of Lucretia Mott, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, and the other women and men who gathered for the Seneca Falls Convention in upstate New York in 1848. While their call for a woman’s right to vote is perhaps best remembered, their Declaration of Sentiments also demanded that married women have the ability to own property and keep wages earned.25 In listing the “injuries” man has made to woman, they wrote: “He has made her, if married, in the eye of the law, civilly dead.” The declaration underscored other ways that women’s standing needed to improve: “He has monopolized nearly all the profitable employments, and from those she is permitted to follow, she receives but a scanty remuneration. He closes against her all the avenues to wealth and distinction, which he considers most honorable to himself.”

In the mid-1800s, the power of coverture began to diminish: individual states started passing laws giving married women control of property and their earnings, as well as the ability to enter into contracts.26 The motivation for these laws was sometimes the protection of families from creditors, not fairness to women. No matter, these shifts opened up entrepreneurial possibilities for women. For example, economist Zorina Khan found that the number of women applying for patents in the nineteenth century “jumped significantly in states with legal reforms and was lowest in states without such laws.”27

Coverture, Allgor writes, “has been eroded bit by bit. But it has never been fully abolished. The ghost of coverture has always haunted women’s lives and continues to do so. Coverture is why women weren’t regularly allowed on juries until the 1960s, and marital rape wasn’t a crime until the 1980s.”28 Allgor suggests a constitutional amendment might be the best way to erase the impact of coverture for good.

Early women entrepreneurs were operating in an emerging capitalist system inextricably linked to slavery. Some of these businesswomen enslaved people, giving them a labor force built on exploitation and brutality. But even those not directly involved with slavery felt its economic impact. In the 2016 book Slavery’s Capitalism: A New History of American Economic Development, sixteen scholars knock down the myth that “slavery was merely a regional institution” and detail the ways this system of human bondage permeated everything—from Northern tool and boot makers profiting from sales to Southern enslavers running plantations, to the wealth generated by cotton grown by enslaved people aiding the development of the nation’s banking system, to management and accounting practices created during slavery and used by generations of businesspeople.29 Studies like this also connect the dots between slavery and who has wealth today and who doesn’t. And, of course, having generational wealth is an advantage for present-day entrepreneurs bootstrapping their start-ups.

Eliza Pinckney has been called the nation’s “first important agriculturist” and “credited with changing the economy of the Colonial South”—but she also enslaved people and helped to perpetuate the institution of slavery.30 In 1739, when Pinckney was sixteen, her father left his South Carolina plantations behind for military service in Antigua with the British Army.31 His wife was ill, so he put Pinckney in charge of plantation business.32 On her own initiative, she directed the cultivation of a large indigo crop, with the idea of selling the valuable blue dye that could be produced from the plant to cloth manufacturers.33 In 1744, she decided her plantations should focus on producing indigo seeds to the exclusion of all else.34 This was risky but paid off. With Pinckney’s help, indigo farming spread across the region, and by the 1770s, the annual export of indigo from South Carolina to England amounted to 1,107,660 pounds.35

Another woman entrepreneur who enslaved people is Mary Katherine Goddard.36 A Baltimore-based printer and newspaper publisher, she was selected by the Continental Congress in 1777 to produce the first signed copy of the Declaration of Independence.37 She attached her full name to this demand for liberty—the bottom of the document reads “Printed by Mary Katharine Goddard,” with an alternate spelling of her middle name—whereas typically she used her initials to sign her work.38 Goddard also served as the postmaster of Baltimore beginning in 1775, probably the first woman postmaster in Colonial America.39

Born in 1738 in Connecticut, Goddard started life on a comfortable, traditional path, but that changed when her father died when she was nineteen and her mother gave the primary inheritance to her younger brother, William, then seventeen.40 For most of the rest of her life, Goddard followed her brother in his business pursuits. She never married or had children. Goddard accompanied her brother to Providence, Philadelphia, and then Baltimore, each time running the printing shops and newspapers he had opened but then left behind. While he had poor work habits and money troubles, she experienced repeated success.

In Baltimore in 1775, Goddard took over her brother’s Maryland Journal as her own independent operation.41 She also opened a bookshop and published an almanac, while serving as the city’s postmaster. In Enterprising Women, Drachman writes that “these ventures established Goddard as one of the remarkably successful entrepreneurs of her day—male or female.” But she adds, “One-time sibling loyalty and support gradually deteriorated into sibling conflict and competition.” In 1784, Goddard’s brother apparently forced her out of the Journal; the two had a falling out and likely never reconciled. And then, five years later, Goddard was axed as postmaster when the Postmaster General claimed that the position, with its new travel demands, was unsuitable for a woman.42 A politically connected man was named as her replacement. Thereafter, Goddard focused solely on running her shop.

Goddard died in 1816, and in her will, she freed Belinda Starling, the only enslaved person living with her at the time, and bequeathed to Starling all of her property “to recompense the faithful performance of duties to me.”43 Goddard’s brother was left out of the will.

Today, Goddard appears in many films and articles about women’s business history, yet the fact that she kept Starling and other people in bondage is often omitted.44 I’ve never seen a discussion of the ways slavery contributed to Goddard’s business success.

When so much of the business world was closed to women, creating companies whose main customers were also women was an option that made sense. Historian Edith Sparks calls industries such as beauty and fashion “feminized economic niches.”45 In these niches, there were fortunes to be made. The successful women who followed this path include Lydia Pinkham, who in 1876 patented her herbal remedy for “female complaints,” called Lydia E. Pinkham’s Vegetable Compound.46 Based in Lynn, Massachusetts, Pinkham encouraged her vast number of customers to write in with their intimate gynecological questions, which she then answered. Many Vegetable Compound users reported that regular doctors offered them no relief and no answers; with Pinkham’s product, they finally felt someone was listening to them.

Lena Bryant was another entrepreneur who catered to an overlooked female market.47 In 1900, as a newly widowed seamstress with an infant son, she pawned the diamond earrings her late husband (a jeweler) had gifted her so she could buy a sewing machine and set up a business in her apartment. Four years later, she opened a clothing shop in New York City under the name Lane Bryant (“Lena” was misspelled as “Lane” on bank paperwork, and the name stuck). Bryant went on to make two wise decisions: she introduced what’s considered the first commercially available maternity dress, going against the thinking of the time that women should hide themselves during pregnancy, and then she added plus-size clothing, seeing that other designers were neglecting larger women. Both lines were a hit.

Madam C. J. Walker got rich in the early 1900s by addressing the hair-care needs of Black women and employing innovative marketing and distribution strategies. She then used her wealth and status to advocate for people of color and social change. Journalist A’Lelia Bundles, Walker’s great-great-granddaughter, wrote the 2001 biography On Her Own Ground: The Life and Times of Madam C. J. Walker, which offers a gripping portrait of this entrepreneur’s rise. Born Sarah Breedlove in 1867 on a Louisiana plantation to parents who were once enslaved, Walker was orphaned at age seven and managed only three months of formal schooling.48 She married at the age of fourteen; three years later had her only child, a daughter; and by twenty was widowed. She would later marry two other men, but neither union lasted long. After marrying her third husband, she took the name Madam C. J. Walker.

Hard work was a constant for Walker. Her first jobs were as farm laborer and laundress.49 In 1889, she and her three-year-old daughter moved to St. Louis to live near her brothers, and it was there that she was exposed to their thriving barbershop business. Walker began experimenting with scalp ointments and other remedies to treat her own hair loss. “The complaint was a common one for women of the era,” Bundles writes, “due usually to a combination of infrequent washing, illness, high fever, scalp disease, low-protein diets and damaging hair treatments.”50 Around 1903, eager to find a job that would pay more than washing clothes, Walker began working as a sales agent for hair-products entrepreneur Annie Pope-Turnbo, first in St. Louis and then in Denver.

Three years later, Walker felt ready to try her own hair-care business.51 She developed a formula she called Madam Walker’s Wonderful Hair Grower and traveled the country, pitching her product, giving demonstrations, and training other Black women to be her sales agents. In each new city, Walker used church connections to find audiences and, sometimes, places to spend the night (during that time, few hotels were open to her as a Black woman).52 She frequently ran ads for her Hair Grower in Black newspapers. “She had also discovered that she was a natural teacher, a leader with a gift for drawing crowds and persuading skeptics,” Bundles writes.53 In 1909, just three years after launching her company, she made $8,782, equivalent to about $250,000 today, and in the following years, as profits climbed, she built a factory in Indianapolis, acquired real estate around the country, and grew her army of sales agents.54 “I have made it possible,” Walker once said, “for many colored women to abandon the wash-tub for more pleasant and profitable occupation.”55 There was one area in which Walker struggled: finding investors to help her grow her company.56

Harvard Business School professor Nancy F. Koehn, who teaches her MBA students about Walker, has said: “She had an indomitable spirit that prevailed through the difficulties of finding capital, and through the difficulties of her own very limited social position. In a market in which there weren’t many realms where women could play, she found a way. . . . She lived on a fascinating threshold between the end of slavery, the beginnings of the great migration northward by African Americans, and the opening up of consumer capitalism.”57

As Walker’s profile and wealth grew, she began generously donating to programs for African Americans and engaging in political activism, such as anti-lynching protests. “Now my object in life is not simply to make money for myself or to spend it on myself in dressing or running around in an automobile,” Walker told the crowd at Booker T. Washington’s National Negro Business League convention in Chicago in 1912.58 “But I love to use a part of what I make in trying to help others.” Bundles notes that Walker closely followed the work of Washington and his Tuskegee Institute and “fully embraced his self-help, up-from-slavery philosophy and his faith in entrepreneurship as an underpinning of African American progress.”59

In 1918, Walker built a thirty-four-room mansion near the Hudson River in Irvington, New York, not far from the estates of the Rockefellers and Vanderbilts.60 She was feeling confident that her business would keep expanding and had more philanthropic projects in mind. But the following year, Walker died of kidney failure at age fifty-one. On May 26, 1919, the New York Times gave her obituary a prominent spot on page fifteen, not far from a story on Germany’s chemical exports and an ad for a Fifth Avenue diamond seller.61 (It’s remarkable that Walker got a mention at all, since, by its own admission, the Times’s obits “have been dominated by white men” since 1851.)62 “Her death recalled the unusual story of how she rose in twelve years from a washerwoman making only $1.50 a day to a position of wealth and influence among members of her race,” the Times wrote in its obituary. “She said herself two years ago that she was not yet a millionaire, but hoped to be some time, not that she wanted the money for herself, but for the good she could do with it.” At the time of her death, almost forty thousand African American women had gone through the training to be Walker’s sales agents.63

Though Walker’s company closed in the mid-1980s, her impact continues.64 In the spring of 2020, Netflix released Self Made, a miniseries loosely based on Walker’s life. In 2016, Richelieu Dennis and his Sundial Brands, maker of the skin- and hair-care lines SheaMoisture and Nubian Heritage, resurrected the Madam C. J. Walker brand; Unilever later acquired Sundial Brands. Then, in 2018, Dennis’s nonprofit New Voices Foundation purchased Walker’s mansion with plans to turn it into a center that trains and supports Black women entrepreneurs.65 I heard Darryl Thompson, managing partner of the New Voices Fund, affiliated with the New Voices Foundation, speak at a June 2019 Babson College conference on women’s entrepreneurship, held outside Boston. He said buying Walker’s home is a significant step toward educating women entrepreneurs of color and helping them access capital. “The revolution,” he said, “must be financed.”

While women entrepreneurs found success targeting female customers, they frequently failed to win the respect of the larger business community, which considered companies with male customers and male leaders the gold standard. As an example, historian Kathy Peiss points to the series of articles titled “Women in Business” in Fortune magazine in 1935 that claimed that only businesses dominated by men were “vital industries.”66 The magazine dismissed the work of women entrepreneurs in fields like fashion and beauty, noting that “feminine success in the exploitation of women proves nothing but the fact that women are by nature feminine.” It didn’t seem to matter to the magazine that in 1930, according to Peiss, beauty was estimated to be the tenth-largest industry in the country.67

The women entrepreneurs who entered these so-called vital industries—such as manufacturing, transportation, and energy—were repeatedly thwarted and discouraged. In her book Boss Lady: How Three Women Entrepreneurs Built Successful Big Businesses in the Mid-Twentieth Century, historian Edith Sparks notes that about 40 percent of women working in this era experienced sexual harassment on the job.68 When Olive Ann Mellor applied for her first position in aviation, working as a secretary-bookkeeper at a Kansas company called Travel Air Manufacturing in 1924, the owner told her, “You’ve got pretty good-looking legs, I guess you’ll do.”69 The twenty-year-old Mellor, then the company’s only woman employee, was hired on the condition that she follow a “hands-off policy” with her male coworkers, most of whom were married. Sparks notes that it was a common assumption at the time that single women became secretaries in the hopes of finding husbands at work.

Growing up, Mellor had shown an aptitude for finance; by age eleven, she was writing the checks and paying the bills for her family.70 Instead of going to high school, she attended the American Secretarial and Business College. At the age of eighteen, she started work as an office manager and bookkeeper for an electrical firm; she stayed three years before moving to Travel Air.

As it turned out, Mellor did end up marrying the owner, Walter Beech, in 1930. The Beeches built a partnership both personal and professional that led the two to cofound Beech Aircraft in Wichita, Kansas, in 1932.71 Walter, a former army pilot, took the title of president and was in charge of design and production, while Olive Ann, secretary-treasurer and then director, handled finance and administration. Without Walter and his reputation, connections, and money, Sparks writes, it’s unlikely that Olive Ann could have broken into aviation and manufacturing in that era; for one, as a woman, she probably wouldn’t have been able to raise the start-up capital needed.

Beech Aircraft specialized in commercial and then military planes.72 To promote their Staggerwing biplane, Olive Ann devised a shrewd marketing ploy: In the 1930s, major airplane races were just beginning to allow women pilots to compete alongside men.73 Olive Ann decided they should enter the 1936 Bendix Trophy race with a woman pilot, who, if successful, would prove how easy it was to fly the Staggerwing. (Using another company’s plane, Amelia Earhart had placed fifth in the Bendix the year before.)74 Louise Thaden and her navigator, Blanche Noyes, maneuvered the Staggerwing from New York to Los Angeles in under fifteen hours, becoming the first women to win the Bendix Trophy.75 Sparks notes that the company’s decision to elevate women pilots, while pushing the message that they required easy-to-handle planes, “both subverted and reinforced common gender norms.”76

In 1940, Walter was hit with encephalitis, or inflammation of the brain, and was hospitalized for almost a year.77 The timing was bad, as the family now included two daughters, a three-year-old and an infant, and Beech Aircraft was prepping for wartime production. Olive Ann took over as the sole leader, fending off a takeover attempt by fourteen male executives of the company. Sparks writes, “Her dismissal of all fourteen executives involved in the coup displayed assertiveness and authority and consolidated her family’s control of the company as well as her own leadership.” During World War II, Beech Aircraft employed fourteen thousand workers, and Olive Ann secured millions of dollars in loans.

Walter died of a heart attack in 1950 at the age of fifty-nine.78 Olive Ann served as president until 1968 and board chair until 1980, when the company was acquired by Raytheon. She died in 1993, just before turning ninety. Olive Ann managed to thrive in the testosterone-fueled aviation industry—she was often called the “First Lady of Aviation” and was once crowned “Man of the Month” by the National Aviation Club—but her abilities and place were challenged again and again. Consider the headline used for a 1959 Saturday Evening Post article about Beech: “Danger: Boss Lady at Work.”79 Sparks writes, “In contrast to the legions of female clerical workers who supported the business world . . . the women who led businesses in the middle of the twentieth century were transgressors whose very presence seemed a threat to those anxious to preserve men’s power.”

Like Olive Ann Beech, Bette Nesmith Graham started out as a secretary, built a thriving company in a male-dominated industry, and fought back a male attempt to wrest control of the company.80 In 1954, as a divorced mother of one working at a Texas bank, Graham struggled with her typing skills. Erasers weren’t concealing her mistakes. Inspired by her interest in art, she retreated to her Dallas kitchen, mixed up white paint in a blender, and poured it into nail polish bottles. Back at work, Graham discovered that her invention had the potential to cover up typos. She worked on improving the formula and then started marketing and selling her product around Texas. Her teenage son, Michael Nesmith, and his friends were her first employees; Michael would later become a member of the music group the Monkees. When Graham was fired by the bank in 1958, she turned to her invention full-time, filed for a patent, and picked the name the Liquid Paper Company. She soon had a bestseller on her hands, as well as competitors. She used some of her earnings to set up two foundations, one that financially supported women in business, another for women in the arts. A second marriage soured, and the husband tried to take control of the company, but Graham prevailed. In 1979, she sold Liquid Paper to Gillette for $47.5 million. She died the following year at age fifty-six, after a stroke. “Most men are ignorant—they don’t really understand,” Graham told a 1977 interviewer. “And so women have to just keep on with their determination and be relentless. We have to not relent.”

On December 1, 1968, the New York Times stopped sorting job postings into the categories “Help Wanted—Female” and “Help Wanted—Male.”81 If you scanned the section the Sunday before, you found eighteen pages of openings for women, dominated by ads for secretaries, keypunch operators, nurses, and bookkeepers.82 Many listings asked for “attractive” applicants, even those requiring a college degree. A sample:


■   “Executive Secretary. Be part of the executive suite. Complete with financial VP for a boss! He’s looking for a gal that blends well with the plush atmosphere of the executive floor. Good basic skills in addition to initiative and a strong sense of responsibility desirable.”

■   “Receptionists. $96. With ability to type 30 w.p.m. 9 to 4:30. One of America’s foremost concerns is seeking girls who have the ability to converse with sales-minded men.”

■   “Airline. Be a TWA Flight Hostess. Step up to this rewarding career! . . . Primary qualifications. Minimum age 19½. High school graduate. Excellent health. Unblemished complexion. Height 5’2”–5’9” with proportionate weight by TWA standard. Glasses permitted. Single.”



The men’s help-wanted section, meanwhile, was almost double in size and stuffed with postings for engineers, programmers, accountants, salesmen, and foremen, such as:


■   “Engineers. $12-$16K. Experience in M.E./Chem E./I.E. Diversified non-defense company seeks men to handle increasing responsibility.”

■   “Programmer Analyst. To $18,000. Airlines. Top Int’l carrier utilizing 360/65 (real-time applications) needs man familiar with COBOL and some PL/I definite asset.”

■   “Production Supervisors. Are you a born leader? That’s what it takes to land one of the several supervisory positions available in our Bronx & Queens processing plants. Nights to start, but these spots will lead to other areas of plant management for the guy who has the ability to get people to do things.”83



Passed in 1964, Title VII of the Civil Rights Act outlawed employment discrimination on the basis of race, color, religion, national origin, or sex.84 While it put a quick stop to help-wanted ads stipulating that only certain races should apply, the labeling of jobs for him and her continued.85 The US Equal Employment Opportunity Commission and newspapers such as the New York Times didn’t see a problem with the practice.86 In 1966 and 1967, the newly formed National Organization for Women (NOW) urged the agency to reconsider and staged protests outside its offices, as well as the Times, hoisting signs that said, “Women can think as well as type.”87 A Times executive was reported as telling NOW members that if the help-wanted ads were no longer separated by gender, “there might be fewer jobs for women because men would be applying for them. After all, men can be just as militant as women.”88 Eventually, NOW achieved its goal: in 1968, the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission reversed its opinion and the Times effectively stopped gender-segregating its ads; by 1973, most other US newspapers had done so as well.89

The Civil Rights Act joined other legal reforms—such as the Equal Pay Act of 1963, Equal Credit Opportunity Act of 1974, and Pregnancy Discrimination Act of 1978—that changed the employment and financial outlook for women.90 These reforms stripped away prohibitions on when and where women could work, boosted their wages (though still not matching men’s), and provided financial tools such as a personal credit card in their own name. When combined with an increasing number of women in the labor force and more educational opportunities, the result was a marked rise in women’s entrepreneurship.91 Before the 1970s, the federal government counted women as owning less than 5 percent of the nation’s businesses.92 By 1985, the number had climbed to 28 percent.

The increase in women in the labor force was remarkable. Consider that in 1900, less than 20 percent of all women engaged in paid labor outside the home.93 In 1950, about a third of women were in the labor force, and by 1999, the number had peaked at 60 percent.94 Since then, it has declined slightly, coming in at 57 percent in 2018. In her book Understanding the Gender Gap: An Economic History of American Women, economist Claudia Goldin explains that women’s employment shot up after World War II for several reasons—ranging from the new option of part-time work to the abandonment of so-called marriage bars.95 Large firms and school districts began adopting marriage bars in the late 1800s to prohibit the hiring of married women for office work and teaching jobs; single women were fired once they wed.96 Companies justified this policy by saying that married women were unreliable and inefficient and belonged in the home; the policy also prevented many women from achieving seniority and therefore better pay. By the 1950s, most marriage bars were dropped, and married women, especially white ones, streamed into the labor force. Marriage bars typically didn’t cover manufacturing and domestic service jobs, frequently held by foreign-born or Black workers. It’s important to note that Black women have always participated more in the labor force than white women, as Goldin explains, “even when both have the same family income, education, and number of children, among other factors.”97 Also, between 1930 and 1960, many women of color were able to leave domestic service jobs and move into other options; during this time, for example, the number of African American women in clerical and sales jobs grew eightfold, and the share of Chinese American women in clerical jobs tripled.98

Despite these changes, women still struggled to find jobs in many fields and get promoted to upper management. The patriarchy was maintaining its grip on the business world. In a 1965 Harvard Business Review survey titled “Are Women Executives People?” only 35 percent of male executives said their attitude toward women in management was favorable and just 27 percent said they’d feel okay working for a woman.99 Entrepreneur Virginia Littlejohn, one of the forces behind the Women’s Business Ownership Act of 1988, wrote in 1983 that many women began pursuing entrepreneurship in the 1970s precisely because they couldn’t land the jobs they wanted: “[M]any women feel their career expectations cannot be met in the world of large corporations, where their experience does not match the traditional (male) career path. Instead, they elect to compete on their own.”100 In the 1980s, the term “glass ceiling” began to circulate to describe the forces keeping women from advancement, and articles at the time often noted that women responded by starting their own companies. In the 1984 book The Working Woman Report: Succeeding in Business in the 80s, editor Gay Bryant and her Working Woman magazine team write: “Women have special reasons for becoming entrepreneurs. One is frustration. After years of experience in corporations, a woman may find that she hits a glass ceiling, that despite long service and considerable managerial talent, she is not getting near a top position. She’s ambitious, has the self-confidence and business acumen to make it, and is tired of waiting indefinitely for someone to give her the chance to do so.”101

Better educational opportunities were aiding women’s embrace of entrepreneurship. In 1860, women were allowed into only three private colleges in the United States, but in the following decades, the options expanded greatly.102 By 1960, 38 percent of all college graduates were women, and the figure climbed to 50 percent in 1981. Still, some elite schools, such as Yale, Princeton, and Dartmouth, didn’t accept women as undergraduate students until the 1960S and 1970S.103 When Harvard Business School first admitted women to its full MBA program in 1963, they got a chilly reception from some professors, weren’t allowed to live on campus, and took classes in at least one building without a women’s bathroom.104 Lynne Sherwood was in the first MBA class with women—a group of 8 women and 660 men—and once told an interviewer that professors liked to call on women students when class discussions centered on home products such as laundry detergent. “Maybe without intending to do so, they were making it evident that we were different,” she said. “I didn’t want to be singled out. I just wanted to be another person in the classroom, getting an education.”

One of those early women at Harvard Business School was Lillian Lincoln Lambert, the Centennial One founder whose testimony before Congress helped lead to the Women’s Business Ownership Act of 1988. Lambert was born in 1940 in rural Virginia and grew up in a house without a bathroom and, for several years, without electricity.105 She was bright and driven enough to get accepted into Howard University, where one of her teachers was H. Naylor Fitzhugh, one of the first African American men to attend Harvard Business School.106 Fitzhugh saw something in Lambert and planted the idea in her mind that she was Harvard material.

Lambert entered Harvard Business School in the fall of 1967, where out of eight hundred students in her first-year MBA class, she was one of eighteen women.107 Of the eighteen women, she was the only African American. Black women were also absent from the teaching and administrative staff. People didn’t know how to respond to her, she says, so they ignored her. Her professors would rush by her in the hallways with their eyes down.

There were other problems. Groups of students met on campus at night to discuss the case studies, but since women weren’t allowed to live on campus, they had to choose between skipping the study groups or taking the half-mile walk across the Charles River in the dark.108 There was no shuttle bus. Few of the women braved the walk, which put them at a huge disadvantage in keeping up with the coursework.

It wasn’t until after Lambert graduated, in 1969, that she learned that she was the first-ever Black woman to earn a Harvard MBA.109

After Harvard she bounced around various jobs for a few years but couldn’t find anything that stuck.110 She got a position at an investment brokerage where the president of the company told her that his white clients would welcome her as their broker because they’d be able to relate to her as their servant. “It was depressing to know that even with a Harvard MBA, I was having a hard time finding my niche,” she wrote in her 2010 autobiography, The Road to Someplace Better: From the Segregated South to Harvard Business School and Beyond. Years later she found the same was true for other women in her graduating class—Harvard gave you critical-thinking and leadership skills but not necessarily the ability to change a male-dominated business world.

In 1973 one of Lambert’s contacts asked her if she’d be willing to help get her father’s Washington, DC–based janitorial company back on track.111 “He was having problems with his bank,” Lambert tells me. “He had horrible IRS problems. He owed the IRS over $100,000 in withholding taxes, which is the worst kind of tax you can owe. They’ll shut your company down. I was able to negotiate a way for him to pay off his taxes and work out an arrangement with the bank, with financing.” It was a messy situation, but Lambert enjoyed the challenge, and after several weeks, the owner offered her a full-time job.

Within a few years she began to see that the janitorial services business was a good one and wondered if it might be time to start her own company. “There were very few women in that industry, except as workers,” she says. “I didn’t know any women who owned companies in that industry. I finally met one out of Pennsylvania.”

Despite the lack of role models, she pushed ahead and in 1975 founded Centennial One.112 She started with $4,000 of her own money and was able to get a $12,000 line of credit at a bank where she had already built up a good credit rating, even though she didn’t yet have any customers. The banker asked both Lambert and her husband to sign the loan. Lambert didn’t think twice about it; it was just something that had to be done.

In 1978, when she was negotiating a government contract with the Naval Research Center, one of the negotiators casually asked her if she had any kids.113 When she said yes, she had two daughters, ages four and six, the man told her that her kids were too young for her to be out in the workforce. She assured the man calmly that her children were well cared for, not only by her but by her husband. She won the contract.

She tells me she had to assess each individual situation and decide whether being a Black woman would be a positive or a negative. “I didn’t try to fight battles that seemed impossible to win,” she says. “At that time, I’m trying to run my business. I used whatever strategy I needed to make sure the company ran successfully. If I needed to send somebody else out to do the job instead of me going, then I did that.” As an example, Lambert recognized that most of the people awarding contracts were white men. “So I hired a white guy to do the marketing, because I thought he could relate to these people better than I could or even a Black man could,” she says. “I used the tools I had to serve me and the company in the best way possible.”

By the time Lambert sold Centennial One in 2001, she had twelve hundred employees, was operating in six states, and was generating $20 million in annual sales.

The politicians championing the Women’s Business Ownership Act of 1988 often repeated a bold prediction: that this legislation would allow women to own half of the nation’s businesses by the year 2000.114 “It is impossible to overestimate the social and economic importance of this new economic reality,” Representative John LaFalce wrote in 1988. “No other Nation has opened itself to the tremendous entrepreneurial potential of its women as has the United States. Women-owned businesses may well provide the cutting edge—and the American advantage—in the worldwide economic competitiveness fast upon us.”

So did the prediction come true? In 2002, the year closest to 2000 for which data are available, only 28 percent of all US firms were owned solely by women.115

In 2008, then US senator John Kerry used the occasion of the twentieth anniversary of the Women’s Business Ownership Act to host a congressional roundtable to see what kind of progress had been made. Kerry, who at the time was chairman of the Senate Committee on Small Business and Entrepreneurship, shared good news—that the number of women-owned businesses had increased by 824 percent from 1977 to 2002—but there was bad news, too.116 “Women-owned firms have lower revenues and fewer employees than their male-owned counterparts,” Kerry said. “And in Federal procurement, women-owned firms receive less than 3.5 percent of all Federal contracts, and that is deeply troubling. . . . It is disturbing to see that the issues that were hindering women entrepreneurs from achieving their full potential 20 years ago are still barriers today.”

Those in attendance—women business owners and the leaders of programs that work with these entrepreneurs—pointed out the roadblocks they encounter. Several focused on money: their difficulties securing loans, lines of credit, and venture capital, and banks continuing to ask for husbands to cosign loans. They reported a lack of women role models and mentors and insufficient professional networks, and said they sometimes get around this by hiring men who can provide an entry into male-dominated networks. Getting contracts with government agencies continued to be a problem. They reported being viewed as less capable than their male peers, especially in science, and mistaken for the secretary. They underscored that these hurdles were multiplied for women of color.

