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• Provides critical facts for female entrepreneurs who seek money

and resources to launch and grow their entrepreneurial ventures.

• Discusses the challenges encountered in building credibility and

gaining access to the money, networks, and people needed to

grow a young enterprise into a successful business operation.

• Offers specific prescriptions for how women can succeed in grow-

ing a business relative to their personal goals and business type. 

• Provides information about various financing options and describes

the venture capital process in detail.

Throughout the book, we offer specific recommendations and pro-

vide reference guides that can simplify the process of launching and

growing a new venture. Our recommendations are clearly targeted at

female entrepreneurs, but men will also find them useful. 

Is This Book for You?
Yes, if you are in the process of creating, organizing, and growing a

significant new venture. It is for everyone who aspires to join the elite

list of superhero entrepreneurs. It is dedicated to those women who

aspire to be the entrepreneurial heroines of the 21st century. We recog-

nize that you must overcome all the same obstacles to success that your

male colleagues face, but, in many cases, you will have to run a little

faster, jump a tad higher, and, like Ginger Rogers dancing with Fred

Astaire, do it while wearing high heels and moving backwards. 

We started writing this book just for you—but please share it. The

issues we uncovered in our research can inform men who want to take

their entrepreneurial ventures to new heights. The guidelines offered

here hold for all entrepreneurs—even for those who want to start new

ventures of more modest proportions. Women and men who create

enterprises to realize their personal dreams (without necessarily plan-

ning on changing the world) will find the book valuable. 
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xxviii PREFACE

When all is said and done, this is not a book for entrepreneurs

only. It is also meant to spur those still in the managerial ranks (but

dreaming the dream) into action. It can also inform providers of capi-

tal, goods, and services who benefit from the growth of entrepreneurial

activity and wealth—accountants, consultants, customers, suppliers,

and lawyers, to name but a few. In short, it is for everyone who wants

to maximize opportunities.

Note
1. Center for Women’s Business Research. 2003. Key Facts about Women-Owned

Businesses.
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1

    c h a p t e r

1
WOMEN BECOMING

ENTREPRENEURS

America is the land of opportunity. In the 1960s and 1970s, thanks in

large part to the civil rights and feminist movements, it became a land of

equal opportunity. Since the landmark AT&T settlement in 1973, women

and minorities have made enormous progress in penetrating America’s

corporate ranks.1 While great strides were made, the transformation of

corporate America is still very much a work in process. Women still face

very real, although often invisible, barriers known as the glass ceiling.

Women make up the majority of managers under age 35, but they lead

only 6 of the Fortune 500 corporations and comprise less than 15% of

the corporate board members.2 Both the progress and the problems are

well documented. But this book is not about the glass ceiling.

No Glass Ceilings Here
This book is for women who choose another path entirely. It is for and

about women entrepreneurs—women who desire to become their own
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2 CLEARING THE HURDLES: WOMEN BUILDING HIGH-GROWTH BUSINESSES

bosses, gain personal control, grow their business, and create indepen-

dent wealth. Over the past 25 years, the ranks of women entrepreneurs

grew rapidly. The many new avenues that opened in the 1960s and

1970s—to education, employment, and access to credit—gave women

the tools they needed to start new businesses and they have seized the

opportunities with gusto. 

By 2002, women were majority owners of 6.2 million businesses

and held at least a 50% share in 10.1 million businesses, or 46% of all

privately held firms in the United States.3 The Center for Women’s

Business Research reported that between 1997 and 2002, the number

of women-owned firms increased at more than 1.5 times the national

rate. Even more striking, larger businesses led by women (100 or more

employees) grew 18.3%. Women launched new businesses in every

industry, sector, and geographic region of the United States.

This tremendous surge of female entrepreneurship was not without

its own challenges. Of course, women have far more control of their

own destinies in the businesses they create and develop. But, they

encounter new and unseen barriers. These are not of a hierarchical sort,

so they certainly do not represent a glass ceiling. Instead women entre-

preneurs report challenges in establishing partnerships—with custom-

ers, suppliers, and, most important, with financial resource providers.

Women who start their own enterprises are far more likely than men to

report difficulties in securing the financing that is so necessary to grow

their businesses. Without financial capital, entrepreneurs are hide-

bound. They cannot expand their product lines, open new markets, or

beef up their sales forces. They are forced to stay small and grow

slowly; consequently they often miss the biggest opportunities. 

These partnership barriers that women confront are often unseen

hurdles. Every entrepreneur must overcome resourcing challenges in

his or her quest for success, but for women, the hurdles are often

higher and less apparent. This book addresses the unique challenges

that growth oriented women entrepreneurs face in financing their busi-
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CHAPTER 1 • WOMEN BECOMING ENTREPRENEURS 3

nesses. It provides insight into why they exist, how significant they are,

and how they can be overcome.

An Entrepreneurial Venture Begins

Entrepreneurship is “the pursuit of opportunity without regard to

resources currently controlled.”4 It is the ability to envision new and

wonderful worlds of what can be without being earthbound by what is.

The vision is essential, but nothing happens until you move beyond the

dream and take action. At that point, resources become critical.

Although the vision should be unfettered by the resources you cur-

rently have, seldom do you have all that are needed. As an entrepreneur

the most important mobilizing tasks you must undertake are the identi-

fication and engagement of the resources that will make it possible for

you to turn your dream into reality.

