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Breaking down
the boys club

rina, newly named president and
chief executive officer of Hewlett-
Packard, and Meg Whitman, pres-
ident and chief executive officer of
eBay.
But few women have the experi-
once — or contacts — to attract
the millions of dollars in venture
capital needed to start the next
Oracle or Amazon.com. A new
bread of high-tech women's net-
working groups is alming to break
the ovele.

“Ewven though our numbers are
growing, the (high-tech) eulture is
still & man's culture, and women
can feel isolated,” says Sylvia
Paull, founder of GraceNet and
chief executive officer of Berkeley
Ventures, a public relations firm in
Berkeley.

GracelNet and similar groups
aren't just tea-and-svmpathy soci-
eties. “People come here looking to
hire, to get jobs and to get invest-
ments,"” Paull says.

The new web of women's net-
works that have quietly spun out
acroas Silicon Valley over the last
three vears is no longer just inter-
eated in fitting into the male power
structure so much as co-opting and
feminiring some of its power. They
range from GraceNet, where stu-
dents rub shoulders with company
presidents, to several women's
CEO-only dinner chibs to Babes in
Boyland, a group of female venture
capitalists who play poker, have
baby showers and do deals.

Women start about a quarter of
all information technology compa-
nies, according to Margarita Qui-
huis, director of the Women's
Technology Cluster in San Fran-
cisco, Yet they have historically
received very little of the money
that makes up high-tech's life-
blood: Venture funding,

Between 1891 and 1996, women
netted only 1.6 percent of the
$33.5 billion invested in technology
companies, according to & study
funded by Wells Fargo Bank and
the National Foundation for

the
Women Business Owners. Last
vear, that figure climbed, but it was
still less than 2 percent, aceording
to the U.S. Small Business Admin-
istration.

“The numbers seem shockingly
low,"” Quihuis savs, noting that no-
body-knows exactly how many
WOHDEDN pursue venture money in
the first place, “When it’s in single
digits, that's discouraging no mat-
ter how you cut it.”

“During the last few genera-
tions, women have had access to
education, they've had access to
the professional world, but
women's access to capital is still
very low," says Cate Muther,
founder of the Three Guineas
Fund, which sponsors the
Women's Technology Cluster.
Muther started the cluster last
year, It is the only women’s busi-
ness incubator that focuses on the
high-growth technology market.

Today, it houses eight start-ups,
but aims to have 20 to 30 under one
roof. “In Silicon Valley, entrepre-
neurship is in the air,” Quihuis
says, "but there's no book to tell
you how do to do it. What we're
trying to do is codify that."

Women miss out on venture
funding because they aren't in the
right, mostly male, networks, Qui-
huis zays. Organizations like the
Forum for Women Entrepreneurs
and the Women's Technology
Cluster teach women to break into
those circles and to make cireles of
their own.

The number of female venture
capitalists is growing, and many of
them are hooked into the new
women's networks. "When we
started in 1983, there were only six
or seven (female) venture capital-
ists" in Silicon Valley, says Denise
Brosseau, executive director of the
Forum for Women Entrepreneurs.
“Now there are somewhere around
Tll“

“To get in, you have to have an
in," says Carmen Chang, a lawyer
who represents more than $£1.5 bil-
lion in venture funds for Wilson,
Sonsini, Goodrich and Rosati, a.

National Foundstion for

Palo Alto firm. “As women law-
vers, we have a duty to at least
help.” Chang often directs women
enireprensurs th women wventura
capitalists, who are at least more
open to the idea of hearing a fe-
male pitch, she says,

More women-only venture
firms are popping up across the
country. Viridian Capital in San
Francisco invests only in womaen-
owned or women-operated busi-
nesses, mostly in the high-tech and
medical fialds.

Women sometimes lack the
skills to ask for funding. When
they do ask, they often find they
don’t have the track record of run-
ning a successful company that
venture capitalists want to see,
Brosseau says,

The resson is that few women
make it to the top of their compa-
nies before they quit. When they
do, they are often frustrated, but,
flush with cash from stock options,
they try to start their own compa-
nies, Quihuis says.

According to Catalyst, a non-
profit women's research group in
New York, Fortune 500 technology
companies have only 7 percent fa-
male corporate officers, compared
with the 11.2 percent for Fortune
500 companies overall.

The Forum for Women Entre-
preneurs grooms women's busi-
nesses to court venture eapital and
offers them exposure they might
not otherwise get. Once a month, it
works with the Women's Technol-
ogy Cluster to bring one venture
capital firm together with a hand-
ful of women who have promising
high-isch business ideas, In Janu-
ary, the two organizations will
sponsor Springboard. 2000, show-
casing 30 women-owned firms for
top venture capitalists,

Some women have found that
beating men with their own new
networks can be better than join-
ing them.

Babes in Boyland) is an informal
group of women venture capital-
1sts. They decided to learn to play
poker and golf so they could join
the men at the table or on the links.

The first poker night, the wom-
en played for real stakes, then col-
lected the pot and gave it to chari-
ty, says Susan Mason, & partner at
Unset Ventures and one of the
group's informal 5. “The

Afterward, some women ju;'ii:ta‘
8 well-known men's poker game of
veniure capitalists, but they found
“it wasn't nearly as moch fun, so
we have our own poker games
now,” Mason says. “It's not quite
so serious. The men play for thou-
sands of dollars, serious money.
We play for toothpicks.”

Now the New Girls Network
just does its own thing, without
fear of appearing too feminine:
“We trade a lot of deals at baby
showers, and we do a lot of baby
showers now,”

These new mothers are worried
that their baby girls will fall be-
hind, as most do, in math and tech-
nology in their early teens. That
sets the stage for missing out on
technical careers that can lead to
top positions in high-tech compa-
nies, says [lana DeBare, a Silicon
Valley writer.

So DeBare and other women
have founded two private schools
for girls that emphasize math, sci-
ence and technology — the Julia
Morgan Middle School for Girls in
Oakland and the Middle School for
Girls in Mountain View.

The networking women of to-
day's high-tech fields rely on each
other, but they neither reject nor
vilify men. “1 firmly believe that
it's not that men are trying to ex-
clude women; it's just that women
aren't there in front of them,” says
Susan Preston, an attorney who
started the Seraph Capital Net-
work, a group of independent
women investors from the Seattle
area. “So what we're doing is just
changing the rules a little.”

They're changing the culture
oo,
Mason turned to her New Girls
Network for help in erafting ma-
ternity leave policies for her ven-
ture firm. High-tech venture firms
are s0 overwhelmingly male that
“most of them don’t have materni-
ty leave; they've never even
thought of it,” she says.