Near the end of the meeting, one entrepreneur made a brief statement, offering a flashback to the 1988 hearings: “I am Christine Bierman with Colt Safety out of St. Louis, Missouri, and Las Vegas, Nevada. I just want to go on record saying I testified—I came to Washington and testified for H.R. 5050 20 years ago and I am very disappointed that we need to continue to have this conversation today. We, I feel, haven’t gone very far.”






CHAPTER 3

THE BOYS’ CLUB

Today’s complicated hunt for funding

BORN IN MISSISSIPPI, raised in Texas, Arlan Hamilton liked to hustle from the very start.1 In elementary school, she bought candy in bulk and resold it to classmates at a profit. In a scheme she likens to the stock market, Hamilton asked kids to give her one sticker each, which she held onto and enjoyed, and then at the end of the school year, she’d raffle off the sticker collection to one of the participants. A string of odd jobs followed in junior high and high school, such as serving pizza, ushering at concerts, and painting house numbers on curbs. The money was very much needed, as Hamilton and her mother and brother were struggling financially. She was always looking for opportunities others were ignoring.

The trait is very much on display some thirty years later, as Hamilton carves out an unconventional and important spot in the start-up investing community. As she concisely explains in a 2018 tweet: “My name is Arlan. I’m a 37-year old Black woman from Texas, based in LA. Four years ago, I was on food stamps. Today, I have built a venture capital fund from the ground up, and have invested in 100 start-up companies led by women, people of color, and LGBTQ founders.”2 Since then she has put over $10 million into more than 130 companies, still only those led by entrepreneurs she calls underrepresented and underestimated.

I first met Hamilton in October 2018 in downtown St. Louis at a private dinner for about two dozen members of the city’s entrepreneurial and investment community. The following day I saw her give the keynote at a conference called “Vision” for St. Louis entrepreneurs who are women, people of color, and immigrants. At both events she was received like the start-up celebrity she is, with admirers lining up to take a photo with her and share a fist bump (a germophobe, Hamilton prefers not to shake hands). And at both events she was accompanied by her mother, Earline Butler Sims, explaining that she brings her to these events because her mom made her aspire for more.

It was her mom who, in 1994, helped a then thirteen-year-old Hamilton achieve what she describes as a “life-changing” experience. It happened at a Janet Jackson concert in Dallas, her first concert ever. Because her mother could only afford one ticket, Hamilton attended alone while her mom waited outside. “Aside from screaming my butt off at Janet and losing my mind,” says Hamilton, who is gay, “I saw a room that had different races and different ages and orientations and this and that. They were all singing the same lyrics. All doing this for a Black woman. I said, ‘Oh my goodness. Whatever this feeling is, I want to feel this again.’

“That night really told me I could dream bigger than I had already been dreaming. There’s a lot out there. When you have that, where you can dream bigger, and then you have someone like my mom who says, ‘Let me take you where you want to go, show me the map of where you’re dreaming or where in the universe you want to go,’ that’s a wonderful combination.”

Instead of college, Hamilton spent her twenties running her own entertainment magazine and working as a music-tour manager and production coordinator. The tour work began when she cold-emailed a Norwegian pop-punk band called goldenboy, asking if she could set up concerts for them across the United States, something she actually didn’t know how to do. “I taught myself how to book them a full summer tour,” she explains. She went on to do work for Toni Braxton, Jason Derulo, Janine, and others, and says the experience taught her the power of asking for what you want and pushing past frequent rejections.

Around 2012, she began noticing that celebrities like Ellen DeGeneres and Ashton Kutcher were investing in start-ups.3 “It was just so intriguing to me that someone like Ellen, who had it all, in my opinion, who was famous, rich, would also go spend some time in some place called Silicon Valley and put $50,000 on a team of two founders, working odds. ‘What was that? What was that?’ I studied it and understood it, and then I was like, ‘Oh my goodness, this is amazing.’” She embarked on what she calls “an intensive home study” to learn all she could about venture capital.

“I was always an oddball. In school, I was always a little bit off center and outside the box,” Hamilton explains. “Once I learned about [entrepreneurship], I said, ‘These are my people. These founders, oh, that’s what I am.’ It was really like I came out for the second time in my life.”

It didn’t take long for Hamilton to realize how grim the funding picture is for people like her. Venture capital, the fuel that propels this country’s high-growth start-up scene, particularly for tech companies, got its start when the first VC firm opened in Boston in 1946.4 That firm was headed up by influential Harvard Business School professor Georges Doriot, who groomed legions of venture capitalists in his classrooms. (In the book VC: An American History, Harvard Business School professor Tom Nicholas writes that Doriot could be “down-right bigoted” with “a strong gender bias,” noting that he “seeded a narrowmindedness on gender issues that the industry still grapples with today.”5 Nicholas documents the industry’s long-running lack of racial diversity, too.) In the following decades, the VC industry flourished in Silicon Valley. The idea was that firms would pool money from pension funds, insurance companies, and other sources and then find and write checks to promising entrepreneurs, taking some equity from their companies and hoping for a big payout years later when the companies are sold or go public. Since the beginning, the firms have largely been run by white men, and women entrepreneurs and others have been iced out. From 2008 to 2019, companies founded solely by women have never pulled in more than 2.8 percent of each year’s total venture capital invested in start-ups in the United States.6 The numbers are especially bleak for women of color. For example, according to digitalundivided’s 2018 ProjectDiane research, the majority of companies launched by Black women fail to raise a single dollar.7 A 2016 study by the nonprofit StartOut concludes that gender poses more of a funding obstacle for entrepreneurs than LGBT status, noting that female LBT entrepreneurs raise less money than male GBT founders.8

For a long time, the thinking’s been that women and people of color haven’t received VC funding simply because they’re not launching quality start-ups in significant numbers. They don’t have the interest in or aptitude for this sort of thing.

Hamilton considered this thinking crazy. She pledged to build a venture capital fund that would cater to underrepresented entrepreneurs. She knew in her bones that investing in their companies is not an act of charity—it could generate big returns for the entrepreneurs and the investors. What Hamilton was attempting was pretty audacious. She wasn’t a man (88 percent of the decision makers at US venture firms are male).9 She wasn’t white or Asian (one survey found 70 percent of VC investors in this country are white and 26 percent identify as Asian).10 She didn’t have an Ivy League degree (the same survey found 40 percent went to either Harvard or Stanford).11 She didn’t have other qualities common in venture capitalists: personal wealth, connections to monied people who could invest in her fund, or a track record of building and selling her own company.

In the spring of 2015, with the help of a scholarship and crowd-funded money, Hamilton bought a one-way plane ticket so she could attend a two-week crash course on how to be a VC investor, hosted by the accelerator and venture firm 500 Startups on Stanford’s campus. Hamilton says she stood out from her classmates: “By far I was the poorest person there. Everybody there had some sort of money. They had family money, or they were partners at a fund, or they worked at a corporation, and a couple of them were just very successful executives.” She ate the breakfasts and lunches provided by the training course and skipped dinner because she didn’t have the cash to cover it.

Hamilton stayed in Silicon Valley for the next few months, spending the night wherever she could, often on the floor of the airport. She continued her research of the VC world, meeting with anyone who would give her time and advice. As she told people about her dream to fund promising start-ups led by women, people of color, and people who are LGBTQ, she repeatedly heard the standard line, that those groups weren’t launching quality companies in significant numbers.

In June 2015, Hamilton wrote a blog post about what she was seeing in Silicon Valley, titled “Dear White Venture Capitalists: If you’re reading this, it’s (almost!) too late.”12 In it, she criticized the investor community for viewing Black entrepreneurs as in need of pity or handouts, and she argued that these founders could bring significant financial returns. “This isn’t me begging you to help us all out because we’re all down and out and we have flies around our faces,” she says. Filled with scolding and humor, the blog post went viral.

By the fall of 2015, Hamilton convinced Bay Area angel investor Susan Kimberlin to make the first investment, $25,000, in her VC fund. A few other investors followed. Hamilton amassed enough so that her firm, which she named Backstage Capital and set up in Los Angeles, could begin writing checks to entrepreneurs. She required that the companies in her portfolio have at least one founder who is a woman, person of color, or LGBTQ. The checks, ranging from $25,000 to $100,000, went to start-ups creating such things as facial-recognition software, renewable energy, and dolls with natural hair.13

Hamilton promised that she would invest in a hundred companies by 2020, but she reached that goal in 2018, giving out more than $4 million.14 “We are a drop in the bucket,” Hamilton acknowledged on PBS, “and really set out to be an example, really be a case study for what other funds and firms could do. Usually venture funds will have at the very least $25 million under management for one fund.”15

Despite being a drop in the bucket, Hamilton got attention for her work. A lot of attention. She made the October 2018 cover of Fast Company—with the magazine declaring her “the only black, queer woman to have ever built a venture capital firm from scratch”—and landed on Vanity Fair’s 2018 New Establishment list, one spot behind Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez. That year she also set up Backstage Accelerator for early-stage underrepresented entrepreneurs in four cities—Los Angeles, Detroit, Philadelphia, and London—with each participant getting $100,000 of investment. 16 Nearly two thousand applications for the accelerator flooded in in six weeks—for only twenty-four spots.17

But there have been stumbles. In 2018 she announced to great fanfare a $36 million fund that would invest exclusively in Black women founders—referring to it as the “it’s about damn time” fund.18 Entrepreneurs would each get $1 million checks. But, after key investors backed out, Axios reported in 2019 that the fund was kaput.19 Hamilton insists it’s only delayed, not scrapped, saying it’s taking longer than expected to raise the money, and complaining that other fund managers aren’t as scrutinized as she is.20

Hamilton frequently speaks at entrepreneur and tech conferences around the world, getting attention with her droll humor and self-deprecating stories about her life. Her own book of advice, It’s About Damn Time: How to Turn Being Underestimated into Your Greatest Advantage, came out in May 2020. She’s also using her growing stature to call out discrimination and bias. While on her speaking tours, Hamilton often flies first class and stays in fancy hotels—and vents to her vast social media followers about the number of times she’s mistaken for the hired help and asked to show credentials before entering rooms.21 In 2016 she voiced her frustration about investor and PayPal cofounder Peter Thiel because of his financial support of then candidate Donald Trump.22 She turned down a much-needed $500,000 investment in Backstage because it would have come from a group with business ties to Thiel.

Hamilton’s work is having a real impact, but for women founders to get their fair share of venture capital dollars, not the measly amount they currently pull in, we need dozens more Arlan Hamiltons. Until that time, women entrepreneurs are left to navigate a funding landscape that can often feel like a boys’ club—unwelcoming, sometimes creepy, sometimes hostile. It’s a place where even the language is off-putting, such as when businesspeople use phrases like “key man” to identify a company’s indispensable executive in investor paperwork and “getting a look up your skirt” to describe sharing company secrets with potential investors.

Seattle entrepreneur Mina Yoo, who invented a gadget that functions as a third hand and is named Heroclip, recalls the feedback she received after pitching one group of investors: she wasn’t charming enough. Then a woman investor told Yoo, a former business professor and a mother of two, that she should dress more conservatively next time because a male investor had commented that Yoo was “hot.”

Neha Narkhede tells me that, in the early days of raising money for her Mountain View, California–based data-management company Confluent, investors directed all of their questions to her two cofounders, who are men. “I wouldn’t get people even looking at me,” she says. Narkhede suspects her company would have faced more obstacles had it been solely founded by women. Instead, Confluent has pulled in over $205 million in funding, counts companies like Audi, Capital One, and Ticketmaster as customers, and has been valued at $2.5 billion. “Women in tech,” she says, “are largely ignored until they’re super successful.”

Karen Frame, whose third tech start-up, Makeena, connects shoppers with natural brands and is based in Boulder, Colorado, says that in the eyes of investors, she has three strikes against her: She’s a woman. She’s a former lawyer. (“You would think an investor would be super-excited about that,” she explains, “but people don’t like lawyers for the most part.”) And she’s over fifty-five. (“The good thing is I still look like I’m in my forties.”) And Frame, Makeena’s CEO, has seen how investors assess women entrepreneurs in ways that have nothing to do with their product or market. Years ago, when she wanted to meet with a potential investor, he had to pull up her LinkedIn page first—to see what she looked like. When she said she was happily married, he asked if she had any pretty friends.

Melonee Wise, CEO of San Jose, California–based Fetch Robotics, which makes robots that work in warehouses, recalls that when she was seeking money for an earlier company she cofounded, investors asked if she planned on having kids in the next couple of years. The male entrepreneurs she’s friends with have told her they’ve never received that question. Other times, the probing was done less directly, with questions like “So, you’re married. What are your plans for you and your husband?”

Rachel Lee is the founder of Heartwork Videos, a St. Louis company that takes raw surgery footage and turns it into educational videos, with contracts at Columbia University and elsewhere. She’s struggled to get investors excited about her company. Most tell her they don’t see it exploding in size. “What I really felt like was that people were lazy in not seeing my potential,” she tells me. “They would see that I was by myself. They would assume that there was nothing beyond me.” Lee has seen race figure into investment decisions. She tells me about a friend, an entrepreneur and woman of color, who’s been advised that she should add a white man as a cofounder: “She said she had to be very calm about it, but she said, ‘Can you tell me what our other deficiencies are that would make you say that?’ He was like, ‘Oh, you don’t have any deficiencies. I know your company, you are great at what you do, but if you really want to get money then you need, basically, a white face to head the company.’”

Michelle Dalzon had heard the dismal statistics concerning women’s lack of funding and says they caused her to delay the expansion of her business, the Black-Owned Market, an online shopping site and series of pop-ups in New York City and Boston selling items by Black vendors. “It made me think that it was impossible for me to raise money, especially for this concept,” says Dalzon, who eventually found an investor. Nonetheless, she says, “Raising money is still daunting.”

Robin Chase, the cofounder of Zipcar, says it was only after she stepped away from her role as CEO of the car-sharing company that she began to notice the ways investors treat company leaders differently. “When I was raising money for Zipcar, I believed—and I want to use that word carefully—I believed I was not being discriminated against. When I passed leadership over to a white male and I was at the introductory cocktail party introducing some investors, I was so dramatically struck by the speed at which those investors embraced him,” Chase tells me. “What I saw and what I believe is that for a good percentage of those people, they aren’t thinking, ‘I’m prejudiced against women.’ But they have a really special and fast bond with the white or Indian male who went to their business schools, did their sports, did their same consulting firms. . . . I just thought, ‘Wow, this is incredible that in two breaths they are able to make him feel comfortable in a relationship that’s taken me a while to build.’”

Many of the women I interviewed noted that investors directed their worst behavior to them when they were just starting their companies, when they were rich in ideas but lacking in power and money. According to a 2018 survey of women founders by Inc. and Fast Company magazines, 62 percent of respondents who sought funding experienced bias during the fundraising process.23 More than half the women surveyed encountered harassment or discrimination while running their companies. The number-one source of this behavior? Investors and bankers.

Venture capital is just one way to finance a new business, suited only for companies with the potential for rapid, significant growth. There are other funding options to choose from—and gender plays a role in each.

Dipping into personal savings makes sense during the very early days of a company. One survey, published in 2014 by the Kauffman Foundation, found that nearly 80 percent of women launching tech start-ups tap their own savings as a main funding source.24 But women are at a disadvantage here: they make 82 cents for every dollar a man earns. Broken down by race or ethnicity, it comes out to 90 cents for Asian American women, 79 cents for white women, 62 cents for Black women, 61 cents for Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander women, 57 cents for Native American or Alaska Native women, and 54 cents for Hispanic women.25 This pay gap means an average woman loses out on about $10,000 each year—over several years, you’re talking about a decent amount of seed money for a new company.26 Women, especially women of color, are also less likely than men to reach senior-level positions that come with higher pay, again limiting the amount of savings they can accumulate before they strike out on their own.27

Another financing option is turning to friends and family. Ideal when a company is in its earliest stages, this approach quickly lets an entrepreneur test if others believe in the concept. The 2014 Kauffman Foundation survey found that almost a third of women launching tech start-ups relied on friends and family as a main funding source.28 This option, though, can be tricky for women: researchers have found that they tend to have social networks with fewer connections that could lead to funding, when compared to men’s networks.29

Leaning on friends and family is a time-tested option—even for those our culture idolizes as self-made business titans. A popular meme in the last few years claims that Apple, Google, Amazon, Harley-Davidson, Disney, and Mattel all had humble beginnings in one person’s garage, but in reality the founders of these companies benefited from rich relatives, generous benefactors, and other outside help.30 Researchers have shown that people with personal or family wealth are the most likely to start companies, have the best chances of securing external funding, and have better access to potential employees and customers.31 A headline in Quartz had the right idea: “Entrepreneurs don’t have a special gene for risk—they come from families with money.”32

Entrepreneurs whose friends and family have suffered from the gender pay gap are out of luck. The same goes for the racial wealth gap, created by our country’s history of discrimination, as well as public policies that favor white people.33 A 2016 survey, for instance, showed that white families have a median net worth of $171,000, compared to only $17,600 for Black families and $20,700 for Hispanic families.34 This lack of generational wealth makes pursuing a start-up a riskier choice. It means there’s no financial cushion while a new business gets off the ground. It means a grandparent likely isn’t ready to step in and make a missed student loan or medical payment. It means a parent probably isn’t able to bail out a daughter whose start-up collapsed and who needs to move back home.

An entrepreneur can also consider bank loans. The 2014 Kauffman Foundation survey found that 6 percent of women who launched tech start-ups used loans as a main funding source.35 Yet researchers have shown that women-owned businesses pay higher interest rates and are required to put up more collateral, and people of color experience similar penalties.36 And a 2018 report from the National Women’s Business Council noted that women-owned businesses receive only a small fraction of the funding from the Small Business Administration’s two biggest loan programs.37

Angel investors, high-net-worth people who pour their own money into companies in exchange for equity, are another option for entrepreneurs. Researchers have found that women are less likely than men to receive early-stage funding from angel investors, and women founders are responsible for only 9 percent of the proposals submitted to these investors.38 One likely reason: the ranks of angel investors are dominated by men. In 2018, just under one-third were women.39

Crowdfunding is perhaps the only fundraising option in which women founders have an advantage. The most popular type, so-called reward-based crowdfunding, happens on websites such as Kickstarter and Indiegogo. Any entrepreneur can pitch a project to ordinary people, who can then make pledges as low as $1 and in return receive a product, service, or other reward (but not equity in the company). Some crowdfunding sites, such as iFundWomen and Women You Should Fund, cater specifically to women entrepreneurs. A particularly big haul happened in 2017 when Antonia Saint Dunbar used both Kickstarter and Indiegogo to introduce her idea for women’s high heels and flats that “feel like sneakers on the inside,” raising more than $2 million.40

A 2017 report by PwC found that in the United States, men are twice as likely as women to start a crowdfunding campaign, but women have a higher success rate and receive higher average pledge amounts.41 It appears that gender bias may, in the case of crowdfunding, be a good thing for women: In 2018, a team of three researchers who studied Kickstarter data and did their own experiment found that amateur investors—the kind who participate in crowdfunding—tend to view women entrepreneurs as more trustworthy, leaving women more likely to be funded than men.42 The researchers contrast this to the views of professional investors in the venture capital world, who, they write in the Journal of Business Venturing, “tend to have a funding bias against women.”

Hoping to tease out why men collect more start-up funding than women, researcher Dana Kanze and her colleagues pored over seven years’ worth of Q&A sessions from the funding competition TechCrunch Disrupt New York. They discovered that male and female entrepreneurs get asked different questions by investors. In a 2017 article in Harvard Business Review, Kanze and her team detailed their findings, explaining that men are typically quizzed about their company’s potential for gains, while women are usually asked about potential losses.43 They describe the questions aimed at men as focusing on “hopes, achievements, advancement, and ideals,” while women get peppered with queries about “safety, responsibility, security, and vigilance.” The gender of the investor doesn’t seem to matter—the questions lobbed at women entrepreneurs remain the same. “Both men and women who evaluate start-ups,” the researchers write, “appear to display the same bias in their questioning, inadvertently favoring male entrepreneurs over female ones.” After doing their own follow-up experiment, Kanze and her colleagues conclude that there are real repercussions to these different lines of questioning: entrepreneurs who are asked the more positive questions raise seven times more money.

In 2017, shortly after these results were announced, I spoke to Sophia Yen, who told me she gets asked these critical questions all the time, and the aspirational ones less so. A doctor who specializes in adolescents and young adults and who teaches at Stanford, Yen is the CEO and cofounder of Pandia Health, a Sunnyvale, California–based online service that prescribes, sells, and delivers birth control. “There is subliminal bias,” she told me at the time. “It’d be fine if you ask everybody the same questions, but it’s not okay if you’re asking people different questions. I hear it over and over again. Women are evaluated on what they’ve accomplished, men are evaluated on their potential. It’s like, can’t you see my potential? Because I do.”

When I spoke to Yen two years later, she told me she thinks the research actually inspired a lot of investors to tweak the kinds of questions they ask. “That study and the efforts to promote it have opened the minds of the investors,” she says, “and hopefully they’re more aware.” This is a promising development, but it hasn’t eased the gender gap in funding. Yen notes that there are several birth-control-delivery companies operating in the United States, and hers is the only one that’s founded and led by women. Her competitors have managed to raise more money showing lesser results. “We came at different times, and I know that I had more customers than they did at the exact same stage asking for the exact same amount of money. They got funded. I did not.” (In the meantime, Yen has raised investor dollars.) Could it really be that investors view men as the ideal people to run a company selling birth control to women? “As a female, I understand the market,” Yen says. “I know where to find the customers. And as a physician and as a female, I can think of new products that apply to this population that a person without my plumbing is not going to understand.

“I’ve heard from a lot of investors, ‘I don’t care that you’re woman-founded, woman-led. It is about the bottom line, it is about the numbers, it is about the question of whether or not you can execute.’ But really? You’re telling me that an MIT-educated, UCSF-grad Stanford professor is not on par with a twenty-one-year-old dude who graduated Stanford. It’s ageism. It’s sexism. It’s anti-anybody that they don’t know.”

Maia Heymann, cofounder of and general partner at Converge, a venture capital firm in Cambridge, Massachusetts, that focuses on business-to-business technology, says industry contacts sometimes talk about women entrepreneurs as less capable and needing “help.” For experienced women entrepreneurs, Heymann has heard phrases like: “She’s a first-time founder. She hasn’t fundraised before. Can you help her with her pitch?” Most entrepreneurs require fundraising assistance, Heymann says, but she hasn’t heard this same language used to describe male entrepreneurs who are being referred to her. “Men seem to endorse each other in a different way,” Heymann tells me.

In 2009 and 2010, researchers were given a rare opportunity: to silently observe governmental venture capitalists in Sweden as they held closed-door meetings and discussed their honest opinions about entrepreneurs seeking funding. The research team, which published its findings in 2017, discovered radically different words used to describe male versus female applicants.44 The men were labeled “young and promising,” for example, while the women were “young, but inexperienced.” A typical guy was a “very competent innovator and already has money to play with,” while the ladies were “good-looking and careless with money.” And, no surprise, the women applicants received significantly less funding. “Our research suggests that stereotyping through language underpins the image of a man as a true entrepreneur while undermining the image of a woman as the same,” the researchers wrote in Harvard Business Review in 2017.45 “Because the purpose of government venture capital is to use tax money to stimulate growth and value creation for society as a whole, gender bias presents the risk that the money isn’t being invested in businesses that have the highest potential. This isn’t only damaging for women entrepreneurs; it’s potentially damaging for society as a whole.”

In experiments where the exact same entrepreneurial pitch is delivered by male and female actors, researchers have found that investors favor those given by men.46 And if the men are considered physically attractive, their pitches generate the most excitement. Attractiveness doesn’t appear to play a role for women founders.

Women seeking bank loans also get evaluated differently. Writing in Harvard Business Review in 2018, a team of European researchers explain that bankers often give women applicants more critical assessments, especially when sizing them up on paper.47 Women may be able to overcome this and convince lenders of their business potential if they meet in person, but, the researchers caution, as more banks make the cost-saving moves of closing local branches, women will miss out on this ability to interact face-to-face with local bankers. “Women entrepreneurs who seek to finance their ventures using bank financing are increasingly forced to find solutions elsewhere,” the researchers warn. “And compared to men, women entrepreneurs are pushed into desperate and extreme types of financing.”

In the provocatively titled paper “Don’t Pitch Like a Girl!” published in 2017, researcher Lakshmi Balachandra and her colleagues dispute that investors have a bias against all women entrepreneurs.48 Instead, they found that investors are turned off by “feminine-stereotyped behaviors”—such as warmth and expressiveness—and even men who show these behaviors will lose out. Balachandra and her team believe these behaviors make investors doubt if an entrepreneur has “business competence.”

In front of investors and bankers, women entrepreneurs can perform maleness in a number of ways. Alice Zhang, the cofounder and CEO of Bay Area biotech start-up Verge Genomics, used to order wine or cocktails during business meetings at a restaurant or bar. But a friend suggested that she’d fit into these male-dominated settings if she drank whiskey, so she started doing that. “I just feel like I can be on the same wavelength as them, more guy-to-guy,” Zhang says. Over time, she grew to appreciate different kinds of whiskeys. “I could drink them for pleasure now, not just for business. I love Japanese whiskeys.”

In the early years of her company, Ridhi Tariyal had several tactics for attempting to fit in with male investors: In conversations she used military jargon, references to the movie The Godfather, and phrases like “Monday morning quarterbacking.” But eventually, Tariyal had had enough. “It was a tax that I was paying,” she tells me. “I am exhausted from putting on this act. I am exhausted from accentuating my maleness.”

Playing up her masculine traits required a special kind of mental gymnastics because Tariyal is building a health-tech company focused on menstruation and frequently talking about her period. NextGen Jane, started in 2014 and based in Oakland, California, has developed a smart tampon that allows the collection and testing of cells from the reproductive tract that are shed during menstruation, giving users solid data on their fertility and health. Clinical trials are examining the tampon as a test for endometriosis and other reproductive conditions. Tariyal, the cofounder and CEO, was inspired to launch the company at the age of thirty-three, when she unsuccessfully tried to convince her doctor to test her fertility. At the time, Tariyal was eager to learn if she could delay childbearing, as her focus was on growing her career and paying down school debt (she has degrees from Harvard, MIT, and Georgia Tech).

When a male investor directed his questions and eye contact to Tariyal’s male cofounder, not to her, a mentor suggested that she let her partner take over the pitching. Other mentors advised that she avoid descriptions that might make male investors squeamish. “Menstrual blood,” they suggested, could be replaced with “novel female substrate.” Tariyal recalls one male investor who asked if her smart tampon could test the level of testosterone in older men. She was floored that he’d look at a device made to capture cells from a uterus and try to engineer a use for male biology. “It was like it didn’t even matter. ‘Can this tampon be useful to me and anyone like me?’”

Now that her company is several years old, Tariyal realizes how important it is to find investors who are truly enthused about backing a reproductive health business, and that attempting to convert others is not worth her time. And she has ditched the “act like a man” approach, striving to be as authentic to herself as a woman of color as she can. The more she and others do this, she reasons, the less pressure for role-playing for everyone—for men being coached to be more “alpha,” people of color urged to play “white,” gay people pressed to act “straight.” The change in approach appears to be working: in 2019, Tariyal’s company raised $9 million from investors.

“To me, it boils down to that one question, does representation matter?” Tariyal says. “There’s so many people that have pushed back on me, saying that if an investor is smart, they just let the data make the decision. If they saw that there’s a big market for women’s health, then the money would go there. And it’s just not true. The suggestions that investors are free of bias and go where the money goes doesn’t actually line up with reality. Women make most of the buying decisions in the household. They actually should be your target customer for basically everything. And yet when I’m sitting there, across from an investor asking me what my tampon can do for testosterone detection in older men, I can assure you you’re not paying attention to the data. You’re asking a sort of self-serving, biased question.”

Entrepreneur Reetu Gupta recalls the video clip that went viral in 2017 showing a white male professor giving a live TV interview from his home office, interrupted by his two young children when they sneak into the room.49 A frantic Asian woman slips in to pull the kids away. Many people at first assumed the woman was the nanny. It turned out she was the wife and mother. “I thought she was a nanny, too,” Gupta tells me. “We all have implicit biases.” Gupta, whose Redmond, Washington–based start-up, Cirkled In, helps colleges recruit high school students and lets those students show off their accomplishments, recognizes that when she’s pitching investors, when they’re sizing her up, they probably think of a maid or a secretary. “When I walk in a room, people don’t see a businesswoman. People don’t see a CEO. People don’t see Mark Zuckerberg,” says Gupta, who has master’s degrees in business and engineering and twenty years of corporate experience. “They will not see CEO of a company, who can create a unicorn, who can create a billion-dollar company.”

Once, Gupta pitched her company to a room filled with forty-five investors, all men, and one woman administrative assistant. “People invest in people who look like them. When they saw me in that room, I knew. I was like, ‘There’s no way I’m getting a check in this room,’ and I didn’t. Why? Because they could only see that administrative assistant—they did not have a role model or an example of a woman who had run a company, made a successful exit, and now was an investor. Nope. There was not even one investor woman in that room. Forty-five people.”

Complicating the matter is that Gupta believes investors flock to start-ups in fields considered “sexy”—such as artificial intelligence, space travel, and cloud computing—fields where male founders are plentiful. She believes investors are less interested in companies where women founders proliferate: “Many education-related companies are started by women. Many fashion industry start-ups are started by women. House cleaning, baby sitting, daycare, education—all these are often started by women, because women take a majority role in any household for those things. So if I’m an investor, it may not look as sexy as cloud computing, but if you think critically, that’s where the money should be. . . . We need to redefine what is sexy. Sexy is day-to-day, mundane problems and the solutions that are fixing those problems, problems that are experienced by the whole planet.”

Investors like to put money into companies they understand—perhaps they have worked in the industry, have studied the market, or could imagine using the product or service themselves. So when most venture capital investors are white males, you can imagine the understanding gap that results. Women founders tell me they feel this acutely if their company targets women customers.

When serial entrepreneur Heidi E. Lehmann was pitching one of her early companies, SWSI Media, which produces videos and other content that focuses on women, she encountered a typical response from male investors: “When we were raising capital for it, a lot of the men would say, ‘It sounds like a really interesting idea, and I could see where there would be a lot of potential here, but I don’t really know. I’m going to go home and ask my wife.’ I remember feeling so insulted,” says Lehmann, now working on a wearable health diagnostics start-up called Kenzen in New York City.

Not only did Melanie Elturk have to introduce investors to a product for women, she had to tackle religion, too. Growing up in the suburbs of Detroit, Elturk struggled to find fashionable, easy-to-wear hijabs at the mall and elsewhere. In 2010, after a short career as a civil rights lawyer, she cofounded the New York City–based Haute Hijab with her husband and took the role of CEO. Their hijabs come in an astounding variety—chiffon, leopard print, embellished with crystals, and more—and are sold on their own website. Their chic Instagram account has over three hundred thousand followers. “We found that many potential investors just have no clue about hijab, about Muslim women, about Islam,” Elturk tells me. “We’ve gotten some really bizarre questions and assumptions about women being forced to wear it by their husbands, or how they’re oppressed, and it’s just so disheartening.” The topic Elturk’s most interested in discussing can get overshadowed: “I want to talk about numbers. Just look at our numbers, and you’ll see that we’re on the path to an incredible growth trajectory.”

“Early entrepreneurs are so dependent on the personal preferences of investors,” notes angel investor Barbara Clarke. “You have the issue of people wanting to invest in people like themselves. That’s issue one. Issue two would be investing in industries that they care about. Every woman of color and a lot of white women have had the experience where they’re talking about a particular market, and the investor will just be like, ‘I don’t get it. Is that really a big market? I don’t understand it,’ or ‘I’m not the target demographic to use that product.’”

Ishveen Anand has created a company in a field that plenty of male investors know and love. That’s the good news. The bad news is they expect men will have the expertise in this field. Anand loved sports growing up in Manchester, England. While a student at Oxford University, she was captain of the Keble College teams for cricket and netball (sort of like basketball). Afterward, she moved to India and got a job at an agency that represented athletes in sports like cricket, golf, and field hockey. As an agent, she was frustrated by the process in which companies might hire one athlete to endorse their product but not another. It seemed random and opaque and based less on merit than on who you knew.

In 2014, then living in New York City, Anand launched Open-Sponsorship, basically as a way of answering the question: Can we make the process of buying and selling sports sponsorships easier and more efficient? Among others, her company represents Russell Westbrook and Klay Thompson, both of whom play in the NBA, and Rob Gronkowski, the former tight end for the New England Patriots. About one-fifth of the athletes signed up are women, and she’s working on getting that number higher. Since the third year of operation, her company’s been profitable.

Despite her successes, pitching to male investors has been a challenge. “I have to validate myself from the second I walk in the room,” she says. If Anand can’t do that, she’s sunk. “If I walk into a male VC’s office and I start pitching, ‘I’m going to build a beauty brand for South Asians,’ they may think, ‘Oh, well, Birchbox was so successful, or Zola was successful, so you could be.’ But when I go in and I’m saying, ‘Okay, well, I’m going to build a business in a male-dominated industry,’ that inherent bias against me being female is stronger than ever. . . . I’ve definitely fallen into that category of not looking the part.”

This is the thing that’s frustrating for Anand—in a competitive environment that is also male-dominated, it’s difficult or even impossible for the woman entrepreneur to know if that rejection she just got was based on merit or based on sexism. “Let’s say for the people who get rejected by VCs, I’d love to know, is it a bias of the person, or would they have said no regardless? I have no idea how you find out, but that’s really important,” she says. “Because it’s also important not to be like, ‘It didn’t work out for me because I’m female.’ Maybe your business just sucks. Maybe it’s got nothing to do with you being female. I don’t think you know that right now, and that’s an issue.”

Started in 1972 by the late Don Valentine, Sequoia Capital is one of Silicon Valley’s legendary venture capital firms. It was an early investor in heavy hitters such as Apple, Google, YouTube, PayPal, and Cisco, claims it has helped companies now valued at over $3.3 trillion, and has expanded to China, India, and Israel.50 In 2015, when Bloomberg reporter Emily Chang asked Sequoia chairman Michael Moritz why his US branch had no women partners, his answer created shockwaves.51 He told her Sequoia was interested in hiring women but wasn’t willing “to lower our standards” to do so. After a widespread public rebuke, Moritz softened his stance the next day, releasing a statement that said, “I know there are many remarkable women who would flourish in the venture business. We’re working hard to find them and would be ecstatic if more joined Sequoia or other firms.”52 The following year, Sequoia hired its first US woman partner: Jess Lee, former CEO of fashion start-up Polyvore.53 As of early 2020, the firm listed four women partners out of twenty-two.54

So it goes diversifying the venture capital field: pronouncements that change is important, pledges to do better, but a glacial pace.

Sixty-five percent of this country’s major VC firms still lack a single woman partner, according to the nonprofit All Raise, which started in 2018 with the goal of making entrepreneurship equitable.55 All Raise also reports that only 13 percent of decision makers in venture capital are women. One survey that looked at about fifteen hundred VC investors in the United States found that 18 percent are women.56 Overall, 11 percent were described as white women, 6 percent as Asian women, 1 percent as Black women, and none as Latinx women. The organization Women in VC reports that the majority of women venture capitalists invest at the earliest stages of a start-up, when the bets tend to be riskier but the funding amounts are lower.57 Women VCs who make bigger financial commitments to more established companies are in short supply.

Adding more women investors—and not just white and Asian American women with Ivy League degrees—is viewed as one way to change the industry’s insular culture and practices. A reason white male investors so often fund white male entrepreneurs is because people are inclined to support other people who are like them—a tendency sociologists call “homophily.” The assumption is that bringing in a diverse group of investors will increase the amount of funding to underrepresented groups. Whether that will really happen is unclear. The 2018 report from the National Women’s Business Council noted that “[w]omen investors demonstrate a bias toward men business owners, so the gender gap in funding is not likely to narrow simply by having more women become venture capitalists.”58 Also, the 2016 study by the nonprofit StartOut found that being LGBT themselves did not always lead investors to fund LGBT founders.59

Robin Chase, who cofounded Zipcar and several other transportation companies, recalls a meeting she had about ten years ago at a venture capital firm in Cambridge, Massachusetts. She arrived early and ended up waiting some fifteen minutes in the reception area. “I was observing the interaction of the VC men as they flowed through that centralized space, and they were talking to each other, all men, and they were saying, ‘Oh, did you see that deal?’ and ‘So-and-so’s coming in at lunch’ and ‘Those entrepreneurs blah, blah, blah.’ Then, with the woman receptionist, the conversation was, ‘What’s the code to the bathroom?’ ‘What’s catered for lunch?’ ‘I see you have new recycling trash cans.’ As I was sitting there observing these interactions, what I realized and recognized was ‘Oh, yes, these male VCs are having this kind of conversation with men, and they had this kind of conversation with women.’ Clearly, in their daily life and interactions, when they have a woman entrepreneur come in, they are anticipating or have experienced this lower-level conversation.”

Adding a single woman investor would certainly be an accomplishment for a decent chunk of US venture capital firms, but the ideal is adding two or more. According to one report, firms with only one woman partner don’t appear more likely to invest in women-led start-ups; that only happens when multiple women investors are present.60 This result is seen elsewhere in business. Research shows, for example, that adding only one woman to a company board of directors won’t shift the thinking of the group; you need three or more women for that to happen.61 When California became, in 2018, the first state to require that the boards of publicly traded companies have female representation, it also had the idea that more is better.62 At first, the law required one woman board member, but by 2021, boards must have two or three women, depending on the size of the board.63

Susan Ho, the cofounder and CEO of New York City–based travel-planning app and platform Journy, believes the pressure on a lone woman in a VC firm is heightened if she’s being pitched a company whose main customers are women. Ho imagines the investor has to ask herself if it’s worth “sticking my neck out for these companies that my colleagues don’t get.”

In 1997, Patty Abramson set up one of the nation’s first venture capital funds devoted solely to investing in businesses launched by women.64 At the time, she was frustrated that only 2 percent of venture capital dollars was going to women entrepreneurs. When her fund opened, Abramson declared to a Baltimore newspaper, “Fifteen years from now, there won’t be a need for a fund like ours.” Her prediction was, unfortunately, wrong (the 2 percent figure is holding steady decades later), and her fund closed after the dot-com bust, but Abramson helped usher in a string of funds operating today that are devoted to women entrepreneurs. One of them, Rethink Impact, is run by her daughter Jenny Abramson.

Cindy Gallop’s frustration finding investors for her own start-up has nudged her to create the fund All the Sky that will invest solely in the sex-tech industry, primarily in companies started by women. “The most interesting things in sex tech, they are coming from female founders,” she tells me. “We are finally owning our sexuality. We are finding unique ways to leverage it in business terms, because we get the enormous market that is women’s needs, wants, and desires, historically deemed too embarrassing, shameful, taboo to address in business.” Gallop is the founder and CEO of MakeLoveNotPorn, a New York City–based video-sharing platform.

Anna Palmer’s experience as a woman founder pitching to male investors inspired her to help create a Boston-based venture capital fund called XFactor Ventures that since 2017 has invested in over forty young companies, each with at least one woman founder. All but one of the firm’s twenty-two investment partners are themselves women entrepreneurs. Five years earlier, Palmer cofounded her first start-up, Fashion Project, a for-profit Boston-based company that helped nonprofits squeeze more money out of the designer-clothing donations they received. Palmer’s meetings with male investors were eye-opening. “Early on, I was pretty frustrated that there was no one across the table that really understood the business I was building and the customer base. I ended up doing things like pitching the business to the [woman] assistant, or I’d pitch the business to the investor’s wife on a conference call,” she tells me. “Through that process, I realized that there is this huge group of businesses that probably aren’t getting funded.” Palmer and cofounder Christine Rizk have since sold Fashion Project to another company, and Palmer is now onto her next start-up, Dough, which helps customers shop from women-owned businesses.

XFactor is also taking aim at a practice used by many venture capital firms: relying on introductions to potential entrepreneurs from people they know and trust. This can penalize women and other underrepresented founders who have smaller or different networks. “From very early on with XFactor, we wanted to make a commitment that we didn’t necessarily have to have the same level of network: ‘I know somebody who knows somebody who can get you in.’ We actually look very strongly at the hello@xfactor.ventures emails. If somebody emails XFactor with a business plan, somebody reviews it and makes a determination from there. We’ve had at least one company that we actually funded after the cold email intro,” Palmer says. “I think that’s pretty rare for a typical venture fund.”

When venture firm First Round Capital studied ten years of its own investments in early-stage companies, it discovered that funding “somebody who knows somebody who can get you in” doesn’t make much financial sense.65 “For a long time, VC has been predicated on this idea that the best opportunities come through referrals,” the firm writes, “yet companies that we discovered through other channels—Twitter, Demo Day, etc.—outperformed referred companies by 58.4%. And founders that came directly to us with their ideas did about 23% better.”

Chip Hazard is the sole male investment partner at XFactor Ventures; he’s also a general partner with the Boston VC firm Flybridge Capital Partners. Hazard tells me that before he helped launch XFactor, the people he met with to discuss potential investments were 80 to 90 percent male. “If you’d asked me before XFactor, I would have told you I invest in what I see,” he says. “That’s just the nature of my deal flow, and so I’m not biased.” Hazard now acknowledges that answer would’ve been naive. “We start XFactor, and all of a sudden my deal flow flips to 40/60 male/female. It turns out the venture business is just a network business.” In 2018, Hazard and others experimented with a #StartWithEight campaign that asked investors to meet with eight women outside their networks during the month of March.66 Forty-three investment firms pledged to do that. “Raising capital and recruiting talent all start with a meeting, and an opportunity to build a relationship,” the leaders of the campaign wrote in a 2018 essay published on Medium.67 “When most of the meetings venture capitalists take are with men, it is no surprise they don’t invest in many female-led companies, appoint many women to boards, push to hire women into C-level positions, or chose female coinvestors.” Hazard also tells me that he hopes several of the women entrepreneurs acting as investment partners in XFactor Ventures will move on to become full-time investors at other VC firms.

Entrepreneur Stephanie Lampkin is excited by the potential of these VC funds focused on women and other underrepresented groups, but points out a tendency to overlook some women. “I find that a lot of the funds that are female-focused, if you go through their portfolio, they primarily invest in white and Asian women. A lot of funds that are focused on minorities, if you go to their portfolio, the majority of the founders are men,” says Lampkin, the founder and CEO of Bay Area–based Blendoor, a software tool that helps companies scrub unconscious bias from their hiring practices. “I don’t think enough attention has been paid to Black, Native, and Latina women.”

Despite these slow-but-promising improvements to venture capital, some founders have sworn off VC altogether. They’ve made the calculation that they’re better off finding the resources they need elsewhere, that the process requires them to give up too much. The group Zebras Unite is searching for an alternative to an investing approach that it calls “masturbatory.”68 Started in 2017 and led by four women entrepreneurs—Jennifer Brandel, Astrid Scholz, Aniyia Williams, and Mara Zepeda—the group criticizes the practice of VCs pumping lots of money into a start-up and then demanding explosive growth, followed by the company’s sale or going public. They complain the process can hasten a company’s demise or force its founders to abandon their vision and values. Instead of idolizing unicorns, Zebras Unite is urging the support of “zebras,” its name for companies with sustainable growth that balance making money and doing good.69 These zebras, the group notes, are typically headed by women and other underrepresented founders. In a 2016 Medium blog post laying out its manifesto, the group writes: “Yes, we want to build businesses that succeed financially. But we also want so much more than that, and we aren’t alone. Most of the founders we know, many of whom happen to be women, are driven to build companies that generate money and meaning. And they’re in it for the long haul—not just to get their jollies, make their names, and exit.”70 In only a few years, Zebras Unite has grown to forty-five chapters on six continents.

Julie Lenzer started and grew her company without investor money, and for a while, that made her feel inadequate. “I used to feel, in my company, like I wasn’t doing enough because I didn’t get outside funding,” says Lenzer, who left IBM in 1995 to start a Maryland-based software firm called Applied Creative Technologies, which helped manufacturers improve their operations and better control their inventory. She thinks TV shows like Shark Tank reinforce this thinking: “It sets up the expectation for people that the American dream is to have a company that’s funded by other people, but in reality, getting outside funding is actually your last resort. Your ideal funding for any company is a paying customer. I know that there are some industries where investment is really important, where you need a lot of capital, that it’s a highly competitive market and you need to grow fast or you will get washed out. I get that. But not everybody who starts a company should take outside money.” After ten years, Lenzer sold the production and warehouse management system she had created. She’s now the chief innovation officer at the University of Maryland in College Park.

Alison Rogers is another entrepreneur eyeing venture capital cautiously. “I’m not sure VC is right for everyone and everyone’s ideas,” she tells me. “The culture that I hear is ‘We’re going to come in and push you around, bully you around, and maybe the end product will look totally different than what you were expecting when you allowed this VC in.’ That doesn’t sound very appealing to me.” In 2018, Rogers launched the Boston-based Coffee Cup Collective, her third start-up, a service in which subscribers get their to-go coffee served in reusable cups at participating coffee shops and then return the dirty cups to sites throughout the city. Rogers compares it to bike-sharing programs. For now, Rogers is mostly bootstrapping her venture, but the gender pay gap gives her pause. “We make less than our male counterparts,” she says. “Saving up to take a plunge is harder. The barrier to entry is greater.”

Shelly Bell, a serial entrepreneur and former computer scientist, has created a funding alternative that addresses several of the shortcomings of the traditional options. Her inspiration was 1920s Harlem rent parties, in which cash-strapped tenants hosted concerts in their apartments and charged entrance fees, which then helped the hosts pay rent. Bell’s version is a nonprofit called Black Girl Ventures that started in Washington, DC, in 2016. She hosts competitions in multiple cities throughout the year, and each time eight Black or Brown women entrepreneurs are invited on stage to pitch their “tech-enabled” companies. (Bell gets three hundred or more applications each year, and she provides the selected candidates with coaching beforehand.) Anyone is welcome to join the audience and is asked to donate to that night’s winnings; sometimes, sponsors chip in, too. The audience then votes on which pitches they prefer and which entrepreneurs should get the collected money—payouts have ranged from $500 to $5,000 and up. Almost half of the participants have gone on to connect with additional investors.

Bell tells me it’s important to her that the audience, not a small team of judges, select the worthiest businesses. “If the current problem is that only a few people have the ability to make [funding] decisions, then why would we recreate that?” she asks. “I feel the audience can be just as or even more critical than if experts were judging.”

[image: ]

Arlan Hamilton tells me that she already feels she’s achieved what she set out to do: she’s proved that high-quality start-ups led by women, people of color, and LGBTQ founders are plentiful and worthy of investment. While about 10 percent of the more than 130 companies in Backstage’s portfolio have closed, she’s proud that others have pulled in more than $50 million from other sources, showing that other investors believe in their potential, too. She predicts one or two of these companies will be valued at half a billion dollars or even a billion dollars in the near future.

Hamilton readily admits she’s in this to earn lots of money for herself and the entrepreneurs she invests in, noting how powerful it is to bring wealth to people in groups that historically haven’t had it. “I think Backstage is part of a movement,” Hamilton has posted.71 “I think we are part of a community of people who have long been overlooked, undervalued and underestimated, and they’re not standing for it anymore.”






CHAPTER 4

YOU CAN’T BE WHAT YOU CAN’T SEE

The power of role models

ON A RAINY MORNING in December 2018, at a coworking space next to the mall in Stonecrest, Georgia, a dozen girls were at work on a challenge: Santa has put on extra weight and can no longer fit in the chimney, so he needs to find a way to drop presents from his sleigh without breaking them. Each girl had twenty minutes to devise a packing method that would protect a fragile present—simulated in this case by a raw egg—using only wrapping paper, tissue paper, tape, and ribbon. When time was up, their instructor held each package high above her head and dropped it to the floor. Only two of the twelve eggs survived the drop intact.

Stephanie Ivery, the instructor, used the egg challenge to show the girls, ages eight to seventeen, what an engineer does: define a problem, research it, sketch out solutions, build prototypes, run tests, repeat. She told them these are the same steps used by one of the country’s most noted electrical engineers, Carol Espy-Wilson, a University of Maryland professor and the first African American woman to earn a PhD in electrical engineering from MIT. Espy-Wilson is known for her work in speech recognition and enhancement and founded a software company, OmniSpeech, that improves voice quality for mobile devices.1 Ivery told the girls that a high school engineering program was important to Espy-Wilson’s success, as well as her own. In Ivery’s case, precollege programs from the National Society of Black Engineers and others prepared her to be a chemist for L’Oreal and an engineer for Panasonic, jobs she did before becoming a teacher.

“I always want the girls to be able to see themselves doing amazing things to enhance our lives in the very near future, if not now,” Ivery told me later. “That is why it is so important to teach and expose them to women and their stories.”

The idea for the gathering came from Carolina Mincey, an executive assistant for the DeKalb County Sheriff’s Office. In 2017, Mincey, who also owns an event-planning business, decided to build an Atlanta-area nonprofit that would expose girls, including her own daughter, to careers and hobbies in which women are underrepresented. She settled on three—entrepreneurship, STEM (science, technology, engineering, math), and golf—and called the effort Inspiring Greatness in You. Once a month during the school year, the nonprofit puts on Saturday morning events open to girls and their mothers, where they can do experiments, study successful women, discuss careers and businesses they might open one day, and work on their golf skills.

Mincey recruited Deborah Davis, a former pro golfer who played on the LPGA Futures Tour, to teach the girls the game. Why golf? Davis thinks the sport can help women build companies and advance careers. The golf course, she told me, is where networks are formed, deals are discussed, and women earn credibility from male executives. Davis doesn’t even think you have to master golf to get these benefits—you just need to learn the etiquette and be comfortable on the course. Figuring out how to move a golf club wouldn’t hurt. On the morning I visited, I watched Davis pull aside two of the moms to point out that they should place their upper arms over, not alongside, their breasts when swinging. Davis laments that most male golf instructors either don’t know this tip or are too embarrassed to share it. Turning to the girls, Davis explained the kinds of golf-related businesses they might pursue one day, including course designer and shop owner, and noted that the wooden golf tee was invented by a Black man named George Franklin Grant in 1899.

One of the mothers, Sham McLendon, told me her then eleven-year-old daughter, Morgan, has always had an enterprising streak—she made and sold slime to classmates—and her mom hopes the Inspiring Greatness program will help her hold on to that. McLendon developed an interest in computers in elementary school, studied them in college, and has been in the army for more than a dozen years, focusing on information technology. McLendon knows how difficult it can be to enter and stay in male-dominated fields, and thinks organizations like this will help Morgan do that.

Morgan told me she loves makeup and helping people feel good about themselves, and so she might open a cosmetology business one day. As she examined the swag each girl received at the end of the event—candy, a bottle of nail polish, and unicorn-themed hand sanitizer—I asked her what she gets out of this group. “It makes me think I can do anything,” she says.

Ask people to name an entrepreneur, and you’ll probably hear Bill Gates or Steve Jobs, Elon Musk or Jeff Bezos. When pollsters quizzed British kids ages eleven to eighteen if they could identify a single woman entrepreneur, only 19 percent said yes, and the children were almost four times as likely to picture a man instead of a woman when hearing the word “entrepreneur.”2

Do a Google image search for “famous entrepreneur” and you’ll find that the first few dozen results are dominated by white men. The rare female images belong to Oprah Winfrey and Spanx creator Sara Blakely.

Take a business course, and odds are the case studies you’ll read will feature white men. A review of best-selling business school case studies from 2009 to 2015 found that only 11 percent have a woman protagonist.3 And at Harvard Business School, less than 5 percent of the case studies depict Black leaders, men or women.4

Watch a movie or TV show, and you’ll be hard-pressed to find women building or running companies. Researchers from the University of Southern California discovered that when small business owners appeared in films rated PG-13, PG, and G, only 5 percent were played by women characters.5 For corporate executives featured in family movies, a mere 3 percent were played by female characters.

“The entrepreneur is very much depicted as a thirty-five-year-old white male,” says Maura McAdam, a professor at Dublin City University in Ireland and noted scholar on entrepreneurship and gender. “Anybody else that does not fit into that is considered the ‘other’ or what we would say in research terms, the ‘interloper in the field.’” McAdam tells me she’s taught women and men in several countries, including Saudi Arabia, and whenever she asks her students to name entrepreneurial role models, they typically list white American men. “What happens for people that do not fit with that image? One of my concerns is that they self-select out.”

Any entrepreneur from an underrepresented group faces competing, almost impossible-to-satisfy requirements: “You have to have novelty in the field, you have to be doing something unique, you have to disrupt,” McAdam says. “Then, one of the issues for women and minority groups is that you also have to fit in. That, unfortunately, is fit in with the stereotypical image of who the entrepreneur is. That’s something for us to think about. In order to have what we refer to as an entrepreneurial legitimate identity, there is this paradox of fitting in but also standing out.”

McAdam says her women entrepreneurship students often come across as conflicted or even timid when talking about their business ventures. “I mentor quite a few young female entrepreneurs,” she tells me. “They talk about their ‘little project’ or ‘this little thing we’re working on.’ When they introduce themselves to people, they very rarely say, ‘I’m an entrepreneur.’ Very rarely. Their male counterparts are right up there introducing themselves as entrepreneurs.”

Plenty of research shows that the traits most often associated with entrepreneurial triumph are stereotypically masculine: aggression, competitiveness, a willingness to take risks, independence.6 When men exhibit these traits, it’s considered desirable. When women do, it’s not. As researcher Lakshmi Balachandra and her colleagues note in their 2017 study, “[W]omen entrepreneurs may face a catch 22. If they conform to the femininity expected of their gender stereotype, they will fail to be viewed as competent and successful entrepreneurs.

However, if they behave in the masculine ways expected of successful entrepreneurs, they will fail to conform to their gender stereotype and violate gender norms.”7

Amelia DeSorrento, who cofounded and was COO of a software start-up called Hatch Apps and now works in banking in Washington, DC, says it’s human nature for people to be affected by these stereotypes: “If you see twenty people who look like Mark Zuckerberg and five people who don’t, it’s hard not to more easily attach certain attributes to the person that most resembles whatever it is you think makes for a great entrepreneur, or a great salesperson, a great engineer, a great whatever.”

DeSorrento tells me about a time when she was participating in an incubator, and a well-known advocate for women in business was visiting. “She was like, ‘I would love to hear the sixty-second elevator pitch for each of your companies.’ It was me and five or six other founders, and they were all men. She . . . pointed to each person and said, ‘I’d love to hear it.’ I was sitting in the middle of the group, and she just skipped me. She thought I must have been an employee. This is a woman who campaigns for women in tech.” DeSorrento was angry in the moment but later realized there was no point in being mad. The woman wasn’t trying to be malicious. She was just someone who’d been exposed to a lot of stereotypes—and who hasn’t? Here she was, an advocate for women entrepreneurs, and the lack of role models had colored even her view of what a real entrepreneur should look like.

Male first-year college students are more than twice as likely as their female counterparts to pick “business owner/entrepreneur” as their intended occupation, according to 2017 research out of UCLA.8 Surely one big reason for that is this: Young men can find plenty of role models who look like them. Young women can’t.

Psychology tells us that we need role models to show us what’s possible. They let us imagine certain pursuits for ourselves. Researchers have explored how important it is that a role model is of the same gender, especially when someone is pursuing a path considered to be nontraditional for their gender. A 2018 study by two German researchers found that female undergrads studying business felt more confident about their entrepreneurial abilities when they had a woman entrepreneur as a role model.9 The findings support the old maxim: you can’t be what you can’t see.

How rare is it to see women business leaders presented as successful real humans in the popular press? When Audrey Gelman, former CEO and cofounder of women’s coworking space The Wing, appeared on the October 2019 cover of Inc. magazine, she became the first-ever visibly pregnant CEO to grace the cover of any business magazine.10

One way students find role models is through the case studies used in business schools. In addition to the shortage of female protagonists in these texts, when women do appear, they’re often depicted as inferior. Two Canadian researchers showed in a 2018 study that women protagonists in business school case studies are presented as less visionary, less action-oriented, less willing to take risks, and more emotional than men.11 The researchers see this affecting both female and male students, influencing how they’ll perceive themselves and future colleagues and bosses. “We argue,” the researchers write, “that case studies contain a ‘hidden curriculum’ that presents and reinforces implicit assumptions and stereotypes about women’s fitness to lead.”

Role models can do as much good for adults as for young people. Rita Childers and Candi Haas, cofounders of the St. Louis company Core + Rind, which makes a vegan cheese-like sauce sold around the country, have discovered that meeting entrepreneurs like themselves makes a difference. “The support of other women in business is one of the most beneficial things, especially when you’re feeling lost in your decisions as an entrepreneur,” Childers says. “I feel freer talking to a woman entrepreneur. We’ve all been in the same boat where we are not taken as seriously. It’s almost like we have to work harder, and we do work harder, to get where we’re at.” Haas seconds this idea: “To see the example of other women leading amazing businesses, having that awesome example to look up to, and then hopefully to morph ourselves into women that other new budding entrepreneurs can look up to, it’s just a good process.”
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STEM fields, especially computer science, are fertile ground for entrepreneurs. It’s the ideal background for someone who wants to launch the next Facebook or Uber. But girls don’t pursue these fields at the same rate that boys do. “In middle school, for example, 31 percent of girls believe that jobs requiring coding and programming are ‘not for them.’ In high school, that percentage jumps up to 40. By the time they’re in college, 58 percent of girls count themselves out of these jobs,” according to 2018 research commissioned by Microsoft.12 The researchers note that girls having role models like themselves could potentially change these numbers: “Unfortunately, most girls don’t have any female role models in STEM to look up to. So it’s no surprise that, when asked to describe a typical scientist, engineer, mathematician, or computer programmer, 30 percent of girls say that they envision a man in these roles. As do almost 40 percent of adult women—and 43 percent of women in STEM and tech fields.” A mere 1 percent of women undergraduates major in computer and information sciences, according to the 2012 report by the American Association of University Women.13

The Los Angeles–based Technovation Girls is among several nonprofits aiming to change those numbers. Designed for girls ages ten to eighteen in more than a hundred countries, Technovation teaches them how to create a mobile app that solves a problem in their community and then build a business around the app. The program, launched in 2010, reports that more than a quarter of its graduates end up majoring in computer science in college—a remarkable feat for such a male-dominated major—and most express increased interest in entrepreneurship and business leadership.14 There are also options like SheHeroes, which exposes kids to women role models with nontraditional careers, and Girls Who Code and Black Girls CODE, which teach computer science.

The Microsoft-commissioned research found that participating in these activities can influence a girl’s educational choices for years. Seventy-four percent of middle school girls in STEM clubs report that they’ll likely study computer science in high school, compared to only 48 percent of those who aren’t in such clubs.15 And high school girls in STEM clubs are over 2.5 times more likely to report that they’ll focus on computer science in college.

Briana Berger participated in Technovation in 2016. While there, she created a driver fatigue app called SleepBeep, an idea she got after seeing a truck veer off the side of a North Carolina mountain because the driver had fallen asleep. SleepBeep helps drivers figure out if they’re alert enough to stay on the road and looks for signs of fatigue like the car speeding up and slowing down in short intervals. The app earned her a semifinalist spot in a Technovation competition in Silicon Valley, but is on hold as she focuses on earning an undergrad degree in computer science at Stanford.

Originally from Gainesville, Florida, Berger was interested in technology at an early age. For her sixth birthday, she received a pink toy computer. Not long after, she started creating simple websites. By middle school, an aunt working in information security introduced her to coding. “Computer science, at that age, was able to make me feel like I could just go develop an app and create a company,” says Berger.

She saw that most of her female peers didn’t share her enthusiasm: “A lot of girls are just afraid of trying things that are too risky, and they’re afraid of the unknown. They’re like, ‘Oh, well, that’s more of a guy thing. I don’t really want to try that because it seems like, what if I do it wrong? Then everybody’s going to look at me.’” Berger never felt that fear, but she did experience the stares and comments that come with being one of the few girls interested in computers. One time a boy spotted her in the front row of a coding session and proclaimed, “Wow, I didn’t expect there to be any girls in the class.”

By age sixteen, Berger had started a coding group for girls at her school to show them that instead of playing with an app or playing with dolls, they could create them. “You can make those dolls. You can make that app,” she says. “I think that’s something that girls really need to learn when they’re younger.” The group she created in 2016, called coderGirls, has since grown into an international nonprofit aimed at girls in kindergarten to twelfth grade, with chapters as far away as Nepal and Ukraine.

Berger says she wanted to make coderGirls free of boys so that the female participants wouldn’t be the only girl in the room and could see plenty of peer role models. “I feel comforted being with other girls, because it creates a camaraderie,” Berger says. And she believes girls in this kind of setting gain a confidence that will aid them if they end up in male-dominated college classrooms and workplaces.

Not everybody thinks girls-only is the way to go. Vicky Wu Davis’s Boston-based nonprofit, Youth CITIES, offers ten-week bootcamps that guide middle and high school students to develop and launch a business idea and build entrepreneurial leadership skills. She wants the group of participants to be half girls, half boys, and from a range of economic backgrounds. Davis tells me she tends to get enough male applicants but has to do active recruitment—lobbying teachers and guidance counselors, giving talks at schools—to ensure that girls will show up. When she presents at schools, Davis says, it helps that the girls can see her and learn that a woman of color is an entrepreneur. (Davis founded a language-learning company and a video game technology firm.)

As for why she likes a coed setting, Davis says the girls need to find out what it’s like to work with and sometimes lead the boys. If it’s girls-only, she says, “All of their confidence is in this sort of female-only camaraderie, and in reality we work in the coed world.” Meanwhile, the boys will be better prepared for a future with strong women bosses and colleagues. Davis continues, “A lot of people often talk about needing strong female models for young girls, which I absolutely agree with. One thing that is not talked about enough is that you need strong female role models for young boys, too. If a boy sees more girls doing amazing things, then whatever stereotype, from whatever source that it came from, will start to go away.”

Cindy Gallop extends this thinking to grown-ups. “Men need great female role models as much as women do,” says the founder and CEO of MakeLoveNotPorn. “If we want men to lead in a different way, to operate in a different way, they need to have a completely different form of leadership behavior role-modeled by women. I very much appreciate the fact that I know—because they write to me and they tell me on social media—I have a lot of male fans who absolutely regard me as a role model for them, and I love that.”
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As a child, Nabiha Saklayen imagined a series of careers for herself: scientist, fashion designer, author, engineer, singer, songwriter. She credits her mother, a teacher, for supporting each newly hatched plan: “In every phase, she basically said, ‘Great. Let’s do that. What do you need to make that happen?’ We would go out and buy whatever books I wanted, go to the museum, go watch a show. That, I think, always gave me this silent confidence that whatever I wanted to do was great, and I should pursue it.” Growing up in Saudi Arabia, Bangladesh, Germany, and Sri Lanka, she was exposed to many ideas and people. Science was an enduring passion, and she idolized physicist and chemist Marie Curie, though she didn’t know of any living female scientists as a child.

In 2008, Saklayen moved to Atlanta to pursue an undergraduate degree in physics at Emory University. Next she headed to Harvard to get a PhD, also in physics. It was there that she bonded with a lab mate, Marinna Madrid, who was studying applied physics. After a few years’ work, the two discovered that cheap lasers could be used to deliver gene-editing tools to cells in ways that could treat diseases. Soon their work attracted the attention of experts in the field who told them their discovery could have a huge impact and that they should consider commercializing it.

Saklayen was intrigued by the suggestion, but of all the careers she’d considered, entrepreneur wasn’t one of them. “I didn’t even know how to process what it would mean to be an entrepreneur,” she says. “I had one example of an entrepreneur that I’d met. I remember thinking of her in that moment. I’m like, ‘Wow, yes, well, Liz did something like this, finished her PhD and started a company with her technology, so this is not absolutely crazy. I could potentially do this, too.’ That was very helpful for me. I called her, I got coffee with her to talk about what it’s like, and she gave me very valuable feedback. That was the only example of somebody in my network that I knew who had gone down that path.”

Meanwhile, Saklayen was debating the start-up idea with Madrid, her lab mate. “Over several months,” Saklayen tells me, “we were discussing, what does this mean? How does it affect our life plan? How should we structure this?” Finally, she says, they committed “to take that leap of faith together.”

In 2017, while still Harvard students, Saklayen and Madrid applied to a start-up challenge in San Francisco as a way of testing their business idea, which they called Cellino Biotech. They won the $10,000 top prize. Saklayen says, “That was a huge breakthrough moment for us, because we realized we had a concept that other people were very drawn to and they were excited about the possibilities of this technology.” Saklayen and Madrid quickly decided to expand their team to include someone who could “engineer a product that we could sell” and brought on a male cofounder, Matthias Wagner.

In the years since, the Cambridge, Massachusetts–based Cellino, with Saklayen as CEO, has continued to earn praise for its contributions to the field of cell engineering and has raised over $4 million. Hoping to help others find a role model, Saklayen cocreated a volunteer project called I Am a Scientist. It provides free materials to middle- and high-school teachers illustrating a diverse mix of people working in STEM. Saklayen still thinks about what might have happened if she hadn’t met her role model, Liz O’Day, who founded the drug discovery start-up Olaris in 2014, one year after finishing her PhD in biological and biomedical sciences at Harvard. “There’s an alternate world where I hadn’t met Liz, and people weren’t telling me to be an entrepreneur, and I didn’t know what that would have looked like,” Saklayen says. “I would have imagined, maybe, ‘I can’t do it,’ or ‘it’s too much effort,’ or ‘I don’t know who to talk to to get feedback.’ That would have been very sad, because we wouldn’t have maximized my technology and brought it to the world to make an impact in a big way.”






CHAPTER 5

SLEAZY TEXTS, LATE-NIGHT MEETINGS

A #MeToo reckoning

FOR MONTHS SUSAN HO grappled with what to do: tell the world about the powerful investor who’d made unwelcome sexual come-ons to her and her cofounder, or keep quiet. She’d heard that the guy had behaved in disgusting ways with other women entrepreneurs and wanted to stop him for good. But she knew that speaking out came with great risks. It could scare off other investors and earn her a reputation as someone who’s overly sensitive.

At the time Ho and cofounder Leiti Hsu were building a platform and app called Journy that would serve as a modern travel agent. For a small fee, the company would quiz travelers on their likes and dislikes and then create a personalized itinerary stuffed with recommendations on where to eat and what to do. Ho and Hsu were heavily invested, emotionally and otherwise, in the company’s success, and understood they’d be putting it all at risk if they started talking publicly about what the investor had done. They understood that many women before them, in all roles and industries, had been sexually harassed by men but said nothing, making the difficult decision that they had to tolerate such treatment.

“I had this very real fear that if my cofounder and I go on the record and speak out against this venture capitalist, that we might not ever be able to raise venture capital funding for our company again,” Ho tells me. “On the other side of that, there is the incredibly real fact—not a fear, a fact—that this guy for the last ten years has been systematically sexually harassing female Asian founders in tech. So what do you do?”

In the summer of 2017—after high-profile sexual harassment cases at Uber and elsewhere, but still three months before the Harvey Weinstein scandal emerged and intensified the #MeToo movement1—Ho decided it was time. “I got to the point where I realized I wouldn’t be able to live with myself as a female businesswoman, as a female entrepreneur, if I didn’t say something,” Ho explains. She talked with reporter Reed Albergotti of the tech industry news site The Information and agreed to have her name published; Hsu did the same. On June 22, 2017, The Information published an article detailing their stories and the stories of four other women, all accusing prominent Silicon Valley venture capitalist Justin Caldbeck of sexual harassment.2 In the article Ho recounted being approached in 2015 by Caldbeck, known for leading investments in top-shelf companies like Grubhub and TaskRabbit and cofounder of the investment firm Binary Capital. Caldbeck told Ho he was about to fund another travel start-up and wanted to discuss a possible partnership. They met for drinks to talk about it, and a few hours later, at around 1 a.m., he sent her text messages asking if they could get together again that night. Ho ignored the message until the next morning, when she texted him that “1 am on a weeknight is so past my bedtime.” Caldbeck came back with “Well, I gotta try and change that, LOL.” (Ho had shown the reporter her WhatsApp messages to back up her story.)

Ho later wrote on Medium about the uncomfortable relationship that developed between Caldbeck and her: “It’s difficult to describe the subtle ways sexism and harassment occurs. In our messages he would write things like ‘Hey you,’ or when I brought up a good point, ‘You are aggressive as shit. I kind of like it.’ They all carry a patronizing tone that transforms your intelligence or success into something that is merely a source of attraction.”3

In 2016, Ho and Hsu connected with Caldbeck at a hotel bar in New York City to discuss fundraising for Journy. At this meeting Caldbeck grabbed Hsu’s thigh under the table. A few hours later, at 3 a.m., Caldbeck sent Hsu a text message asking her to call him. Hsu ignored the request.

Ho thinks Caldbeck’s behavior toward other women was more egregious than what she experienced. The four other women appearing in The Information said Caldbeck tried to sleep with them or sent sexually explicit text messages. Three of these women asked to remain anonymous, fearing a backlash from Caldbeck and other investors. The reporter noted that other women have said they abandoned their start-ups or never launched in the first place after experiencing this kind of harassment from investors. Caldbeck initially denied the stories, and his firm released a statement saying that Caldbeck had done nothing illegal and had only occasionally flirted with or dated women he met while doing business.

On the morning The Information article was published, Ho was walking to work in New York City and reading it on her phone. “I remember standing on the street corner for about thirty minutes, just frozen. I thought, ‘Wow, why is everyone so quiet?’ You would expect somebody to retweet this article by now. Holy crap.”

Eventually Ho heard from a friend who’d been contacted by an employee at a major venture capital firm. He wanted to pass along a message: “Can you please tell your friend Susan that I really respect what she did?”

Ho says, “I shot back, ‘Why can’t he just retweet it?’ My friend goes, ‘He’s afraid to.’”

The day after The Information story broke, Reid Hoffman, a venture capitalist and the cofounder of LinkedIn, wrote a post on LinkedIn that called Caldbeck’s behavior “immoral and outrageous,” pushed back against investors who consider these acts simple flirtation or harmless banter, and questioned why the news was being met with “a lack of outrage and commentary.”4 Hoffman wrote, “Folks may think: well, that’s bad behavior but not my problem. If you think that, and work here in venture, think again. We all need to solve this problem. If you stay silent, if you don’t act, then you allow this problem to perpetuate.”

Ho was both relieved and frustrated by the support that followed. “It wasn’t until Reid Hoffman came out and said something that the rest of Silicon Valley fell in line and echoed that sentiment,” she tells me. “Hopefully, at some point, the voices of half a dozen women are enough. We don’t need a man to jump in for people to take this seriously.”

She adds, “The fact that people were so afraid to say something shows you just how deep the problem runs in Silicon Valley. I think the issue why everyone was quiet is because many people, in some way or another, were complicit and knew about this guy’s behavior and knew of other people who behaved this way: ‘We’re doing deals with them, wanting to continue to do deals with them, and we’re afraid to say something.’” It’s only when people realize that the story isn’t going away, that the accused investors have damaged their own reputations, that they feel okay about burning that particular bridge, Ho tells me. And only at that point do they feel comfortable offering public support. “That’s kind of how it played out,” Ho says.

Caldbeck’s initial denial of the harassment morphed into an apology, plus an announcement that he’d take an indefinite leave of absence from his venture firm.5 Eventually, Caldbeck resigned and Binary Capital collapsed—leaving some to cheer that there were real consequences for sexual harassment.6 In a June 2017 statement, Caldbeck wrote: “The gap of influence between male venture capitalists and female entrepreneurs is frightening and I hate that my behavior played a role in perpetrating a gender-hostile environment. It is outrageous and unethical for any person to leverage a position of power in exchange for sexual gain, it is clear to me now that that is exactly what I’ve done.”7

He wasn’t the only investor to have a #MeToo reckoning in 2017. After the New York Times reported that at least one entrepreneur was accusing Dave McClure, cofounder of the venture capital firm and accelerator 500 Startups, of sexual harassment, he published an essay on Medium called “I’m a Creep. I’m Sorry.”8 He wrote: “I made advances towards multiple women in work-related situations, where it was clearly inappropriate. I put people in compromising situations, and I selfishly took advantage of those situations where I should have known better.” In his apology, McClure noted that he’d given up day-to-day management of 500 Startups. While McClure and other investors suffered consequences for their behavior, it often proved temporary. In 2019, Bloomberg reported that McClure was attempting to raise a $100 million fund that would buy stakes in smaller venture capital funds.9 By that time, his “I’m a Creep. I’m Sorry.” essay had been deleted from Medium.

The women I interviewed told me these cases merely scratch the surface, and there are many men whose bad behavior is still hidden. According to a 2018 survey of women founders by Inc. and Fast Company magazines, 53 percent of respondents experienced harassment or discrimination while running their companies.10 The worst offenders were investors, bankers, and vendors, though some bad treatment also came from employees. Almost none of the women surveyed said they took formal action. Instead they ended their professional relationship with the harasser or confided in their peers.

One of the country’s top accelerators for young companies, Y Combinator in Silicon Valley, found that investors had been harassing women entrepreneurs in its program. According to its own 2018 survey, one out of five women faced unwelcome sexual contact, sexual overtures, or a sexual quid pro quo.11

None of this is unique to the entrepreneurial space. A 2016 report from the US Equal Employment Opportunity Commission notes that 60 percent of women experience unwanted sexual attention or coercion, sexually crude conduct, or sexist comments in the workplace.12 And the decision to keep quiet is pervasive. About three out of four employees who experience sexual and other kinds of harassment never talk to a supervisor about the episode, according to the same report.13 These workers worry that their stories won’t be believed, that they’ll be blamed for inviting the behavior, that they’ll face social or professional retaliation, or that higher-ups will do nothing. The EEOC identified the kinds of workplaces that are ripe for harassment—and the start-up scene checks many of the boxes: The workers are homogeneous (remember that 88 percent of decision makers at US venture capital firms are men), and there are significant power disparities.14 Alcohol use is tolerated and even encouraged (beer on tap in coworking spaces and late-day meetings are common). And the workplaces are decentralized and isolated (start-up founders are often toiling away in basements, borrowed offices, hotels, and airports, and working late hours).

Women in male-dominated workplaces often find themselves being the only woman in a room—researchers call them “Onlys.” A 2019 study by LeanIn.Org and McKinsey & Company found that one in five working women is an Only, and they’re nearly twice as likely as women who work with other women to have been sexually harassed during their career.15 They’re also more likely to face microaggressions.

So it’s no surprise that women entrepreneurs report a steady stream of repulsive comments, creepy texts, forced kisses, and worse, all of which impose an enormous emotional tax and generate genuine safety fears. It distracts women from dedicating themselves fully to innovating and using their unique point of view that has been missing for too long from business circles.

In 2014, two years after graduating from Florida International University with a degree in finance and international business, Logan Cohen built a company called Küdzoo. With cofounder Trevor Wilkins, they created an app that rewards students for their grades, community service, and other achievements with giveaways such as gift cards, concert tickets, scholarships, and mentor introductions. (Wilkins left his daily role in the company in 2017.) Cohen says growing and funding the New York City–based business has been challenging, in part because she’s a first-time founder from a small town in Pennsylvania who didn’t attend an Ivy League school. At times this has left her feeling inadequate, like an impostor. Still, the app is now used by more than half a million students across the country, and Cohen has raised just over $2 million and found investors she calls “fantastic allies, middle-aged white dudes who are just so supportive and amazing.” But there have been other guys with different intentions.

“I remember pitching once, and an investor said, ‘I’m sorry. It’s hard to concentrate with anyone that’s bigger than a C cup.’ I was just disgusted,” Cohen says. “I just said, ‘That’s completely irrelevant,’ and looked at him. He said, ‘Oh, take a joke.’ Then, I wound up leaving. I didn’t storm out but didn’t entertain it, not even with a fake laugh.”

Another time an investor told her, “Your card says CEO, but you’re like a Barbie. Who really runs this company?” Cohen says, “It’s one thing that that line is so inappropriate, but it was almost like he was saying it like that’s what I wanted to hear, or being a Barbie was more valuable to me than looking like a CEO, which is really warped.”

When these things have happened with other investors in the room, Cohen says, they’ve kept quiet. “There was no one chiming in and saying, ‘Yes,’ and cheering him on, but the silence itself is saying that’s okay. Once, when someone was just blatantly being inappropriate, one of the partners who walked us out to the elevator apologized. That was nice, but [it was not done] in front of the other partners.”

When she told a male friend, also an entrepreneur, about these comments, he suggested that perhaps Cohen was “too pretty” and should consider wearing glasses.

The sexually suggestive comments have led Cohen to scrutinize invitations and modify her own behavior: “You ask to meet [an investor], and then you find out that they didn’t give you the office address. One time, it was a home address, and I said, ‘Oh, it’s not the right place.’ He’s like, ‘No, come up.’ I was like, ‘Oh, no, there’s a coffee spot down here. I can meet you here.’ He said, ‘Oh, wow, really by the books.’ I was thinking, ‘Great, I think I lost this deal on having an attitude.’ I don’t know—maybe he had a home office, but I was alone. I just don’t want to do it. It’s the little things like that. Nothing extremely inappropriate happened, but it’s still stuff that women need to think about that I don’t think a male entrepreneur is [thinking]. Maybe a male would have gone right up and closed the deal.”

It’s urgent, Cohen tells me, to share these stories and send the message that these behaviors and comments aren’t normal. None of it has led her to quit. “I am so strange and maybe stubborn, but it actually fed into ‘I need to make this work,’ because my goal, of course, is to grow Küdzoo.” And Cohen already has her next chapter planned out.

“I cannot wait to become an investor. I don’t want to say solely invest in women, but a large percent of my portfolio would be women-led companies, for sure.” She considers it a win that, in her estimation, 85 percent of the meetings she’s had while fundraising have fully focused on her company—not her looks, not sexist comments. I point out to her that 15 percent is not insignificant. Cohen agrees.

During the decade that Amy Spurling worked as a CFO and COO for tech start-ups in Boston and Phoenix, she raised over $200 million from investors and took two companies through exits. Despite her financial successes, the experience interacting with Silicon Valley investors wasn’t positive. She was on the receiving end of sleazy texts inviting her to a hotel room and requests to visit a strip club and have “dinner in a low-cut shirt.”16 An investor who learned she’s married to a woman wanted to know her dating history and if it’s ever included men. Spurling says she was cautioned against making a stink about this behavior, that doing so would get her blacklisted. Now Spurling is raising money for her own start-up. In 2018, she cofounded Compt, whose software allows companies to offer personalized perk programs for their employees (gym reimbursement for one, continuing ed classes for another). She says these programs can help companies hire and retain top talent, especially in competitive industries. Spurling serves as CEO of the Boston start-up.

As she surveys the current investor scene, Spurling sees improvement in behavior, perhaps due to a #MeToo-sparked awareness. She also notices geographic differences in the ways investors treat women entrepreneurs. “Women are not getting funded to the level we should be in Boston, but it’s not a sexual predator kind of situation that I’ve seen in the past on the West Coast,” Spurling tells me. “It is different here. It’s much more subversive. It’s more dismissive.”

Spurling is advocating for a Massachusetts bill that would hold accountable any investor who sexually harasses or discriminates against entrepreneurs. State legislators proposed the bill in 2019, and, as of this writing, it’s still being considered.17 “I do think that legislating it is going to be required to see change,” she says. “You need to put protections in place to ensure that that doesn’t continue. Otherwise it’s a never-ending, continually fulfilling prophecy.”
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Some women founders are taking their own measures to protect themselves. For Karin Lachmi, it means never going to a meeting without bringing a trusted man.

Lachmi is an Israeli-born neuroscientist whose earlier work on brain and breast cancer helped her see that life sciences researchers needed better tools to read and learn from existing studies. So, in 2013, she cofounded Bioz, an artificial intelligence–powered search engine that sifts through millions of scientific articles and then guides researchers as they design their next experiment. Her Los Altos, California–based company, where she’s the chief scientific officer, has raised $11 million from investors, and its search engine is used by over 2 million researchers around the world. Lachmi has spoken out about the treatment she’s had to endure from investors: One man, more than double her age, asked her “when was the last time you kissed a stranger” and then forcibly stuck his tongue into her mouth. Another investor asked her to join him for a meeting in a Jacuzzi. She says it’s difficult to talk about these experiences publicly, but feels she has to for the #MeToo movement to continue its impact. “I have a daughter and a son,” she explains. “I know that if my daughter will start a company one day, she will need to deal with similar situations. It is our responsibility to make sure that our kids will not need to deal with such situations.”

During the early days of a start-up, Lachmi says, an entrepreneur is especially vulnerable. “You’re almost desperate for any meeting, any connection, anything, and you’re willing to maybe take more risks and expose yourself to a potentially bad situation. On the other hand, when taking into consideration the statistics today for women entrepreneurs, and no matter how much you protect yourself, you will probably be exposed to some level of sexual harassment or assault. It can be a minor or even a major situation, but something will happen along the way and you will most likely be alone to deal with it.”

Lachmi tells me she felt unprotected and was constantly fearful that she might be harassed or assaulted by the men she was meeting with—and in such a male-dominated landscape, almost all the meetings were with men—so she scrutinized every encounter: What did that investor really mean? Should I take the meeting? Is it safe to meet him there? At that time? Will it be dark out? What should I wear? Should I be scared? “All of these questions and fears are things that I doubt our male colleagues consider or experience when scheduling a meeting with an investor. For us women, these concerns are on our minds all of the time. This is unfortunately what it feels like to live in fear.”

Eventually, Lachmi instituted a rule: no outside meetings by herself. Instead, she only goes if accompanied by a trusted male colleague or friend—typically it’s her cofounder and the company CEO, Daniel Levitt. “This is how I protect myself,” she says. “This is not the solution that I would have wished for, as it is far from ideal. However, I didn’t want to put myself anymore in that position of risk.” I ask Lachmi if this approach, while safer, is too inefficient. Founders of new companies are usually strapped for time and short on help. Why send two executives to a meeting when one would do? “What’s the alternative? The alternative is to either be worried all of the time that something might happen, or to not take the meeting at all—both losing propositions.” Lachmi admits that she’ll sometimes bow out of a meeting and let her cofounder go alone, but she hates missing out on the opportunity to talk about her company and grow her network.

Like Lachmi, Niki Bayat also scrutinizes meeting invitations. In 2016, while working on her PhD in chemical engineering, Bayat cofounded a company based on her own invention: a gel that becomes solid at body temperature and “melts” at cold temperatures. Bayat calls it “reverse chocolate.” Originally she was investigating the material as a remedy for glaucoma, which her father suffers from, but now her company, the Los Angeles–based AesculaTech, is pursuing a treatment for dry eye syndrome, in which the gel acts as a tear-duct plug.

In the early days of her company, Bayat, the CEO, tells me that she found some meetings with male investors unnerving. Several invited her to addresses that she assumed were offices, but turned out to be homes or questionable locations. While her male cofounder was still a part of the company, she’d receive requests to meet only with her. “Some of them kept asking for a meeting, and the moment that I said that my cofounder was going to be in the meeting as well, they kept canceling.” Bayat says women founders she’s friends with have traded stories of men who called themselves investors but appeared more interested in dating than discussing term sheets. “The female founder community is very tight, so we share all these stories.”

Bayat is frustrated by this distraction. “As an entrepreneur, you have so much stuff to think about every day,” she says. “Every day my mind is just jumping from this subject to the other one. How are we going to do that? How are we going to do this? The last thing that you want is to be wary of the meeting that you want to go to.”

Bayat has also experienced unwanted attention from—for lack of a better word—fans. In 2018, she was named to MIT Technology Review’s prestigious 35 Innovators Under 35 list, and her photo and accomplishments were circulated widely by the magazine, her grad school, and others. “In three days I received thousands of email and LinkedIn notifications,” she says. “It was crazy—my phone flashing all the time.” A few positive notes came from potential investors and collaborators, but the majority were worthless comments from men. Bayat had to hire three people to read and sort through her messages.

Shayna Brown tells me it’s meetings with clients and colleagues that can be problematic. After growing up in a musical household, Brown started an audio post-production company in Austin, Texas, by maxing out her credit cards. It was 2013. At the time she had a four-year-old son and wanted the scheduling flexibility that would come with running her own business. Chez Boom Audio has flourished, doing work for movies and TV shows such as 12 Years a Slave and Parks and Recreation, as well as audiobooks for authors like Neil Gaiman and Karl Rove. “The disadvantages of being a woman in this industry—other than being underestimated, not being taken seriously, the constant condescension—is a lack of network,” Brown says. “There’s lots of post-production get-togethers, but it’s a guy’s world, and I can’t really show up to drink beers with them. That’s a social norm that is hard to break. It’s also hard on the other side with my husband. Like, ‘This engineer invited me out for drinks.’ Well, how do I handle that?” Once, a potential client asked to meet Brown at a bar. She remembers him saying, “Hey, I’ve got this big project, I want to run it by you, get some numbers from you, to see how we can incorporate your services.”

She abruptly ended the meeting when it was clear he was interested in something other than business. For a time, Brown swore off meetings after 5 p.m. alone with men—even though the decision created “a big disadvantage” for her business—but now she takes those get-togethers, with some stipulations: “I make sure it’s public places and I don’t linger beyond the purpose of the meeting.”

Trish Fontanilla is a consultant on customer experience and other topics who’s been part of Boston’s entrepreneurial scene for over a decade. She jokes that she was the “faux founder” of the video-messaging start-up Vsnap, because she was the first hire there and helped it get off the ground. With workdays at early-stage start-ups often ending around 10 p.m., Fontanilla says invitations to chat after work can be fraught. “I teach networking classes for people going into start-ups and entrepreneurs. Without a doubt, I always have women come up to me and say, ‘I was trying to meet with this connection,’ or ‘I was trying to meet with a vendor or a potential customer, and they thought it was a date instead of a business meeting.’ . . . Sad to say, I don’t have any revolutionary advice for them, except for ‘don’t do drinks alone, ever.’ It’s hard for a lot of them because they’re working and taking classes.” Fontanilla recommends 7:30 a.m. coffee chats or lunch meetings, keeping communication formal, and never using emojis. “I tell them that they have to be the person that sets the standards in the relationship. If they don’t, and if they show any kind of, I don’t want to say weakness, but if they show any kind of ‘This could go another way,’ then it will pretty much always be misinterpreted.”

Sexual harassment and assault are part of women’s reality long before they enter the workforce. An average of one in five women will be sexually assaulted in college.18 Sophia Yen, the doctor who cofounded the birth-control-delivery company Pandia Health, believes this trauma can influence all areas of a woman’s life—including what kind of career she pursues and whether she aspires to start her own business. “You can envision that if you’re sexually assaulted and you are in computer science, where it’s like 75 to 90 percent men, that you are not going to want to be in that environment. Then women switch to the more soft majors, where there’s 70 to 90 percent women, such as in the department of English. That can explain why women aren’t going into tech.”

This is significant because STEM fields can be particularly fruitful for start-ups and are the darlings of investors. Experience working at a tech company is “a major determinant” in an entrepreneur’s success, according to digitalundivided’s 2016 ProjectDiane report.19 After studying ten years of its own investments, VC firm First Round Capital discovered that the start-ups with at least one founder formerly employed by Amazon, Apple, Facebook, Google, Microsoft, or Twitter performed 160 percent better than other start-ups.20 The First Round investors suspect the networks and skills you build while working at these companies has something to do with it.

The importance of tech knowledge and work experience is troubling news for women college students aspiring to be entrepreneurs. The tech workforces at giants like Facebook and Google are still dominated by white or Asian men.21 Men are more likely to pursue a STEM major.22 In computer science, only 19 percent of the bachelor’s degrees and 20 percent of the doctorate degrees in 2016 were awarded to women.23 In engineering, women got 21 percent of the bachelor’s degrees and 24 percent of the doctorate degrees. There are fewer women faculty in STEM classrooms as well. The atmosphere can feel discouraging or even threatening for women students.

Alice Zhang has worked in the Bay Area start-up space for over five years. She’s the CEO and cofounder of Verge Genomics, which combines human genomics and artificial intelligence to help discover new drugs, and which has received $36 million from investors. Zhang tells me the sexual misconduct accusations against high-profile investors like Justin Caldbeck were no surprise to her. These stories had been circulating in the entrepreneurial community for years, especially as warnings to other women. And there are whispered stories about men whose names have not yet been made public, because the women who’ve been harassed or assaulted want to keep quiet.

Karin Lachmi points to herself as an example. She’s spoken out about the fact that an investor forcibly stuck his tongue into her mouth and kissed her, but she hasn’t said who did it. “I don’t feel like a hero in choosing to not expose him,” she says. “I didn’t want to be alone in bearing the weight of doing so, but I felt that I needed to share my experience and drive change by speaking up.”

Zhang understands why some women won’t name their attackers. “There are women who don’t feel there are good systems in place for reporting things that happened,” she says. “And more often than not, [the behavior is] not outright illegal, or things like assault. Sometimes they’re really in between.”

One way to address the underreporting is a so-called decency pledge, which some venture capital firms began drafting in 2017.24 These pledges set out acceptable behavior between investors and entrepreneurs and the steps that should be taken if there are violations. Importantly, some programs encourage colleagues who witness something to speak up and report the offense, so the burden isn’t always with the person who’s been harassed. This is exactly what the EEOC recommended in its 2016 report, highlighting bystander intervention training as a promising way to prevent harassment in the workplace.25

Venture capitalists are also beginning to feel pressure from the pension funds and other deep-pocketed folks who supply the money they invest. In 2019, the Financial Times reported that “#MeToo clauses” are being added to agreements, requiring that any sexual harassment complaints be disclosed.26

Another crucial and obvious fix would be to hire more women investors. Someone like Caldbeck might have been called out earlier if he’d been working alongside women colleagues.

Uncovering repeat offenders would also make a big difference. The San Francisco nonprofit Callisto has built a program that does just that; currently, it’s offered on college campuses, though in 2018 and 2019 it was tested in the start-up community. Founder Jess Ladd, who was sexually assaulted while a college student, designed the program so that victims can create secure, time-stamped records of their sexual assaults. They can leave it at that step or submit the perpetrator’s identity to the program. If any new reports come in about the same perpetrator, each survivor is contacted by a legal counselor to discuss options.

Zhang says this ability to connect victims is especially powerful, something she’s seen in her own life. Once an investor acted “pretty creepy” to her. Zhang’s first thought was that she had done something wrong: “Instead of immediately blaming the other party, if there’s something weird that happens, my first reaction is to turn inward and to ask, ‘Okay, what did I do wrong in this case? How can I be better? Should I change my behavior?’ There’s always the question of, maybe a little bit of guilt, maybe I induced this or encouraged this type of behavior.” About a year later, during conversations with four friends who are also founders, she learned that the same investor was a repeat offender. “When you find out that four other women are experiencing the same thing, you’re like, ‘Okay, it’s not just me.’”

For all the good that’s emerged from the #MeToo movement, there have been unintended consequences. A group of researchers at the University of Colorado’s Leeds School of Business found that while incidents of blatant sexual harassment appear to have dropped since 2016, there’s been a jump in hostility toward women in work situations.27 “It’s not that the need to subjugate women goes away,” study coauthor Stefanie K. Johnson told the Boston Globe in 2019. “I just think it takes a different form.”28 A 2019 survey by LeanIn.Org found that 60 percent of male managers now say they’re uncomfortable mentoring or being alone with women.29 And some male senior executives on Wall Street reportedly have stopped having business dinners with women thirty-five or younger, refuse to sit next to women colleagues on planes, and are bowing out of meetings with women in rooms without a window to see in, according to a 2018 report in Bloomberg.30

Zhang has wondered what a #MeToo backlash would mean for her business. “Are people going to be more reluctant to get those after-work drinks? Is that now viewed as inappropriate?” she asks. “In terms of business development in pharma, so much of the deals are done because you go to dinner with them and you grab drinks with them afterwards.”

Susan Ho feared that speaking out about Caldbeck’s harassment might hurt her company, but that hasn’t happened. “I remember having my first drinks meeting with a VC after all this stuff happened. I remember high-fiving the guy to be like, ‘Hey, see, we can sit down and have a meeting over drinks and not have to be weird. This is okay.’ That was welcoming.” In November 2018, Journy announced it had raised $3.15 million in funding, more than a year after the article in The Information.

“The great thing that came out of it is some amazing, amazing relationships with other women who had gone through the same thing,” Ho says. One woman in particular has become a valuable adviser. “I wouldn’t have met her if it weren’t for this bonding experience of being sexually harassed by the same guy.”

Ho says that from what she’s heard, there have been fewer instances of bad actors since the #MeToo movement took off. “Everyone is just a little bit more aware. But is it where I would like things to be? No, not quite.”






CHAPTER 6

THE BIG EFFECT OF LITTLE INSULTS

The microaggression problem

IN 1970, a professor named Chester Pierce wrote an essay about the steady stream of indignities, offhand put-downs, and belittling comments that he and other Black people faced daily at the hands of the white majority.1 He gave the phenomenon a name: “microaggressions.” Even at supposedly enlightened Harvard, where he taught psychiatry and education, Pierce experienced the phenomenon daily.

“The enormity of the complications they cause can be appreciated only when one considers that these subtle blows are delivered incessantly,” Pierce wrote.2 “Even though any single negotiation of offense can in justice be considered of itself to be relatively innocuous, the cumulative effect to the victim and to the victimizer is of an unimaginable magnitude.”

By coming across as casual, possibly inadvertent, or even complimentary, a microaggression had the effect of putting the recipient on the defensive. To respond to a microaggression was to appear difficult. To respond was to look as if you couldn’t take a joke. Pierce noted the way white people liked to congratulate Black people on the tremendous progress that had been made in race relations.3 “To the perception of the white offender,” he wrote, “this is true and reasonable. From the vantage point of the black offended, however, this is both untrue and unreasonable. If the black offended then indicates in any manner whatsoever that he is not convinced that congratulations are in order, he is gruffly perceived as at best an ingrate or at worst an ignoramus.” Pierce offered a typical encounter from his own life:


I notice in a class I teach that after each session a white, not a black, will come up to me and tell me how the class should be structured or how the chairs should be placed or how there should be extra meetings outside the classroom, etc. The student is on the initiative and sees as his usual prerogative with a black that he must instruct me and order me about and curb my own inclinations and independence. One could argue that I am hypersensitive, if not paranoid, about what must not be an unusual kind of student-faculty dialogue. This I concede. What I cannot explain, but what I know every black will understand, is that it is not what the student says in this dialogue, it is how he approaches me, how he talks to me, how he seems to regard me. I was patronized.4



Three years later, in 1973, economist Mary Rowe was hired by MIT to work in its administration. Among other things, she was tasked with investigating ways of improving the workplace environment at the school for underrepresented groups: women, people of color, gays and lesbians, people with disabilities. She assumed she’d be working on large issues—like the way MIT’s pension plan at the time paid out benefits unequally for men and women—but noted that people often would come to her about seemingly minor problems. Things like being left out of introductions, being mistaken for someone of the same race, hearing jokes about women’s bodies.

Rowe began to document these “apparently” little things and published a series of papers describing what she’d found. “I would always use the word ‘apparently’ because my little thing might be your major event, and vice versa,” Rowe tells me. She called her early work “The Saturn’s Rings Phenomenon.” Just as billions of tiny particles circle Saturn, these “minutiae of discrimination” can surround a person, and while any single incident might seem insignificant, encounter enough of them and you’re overwhelmed.5 “Faced with a micro-aggression,” Rowe wrote, “the victim may not be certain of the motives of the aggressor and may be unwilling to start a fight where none was meant. Under conditions of uncertainty about motives most victims are again in the position of sometimes not getting angry when they should (which perpetuates the injuries and may weaken the victim’s self-image), or protesting sometimes when no injury was consciously intended even though it actually occurred.”

Building on Pierce’s work, Rowe coined the term “microinequities” to describe what she calls “a much larger universe of unfair behavior.” Some of these behaviors are aggressive and hostile; many are not. They’re often unintentional, the result of unconscious bias or just carelessness. Microinequities can be experienced by anyone low in the hierarchy in any given situation—even by heterosexual white men working in fields, like nursing, traditionally held by women.

“They’re of enormous importance in derailing people or hurting them or keeping them awake at night,” Rowe tells me.

It’s been fifty years since Pierce and Rowe began writing about the subject, and yet there’s little sign that the problem has abated.

“Having a male cofounder, you can see how people treat you differently just because you’re a woman,” says Rebecca Liebman, the CEO of LearnLux, which provides online education and coaching in personal finance to companies’ employees. She and her brother Michael cofounded the Boston-based company in 2015 when she was twenty-two and he was nineteen. Since then, they’ve raised $2 million from investors such as Ashton Kutcher’s fund Sound Ventures and Salesforce CEO Marc Benioff. “I find it really fascinating. I speak at a ton of events and people say, ‘Is your age a deterrent?’ and I say, ‘No, it’s not age, it’s gender.’ Because there’s a ton of pattern recognition for young men being successful. It doesn’t matter how young you are. But there’s no pattern recognition for a young woman being successful.”

In other words, when people see a young male entrepreneur, they assume he’s the next Mark Zuckerberg or Bill Gates, both of whom cofounded their famous companies at age nineteen.6 When they see a young woman, they imagine she’s there to take notes. “I think when I meet someone, they automatically assume I’m the secretary,” Liebman says. “If you meet a young man, you just assume that he’s the founder, but if you meet a young woman, you’re like, ‘Oh, how long have you been with the company?’ And it’s like, ‘I started it.’”

Liebman notices that people even use different words with her. “I can be in a meeting with Michael or without, I’ll pitch something, and someone might say, ‘Oh, that’s cute.’ And Michael will be like, ‘You would just never say it’s cute to run a multimillion-dollar venture company to a twenty-year-old man.’ But it’s fine to say it to a woman. Why? There’s just wording that people use. There’s the overt sexism, but then there’s also just the subtle sexism that’s almost harder to solve, because a lot of people are just unaware. They don’t know what they’re saying.”

For women entrepreneurs like Liebman, who have a male co-founder, or those who have a husband who’s also in business, the experience of microaggressions becomes that much more acute—these women can set their experiences side by side with a man’s and see the differences in real time. Amelia DeSorrento, the cofounder and former COO of software start-up Hatch Apps, remembers attending a professional event with her then fiancé, the cofounder of a different start-up. They were approached by a man who’s well known in their local entrepreneurial scene, whom she’d already met several times and with whom she’d had discussions about business. But instead of addressing DeSorrento, he spoke to her fiancé: “He says, ‘Things must be going really well for you and your business because you have this woman following you around all night.’” DeSorrento and her fiancé just looked at each other. DeSorrento thought, how do you even respond to something like that?

“I think he thought he was making a joke,” DeSorrento says. “This is somebody who calls me ‘kiddo.’ It just doesn’t make me feel great and empowered when people speak to me that way. The things that are super frustrating about being a female founder is that sexism can be in the context of a joke, or comments that are just a little bit off-putting. Things like, ‘When will you have kids?’” Another man once commented to her that it must be “pretty cool” to manage men.

“It’s weird stuff that’s just awkward and a little bit disempowering,” she says. “You’re not able to put your finger on it and call it sexism.

A lot of times I sit down and think, ‘Am I crazy? Am I really just an aggressive and obnoxious bitch?’ Maybe it’s not sexism. Maybe it’s some other thing that’s totally separate. Malicious sexism would be a lot easier to deal with. When I’ve experienced overt sexism, it’s really easy to sit people down and say, ‘Oh, my God. Please don’t ever say that again.’”

While working on her doctorate in public health at Harvard, Tariana V. Little built an app called FooFii that helps people who need food find resources. Little, who finished her degree in 2020, was inspired by her own family’s experience with food insecurity. This is her second company. The first is the Boston-based media agency Em-Vision Productions, which she cofounded with her husband in 2013. Little tells me their identities—he’s German American and she has Dominican, German, and Mexican heritage—often lead people to assume he’s leading the operation, even though she’s the CEO. “It can be difficult because here’s this tall white male, and that is the stereotype of a business owner, and so I feel like I have to assert myself more, justify more who I am and what my role is.”

Little has also learned, for her own sanity, to let it slide sometimes. “If I were to intervene every time, it would be really taxing and annoying,” she says. “I had to learn how to prioritize when to call it out and when to not. It’s unfortunate that women have to be in this predicament.”

Natalya Bailey, the cofounder and CEO of Accion Systems, a Boston start-up developing microsized engines for satellites that has raised over $15 million in funding, recalls the time she showed up at a conference but wasn’t initially allowed into the auditorium. A man told her, “There’s a space conference going on. I don’t know what you’re doing here, but you’re not going in there.”

Bailey was the keynote speaker.

Women at work are nearly twice as likely as men to experience four or more kinds of microaggressions—such as having your competence or judgment questioned, or being interrupted—according to a 2019 report from LeanIn.Org and McKinsey & Company.7 But other aspects of a woman’s identity can intensify the experience. “Black women,” the researchers write, “are the most likely to have their judgment questioned in their area of expertise and be asked to prove their competence. Lesbian women, bisexual women, and women with disabilities are far more likely than other women to hear demeaning remarks about themselves or others like them.”

Scholars use the term double jeopardy to describe the increased discrimination that women of color experience because of both their gender and their race or ethnicity. In a 2006 study, two University of Toronto researchers saw this play out in the workplace, with women of color subjected to more harassment than either white women or men of color.8 A dozen years later, Harvard Business Review summarized the experiences of fifty-nine Black women executives, who described being both highly visible, as the only Black woman in the room, and invisible, in that their skills were often overlooked.9 One reported that her boss once invited her subordinate, a white male, to his home for dinner but didn’t invite her, even though she lived only a few miles away. Another commented on the perilous line Black women must walk in order to be perceived in the proper way: “We have to have the right balance of being friendly and nice but not having that be viewed as soft and sexy. I don’t even have the right adjectives to use to really describe this balance that is required for us. Not edgy but not without edge; soft but not too soft.”

Rachel Lee has experienced this sense of invisibility. “As a woman of color who is LGBTQ, I have to work hard, and I have to work harder than most to even be seen,” says Lee, whose St. Louis firm, Heartwork Videos, takes raw surgery footage and produces educational videos.

Stephanie Lampkin, the founder and CEO of Bay Area–based Blendoor, a software tool that helps companies scrub unconscious bias from their hiring practices, says the extra hurdle of being part of more than one underrepresented group is something that’s too often overlooked: “I think, by nature of the culture of this country, talking about gender is a lot easier than talking about race.” She points to the fact that while all women struggle to raise venture capital, white women still end up collecting significantly more than Black women and other women of color. These funding disparities exist, Lampkin says, “even though Black women are one of the fastest-growing demographics of entrepreneurs in the United States—probably by nature of the fact that they’re not getting respected in corporate America. It’s an interesting phenomenon, and I don’t think enough attention has been paid to it.”

In a podcast interview in 2017, Jennifer Hyman, CEO and cofounder of designer-clothing rental service Rent the Runway, talked about how women are sometimes treated as if they’re pursuing a hobby instead of running a business.10 “This is just adorable,” one investor told her after a pitch meeting early in the company’s history. “You must be so excited, you’re going to have all these amazing dresses to wear all the time, it’s going to be so fun for you.” The company he was belittling went on to become a unicorn in 2019, ten years after it launched.11

Mothers encounter their own category of dismissive comments. Many articles about women entrepreneurs who happen to have kids will include the label “mompreneur.” Not only is it a double standard—we don’t hear much about “dadpreneurs”—it has the effect of implying that women are only halfway devoted to their companies, that they’re managing a business while simultaneously balancing a toddler on their hip. In 2018, the United Kingdom’s All Party Parliamentary Group for Entrepreneurship published a report suggesting that terms like “mumpreneur” and “lipstick entrepreneur” perpetuate a stereotype of women focused on small-scale lifestyle businesses.12 The labels aren’t just insulting—the report claims they contribute to women and girls being less likely to aspire to easier-to-scale businesses in technology and other STEM fields. A 2015 report called “Shattering Stereotypes” from the UK’s nonprofit Centre for Entrepreneurs likewise derides what it calls specialized labels or even “epithets” such as mompreneur.13 “The mere existence and continued use of feminised descriptions of entrepreneurship fuels the perception that entrepreneurial activity is a largely male preserve,” the researchers write.

Robin Chase lived through this in 2000 when she cofounded Zipcar with Antje Danielson. This was a serious business with revolutionary potential, but media reports at the time often declared in their headlines that the car-sharing company was “founded by two moms”—as if they’d dreamed up the idea in between batches of cookies.

“It drove me out of my mind,” Chase tells me, “because my co-founder had a PhD in geochemistry. I had this MBA and had been working in business. It was an incredibly irritating headline to me every time I saw it.”

Mina Yoo, the Seattle-based founder and CEO of Heroclip, which produces a redesigned carabiner to help people hold things, and the coauthor of Be an InventHer: An Everywoman’s Guide to Creating the Next Big Thing, says the conversation in business settings will always come around to her kids—and who’s watching them. “Every panel I go to, usually a young woman will say, ‘Oh, my God, Mina. You’ve done so well. How do you juggle everything with your kids?’ It was every single time. Having been an academic, I did an informal survey of ten male entrepreneurs over text and I found out that nobody—and these are people who often give talks—nobody ever gets that question. So I think there’s still the social expectation that the woman is the primary caretaker. Even at trade shows, people will say, ‘Who’s taking care of your kids?’ and I’m like, ‘Probably the same person who is taking care of your kids,’ like my spouse and child care.”

Despite the research done by Pierce and Rowe, the term “microaggressions” mostly lingered unnoticed by the public, but the concept lived on in the daily experience of women, people of color, and other marginalized groups. Then in 2007, Columbia University psychology professor Derald Wing Sue and his colleagues published a research paper in the American Psychologist that detailed his years of research on the topic.14 He expanded that work into a 2010 book called Microaggressions in Everyday Life: Race, Gender, and Sexual Orientation. Sue’s work coincided with the term being launched into the public imagination. Newspaper and magazine articles analyzed the phenomenon, and the idea spread across the internet. In 2017, Merriam-Webster added “microaggressions” to the dictionary.15 Ordinary people flocked to sites that collect examples of microaggressions, such as the Everyday Sexism Project, which according to its own description “exists to catalogue instances of sexism experienced on a day to day basis. They might be serious or minor, outrageously offensive or so niggling and normalised that you don’t even feel able to protest.”16 The site includes plenty of examples like these:


■   We had some angel investors and business experts come and critique our presentations in my business class. The concept I’m working on with my group is for a company that sells menstrual products (pads and tampons). After I gave my pitch, one of the investors suggested I have one of the men in the group give the final presentation instead of me, as “the ideas will be received much better from a man. When it’s you I’m just like ugh another woman talking about periods.” When I asked him to elaborate, he said “Periods make people uncomfortable and having a man talk will automatically put everyone at ease.” Then he told me, “It’s not your fault, it’s biological. Women just aren’t able to project their voices like men can.”

■   I’m an entrepreneur, and I have three partners, the three of them guys. . . . One of them just won’t stop telling me that I should smile less, or that I can’t touch someone that I know, or that I cannot say hello the way I do because in his eyes I “look unprofessional” or I look “like a baby girl.” Sometimes I think that this fellow wants a cutesy good-looking and keep-her-mouth-shut assistant. Even though I am the CEO of my own company.



Of course, no idea enters the public consciousness without a backlash. Critics have pointed out that there is no real science behind microaggressions, that they are largely based on anecdotal evidence. They point out that just about anyone ends up on the wrong side of an obnoxious comment from time to time, and it’s just a matter of how you react—do you let it affect you, or do you let it roll off your back?17 They argue that by giving the phenomenon a name, we are in fact giving people an excuse to claim victimhood and lay all their failures at the feet of an imagined “aggressor.” Among the critics are Bradley Campbell and Jason Manning, a pair of sociologists who in 2014 published a paper called “Microaggression and Moral Culture” in the journal Comparative Sociology.18 They subsequently turned their research into a 2018 book: The Rise of Victimhood Culture: Microaggressions, Safe Spaces, and the New Culture Wars.

Campbell and Manning complain about the airing of grievances brought about by the microaggression phenomenon, saying it’s akin to gossip and analogous to the way “small children often bring their complaints to adults.”19 “The result is a culture of victimhood in which individuals and groups display high sensitivity to slight, have a tendency to handle conflicts through complaints to third parties, and seek to cultivate an image of being victims who deserve assistance.”20

Campbell and Manning have a curious obsession with people’s tendency to report microaggressions to third parties. They think people complain publicly about these incidents to elevate their own moral status—that is, something bad happened to me and therefore I am morally superior to the person who did it to me.21 But the primary quality of a microaggression isn’t that it gets reported to others. The problem with microaggressions is the implicit bias they reveal. If someone tells an entrepreneur that her business idea is cute, or that she ought to be more perky during a presentation, then that person has revealed that they don’t fully value that entrepreneur, that they view women as somehow “less than.” And those attitudes, even if they’re inadvertent, can have real-world consequences. For those on the receiving end, it means their business idea might not get a fair hearing or might not get funded.

Figuring out the right response to belittling comments is hard. Should you say nothing? React harshly? Minmin Yen, cofounder and CEO of PhagePro, a Boston start-up developing a cholera intervention based on a kind of virus that destroys bacteria, gets advice on how to deal with these comments from older mentors who are Asian American. “One of them is more like the peaceful type of strategy, which is [to] use it as a chance to just raise their awareness,” she says. “That’s the strategy that I’ve been adopting for myself as well, to stay focused, to not take offense, to use it as an opportunity.”

But when she talks to her contemporaries, especially people of color, Yen gets a range of recommendations. “It’s these people who are like, ‘No, we have to be very angry. The pendulum has swung our way towards our voices coming out now, especially in the past years.’ Then there are some who are like, ‘Well, that’s just the way that it is. We just have to figure out a way to work around it. We just have to be twice as good or three times as good to be recognized. We can’t mess up,’ and stuff like that. It’s quite sad, I would say, to hear other people’s experiences through it. We all go through it in some manner.”

More than twenty years ago, Julie Lenzer founded Applied Creative Technologies, a software firm that was focused on manufacturing companies and inventory control. She still remembers her first meeting with the man who would wind up as her longest-term client. He took one look at her and said, “What’s she doing in here?” “I’ll never forget that,” Lenzer says. “I’m like, ‘I’m here because the person that you have designing your system right now didn’t do the job, and let me tell you what I think.’”

It can wear you down, this routine of perpetually having to prove yourself. But in the end, it might be the only antidote. “I’ve seen my share of people thinking that I couldn’t do it because I was a girl,” says Lenzer. “In my mind, I’ve always just said, ‘You’re an idiot. You’re stupid. You don’t know.’ Then I’d go and show that I do know what I’m talking about.”






CHAPTER 7

OWNING THE ROOM

How confidence is found (and faked)

KATHRYN FINNEY INTRODUCED herself to the 570 graduating students at Mount Holyoke College, a women’s liberal arts school in central Massachusetts, as a forty-one-year-old “quirky Black girl” who loves three things: family and friends, filling out forms, and fashion—especially hair.1 “To paraphrase Dolly Parton, the bigger the hair, the closer to the stars,” she told them. “But many moons ago, I actually hid my love of fashion. I actually hid myself.”

Finney told the graduates that she grew up in the 1990s in Minneapolis, where she was the only Black girl in her high school honors classes. She challenged a popular upperclassman for a seat on the student council and won—and became a target of bullying as a result. She reacted by trying to make herself invisible, hoping the bullies would move on. She hid her big hair under a hat. She traded her quirky, fashionable clothes for anonymous grunge. One day her father called her out. “You are a big girl,” he told her. “You have a big personality. You come in a room and you fill it up. You can’t even hide even if you wanted to. So stop. Give them something to look at.”

Finney urged the graduates to follow her dad’s advice. “As women, we’re told to make ourselves small, to shrink ourselves, that by somehow making ourselves invisible and small, we’re going to protect the very fragile egos of others,” she told them. “There is nothing more powerful, nothing, than a woman, especially a Black woman, a woman of color, knowing and owning her personhood.” The crowd erupted in cheers.

It was May 2017, and Finney, wearing a traditional black cap and gown, had just received an honorary doctorate for her work supporting women of color entrepreneurs.2 A serial entrepreneur herself, Finney joined a line of Mount Holyoke honorary degree recipients that dates back to 1894 and includes FDR’s Secretary of Labor Frances Perkins (the first woman appointed to a US presidential cabinet), civil rights activist Rosa Parks, social worker Jane Addams (the first US woman to win the Nobel Peace Prize), poet and civil rights activist Maya Angelou, and anesthesiologist Virginia Apgar (new parents will know her as the inventor of the Apgar Score).3 What do they all have in common? They shook up the status quo.

Finney’s Newark, New Jersey–based nonprofit, digitalundivided, conducted the first comprehensive analysis of entrepreneurs who are Black and Latinx women—how many there are, where they live, where they went to school, and how much money they’ve raised. Or, more accurately, how little money they’ve raised. “We went to go look for data and there was absolutely no data,” Finney tells me. “Fortunately, I had a really expensive Ivy League education that I hadn’t been using for a while, and went and did research. My background was as a trained epidemiologist.” Named ProjectDiane, after civil rights activist and Freedom Rider Diane Nash, the initiative first released its findings on Black women in 2016 and on Latinx women in 2018. “It’s really hard to solve a problem you can’t quantify. It’s very easy to ignore a problem that hasn’t been quantified. Once we quantified it, it was really difficult for people to not pay attention to it,” Finney says.

Finney and her team could identify only thirty-four Black women entrepreneurs and fifty-eight Latinx women entrepreneurs who, by the end of 2017, had raised at least $1 million in venture funding.4 Not in one year. For all time. Black women took in a mere 0.0006 percent of all venture funding from 2009 to 2017. On one count, the data made Finney hopeful: the number of Black women–led start-ups more than doubled from 2016 to 2017.

Since 2016, Finney has run an incubator program called BIG that supports Black and Latinx women launching new companies. A dozen or so participants at a time have met in Newark or Atlanta for several months of training and mentorship. Much of the instruction focuses on confidence—building “inner power” and getting women comfortable advocating for their businesses and themselves, especially in settings where they might be the only woman of color.

They’ll need that confidence, Finney says, when investors start asking them about their personal lives, questioning their credentials, and wondering why they’re pursuing entrepreneurship in the first place. “The hour meeting you have with a VC, they’re going to try to take up forty-five to fifty minutes of it with you explaining why you are there, because they’re so fascinated by the fact that you’re in the room. How do you turn that around so that it’s only twenty minutes that you’re spending versus forty-five minutes, so you could spend the rest of the forty minutes talking about your business?” Finney and her crew prepare the entrepreneurs to change the topic of conversation, multiple times if necessary. “There’s a lot of mental gymnastics,” she says. “It’s exhausting.”

One of the most frequently cited hurdles among the women founders I interviewed was a lack of confidence. They had nagging thoughts that their businesses wouldn’t take off, that they lacked work experience or skills or education, that they wouldn’t be able to convince enough people to buy into their ideas. They assumed some of this self-doubt came from within, but recognized that a lifetime of dismissals, insults, and lowered expectations was also to blame. (As consultant-author Avivah Wittenberg-Cox once tweeted, “Stick #men into a system designed and run by women and then measure their confidence.”)5 Several described to me feeling like impostors or frauds when they, for example, made it into an exclusive accelerator program. Impostor syndrome—first identified in the 1970s as an issue for professional women but now considered to strike most people at some point in their careers—describes the feeling that your success isn’t deserved, and that you’ll be revealed as incompetent.6 “I think the number-one thing is that women are afraid,” says Fran Biderman-Gross, who’s spent almost three decades growing her New York City–based branding and marketing agency, Advantages. “We have an idea, and then the world tells us to be afraid that we’re not going to get this and we’re not going to get that.”

People who brim with self-confidence, writes one research team, “show conviction in their ability to make decisions, organize and execute action plans, carry out new tasks, and give opinions; they persist in difficult tasks when failure seems certain and recover confidence in their abilities rapidly after a failure.”7 It’s easy to see why this trait would benefit entrepreneurs as they blaze new paths and encounter rejection and defeat. The question is, do women have enough of it?

Finney’s BIG incubator program concludes with an evening event in which founders offer a five-minute pitch to a crowd of investors, mentors, families, and friends. I attended one of these events in late 2018 in an industrial-looking building in Atlanta’s Tech Square neighborhood, which claims to have the Southeast’s highest density of start-ups, corporate innovation programs, and academic researchers.8 That night, eleven participants showed off a range of companies, including a broker of surplus and imperfect fruits and vegetables, a league for multiplayer video game competitions, and a genderless makeup brand. The mood was celebratory: a DJ played hip-hop, attendees helped themselves to a buffet, kids of incubator participants darted in and out, and Finney led everyone in a dance to the viral-hit children’s song “Baby Shark.”

Jasmine Edwards took the stage to pitch her start-up, i-Subz, a platform that matches people looking for substitute-teaching jobs with public schools that serve low-income students. Edwards had spent time as a substitute teacher, part of what she calls the original gig economy. She saw firsthand that it’s difficult to apply for these positions, it’s hard to get paid quickly, and schools struggle with the screening and placement process. She believes teacher absenteeism hurts at-risk students the most, and thinks her approach to finding and placing quality subs can reduce the chance that these students will fall behind or drop out. “I want to make sure that students are continually learning,” Edwards told me when we spoke in 2019. “It’s not ‘watch movie day.’ It’s not ‘we’re not doing anything, I’m here to babysit.’”

Edwards has a master’s degree in entrepreneurship from the University of South Florida. She joined the BIG incubator in 2018, the same year she launched i-Subz. “When I first got into the program, I was talking to one of the employees, who was telling me, ‘You are here for a reason and you belong. You have something great inside of you.’ I was never in a tech space that said that I belonged there, so it made me tear up and it made me kind of break down. I’ve had many more breakdowns since then.

“What I learned is that in order to be a founder, if you’re going to stand in a room and tell people about your business confidently, you have to be confident yourself. You have to be able to say to yourself, ‘I belong in any room that I am standing in. I am here for a reason.’ If people cannot believe that you are confident about yourself, how can they believe that you are confident about your business? Some people might say that you don’t know what you’re doing, or they might blow you off or not call you again or not even pay attention, but you still have to go forth. It took me at least six to seven months to start developing that confidence muscle.” Edwards credits the incubator’s support network, reading books such as The Art of Possibility by Rosamund Stone Zander and Benjamin Zander, and hearing successful businesswomen talk about their own courage.

“Confidence,” Edwards adds, “is also showing up for yourself. Meaning that I had to actually get in my car and drive up to Atlanta if I wanted to learn how to build my business.” Edwards lives in Tampa, Florida, and commuted about seven hours one way to attend the BIG incubator sessions. At home she left her husband and three young children (their blended family also includes three older children). “It was hard financially, it was hard mentally,” she says of the experience. “If you want to better yourself, sometimes you really have to dig in and go through some difficult things to get the gold out, and I decided that’s exactly what I was ready for. I did the work.”

The future for i-Subz looked bright after Edwards left the BIG incubator. She successfully pitched at several competitions and participated in a New Orleans–based accelerator. She raised $43,000. But in March 2020, after a two-year run, Edwards had to close the company. “I put all my resources, my personal finances in, as much as possible, and we just couldn’t go anymore,” she tells me. “I couldn’t raise anymore. There are so many [investors] who are popping up with funds, anywhere between $500,000 and $1.5 million. I couldn’t even get $100,000 two years in, after proof, after accolades, after winning awards. We have been in Forbes, we have data and the things that we were doing on the ground, but that still didn’t convince people to say, ‘You’re a hard worker. We see that you’re up to something good. We’re going to take a chance on you.’ It’s just hard. It’s really hard.”

Edwards tells me the experience has both humbled and strengthened her. “I really thought I was going to win with this venture—the first excitement of the press and the excitement of winning things and excitement of getting your first few customers. But then the reality set in that you don’t have funding and you have to close. At the same time, I’m still confident, because I gave it everything that I had as a founder.” Edwards says it’s likely she’ll launch another business. “I’m not sure when. I need some time to step back and really analyze and see what my next thing will be.”

Kathryn Finney announced in May 2020 that she’s departing digitalundivided to write a business book. The BIG incubator she’s leaving behind is dramatically different from one she participated in in New York City earlier in her career. Finney calls it “probably one of the worst experiences of my life.” At the time, Finney was running The Budget Fashionista, which she launched in 2004 and grew into a multimedia fashion and lifestyle company that she sold ten years later. She was one of four women in the incubator, and the only Black woman, out of forty-five participants. “We were all treated horribly and marginalized and patted on the head,” Finney recalls. “I was met with such resistance. I was met with no expectations. Not low, but none.” Finney says the program’s leader told her that “he’d never heard of anyone investing in a Black woman, so my likelihood of raising money was zero.”

Finney says the treatment shook her. “I never doubted my ability, because I knew I could do it. What I doubted was my role in the tech space—what place did I have in this space and where would I fit in. When you are a high-achieving person, there is nothing more frustrating than to have people not think you can achieve because of purely arbitrary reasons, not any of your own doing, just ‘you’re Black and you’re a woman, so you can’t do anything.’”

Finney adds, “You’re going to be asked to crush yourself. You’re going to be asked to be less than who you are for other people to feel better about themselves. That’s what I was asked in high school. That’s what was happening in the incubator program. I even had experiences recently where people have asked me to be less of who I am so that others don’t feel threatened.” In particular, Finney’s heard the admonishment “You’re too strong. You’re too aggressive.” Her response? “Are you saying that I know what I’m talking about and I’m very direct with you? Well, that’s not the same as being aggressive. Because I’m a confident Black woman, someone who’s not supposed to be confident, because it’s coming from me, you’re reading it as arrogance or aggressiveness. If it was coming from a white man, he’s like, ‘Oh my god, he’s brilliant. He’s such a visionary. He’s all these sort of things.’ We’re not allowed to have that same sort of belief in ourselves.

“As women, and in particular in this historical moment we’re in now, we just can’t afford to do that anymore. We cannot afford to be less than who we are. We have to be our full self.”

Jodyanne Kirkwood, who teaches at the University of Otago in New Zealand, wanted to learn more about women’s confidence, so she interviewed entrepreneurs, both female and male, working in her country.9 “Women exhibit a lack of self-confidence in their own abilities as entrepreneurs compared to men,” she writes in her 2009 study, adding that women even hesitate to call themselves “entrepreneurs.” Kirkwood explains that for some women, as their businesses grow, so does their belief in their entrepreneurial know-how. But for others, their confidence doesn’t improve, and this stunts their companies’ goals and fundraising.

A 2019 survey commissioned by the United Kingdom’s economic and finance ministry found that only 39 percent of UK women say they’re confident they have the skills to launch a business, while 55 percent of men think they do.10 “This is a perceived gap in ability, rather than an actual gap in skill sets,” the researchers write. “In addition, many of the women we interviewed often credited other people for their success and dismissed their own achievements.” This was something I found in my interviews as well—many of the entrepreneurs I talked to say men take credit, whereas women point to collaborators or say they were just part of a team.

Researchers have also examined what’s called entrepreneurial self-efficacy, the belief that you have the talent and skills needed to start and grow a successful company. If you have entrepreneurial self-efficacy, you’re more likely to start a new business. Here, too, the news is not good for women. One 2007 study conducted in the United States found that middle and high school girls and women in MBA programs have significantly lower levels of entrepreneurial self-efficacy than their male peers.11 The researchers note that “differing expectations imposed by society may well shape self-efficacy at an early age, long before actual experiences take place.”

Beyond the start-up world, researchers have been trying to figure out what confidence looks like in any workplace and if women come up short. In their 2014 book The Confidence Code: The Science and Art of Self-Assurance—What Women Should Know, journalists Katty Kay and Claire Shipman detail research showing that women often underestimate their skills, doubt their work is as good as men’s, question if they’re ready for promotions, and believe they deserve less pay than men.12 Kay and Shipman build the case that if women adopt men’s swagger and fearlessness, they’d get promoted more and grab more leadership positions.13 Facebook executive Sheryl Sandberg’s 2013 book Lean In: Women, Work, and the Will to Lead advances a similar message.

But the diagnosis and prescription are not so simple. Laura Guillén, a professor of people management and organization at ESADE in Barcelona, notes that some studies show women and men having similar levels of self-confidence but that projecting self-assurance can be risky for women.14 After surveying employees at a global, male-dominated tech company, Guillén and two fellow researchers found that men who appear self-confident gain influence at work.15 But for women to achieve influence, they have to be seen as confident plus caring and warm. “Popular messaging about how women must change to appear more self-confident as a key to their success isn’t just false. It also reflects how the burden of managing a gender-diverse workplace is placed on the female employees themselves,” Guillén writes in Harvard Business Review in 2018. “Where their male colleagues are allowed to focus on their own objectives, women who are expected to care for others are shouldering an unfair load.”

When Melissa James interviewed to be the office manager at a biotech start-up in Boston, she was one year out of college and not sure what her next move would be. In her eyes, the interview was a flop. “I was definitely sure I didn’t get this job,” she tells me. “I didn’t have any relevant skills. I walked from their office to my car. By the time I got to my car, I got a call from the recruiter that was handling my position, and she was like, ‘Oh, my God, Melissa. You nailed it. You got the job. They want you to start on Monday.’ I was like, ‘What? No way.’ Definitely I didn’t feel like I nailed it.”

Even after James started her new job, she felt inadequate compared to her colleagues. She was the first in her family to go to college and had graduated from the University of Massachusetts Amherst. Most of her coworkers came from MIT and Harvard. “I always felt like I just have to keep up with them and show them that I could work hard. Then maybe they wouldn’t realize that I wasn’t as smart as them,” James tells me. Despite all this, she loved the job and flourished there. Her boss made it clear that he wanted her to grow and gave her challenging assignments, particularly dealing with hiring. After two years she left to do diversity recruitment for Google in Cambridge, Massachusetts. “I didn’t realize I was smart until I got my job at Google. Then everybody thought you were smart, and everybody wanted to hear what you had to say. Without that confidence, I don’t know—I probably would have gone so much further had I realized that early on.”

In 2014, after a year at Google, James struck out on her own. She founded The Tech Connection, a Boston-based firm that helps tech companies recruit diverse talent, while preparing candidates for these positions. She wanted to help hiring managers evaluate job seekers based on their transferable skills and grit, rather than simply what school they attended and where they’ve interned.

James credits her work at the biotech start-up for teaching her business skills. “It was like going to a boot camp for two years. It was amazing to learn so much. If not for that experience, I don’t think I would have felt comfortable starting my own company,” she says. “It took a long time for me to build that kind of confidence. I think a lot of people end up fearing that they’re not going to be smart, that the market won’t like their idea.”

James was able to build her confidence over a few years. Other women find it elusive even after decades. Shelby Scarbrough has every right to be proud, even cocky, about her accomplishments. She’s worked as a protocol officer at the US Department of State and a presidential trip coordinator in the White House. She planned events in the Vatican, Buckingham Palace, and the Kremlin, and had a lead role in the Washington, DC, state funeral of President Reagan. Tapping that expertise, in 1990 she opened Practical Protocol, which manages events and offers protocol training for high-profile clients. For almost two decades, she owned ten Burger King restaurants in Northern Virginia with her now ex-husband. Nonetheless, Scarbrough tells me, “I’m always feeling like I don’t know enough. I’ve been doing this stuff for a long time, and I always still feel like a student. I never feel like I’m quite ready for the big league.”

Scarbrough, now based outside San Francisco, has seen how women entrepreneurs’ lack of confidence holds them back. To combat this, she’s helped create a women-only angel investor group called nCourage Entrepreneurs. “This is hard-earned money, and we’re trying to put it to good use to help other women,” she says.

Julie Lenzer sees self-doubt in women founders—but in male founders, too. “We all suffer from impostor syndrome at one time or another. Women are more open with it, I think,” says Lenzer. “When I was growing my company, I was a part of Vistage, which is a CEO peer roundtable. I was one of two women in my group. I started to build relationships with the men in the group, and that’s when I started to realize that they had those same thoughts and feelings of being an impostor. They just hide it better. They don’t talk about it as much. They see it as weakness. They are socialized differently growing up. They’re better at ‘fake it until you make it.’”

Some women entrepreneurs are actively copying this style. At a Forbes event I attended in 2018, Jessica O. Matthews, founder and CEO of clean-energy company Uncharted Power and a dual citizen of Nigeria and the United States, shared her fundraising strategy: “When I was raising my round [from investors], I literally stood in front of the mirror every single day and said, ‘Jessica, don’t be afraid to dream like a white man.’ I would say, ‘Be like Chad. Be like Brad. You can do it.’ I had to practice saying, ‘I will build the next billion-dollar tech company.’ Because it’s honestly almost delusional if you can’t see the exact steps to get there, but then you speak it into existence.” Fellow panelist Jean Brownhill, founder and CEO of contractor-recommendation site Sweeten, added, “Mine was Timmy. I looked in the mirror and I’m like, ‘What would Timmy do?’”

Men’s confidence may not always be earned, but it comes with perks anyway. In a 2012 study of MBA students, researchers discovered that men tend to overestimate their own abilities, while women are more accurate.16 In the quest for dollars, this bravado rewards male entrepreneurs. The research is striking: a 2019 report by the Kauffman Foundation notes that entrepreneurs in accelerator programs, regardless of their gender, typically reach 10 percent of their fundraising targets over three years, but the goals that women founders start with are significantly lower than those of their male counterparts.17 According to a 2018 Boston Consulting Group analysis of participants in the global MassChallenge accelerator program, “Male founders are more likely to make bold projections and assumptions in their pitches. One investor told us, ‘Men often overpitch and oversell.’ Women, by contrast, are generally more conservative in their projections and may simply be asking for less than men.”18 This may be one reason women entrepreneurs receive only a tiny slice of venture capital dollars, and it’s also a missed opportunity for investors: the researchers note that “businesses founded by women ultimately deliver higher revenue—more than twice as much per dollar invested—than those founded by men, making women-owned companies better investments for financial backers.”

Susan Lyne, president and managing partner of the venture capital firm BBG Ventures, told an audience at a 2017 South by Southwest event: “I see men pitch unicorns and women pitch businesses.”19

“Men tend to pitch these ridiculous scenarios, billion-dollar scenarios,” says serial entrepreneur Heidi E. Lehmann. “They will promise this enormous exit. And they will go in and sell it [to investors]. Whereas women will put financials together that are more accurate, but very conservative or err on the side of caution, because they want to feel confident that they’re right.” Lehmann, who’s now the chief commercial officer of wearable health diagnostics start-up Kenzen, based in New York City, points out that there’s a danger to pitching an extremely detailed business idea, versus pitching yourself as a go-getter entrepreneur: “Investors know that the business you think you’re starting initially, once you get into the market, that business is going to change a variety of times. It just will. They’re looking for an individual that is confident and can sell anything. They want to feel like, if you started to sell doorknobs, but then your business turned into light fixtures, that you’re going to be able to go and make that work. I think women come in and have a very specific scenario that they’ve detailed, and it’s too realistic. If it changes, then what?”

Sarah E. Endline discovered that her own pitching style tended toward the timid when she participated in Springboard Enterprises’ accelerator program for women-led companies in 2011. At the time, Endline was growing her New York City–based organic chocolate business called sweetriot. “When we were training to give pitches, I remember I got up and said something like, ‘I did marketing at Yahoo!’” Endline was instructed to try again and envision how a male entrepreneur might pitch himself. She says, “The way a guy would say that is, ‘I did marketing on the product side of Yahoo! for millions of consumers.’ The bravado piece is somehow not as feminine, so there’s a struggle around pitching in this really numerical, overachievement way, like, ‘Yes, I made $25 million on that, and I’m going to make $100 million on this.’ Women need more coaching and training on how to pitch in a man’s world.”

Endline sold sweetriot in 2018 and now serves as an entrepreneur-in-residence at Harvard Business School. She continues to see all the ways that women lack bravado. “Women, I would say, much more often doubt themselves, sometimes aloud, or they downplay their achievements. You’ve heard the whole ‘I’m not ready to apply for that job yet. I don’t have all these credentials.’ The guy’s like, ‘Cool, I have a quarter of them. You want me to apply?’ There’s something to that.”

Natalya Bailey is in the rocket industry. She’s the cofounder and CEO of Accion Systems, a Boston start-up that’s developing electric propulsion engines for satellites. As an MIT-trained engineer, Bailey draws from a deep well of scientific knowledge, but initially she lacked confidence in her leadership skills. So she sought out an executive coach. “Almost from the beginning, I worked with her to think about: What are my strengths? How can I play to those and still be myself, and naturally grow into a leader of the company? What are some of my weaknesses?” says Bailey. “I’m helping no one by having or dwelling on these insecurities. It’s not going to help the company. It’s not going to help anybody who works for us. So I should just hurry up and get over it.”

In the end, a lot comes down to perception: Does an entrepreneur truly believe in the business and express that with enthusiasm and confidence? Can realistic, even modest-sounding projections captivate investors, advisers, and others? Consider one of the findings from the 2015 survey by the UK’s nonprofit Centre for Entrepreneurs: 62 percent of male entrepreneurs reported that their companies are prospering, but only 42 percent of women said the same thing—yet the researchers point out that the women-owned businesses actually saw a higher profit before tax.20






CHAPTER 8

A SHOULDER TO LEAN ON

The search for mentors and support

FRAN DUNAWAY AND HER WIFE, Naomi Gonzalez, launched a Seattle clothing company called TomboyX as a side project, simply because, Dunaway says, “I wanted a cool shirt.” In their Kickstarter campaign in 2013, they described their desire to create clothes for “women celebrating the tomboy spirit,” who frequently shop in the men’s department and struggle to find the right style and fit.1 The shirt in the starring role had buttons down the front and was generously cut, with extra buttons at the bust and waist to keep everything covered up. They raised $76,166 on Kickstarter in thirty days, enough to begin full production of their line.

They had lots of enthusiasm. But they also understood that they didn’t really know what they were doing. They had no expertise in the clothing industry. Dunaway was fifty-three at the time and had been working more than fifteen years in media production, on projects such as ads for political candidates and social causes. Gonzalez had a career as a massage therapist for athletes and others.

“When we started the company, we didn’t know anything about building a company, and we didn’t know a knit from a woven or a P&L from a balance sheet,” Dunaway, the CEO, tells me. “It was important to us that we find people that could help us understand.” Dunaway met two women through a women entrepreneurs’ support group who would become not only important advisers but also early investors. “One had a very positive, upbeat ‘you’ve got this, nothing can go wrong’ attitude. The other had the polar opposite: ‘You should think about this’ and ‘Have you thought about that?’ and ‘Everything could go wrong.’ It was funny to have that balance, where we could hear both sides, so that we could then make our own decisions based on that advice and different perspectives. It’s good to have someone that can walk you off the ledge when you’re freaking out about something, or offer a different insight, especially if they have experience in what you need.”

Before long, customers were telling Dunaway and Gonzalez that what they really wanted was a boxer brief made for women. “Turns out that our customers really rallied around the notion of underwear,” Dunaway says, “so we pivoted out of cool shirts and into undergarments, and we now have swim, loungewear, and sleepwear as well.” In less than ten years, TomboyX has become a massively popular gender-neutral and size-inclusive underwear company that’s raised over $18 million from investors and that Inc. magazine named one of the fastest-growing privately held companies in the country.2

While Dunaway has sought out advisers for their expertise—in retail, operations, law, and so on—without regard to their gender, sexual orientation, or other identities, women have been an especially valuable resource. And Dunaway thinks Facebook executive Sheryl Sandberg played a role in this.

In 2013, the year TomboyX had its Kickstarter campaign, Sandberg released Lean In. She concluded the book by urging women to support each other and quash the thinking that there are limited spots at the top for successful women. “The more women help one another,” Sandberg wrote, “the more we help ourselves. Acting like a coalition truly does produce results.”3

Dunaway tells me, “I’ve often said that I should thank Sheryl for forcing the conversation and getting women to really think about how they’re helping each other. I think that there’s been a tremendous spin-off from that—networks and groups that allow women to find mentors and talk about their businesses and gather learnings from people.”

Dunaway recounts the story of two close women friends who both own companies in male-dominated fields—one has a maritime training school, the other a bus company. Once, Dunaway invited them to tag along with her to an EY Entrepreneurial Winning Women event. “They were just blown away,” she says. “They loved it. They couldn’t believe the camaraderie and how different they felt being in a group of female entrepreneurs, because when they’ve been in their regular business meetings, it’s a very different way you interact and engage and behave. It was just a different way of being in the world. They had never thought to seek out female groups and networks. Having done so, they found it very refreshing.

“Men have been doing it for so long, and they’re so good at it, and do it in places where you don’t find a lot of women like golf courses or strip clubs. I think it’s important that women create their own network, and I think that the philosophy that Sheryl put out there was, we really have to work harder and better at leaving the door open behind us, and then lending a hand and helping a woman through that door. With #MeToo, women are only becoming more and more aware of the importance of taking care of each other, getting each other’s back.”

Entrepreneurship is hard, and there’s no clearly defined path. No matter who you are, you need help—someone who can suggest ways around problems, offer insider information, and point you in new directions. Mentors who’ve already built companies are invaluable. Sponsors are even more so, as these people use their power and influence to help pull you up, such as by making introductions to investors and other important people and vouching for your good work and ideas. Then you need a network of peers who can lend a hand and cheer you on.

According to a 2011 global Gallup poll, women who have a mentor are almost three times more likely to say they’ll launch a business than those who don’t.4 A 2011 report from Startup Genome found that entrepreneurs who seek out feedback and ideas—specifically from mentors, thought leaders, and customers—raise seven times more funding and have 3.5 times better user growth.5 On the other hand, founders without good mentors struggle to attract funding. Small Business Administration research from 2013 found that business owners who receive three or more hours of counseling go on to have higher revenues and add more employees than those with less help.6 A 2018 study of women’s networking events found that attendees gain feelings of optimism and connectedness and actually are more likely to get a promotion and pay increase at work.7 In her book Outrageous Acts and Everyday Rebellions, Gloria Steinem observed that networking is “the primary way women discover that we are not crazy, the system is. We also discover that mutual-support groups can create change where the most courageous individual woman could not.”8

Help is needed outside of work, too: a partner who covers all the household bills until a start-up is profitable or picks up dinner and the kids. A parent who lets you move into a spare room while your company gets off the ground. Family members who encourage your business vision and don’t pressure you to pursue a stable career instead. Researchers have shown that having a spouse’s assistance—what they call spousal capital—can influence whether a new business thrives or tanks. A 2010 study of entrepreneurs in heterosexual marriages found that those with good spousal capital create profitable companies more quickly.9

We’re often reluctant to admit that an entrepreneur needs help, as it contradicts the American idea of the maverick who does it all on his own. In her 2006 book Pull: Networking and Success Since Benjamin Franklin, historian Pamela Walker Laird explores the concept of social capital—in a nutshell, the connections that a person can use to get ahead.10 Laird notes that since Colonial times, Americans have lauded the idea of the self-made man, either as a form of myth making or perhaps because they were simply blind to the built-in advantages some people enjoyed. She offers the case of Benjamin Franklin as he arrived in Philadelphia as a young man. The myth is that Franklin started from nothing and raised himself into prominence. But he had a brother-in-law who introduced him to the governor of Pennsylvania, and the governor subsequently connected Franklin with other well-placed friends who aided his career. As a white male in the 1720s, Franklin was among the only group of people eligible for success in the first place, and there was a far smaller pool of white men in Philadelphia at the time, perhaps fifteen hundred or so, which made it all the easier for a bright young man to get noticed. Laird notes that if Franklin had instead grown up toward the end of the nineteenth century, he might have found himself toiling in a factory among a much larger pool of working-class kids, with little opportunity to make the acquaintance of governors and other luminaries.

But that was the old days. What about now? Our best-known self-made man of the past half century is Bill Gates—the brainy kid who dropped out of college, launched Microsoft, and changed everything. Surely he did it on his own, right? Laird demolishes that myth as well.11 Gates grew up as the wealthy child of a prominent Seattle family and attended an elite prep school. His mother was on the board of directors of multiple corporations and the United Way, which afforded Gates contact with, among other people, executives at IBM. His father was a lawyer who helped the young man craft his software licensing agreements.

And self-made man Jeff Bezos? When he and wife MacKenzie announced their split in early 2019, there was a lot of public talk about how much money he’d lose in the divorce settlement—money that he’d generated by being the sole founder of Amazon. But then a WIRED article titled “MacKenzie Bezos and the Myth of the Lone Genius Founder” arrived to lay out the ways she was a crucial-but-overlooked cocreator of the e-commerce giant. The couple both gave up New York City hedge fund jobs to drive to Seattle to start the company.12 MacKenzie played several roles in Amazon’s early days, including as the bookkeeper who helped set up the freight contracts. “Empires like Amazon and Apple,” according to WIRED, “are not created by a single man in a vacuum; they are the product of a mix of luck and contributions from an entire team—including from a founder’s spouse.”

In Pull, Laird notes that the contradiction between myth and reality is laid bare by the behavior of American businessmen throughout the twentieth century.13 On the one hand, they lauded individualism and self-reliance, and on the other, they rapidly formed and joined professional and social associations aimed at supporting and promoting the careers of fellow members. “The dominant explanations for individual, family, community, national, and racial differences in prosperity insisted that competition, not cooperation, determined (and should determine) success,” Laird writes. “Yet more and more Americans pursued goals collectively, even those who praised only individualism.”

So help is important, but gender often dictates who gets more of it. Almost half of women entrepreneurs, according to a 2014 Kauffman Foundation survey, say a challenge facing their business is the scarcity of mentors and advisers.14 This situation is repeated for women across industries. In 2010, the Center for Talent Innovation reported that a whopping 89 percent of “highly qualified” women lack a sponsor and 68 percent have no mentor.15 A 2009 Catalyst survey of lawyers showed that 62 percent of women of color say the lack of an influential mentor holds them back. 16

A woman entrepreneur looking for guidance often turns to a man, since men dominate the ranks of business owners, executives, and professors. Yet a successful man seeking an apprentice isn’t likely to pick a woman out of the crowd. A 2019 study from the Center for Talent Innovation found that sponsors strongly prefer protégés who share their gender or race; the researchers call it the mini-me syndrome.17

“I see this with a lot of my male colleagues who run companies,” says Rebecca Liebman, the LearnLux cofounder and CEO. “A guy will take them under their wing because they’re like, ‘Oh, you remind me of me,’ or ‘I want you to be successful because you remind me of what I was like when I was young.’ That happens a lot less with women.”

I talked to W. Brad Johnson, a psychology professor at the US Naval Academy who has spent two decades studying mentors and cowrote the book Athena Rising: How and Why Men Should Mentor Women. Johnson acknowledges that men may harbor an unconscious bias: “Men may see women as nice, but they may not see them as super competent or as future leaders of the organization.” And even if they get beyond that, a lot of men don’t know how to mentor a woman. “Guys don’t have a good script, sometimes, for how to have a close, collegial, even sometimes a kind of professional-intimate relationship, but nonsexual, with a woman,” Johnson says.

It’s the Mike Pence problem. Everybody made fun of Pence when he said he never eats one-on-one with a woman who isn’t his wife, but he’s not the only one. A nationwide poll in 2017 found that about a quarter of both men and women think private work meetings with someone of the opposite sex are inappropriate, often because they fear harassment or fear being accused of it.18 New Yorker staff writer Jia Tolentino notes that men can follow Pence’s lead and still get ahead in business, yet “no successful woman could ever abide by the same rule.”19

In a cruel twist, the #MeToo movement is making things even harder for women. When Sheryl Sandberg’s nonprofit, LeanIn.Org, surveyed male managers in 2018, 46 percent reported being uncomfortable in activities such as mentoring women and meeting one-on-one with women.20 One year later, that figure had climbed to 60 percent. More than a third of male managers admitted they don’t mentor or socialize with women because they fear how it would look.21 “This is disastrous,” wrote Sandberg and Procter & Gamble executive Marc Pritchard when sharing these survey results in Fortune in 2019. “The vast majority of managers and senior leaders are men. They have a huge role to play in supporting women’s advancement at work—or hindering it. If they’re reluctant even to meet one-on-one with women, there’s no way women can get an equal shot at proving themselves.” Another survey looking at the impact of #MeToo, this one published in Harvard Business Review in 2018, found that 65 percent of men say it’s now “less safe” to mentor and coach women.22

In response, LeanIn.Org rolled out a #MentorHer campaign in 2018 to encourage men to take on the task.23 A number of big names, such as former Disney CEO Bob Iger and National Basketball Association commissioner Adam Silver, made public pledges to mentor more women. “It makes a big difference when male leaders talk about this out loud,” says Johnson. “If senior leaders are not all in on these kinds of things, you just find the change to be glacial.”

If a woman goes in search of those places where mentoring and networking happen organically, she’ll find that many are built by and for men. Some are literally for men only. In 2017, the Charles River Country Club in Newton, Massachusetts, spent more than $1 million renovating its facilities and added a pub and fireplace to the men’s locker room.24 It’s a great spot to grab a bite, find business advice, or pass along recommendations, and it’s only open to men. There’s no pub in the women’s locker room. In Georgia, some of the most powerful executives in the country gather at the legendary Augusta National Golf Club, which began allowing women as members only in 2012. Out of some three hundred members, only six are reported to be women.25 The message to women is pretty clear—in the places where an entrepreneur might make contacts and cut a deal, you don’t belong.

If male mentors and sponsors are scarce, surely there are other options, right? It sounds straightforward, but a significant number of the entrepreneurs I interviewed told me it can feel as if there aren’t enough advisers who are women or nonbinary to go around. Some have never had a mentor who shares their gender.

“When I started out, it was difficult for me to get any mentorship from women,” says Evy Chen, who in 2012 launched Evy Tea, a Boston-based maker of bottled cold-brew tea. “I would reach out to all those female entrepreneurs that I read about and they wouldn’t give me the time of the day.” However, Chen is seeing improvement: “A lot has changed in the past two years. There are so many [women’s] organizations and individuals now sharing their wisdom and building each other up.” Chen tells me she’s eager to get ideas and opinions from any source, but hearing from entrepreneurs who are women, especially women of color, is particularly meaningful. “I was talking to a venture capital fund, and I said, ‘Can you please connect me to female founders who have done this before?’ My [male] partner was like, ‘Why would you need access to females? Males are just as good.’ I went, ‘No, it’s not the same.’”

Finding someone who matches your gender, as well as race, sexual orientation, age, and other factors, appears to improve the odds that the advice dispensed will be sensitive to the biases and other hurdles you’ll face. Women entrepreneurs, for example, have been coached by male mentors to act assertive or cocky when presenting to investors, but this is shaky advice. Research has shown that women who do this can be perceived as unfeminine and unlikable.26

“You need to have mentors that look like you,” says Melanie Igwe, who’s working on her second start-up, Drugviu, a Chicago-based platform that crowdsources reports on drug effectiveness and side effects from people of color, and combines it with data and recommendations from the Food and Drug Administration and pharmacists. Igwe, the chief operating officer, and her cofounder, Kwaku Owusu, were inspired by the fact that clinical trials typically test medications only on white patients. They hope to recruit patients of color to participate in future clinical trials and, in the meantime, collect drug reports from ordinary users to shed light on risks that are unique to certain populations. Igwe has seen these risks firsthand: her father experienced surprising adverse reactions to his post-stroke medications.

Igwe puts her take on mentors this way: “Until there’s real equality with respect to funding, to customers [whom founders can acquire], we need to be able to leverage information from [mentors] that have had to go through that experience with the lens that is similar to yours.” In particular, Igwe says, advisers of color will know that the start-up world is not a meritocracy and will not give guidance based on the assumption it is. “It doesn’t really matter how great your product is. It’s about who you know. . . . It’s about their level of comfort with you. There’s some people that just may not be that comfortable with you. The sad part is that they may not even acknowledge it. They may not even know that they have an implicit bias. It’s important to have mentors or advisers that have been able to navigate those waters, so that they can say, ‘Hey, look, this is what you can do in these situations. If this is what’s going on, maybe look at it like this.’ Because when you’re naive and you just think that merit is the trump card, you’re going to have a difficult time in this arena.”

After a six-year stint in the air force and two decades working in IT, Leigh Riley decided to start her own company. “I just walked in one day and said, ‘I quit,’” she says. “It was that typical mentality of ‘I’m really good at what I do technically—why can’t I do this on my own? Why should I be making millions of dollars for somebody else when I could be making it for myself?’” In 2006 she opened her Northern Virginia management consulting firm, Acme Process Group, to help organizations increase their productivity. Over the years, she’s had as many as ten employees and served a mix of clients, but there’s one kind of customer that has been tough to secure: federal agencies. Riley has done the immense legwork to prove her company is woman-owned and that she’s a disabled veteran and economically disadvantaged; federal agencies have contracting dollars they should spend with firms that meet these criteria. But when Riley and I first spoke in 2018, she told me she’s struggled to pitch her company to the right people because she knows “virtually no one” in decision-making roles in these agencies.

“You have to be introduced by people,” Riley says. “They don’t answer the phone when you call them. They don’t answer their emails. If you see them at a conference, you can say, ‘Hi,’ but they’ve got fifteen hundred other people trying to do the same thing.”

Riley knows she needs to grow her network and then ask those connections to help her out. “Quite frankly, for me, that is very difficult, because I feel like I’m begging,” she tells me. “I didn’t grow up that way. I grew up just learning that if you work hard, you will get to where you need to go. But there’re these incredible roadblocks getting into the federal workspace because, one, it’s mostly run by men. Two, even though they have things in place for women, it doesn’t necessarily open any doors. It’s this weird paradox. I’m not sure I’ve got it figured out yet.”

Once, Riley was getting ready to meet a contracting officer at the National Institutes of Health and found out he’d served as a marine. Her boyfriend at the time was also a marine, so he was able to feed her some lines: a few tidbits about the Marine Corps’ birthday and a football game the day before. And lo and behold, it worked. The guy was very receptive and gave her great advice.

When I caught up with Riley in early 2020, she’d found another hack: she’d recently partnered with a larger firm that would bring her connections to federal agencies.

Riley tells me she’s learned a lot in her decade-plus as a business owner—the importance of networks and credentials, how to find support when inevitable screwups happen—and she’s eager to pay it forward. In 2020, she launched a second company, Vector Results Coaching, that helps entrepreneurs grow their businesses.

Amy Spurling, the CEO and cofounder of the Boston-based human resources start-up Compt, also recognizes the importance of a sprawling network and devotes time each week to building it. “Without a big network, there’s no way I’d be able to get where I need to go. If your network is not big, you don’t know who to try to pull in to be able to recruit diverse talent. Or making sure that I know enough VCs to be able to fundraise. There is no bad that comes from having a big network.”

Decades of research have shown that men typically have larger, more powerful professional networks that include lots of people with authority.27 Men are comfortable mixing business with friendship. Women, on the other hand, have smaller networks filled with people with less influence but strong social ties. Women tend to keep business and friendship separate. In a 2018 study of women executives working in Germany, researchers identified multiple reasons for this: People prefer to associate with people like themselves, making it difficult for women to enter male-dominated networks.28 Women encounter networking venues that often feel stereotypically male—the foosball table, the cigar bar, the golf course. Women tend to be the primary caregiver in a family, which can put after-hours networking activities out of reach. Women can also cringe at the thought of tapping a connection to get ahead; it can feel to them as if they’re using people.

In Lusnail Rondon Haberberger’s case, networking options have included clay shooting, hunting, and golfing. After working for a decade as an engineer and project manager in several states, Haberberger opened her own electrical engineering firm, LUZCO Technologies, in St. Louis in 2017. The company, with more than twenty employees, often works on the infrastructure for Missouri’s utility providers. A few years ago, a large local electrical contractor began an annual tradition of hosting a day of clay shooting at a Missouri ranch for about seventy-five clients and peers. Haberberger says that for the first two years, no women attended. In the third year, she showed up. “They were like, ‘Wow.’ They were very accommodating, and they taught me. The next year, one of the hosts actually brought his wife’s gun that fit my body type better, and shared techniques. It’s funny—it would have never crossed my mind that I was going to do that ever in my life. But I made incredible connections spending the whole day with them. It’s building that relationship. People do business with people who they trust.”

Haberberger tells me she’s come to learn that working in a male-dominated field, she needs to adapt to her surroundings, while still remaining authentic to herself. She’s had a lot of practice, as the engineering schools she attended also had few women. “My entire life has been surrounded by men.”

As Vanessa Roanhorse was setting up her consulting business in Albuquerque, New Mexico, in early 2016, she sensed a void. “Starting my own company, and trying to find resources, and trying to find mentors and programs that I felt represented my story, my journey, as well as led by my personal and indigenous Navajo values, it was nearly impossible,” she tells me. Roanhorse loved working with clients on economic development projects, but often felt isolated and the urge to “code switch,” changing the way she acted depending on who was around. “Oftentimes, I am the only woman and most definitely the only Native American woman in any of these [client] conversations.”

To break through the isolation, Roanhorse and seven other women formed a networking group for women entrepreneurs called Native Women Lead in 2017. The next year, the group held its first two-day business summit for two hundred attendees to learn about business plans, funding strategies, and branding. For Roanhorse, the emotional impact of that gathering went way beyond entrepreneurship. “Some of us broke into tears, because it was the most important sense of like, ‘Wow, we’re actually here in a safe space with our sisters, and we can actually breathe a sense of relief, at least for the day, that we’re going to be okay.’ It’s more than business.” Since then, participation in the group has ballooned.

Many of the entrepreneurs I interviewed told me that women-focused networking fills a need for them—they can take a break from fitting into the boys’ club, they can be vulnerable, they can share stories of discrimination and harassment. For them, the gender separation is deliberate and important.

Keera Brooks’s group happened almost by chance. In 2017, she attended a three-day training program in Atlanta with two dozen other women entrepreneurs. At the time, she was building her first business, a trucking logistics company. The rapport among the students was so intense that they’ve kept in touch ever since. “Our little cohort became very close over those three days,” Brooks says. “We created our own Slack channel. We meet regularly just to get together, discuss our businesses and how we can help each other. We have a LinkedIn group where we support each other.” Once they included their children in a get-together—“because all of us are challenged with the same burden of how do we work and care for our kids.” Brooks also asked the other members to share their own network of contacts and compiled it all in a private database. “I organized it so that we could give each other warm introductions, we could help each other grow our businesses, and even use each other for our own businesses,” says Brooks, who now owns and runs an e-commerce business called Wholesale Sugar Flowers in Jasper, Georgia. “It’s almost like an Angie’s List for women professionals.”

Jacquie Kay remains in constant contact with twelve women with whom she worked at two world’s fairs early in her career—one in Seattle in 1962 and another in New York City in 1964. “We call ourselves the World’s Fair-est Ladies,” Kay says with a chuckle, noting they’ve provided professional and personal support to each other over the decades. Kay is a two-time entrepreneur: Her first company, WPI, a global education and training firm, operated for thirty-six years. Since 2012, her Sun Walking Group/Labs in Cambridge, Massachusetts, has worked on a range of environmental and social impact projects, from developing a farming program on Native American–owned land to restoring the sea cucumber industry in the island country of Palau.

“I think a support system is very key for women, especially poor women and women of color—women who are willing to share what their issues are, and other women who are willing to listen. The old boy network does the same thing. That’s how I think a lot of men have made it, through their networking,” Kay explains.

Kay also wants to give her support to her local start-up scene, so she participates in the office hours at the weekly networking event for entrepreneurs called Venture Café Cambridge. Anyone needing advice can sign up for a free thirty-minute session with Kay or another one of the volunteer experts. “What I bring for the prospective client is an incredible ability to make connections, do networking, and establish relationships,” Kay tells me. “I have these connections, and now I’ve reached the age where I know I need to give them to people. And I can place it in a framework of social impact and sustainability. I can help budding entrepreneurs, especially women, get access to systems and overcome barriers. I’m the wise owl now.”

I think Venture Café’s office hours program neatly solves a problem raised by several of the women entrepreneurs I interviewed: when they reach out to a man and ask for a meeting, the man sometimes falsely assumes they have romantic intentions. These office hours allow founders to meet advisers in a way that everyone’s intentions are clear and in a space that feels safe.

Another option for networking and support is a coworking space tailored to women (and sometimes nonbinary people, too), which are multiplying around the country. There’s Hera Hub, with locations in California and beyond, EvolveHer in Chicago; and The Coven in Minneapolis and St. Paul. Best known is The Wing, which operates in many major US cities and in London. Inspired by women’s social clubs from the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Audrey Gelman and Lauren Kassan launched The Wing in 2016 and have since raised $117.5 million in venture capital and other investments.29

Diverse and inclusive environments benefit everyone, so it can seem counterproductive to emphasize these women-focused spaces and events. Maura McAdam has studied networking initiatives targeted to women founders in the United Kingdom, and thinks timing is a key consideration. “We found that at the early stages of the entrepreneurial journey, they were very beneficial in terms of reducing the isolation, helping women with their confidence, teaching them how to pitch their ideas,” says McAdam, the Dublin City University professor. “Then we found that when women became more established, they wanted to be in mixed networks, because they felt that that’s where the real players were.”
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Earlier in this chapter I wrote about the 2010 study that showed that entrepreneurs with good support from their partners—called spousal capital—create profitable companies more quickly.30 The University of Minnesota researchers behind that study made a sobering discovery: in heterosexual marriages, male entrepreneurs receive more help from their wives than female entrepreneurs do from their husbands. The researchers suggest this “may contribute to the gender gap in the success of new businesses.”

During the course of my interviews, I met one entrepreneur who said her divorce was caused in part because her ex-husband didn’t believe in her fledging business. For the most part, I heard from women entrepreneurs who got support from their spouses (as well as parents), which they considered crucial to their success. Neha Narkhede left a senior-level engineering position at LinkedIn in 2014 to cofound the Mountain View, California–based data-management company Confluent, now valued at $2.5 billion. She credits her husband with helping her make that leap. “I don’t think that I could have pulled this off without his deep support for everything that I’ve had to do: quit a job and all of a sudden start a whole new company and give almost all my waking hours to it,” Narkhede says. “There have been several moments of doubt and impostor syndrome kicking in, and he was the one who felt I could go on. Each one of those times, I remember he made me believe in what I’ve done before, the fact that I could do it again, and I should stick it through. Instead of that, if I’d heard a voice that said, ‘It’s not worth your time,’ or ‘It’s time to start a family,’ it would have made it much easier for me to quit.”

Narkhede’s husband also absorbed most household responsibilities. He does the taxes and keeps in touch with relatives. “He’s taken every other worry off my plate,” she tells me. “There’s no other way you can devote as much time to something you’ve never done before and be successful at it.”

In her 2017 Harvard Business Review article “If You Can’t Find a Spouse Who Supports Your Career, Stay Single,” gender-and-business consultant Avivah Wittenberg-Cox reports that in most of the heterosexual unions she’s examined, husbands will back their wives’ work only as long as it doesn’t interfere with their own careers.31 She’s only rarely seen this kind of dynamic in same-sex couples. Wittenberg-Cox cites a survey of Harvard Business School grads that revealed that more than half of the men anticipate their careers will take priority; most of the women graduates, however, envision each spouse’s career getting equal emphasis.

The average woman in the United States spends about 4 hours per day doing unpaid work, such as household chores, shopping, and caring for children or adults, while the typical man devotes 2.4 hours per day to these activities.32 According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, in households with a mother and father who both work full-time, the woman on average assumes 60 percent of the childcare and 60 percent of the household work.33 Other research has found that same-sex couples typically share household chores more equally, but once children arrive, the partner who makes less income usually shoulders more of the homemaking activities.34

A study done for the Small Business Administration found that women with a PhD in a STEM field are significantly less likely to participate in entrepreneurship if they have a child under the age of two.35 But having kids has no such effect on men: among men with STEM PhDs and children under two, entrepreneurship rates are just as high as with men with older kids, or no kids at all.

Narkhede tells me that she thinks a lack of support—at home, as well as in other social and professional circles—could explain why more men than women find entrepreneurial success. “You have roadblocks every other week, and it starts to feel way too hard,” she says. “At some point, it’s like, is it worth it or not? If your support system and the people closest to you who matter to you don’t think it’s worth it, it’s a big deal and a big choice to make. Men don’t have the choice to make. No one asks them, ‘Hey, how do you do this in spite of kids and in spite of having a family?’ Men have constant encouragement. I don’t think we talk enough about what impact that constant encouragement and people’s view of you can have on your ability to be successful.”

Many of the entrepreneurs I interviewed credit their parents with nurturing traits like independence, resilience, and creativity. Vanessa Castañeda Gill marvels at the kind of preparation her mother provided for her. A financially strapped single mom with no college degree who worked days and nights, she helped a fourteen-year-old Gill navigate a diagnosis of Asperger’s syndrome. “She spent so many sleepless nights researching autism, how it works, and how she was able to communicate with me better and understand me better. She made so much of an effort, even when it frustrated her like crazy. She would get things out of me and help me express my emotions, and she really understood where I was coming from.” In college, Gill hatched the idea for a video game with a female protagonist who has autism, one that could help young people apply and understand social-emotional skills. Gill is now the cofounder and CEO of Los Angeles–based video game studio Social Cipher, which targets neurodiverse communities, and her mother still plays an important role: “My mom helps me every step of the way, with everything from developing my leadership and management skills to powerfully navigating the business world as a woman.”

For Stephanie Kaplan Lewis, her father provided an example with the email database services company he started in the late 1990s. “In our family growing up, it was always just understood: when you graduate college, you could go work for someone else or you could start your own business. Those were both two totally acceptable paths,” she says. “Even though I wasn’t someone that grew up with an interest in business or entrepreneurship—really I was more interested in media and journalism—it never was crazy to me, the idea of working for yourself or starting something of your own. That contributed to feeling comfortable, taking a risk, and doing it.” In 2009, while still an undergrad at Harvard, Lewis teamed up with two classmates, Annie Wang and Windsor Hanger Western, to create Her Campus, an online magazine for college women now with over four hundred campus chapters in eleven countries. Lewis, CEO and editor in chief of the Boston-based company, notes that her younger brother, Jesse, also soaked up the message. Straight out of college, he started a same-day package-delivery company called Parcel that he sold to Walmart in 2017, three years after launching it.

A 2017 study from Rutgers University found that college students are significantly more likely to think starting a business is an appealing and realistic option if they believe they have the support of their families.36 Another study of Swedes explored why the children of entrepreneurs are more likely to be entrepreneurs themselves.37 This particular study showed the effect with adoptive parents, pointing to the importance of nurture, not nature or any “entrepreneur gene.” Its researchers also note that children appear to be more influenced by the parent who shares their gender (all the more reason to encourage more entrepreneuring mothers if you want more entrepreneuring daughters down the line). In a different study, this time quizzing US kids in grades five through twelve, over half of the children of business owners reported that they want to be an entrepreneur when they grow up, while only 35 percent of the children of nonbusiness owners said this.38

Sometimes the example given by parents is stronger than the actual advice. Amanat Anand grew up in India watching her parents’ entrepreneurial ventures, but in her case, her parents discouraged her from following their lead. “They try to protect me from the lows of entrepreneurship,” Anand says. “They’re just like, ‘Are you sure you want to do this now? Why not wait, get more experience before you do it?’”

Anand’s mother operates a heavy-equipment dealership in India, and her experience in this male-dominated industry has colored the career advice she’s given Anand. “She gets inappropriately asked out for dinner and things like that, and she’s like, ‘I have a husband and I have a family and kids, and why does this keep happening?’ At conferences, everyone goes with their wives, and she’s just assumed to be someone’s wife and not one of the dealers. She gets a lot of eyebrows raised when she enters the room,” Anand explains. “I’ve always heard her stories, and I think that’s why she’s always like, ‘No, don’t do this.’”

Despite the discouraging stories, Anand followed her mother’s example and in 2015 cofounded SoaPen, a New York City–based firm that makes a soap applicator that teaches kids how to wash their hands. Why? “For me, I can’t imagine not being an entrepreneur,” she says.






CHAPTER 9

ENTREPRENEURSHIP’S POTENTIAL

Making it work for everyone

RENATA CAINES GREW up in Roxbury, one of Boston’s poorest neighborhoods, and never had a lot of money.1 After two years of college, she dropped out when thousands of dollars of unexpected expenses left her unable to cover tuition and other costs. She worked a series of low-paying jobs in nonprofits, focusing on social justice and youth, and took classes here and there. Then, at age twenty-eight, she pledged to spend a year going back to school full-time while still working full-time. She was prepared, she tells me, to “bang it out.” Midway through, a conversation at a family gathering changed the direction of her life.

Caines says, “An uncle of mine came up to me, particularly because I’m the youngest adult in my family and I live in Massachusetts, and he said, ‘I have a certain amount of capital, and it’s not a lot, but it is enough for us to get going on some sort of family business to create generational wealth. I think it would be lucrative to get into the cannabis industry, because it’s about to be legal here in Massachusetts. I think that’s something that we can think about.’”

Caines was intrigued and started doing research. Two years earlier, in 2016, Massachusetts voters had legalized recreational marijuana, and the first retail sales were set to start in late 2018. The potential for profit appeared great for those with business sense, good timing, and a willingness to work hard. Caines wanted in, though she had some qualms.

Growing up, she’d had friends who’d sold cannabis illegally, so she knew the costs: “I have friends that have been killed over disputes or have been jailed. . . . This is an industry where so many people’s lives have been ruined and destroyed. It’s all well and good for me to talk to you about all of my plans, but I would be remiss without always bringing into the conversation all of the folks who still can’t live in public housing with their families or can’t get certain jobs because of this plant that now we’re profiting off of.”

The war on drugs targeted some communities and ignored others. People who are Black or Latinx make up 22 percent of the Massachusetts population, but are three-quarters of the prison population with drug offenses.2 With statistics like this in mind, Massachusetts lawmakers set up the recreational cannabis industry with a statewide equity mandate, the first state in the nation to do so.3 The Cannabis Control Commission promised in its mission statement to regulate the industry so there’d be “full and robust participation by minorities, women and veterans”—especially “people from communities that have previously been disproportionately harmed by marijuana prohibition and enforcement.”4

In her business management class at Northeastern University in early 2018, Caines sketched out a plan for a transportation company that would serve marijuana growers, manufacturers, and retailers. She enlisted her mother, Ivelise Rivera, who’s worked as a computer instructor at a Roxbury community center for almost two decades, as her business partner. In April 2018, Caines and Rivera applied for economic empowerment status from the Cannabis Control Commission. Massachusetts residents were given only two weeks in 2018 to apply to this program and needed to meet certain criteria, such as being Black or Latinx, living and working in a community unfairly hit by the war on drugs, or having a past drug conviction or being married to or the child of someone with a conviction.5 Caines and her mother’s economic empowerment status was approved. It comes with zero financial help, but it does move applicants to the front of the line when they’re ready to seek governmental permission to set up a cannabis business.

At the suggestion of a potential investor, Caines and Rivera began considering opening a cannabis dispensary instead. It’s an appealing but expensive option, with some estimating it can require as much as $1.5 million to open just one store in Boston.6 Caines learned she’d have to secure a storefront before applying for a license, usually paying rent in the meantime, and the local and state application process can last months and months, with no guarantee of getting a “yes” at the end. Caines found one property in Boston that would have cost about $17,000 a month, but there was no way they could afford rent before their business actually opened. They eventually settled on a property occupied by a Chinese restaurant in the nearby city of Somerville; the owner agreed to rent it to them if they got approval and not charge rent in the meantime.

Figuring out the marijuana rules was overwhelming, Caines tells me, and entrepreneurs without lawyers and accountants are at a disadvantage. Most banks won’t lend to marijuana businesses because the drug, as of this writing, is illegal at the federal level, so entrepreneurs who don’t have their own stash of savings need the help of investors.7 Caines tells me that investors were very interested in the fact that she has economic empowerment status, but Caines wanted to partner with someone who shared her interest in social justice. “Finding the right investors, that’s definitely been a challenge,” she says. “All of these funders are rich white men, and what does that mean for me and for my family?” It’s common in Massachusetts and elsewhere to hear stories of predatory investors taking too much control and ownership from disadvantaged cannabis entrepreneurs.8

After a few false starts, Caines found what she was looking for. “I never in a million years would think that I would ever be so happy about some rich white man coming into my life,” she says. “It feels so bizarre, but he is very determined. He has very much created a partnership with us. He understands that I have just as much stake in this business as he does.”

As of this writing, Caines and her mother were still waiting to hear whether their application with the city of Somerville would be approved. They’d also begun looking at two other nearby cities as alternatives. And a cannabis-related transportation company is still a possibility, one that they’d use her uncle’s money to help fund. After two years, Caines has learned that becoming a cannabis entrepreneur requires endurance.

Despite Massachusetts’s efforts to build a fair cannabis industry, it hasn’t played out that way. By March 2019, the thirteenth recreational pot dispensary in the state had opened, yet none were run by owners with economic empowerment status, and only one was woman-owned.9 In an editorial at the time, the Boston Globe lamented that the process was favoring those with vast sums of money and connections, and warned that “the window of opportunity to build an equitable marijuana industry in Massachusetts” was in danger of closing. Finally, in March 2020, entrepreneurs Kevin Hart and Kobie Evans debuted their Boston dispensary, the first in the state with owners with economic empowerment status.10 According to a 2019 report by Marijuana Business Daily, only 5 percent of all recreational marijuana businesses in Massachusetts (retail and otherwise) are owned by women, while a mere 1 percent are owned by people considered a racial minority.11 You’ll find a similar picture in the other states where pot is legal.

This wasn’t always the case. When the US cannabis industry was just forming—California was first to legalize medical marijuana in 1996, while in 2012 Colorado and Washington were first to legalize recreational use—you could find plenty of examples of women and people of color setting up marijuana businesses.12 But as more states changed their laws and the profit potential multiplied, deep-pocketed corporations and large investors arrived and pushed out smaller players, and the field became dominated by white men.

At a September 2019 event for cannabis entrepreneurs in Boston, I listened to former Boston city councilor Tito Jackson talk about the hurdles. Jackson, who’s planning his own recreational pot dispensaries, called Massachusetts’s approach to equity commendable but flawed. “This space is so hard around access to capital,” he said, noting banks’ refusal to loan to marijuana entrepreneurs and the lack of financial assistance from the state. Jackson thinks Illinois did better because its cannabis effort includes a $30 million low-interest loan program to assist underrepresented entrepreneurs.13 He wants Massachusetts’s equity program to have more muscle and truly lift up everyone. “I also would say I don’t see enough women in this space,” he told his audience. “You damn sure can’t tell me . . . that women aren’t as good in this space as men.”

The story of the emerging cannabis industry raises many questions: Is it possible for a new industry to be built on an equitable foundation? If it can, does that mean that even older industries can be reformed? And can good intentions, good people, and good practices open up entrepreneurship so that everyone has a shot? After spending several years researching the entrepreneurial system’s shortcomings and conducting over a hundred interviews, I feel hopeful that the answers to these questions are yes.

And as I mentioned in the first chapter, this isn’t just about being fair. It’s crucial for everyone’s economic well-being. In an age when old industries and old ways of building a career have crumbled, entrepreneurship is needed to create jobs and grow the economy. It won’t hurt men if women entrepreneurs do better—the opposite is true. The economy will be stronger for everyone.

But to get there, specific things need to happen. Changes need to be made to the way money is loaned and invested, and the ways investors interact with entrepreneurs and judge potential deals. The government needs to step in to make the entrepreneurial path less risky and more equitable, and address financial burdens that it helped create in the first place. Start-up ecosystems need to be built so that everyone is invited in. Allies need to open doors for entrepreneurs and block the bad behavior of others.

And the way forward must be inclusive. It can’t simply benefit white women. It must deliberately reach women of color, as well as women with different abilities, nonbinary people, and so on. As sociologist Katie Wullert and her Stanford colleagues write in the Harvard Business Review, “[Diversity] efforts directed at women broadly tend to advance white women at the expense of women of color.”14

Pipeline Angels is one group guarding against this phenomenon. Launched in 2011 by Natalia Oberti Noguera, the organization provides intensive training in angel investing to women and nonbinary femmes. “More white women investing in white women is not the answer,” Oberti Noguera declared to great applause at a 2019 entrepreneurship event I attended. Pipeline Angels creates a welcoming space for all of its participants, with a code of conduct that bars microaggressions and other forms of harassment and a policy of alcohol-free events. Nearly four hundred angel investors in the Pipeline Angels program have invested more than $6 million in entrepreneurs who are, like them, women and nonbinary femmes.15

Women’s wealth is climbing. Credit Suisse estimates that women in North America and Europe now hold 40 to 45 percent of wealth, because they’re working more, making more money, delaying marriage and childbirth, living longer, and inheriting more.16 This is encouraging news for capital-starved entrepreneurs, because of the ways wealthy women tend to direct their money. One study noted that more than half of women angel investors consider an entrepreneur’s gender highly important when making an investment decision; only 6 percent of men do the same.17 Women report being more interested than men in investing for social and environmental impact, though men’s interest is catching up, and high-net-worth women tell researchers they’re more likely than men to think investing to do good trumps accumulating wealth.18 Meanwhile, interest in “gender-lens” investing is growing. The term, coined in 2009, applies to investing in companies that are owned or led by women, serve the needs of women, or prioritize gender equity. A 2018 report found that assets under management following this strategy climbed from $100 million to $2.4 billion in only four years.19

These shifts in wealth, coupled with an overhaul of venture capital and an expansion of funding alternatives, could dramatically improve the financial picture for women entrepreneurs in the coming years.

Mara Zepeda, one of the cofounders of the group Zebras Unite, which is urging a more inclusive and sustainable approach to start-ups, tells me she’s excited by the proliferation of financing options. Character-based lending—in which a borrower’s good name and deeds, and the financial strength of their business, are more important than their credit score—is one of her favorites. “What I’m really interested in is getting a lot more experiments going, so we can have a better sense of what works,” says the Portland, Oregon–based entrepreneur. “There’s going to be a different flavor of capital that works for different types of founders.”

Equity crowdfunding is another option that holds promise for underrepresented entrepreneurs. Investors, who are often called miniangel investors, buy small shares of early-stage companies that are growing but still privately owned.

While these alternatives are being tested, venture capital urgently needs a reboot. To start, a diverse group of people should be making investment decisions. The nonprofit All Raise wants to see the number of women partners at large VC firms reach 18 percent or more by 2028; in early 2020, the figure was 13 percent.20 To reach its goal, All Raise is using tactics like coaching entry-level women employees at venture firms and publicizing job openings that are typically kept under wraps. The Dutch venture capital community has set a more aggressive goal: in 2019, more than two dozen firms in that country pledged that by 2022 their employees would number 35 percent women; they also promised that all of the companies they invest in would have management teams made up of 35 percent women.21

“I think the idea of looking for investment opportunities with underrepresented founders needs to be firmly put into the fabric of how you operate your business as an investor,” says Boston-based venture capitalist Chip Hazard, “and at most firms that’s going to happen when the firms themselves are more diverse.”

When it comes to legal reforms to expressly prohibit sexual harassment by investors, California has led the way. Workplace protections against sexual harassment typically cover only employees and employers, leaving entrepreneurs vulnerable. The California law, which went into effect on January 1, 2019, covers several other business relationships besides investor and entrepreneur: elected official and lobbyist, director and actor, and producer and filmmaker.22 In all these relationships, there is an imbalance of power, with one party holding influence, access, and money. Other states should follow California’s lead.

Paying customers are another crucial way women-owned companies get cash—and this country’s federal, state, and local governments are some of the richest customers around. In 1994, Congress first set a goal of spending 5 percent of federal contracting dollars with women-owned businesses.23 It wasn’t until 2015 that this goal was achieved, and the success was short-lived. It missed the goal in 2016, 2017, and 2018.24 Local governments also struggle with this issue. The city of Boston, for instance, gave less than 1 percent of its contracts to women- and minority-owned businesses in 2018.25

We must do better, and there are examples of setting and meeting more aggressive goals. Philadelphia pledges to award 35 percent of its contracts to businesses owned by women or people considered minorities or with disabilities, and exceeded this goal for the first time in fiscal year 2019.26 Dallas commits 18 to 36 percent of its contracts, depending on the goods and services, to women- and minority-owned businesses.27 Meanwhile, New York City promises that by 2021 at least 30 percent of its contracting dollars will go to women- and minority-owned businesses.28 “If our economy isn’t inclusive, then it’s not working as it should,” New York City mayor Bill de Blasio has said.

Ordinary people buying from women-owned companies would make a difference, too. In March 2020, the crowd-sourced review site Yelp added a feature that lets users search for women-owned businesses and reported that a growing number of reviewers are noting if a place has a woman at the helm.29 Shoppers can also look for products or websites carrying a seal from the Female Founder Collective (femalefoundercollective.com). This initiative, launched in 2018 by fashion designer Rebecca Minkoff, certifies that companies are women-founded and -owned. Other options include Dough (joindough.com), a shopping site that only sells items from women’s companies, and The F Project (thefproject.co), a directory of consumer products made by women’s ventures. “It’s really about getting the consumer to think about, when they buy things, who is running this company?” says entrepreneur Sophia Yen. “If they have an opportunity to choose between a woman-run and a man-run company, maybe choose the woman-run.” Programs are also singling out companies owned by Black women. The nonprofit called Buy from a Black Woman (buy fromablackwoman.org) offers a directory of businesses. In New York City there’s the Uptown Underground Market (uptownundergroundmarket.com), a series of pop-up events that sell goods only from Black women-owned businesses.

In Anchorage, Alaska, Gareth Olds’s parents ran a school that trained dental assistants. For part of his childhood, his family, which included two sisters, got its health insurance through Medicaid and was on food stamps. As Olds describes it years later, this strong social safety net made his parents’ entrepreneurial venture a little less risky: “They knew that if things really went poorly with the business, we’d be able to go to the doctor. If something happened, we’d be able to eat.”30 First as an economics PhD student at Brown University and then a Harvard Business School professor, Olds investigated whether his parents’ experience was shared by others. Several years’ worth of study showed him that public assistance programs could, in fact, encourage entrepreneurship.31 “If you give someone a guarantee of health insurance for their children, I found a 25 percent increase in the likelihood they start a business,” he explained in a Harvard Business School interview.32 “I found about a 10 percent increase in small business formation among food stamp recipients as the program expanded in the 2000s.” He notes that many new business owners who are eligible for food stamps don’t end up using them, but knowing they’re available makes a difference. These programs, Olds maintains, reduce the peril associated with entrepreneurship and allow people to save money they can invest in a business.33 Before he left Harvard in 2017, Olds also found that parents of college-age children are less likely to launch a business if the tuition at their local public colleges goes up.34

Olds’s research joins a larger conversation about the role of government in supporting entrepreneurs: Is smaller government, with fewer regulations and lower taxes, the right approach? Or is bigger government, one that provides a safety net and addresses inequities, better? In 2015, while an editor at Harvard Business Review, Walter Frick explored these questions in an article for The Atlantic.35 He found that some tax cuts, but not all, do a good job of spurring entrepreneurship, and surprisingly, more federal regulation can lead to more new business. Food stamp programs can help aspiring entrepreneurs, but not if they require enrollees to find and keep a job (instead of allowing them time to start a business). Frick concluded that the evidence doesn’t support the idea that we have to choose between either a bigger government or a more entrepreneurial economy. In some cases, he noted, a big government means more entrepreneurship. “When governments provide citizens with economic security, they embolden them to take more risks,” Frick wrote. “Properly deployed, a robust social safety net encourages more Americans to attempt the high-wire act of entrepreneurship.”

On the campaign trail in the summer of 2019, several Democratic presidential candidates rolled out government plans to spur entrepreneurship and make it more inclusive. As Elizabeth Warren tweeted in June of that year, “The racial wealth gap tilts the playing field against entrepreneurs of color, holding back our economy. The government helped create that wealth gap, and the government has an obligation to address it.”36 Warren, Pete Buttigieg, and US senator Kamala Harris all called for the creation of government funds that would invest in companies started by underrepresented founders.37 In Warren’s case, she envisioned grants to entrepreneurs of color, with the money handled by minority- and women-owned investment firms. The candidates proposed varying levels of student loan relief, too, saying the government’s failure to financially support higher education led to higher tuition and thus overwhelming debt for students and parents. In turn, they explained, the debt is delaying and even preventing people from starting businesses.

Average tuition and fees at public four-year colleges have tripled since the late 1980s, while they’ve doubled at private nonprofit four-year schools.38 As costs have gone up, so, too, have loan amounts. Women, who earn 57 percent of bachelor’s degrees, owe almost two-thirds of the outstanding student debt in our country.39 Black women hold the most debt of all students graduating with a bachelor’s degree—$30,366 of mean cumulative debt, compared to $19,486 for white men and $21,993 for white women. Women also take longer to pay back their loans, in part because of the gender pay gap they encounter once they graduate. Not surprisingly, the weight of this debt can make the idea of a risky start-up unappealing. In one startling 2018 study, researchers found that having up to $10,000 in student loans lowers the likelihood of launching a company by 7 percent and cuts the amount of money the start-up makes by 42 percent.40 Another 2018 study showed that student debt curtails the entrepreneurial aspirations of millennials, with the effect stronger for women than men.41

If the government were to cancel or refinance student debt, that would be a massive help to women entrepreneurs, especially women of color. So would broad government-subsidized childcare, considering that women continue to shoulder most of the parenting duties.42 The 2019 survey, commissioned by the UK’s economic and finance ministry found that women in that country are twice as likely as men to say family obligations are an obstacle to launching a company.43 And for mothers already running a company, balancing family and work is the number-one barrier that limits their business growth. Fathers who are entrepreneurs, on the other hand, don’t report this as a major hurdle. The researchers behind this UK survey suggest following the lead of the Netherlands, which has introduced entrepreneur-friendly policies such as a sixteen-week paid maternity leave for the self-employed.44 They write: “Research shows that women entrepreneurs in countries with supportive work-family policies, such as the Netherlands, express more ambitious growth intentions, employ more workers and are more innovative than those in countries without such benefits.”45

The United States is probably a long way from offering paid parental leave for all and widespread government-subsidized childcare, but there are things we could do in the meantime. To start, places where entrepreneurs of all genders learn and work—such as accelerator programs, coworking spaces, and entrepreneurship conferences—should provide care for young children. Groups like Native Women Lead are offering a wonderful example; when it held entrepreneurs’ summits in 2018 and 2019 in Albuquerque, New Mexico, it provided on-site childcare.

I’m reminded of the day I met Salimata Bangoura. It was June 2019, and we were at a daylong conference just west of Boston for women entrepreneurs. We both had to sneak out early so we could pick up our kids from school. “Just when things were getting good, just when I started making connections with people, I had to leave,” Bangoura told me later. “I feel like I missed out on a lot.” Bangoura and I also noticed that another attendee brought an infant with her and popped in and out of the meeting room when the baby became fussy. “She spent most of the time outside,” Bangoura says. “That’s just so unfair.”

The mother of three young children, Bangoura tells me she marvels that childcare is almost never offered at business events, even those catering to women, and that speakers at these events tend to avoid talking about their kids. Once, she attended a panel discussion at a major marketing firm, with about a half-dozen panelists debating what brings women joy. “Not one person talked about children. It’s like, I get it, right? You don’t have to talk about kids. But it’s almost as if it’s taboo. . . . It’s almost as if women are expected, when you enter the world of business, to shut that part of yourself down.”

Bangoura is fixated on the lives of busy working parents because they are her core customer. In 2017, while pursuing her MBA in entrepreneurship at Babson College, she launched Dugu, a Natick, Massachusetts–based company that delivers West African fusion meals to customers’ homes and workplaces. Dugu will also drop off meals at a preschool, so parents can pick up their children and dinner at the same time.

When the start-up ecosystem you’ve spent several years building ends up being “very male, very pale,” you’ve got a problem. That’s what Cheryl Watkins-Moore says happened in St. Louis.

After several corporate headquarters such as Southwestern Bell, McDonnell Douglas, and General Dynamics departed Missouri’s second-largest city in the 1990s, leaders in academia, business, and philanthropy banded together to figure out what might replace them.46 They realized entrepreneurial activity was lacking, and the area’s universities were engaging in valuable research, especially in plant and life sciences, but not enough was being commercialized. So in the early 2000s, they set out to create a start-up community focused on bioscience. Eventually they built a two-hundred-acre innovation district in midtown St. Louis, put together pools of money to invest in start-ups, and assembled other key resources for entrepreneurs.

“As the community started humming around 2008, what they started to see is a lot of interest but very little diversity,” Watkins-Moore tells me. “It was very male, very pale, very disconcerting. What studies show is that you need all types of individuals together when you’re talking about reaching high levels of innovation. Not just from one race or gender, but different thoughts, experiences, ages, all of that. That’s what was lacking at that time.” She credits the leaders of this emerging start-up community for recognizing that something was amiss. “It was like, ‘Wait a minute, we need to do something very differently. . . . This is not what we’re trying to accomplish here.’”

Watkins-Moore, a surgeon by training who spent years working in the corporate world, joined the effort in 2011. First she served as an entrepreneur-in-residence for BioGenerator, which creates and invests in bioscience start-ups in St. Louis, while working on her own health-care software company. But soon after she moved to her current role: heading up the entrepreneurial inclusion efforts for BioSTL, the nonprofit that supports the city’s bioscience sector. She was eager to take up the cause; she says, “I saw the challenges and issues I was experiencing as a woman of color leading a start-up in our ecosystem.” Throughout the year, Watkins-Moore organizes events that highlight diverse examples of successful founders, and lines up resources for underrepresented entrepreneurs—in one option, participants get free help securing a patent or creating a prototype. Since 2014, inclusion participants in BioSTL’s programs have raised $50 million for their business ventures. There are also internships that expose high school students of color to start-ups and STEM fields. Another program offers one or two years of on-the-job training as a VC analyst; the hope is that a diverse mix of program graduates will go on to work at venture capital firms. “To start to change investment decisions,” Watkins-Moore explains, “you’ve got to start changing who sits around those tables.” When I visited the city’s innovation district in 2018, I saw a bustling area. There are now more than 400 companies and 5,800 employees, plus lots of coworking and shared lab spaces, where deteriorating empty warehouses once stood.47

What St. Louis has done is build an entrepreneurial ecosystem, offering founders the work space, money, education, support, employees, and collaboration needed to start and grow companies. Done right, these ecosystems can make sure women and other underrepresented entrepreneurs are included.

Incubators and accelerators are a key ingredient of these ecosystems, as they offer early-stage entrepreneurs resources like intensive coaching, work space, and financial support. According to a 2016 report by the Initiative for a Competitive Inner City, high-tech incubators and accelerators have been dominated by white male entrepreneurs.48 Program leaders often recruit participants through their own networks or unintentionally set up the offerings so they glorify bro culture. Sometimes they exclude people with childcare responsibilities. Fortunately, there are practical remedies—from allowing founders to participate remotely, to bringing in a diverse group of judges and mentors. MassChallenge has shown how powerful one tweak can be. One of the largest accelerators in the world, with programs in the United States and three other countries, MassChallenge gives participating start-ups a chance to battle for a share of up to $3 million in annual awards.49 It began in Boston in 2010, and in its early years, most of the participating start-ups were led by all-male teams. But in 2018, more women were added to the panels that choose which start-ups to accept into the program, and for the first time, more than half of the 128 teams in the Boston cohort had at least one woman cofounder.50

Building incubators and accelerators targeted to underrepresented groups is another option. In 2012, Babson College in Wellesley, Massachusetts, launched the Women Innovating Now Lab, which offers five months of free business instruction, coaching, and networking to women entrepreneurs, in either Boston or Miami.51 Serial entrepreneur Heatherjean MacNeil, one of the accelerator’s cofounders and its former global director, tells me the team designed it to prepare women entrepreneurs for roadblocks unique to them. For example, because research shows that investors ask entrepreneurs different kinds of questions depending on the entrepreneur’s gender, participants are coached to anticipate these questions. “Women are faced with the pressure to create and build businesses that align with this metanarrative of being Mark Zuckerberg: coming up with really big ideas, raising large amounts of funding, growing big teams, and just doing it in a way that’s embedded in masculine business practices,” MacNeil explains. “But I think women are natural entrepreneurs. I think business can be done differently, can look differently, when there’s an opportunity to really explore what that looks like outside of these masculinized norms.” MacNeil adds that fostering a sense of community is important for the accelerator. “Each cohort felt like such a strong-knit family, a lot of cross-collaboration going on between businesses, a lot of support—even down to like, ‘I’ll pick up your kids from daycare.’”

Creating an inclusive ecosystem will require some effort and resources. But cities and regions have shown repeatedly that they’re capable of ambitious efforts. When Amazon announced in 2017 that it was looking for a North American location for its second headquarters—promising to spend more than $5 billion on the project and produce up to fifty thousand jobs—more than two hundred cities and regions submitted bids to the company.52 These communities dangled billions of dollars’ worth of tax credits and other incentives and promised help in creating everything from education programs to a corporate helipad.53 I agree with the many who complained that these incentives were unwarranted considering Amazon’s wealth and power and suggested the effort would be better directed to women and other underrepresented entrepreneurs. In a 2018 interview with Forbes, AOL cofounder Steve Case had his own message for the regions that attempted to lure Amazon: “Take half the energy and half the capital you are willing to devote to Amazon and put it towards your startup sector—that will bear far greater fruit over the next 10 to 20 years.”54
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When I attended one of her talks in 2019, Kathryn Finney told the audience about a conversation she had with a friend who was feeling political angst and wanted to do something constructive. She recalled telling him: “You are a white male in tech who went to an Ivy League school. You are going to get into doors I will never, ever get into. We went to the same school—it doesn’t matter. You’re going to get seats at tables that people are not going to ever invite me, or someone who looks like me or another woman, to, so use your power. You have power. If you want to make things better, when you get invited to that investor, and you know there’s not going to be any color, no women, take one with you. And don’t just say, ‘Sit here,’ but say, ‘She has an amazing company. I think you should look at investing in her.’ You can do that, you have the power.”

Finney, the founder of digitalundivided, which runs an incubator for Black and Latinx women entrepreneurs, says being a sponsor is one of the most important things allies can do, even more important than mentoring. It means making key introductions, actively lobbying on someone’s behalf, and vouching for their talent and ideas.

In her speech, Finney said: “There is a privileged position that comes when you are white. And if you’re a white male, it’s a particularly privileged position. Your word is worth more than my words in certain circles. . . . People give you power. So use it.”

Finney makes a crucial point. Underrepresented entrepreneurs can’t fix a broken entrepreneurial system on their own. Leaning in doesn’t address institutional hurdles or unconscious biases. We all need to play a role.

Being a sponsor typically assumes you have some social capital. But there is another tactic that anyone can deploy. Mary Rowe, the MIT researcher who’s spent decades studying microinequities, tells me her research has shown that their opposite, which she calls microaffirmations, can be hugely powerful. There are many ways to practice microaffirmations: Offer congratulations when someone succeeds and be ready to listen when someone fails. Broadcast someone’s good work and make sure they get credit for it. Give someone space to talk and prevent interruptions. Extend to someone an opportunity that would ordinarily be out of reach. You do these things consistently, a little here and a little there, sometimes privately and sometimes publicly. Rowe says the person receiving the microaffirmation may feel more confident and perform better. And if one person in a group uses microaffirmations, those around them are likely to copy the practice.

Rowe says we can also build a more inclusive climate by mobilizing bystanders. In other words, people who witness inappropriate behavior need to speak up and take action. Rowe acknowledges that a new entrepreneur eager for a first investment might have a difficult time calling out an investor. So in that case the investor’s peers need to mobilize. “The best constraints on the bad behavior of powerful people are other powerful people,” Rowe says. “The best teachers of good behavior to powerful people in any context are other powerful people.”

Caro Berry makes enamel pins, patches, and other items with sayings like “All Black Everything” and “Pastel Punk” and sells them online under the name Pretty in Punk. “I’ve been contacted on a fairly regular basis since I started the business by those who want to sell my wares in their store or feature me in a magazine’s article,” Berry, who’s based in Germany, writes in a November 2017 blog post.55 “The emails almost always start the same: ‘we love the feminist angle,’ as if to warm me up, followed by ‘we want to curate a selection of female artists,’ ‘we want to empower women,’ ‘we want to create a space for women,’ and so on. Hm. In the 20+ months I’ve run this business I have never once referred to myself as female or a woman. Why? Because I am neither.”

Berry goes on to explain that they’re nonbinary, yet people repeatedly assume they’re a cisgender woman and rarely ask if that’s so. They write:


I feel awkward and embarrassed, like every other time I’m mis-gendered, but I’m also upset. I’m upset because for a second I feel validated, welcomed, wanted. Perhaps the magazine or store is in another country or on another continent, enabling me to feel even more accomplished in what I have built. But this feeling disappears quickly as I come to realise I don’t fit the stipulated requirements and therefore don’t belong in their carefully curated collection of creatives. I’m upset because all of the reasons these individuals list as to why they want a female- or women-only space are ALL applicable to me and every other gender deviant out there! It’s not women vs. men it’s ALL OF US vs. the patriarchy!



Mason Aid tells me they’ve experienced a similar situation navigating entrepreneur groups geared toward women. Aid is a nonbinary person raised as female and identifying as more masculine. Since 2017, Aid’s been building a Columbia, Missouri–based consulting firm that helps companies and other groups create more inclusive environments. They’ve found networking with and learning from women’s entrepreneurship groups valuable and share similar experiences with the members. “I do have the struggles that come with being assigned female at birth,” Aid says. “When you look at the mindset with work: apologizing too much, and not being as assertive. I was socialized that way as well.” But at times these groups can make Aid feel invalidated or like an outsider. Even a simple greeting such as “Hey, ladies,” though well intentioned, sends an unwelcoming message.

Aid has been able to use these experiences in their work, as several clients have been women entrepreneurs who are targeting a female customer. Aid helps these companies figure out if reaching out to a broader audience would make more sense and how to do that effectively. Aid notes that as Generation Z grows up, these considerations will become more urgent. According to Pew Research Center, more than one-third of Gen Z (born 1997 to 2012) personally knows someone who uses gender-neutral pronouns.56 In comparison, only 12 percent of baby boomers and 16 percent of Generation X report the same thing.

Aid’s and Berry’s experiences reveal the complexities of creating investment funds or accelerator programs or networking events geared toward women entrepreneurs. There are a lot of benefits to be had: Women entrepreneurs can learn about opportunities unique to them. They can champion business ideas, such as women’s health products, that other groups may dismiss. They can discuss sensitive topics like sexual harassment. They can find camaraderie and safety that may be missing from other spaces. On the other hand, these women-focused initiatives run the risk of isolating women and excluding gender-expansive people. And they’re often built on the assumption that women are a homogeneous group, when a woman’s race, socioeconomic background, and other identities can lead to markedly different entrepreneurial experiences.

Aid says efforts to include nonbinary people have been uneven: “I see it in the women’s groups I’m part of. Much more space is given for masculine people who were assigned female at birth than for feminine people who were assigned male at birth. That is problematic.”

Derrick Reyes, the CEO and cofounder of New York City–based Queerly Health, a digital platform that connects people who are LGBTQ+ with health and wellness providers, has attended events and joined networks promoted to women in tech or entrepreneurial women. “I know that not every phase of the start-up journey is made for people who identify the way that I do, whether that’s as a queer person or a nonbinary person or an Afro-Latinx person or any other marginalized identity that belongs to me. I sometimes will enter spaces and wonder, ‘Is this for me? Is this for people like me?’ I ended up just deciding that if I was there, then it was for me and people like me. I try not to ask myself if I belong anymore. I just say that I do, and I try to make sure to hold the door open for other people of marginalized identities, so that they know this is also for them.”

An entrepreneurs’ breakfast celebrating Women’s History Month in Boston led me to Katie Burkhart in March 2019. Despite the morning’s focus on women, Burkhart told me later that she would like to see us move away from gender-segregated events. “I would really like the opportunity to be at the table with everybody else. I don’t really want my own table,” says Burkhart, who owns the Boston-based branding firm Matter 7 and is developing two other companies. “I want to be able to go to an entrepreneur competition and win the competition, not the women’s competition—like somehow we aren’t qualified to play in the game with everybody else.”

Venture capitalist Maia Heymann, based in Cambridge, Massachusetts, also sees that solutions designed for women have the potential to feel condescending. “I sometimes bristle at this notion that women need help, like ‘Got to give the women extra help, they can’t do it on their own.’ Of course, that’s not what anyone intends, but there is the possibility of a subtle undertone of ‘They need help.’” What women need, Heymann says, is for barriers of bias to be removed so that they can raise capital and compete.

Instead of women-focused networking events, what entrepreneur Melonee Wise would prefer are smaller gatherings in which the invite list is carefully curated to bring together people who would benefit from meeting each other but who wouldn’t ordinarily cross paths. Wise, the CEO of Fetch Robotics, says this approach would avoid a common pitfall of women’s events: people of other genders tend to stay away. “What you end up with is a whole bunch of people in a sub-population who are brought together, who already know each other because there’s so few of us, and we don’t actually get the valuable networking we’re looking for.”

Barbara Clarke, a Boston-based angel investor who’s funded over sixty companies, also prefers mixed-gender events—but ones where all feel comfortable and included. “I want to know that when I go to the bathroom in between sessions that there is going to be a line at the women’s room. It’s not just going to be all men,” she tells me. Clarke declined an invitation to an entrepreneur’s event at a local casino because she predicted it would be dominated by men and fueled by alcohol. “How is that going to end? Is that going to end well? I’ll probably be like one of three women. . . . I don’t think that that’s going to be a really fun place for me to be.”

Clarke’s experience recalls the now-famous story of venture capitalist Chris Sacca’s penchant for hosting meetings with entrepreneurs in his hot tub. In her book Brotopia: Breaking Up the Boys’ Club of Silicon Valley, journalist Emily Chang recounts an interview she did with Sacca in 2015 in which he bragged about these meetings at his home near Lake Tahoe, California, and how they helped him evaluate an entrepreneur’s character and endurance.57 Chang writes: “What he did not seem to grasp—perhaps because he suffers from the same blind spot as so many other men in the industry—was any awareness that the demographic of people who might be comfortable sharing a hot tub with a potential investor might be rather narrow.”

The value of separating genders has long been debated. Women’s colleges, first founded in the United States in the mid-nineteenth century, maintain that they’re still relevant and necessary today, despite women’s advancements in education and the workplace.58 In fact, these colleges reported an enrollment spike after the 2016 election of Donald Trump and the #MeToo movement.59 Kimberly Wright Cassidy, the president of Bryn Mawr College outside Philadelphia, has written about “a culture of enlarged expectations of and opportunities for women” that is found on these campuses.60 She also points to one survey that revealed that alumnae of women’s colleges are more likely to earn an advanced degree than other grads.61

Like women’s colleges, historically black colleges and universities (HBCUs) have been championed for the ways they challenge and prepare their students. Digitalundivided’s 2018 ProjectDiane report notes that more Black women undergrads from Howard University, an HBCU in Washington, DC, go on to launch a start-up than Black women undergrads from Harvard.62 The researchers write: “The larger population of Black women at Howard may be a factor in the university’s ability to outperform Harvard, however Harvard has significantly more resources than Howard and a strong, long-term history of producing founders of extremely successful start-ups (Microsoft, Facebook).” Also worth noting: first-year women students at HBCUs report more than twice the interest in being an entrepreneur than all women students at all colleges, according to 2017 research out of UCLA.63

The gender segregation debate also pops up in the entertainment world: Should we still celebrate actors and actresses separately, as the Oscars, Emmys, and Tonys have done for decades? In 2019, the non-binary star of Billions, Asia Kate Dillon, urged the Television Academy to scrub gendered acting categories from the Emmys.64 “If we separated categories by the colors of eyes, hair or skin, people would go, ‘This is unacceptable,’” Dillon has said. “That’s how I feel about gender categories. At this point, it feels unacceptable and unnecessary and archaic.” However, supporters of the distinct awards note that having a single category, especially in male-dominated fields, would often mean women would get iced out. They point to the Oscars director category, which has always been gender-neutral.65 Only five women have ever been nominated, and only one woman has ever won.

If things are to get better, how long might it take? According to a 2019 Bank of America survey, about a third of women entrepreneurs believe women will eventually achieve equal access to capital, and on average they estimate it will take fourteen years of changes in our society for it to happen.66 Yet about one-quarter think it’ll never happen. The bank’s survey the previous year found that women entrepreneurs believe gender-blind financing will most help achieve that goal, followed by education and government-funded programs.67

Fourteen years sounds a whole lot better than another recent prediction. In 2019, the World Economic Forum estimated it will take 208 years for the United States, at its current pace, to close its gender gap.68 This prediction considers workforce, politics, education, and health. Canada, in comparison, will require fifty-one years.

We need to act with more urgency and refuse to accept our current pace as adequate.

For a long time we’ve known that the entrepreneurial system favors some and thwarts others. On the federal level alone, there have been at least five decades’ worth of investigations and pledges to do better—from President Jimmy Carter’s 1977 Task Force on Women Business Owners, which promised “to mitigate conditions and practices that place women at a competitive disadvantage,” to the 2019 launch of a bipartisan Senate Entrepreneurship Caucus (complete with a Women’s Entrepreneurship Roundtable) to investigate how to encourage more start-ups and remove roadblocks.69 We’ve learned a lot in those five decades, and progress has been made. But the progress must accelerate.

When I reach New Orleans entrepreneur Emery Whalen by phone, she tells me that she thinks there’s been an increased awareness of “the realities of being a woman in business.” She attributes this partly to the #MeToo movement, partly to a new willingness to talk openly about the hurdles women face. “It feels like there is always a wave,” she tells me. “Everybody is paying attention. It’s very exciting, and then there’s a bit of a pendulum swing, or just a return to the status quo. . . . I don’t want the conversation to end.”

Whalen got into the restaurant industry in 2010 as a hostess. Eight years later, she and chef Brian Landry launched a company, QED Hospitality, that operates restaurants, bars, and cafés in boutique hotels in New Orleans and Nashville. Whalen is one of many restaurant workers who were inspired by #MeToo and Time’s Up and are seeking ways to make their industry safer and more equitable.

“I would like the conversation to be more about progress and change,” Whalen says. “My wish is for focused, action-biased conversations and endeavors. It’s not just constant conversation, which I do think is important. It is a conversation towards something, towards an end goal. I think by creating and holding those kinds of spaces, where it’s less about shame and blame and more about ‘now what?’ you’ll have more people participating.”

My “now what?” includes new funding options, new government policies, and new ecosystems, all of which would be a massive help. But beyond that, we need to see a wholesale shift in people’s attitudes about what makes a good entrepreneur and who gets to do it. Almost sixty years ago, Betty Friedan wrote in The Feminine Mystique about how people’s entrenched attitudes get chipped away, bit by bit—it happens with individual women doing things they “ought not” to do.70 “Every girl who manages to stick it out through law school or medical school, who finishes her M.A. or Ph.D. and goes on to use it, helps others move on,” Friedan wrote. “Every woman who fights the remaining barriers to full equality which are masked by the feminine mystique makes it easier for the next woman.” And that’s how I came to think of the women I met while researching this book. In her own way, every woman I interviewed is doing what Friedan urged—putting herself forward, struggling through, reaching boundaries, and smashing through them. The best thing the rest of us can do is to listen to their stories, learn from them, and understand that the way things are is not the way things have to be.
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