Most entrepreneurs start out with a great idea about how to solve a

problem or how they will fill a market need. They might have insight into

how a business process could be improved (e-tailing vs. retailing) or they

might have patented technology that will enable them to create new and

useful products. Carol Latham invented and patented a filmy material

that helped keep microprocessors from overheating. When she decided

to package it in sheets and sell it, she created Thermagon to manufacture

and market the material. Linda Kellogg launched Start-Up Resources,

Inc. to provide support services (accounting, tax management, finding

office space, and benefits administration) to entrepreneurs. Her bundle of

business services for start-up companies made it easier for other entre-

preneurs to focus attention and energy on core technology, marketing,

and distribution tasks. In both cases, coming up with the idea was the

easiest part for the women. Then they took the next steps to make their

dreams into realities. 

Of course, not every new idea becomes a business, but many do.

Every year, more than 550,000 people launch new businesses in the
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4 CLEARING THE HURDLES: WOMEN BUILDING HIGH-GROWTH BUSINESSES

United States. Some entrepreneurs identify growth as a strategic goal

from the outset, but most target a modest volume of business and then

stabilize when they reach manageable capacity. The outcomes depend

on the entrepreneur’s personal commitment and drive, business strat-

egy, day-to-day execution, and, of course, the business environment.5 

Most are looking for freedom, self-expression, and a good

income.6 Figure 1.1 depicts the distribution of entrepreneurial busi-

nesses in terms of growth. The vast majority of U.S. ventures are per-

sonal income businesses, with only a few enterprises growing to

moderate size and even fewer having truly high potential.

From the entrepreneur’s point of view, launching and sustaining a

new venture means developing and introducing differentiated products,

utilizing networks effectively, and creating unique capabilities. All

these activities are vital to a venture’s early success,7 but none can be

done effectively if the key resources are missing. Even with these

resources, many start-ups will not survive. Approximately 35,000 busi-

nesses actually declare bankruptcy each year, and thousands more sim-

ply cease operations for a variety of reasons.8

FIGURE 1.1 Pyramid of entrepreneurial businesses.

Superstar Businesses
Venture Capital Funded Businesses

< 1%

High-Potential
Businesses

Moderate Businesses
with 10+ employees

“Income Replacement” Businesses
Small retail, professional, and personal services

Solo self-employed
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CHAPTER 1 • WOMEN BECOMING ENTREPRENEURS 5

But put all thoughts of failure away. No entrepreneur would ever

take the first step if she believed that failure was a possibility. This

book is for entrepreneurs with very high hopes, great confidence in

themselves and their businesses, and a commitment to growth. It is for

those of you who truly believe that you can create the next Fortune

1000 or Inc. 500 business, introduce new goods and services, change

the world, and create great value for yourselves and your partners in

the process.

Venture Growth Is a Choice

For those of you with growth on your mind and optimism in your heart,

you must recognize from the start that you are among a very select few.

Growth is a deliberate choice that is both personal and strategic. While

we recognize that most people will choose low or slow growth busi-

nesses, this book is not for them. It is for those of you who want to

build significant businesses. It is also for those of you who started

small but quickly embraced growth when you realized how big your

opportunity really can be. Just what are those numbers?

Approximately 350,000 of the 22.9 million businesses in the

United States can be classified as “gazelles,” or businesses growing at

more than 20% per year for at least four years.9 The vast majority of

these are self-funded at start-up, but reach out to external providers of

capital (friends, family, banks, angel investors, and venture capitalists)

as they grow. High-potential businesses that receive venture capital are

the rarest breed. There were approximately 8,000 venture capital deals

in the banner investment year of 2000, but, by 2002, this number had

dropped to 2,453.10 The few businesses that do obtain venture funding

are highly innovative, scalable (usually technology-based), and in pos-

session of unique advantages that are very hard to copy. 

Growth-oriented entrepreneurs think big. Their goals include

expanding their businesses in both scale and scope. Strategic choices
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6 CLEARING THE HURDLES: WOMEN BUILDING HIGH-GROWTH BUSINESSES

of industry, market sector, competitive position, and technology base

profoundly influence growth potential. Consider the following exam-

ples from the floral industry and their potential for growth:

Joan Larke owns Flower Power, a neighborhood flower

shop that employs five people and has revenues of $100,000

a year. Her business yields a comfortable living, gives her a

strong sense of satisfaction and achievement, and is easily

managed. Ruth Owades launched Calyx & Corolla with an

entirely different vision in mind. In 1988 with an initial

investment of more than $2 million, she set up computer

systems, nailed down strategic partner contracts, and

launched an innovative catalog floral business that deliv-

ered flowers directly from the grower to the consumer. Rev-

enues grew to more than $25 million and the company

became a prototype for entrepreneurs hoping to cut supply-

side costs while delivering greater value to customers.11 

From the outset, Ruth Owades’s aspirations clearly shaped her

vision of what a floral business could be. She planned a large-scale

venture and she was willing to take on all the associated challenges.

She invested time and energy to develop a competitive strategy, build

an organizational structure, and assemble her team. She was willing to

give up some of the ownership and control to capture the needed finan-

cial resources. She maintained the primary leadership role, but shared

decision making with the board in a way that Joan Larke did not. 

Owades also drew deeply on her own resources, starting with her

personal assets (education and experience, social contacts, personal

funds) and then leveraged the resources of her management team.

Together they had strength in finance, marketing, operations, human

resources, and technology. She also acquired the physical resources

she needed: furniture, fixtures, computers, and software. At the same

time she was building the physical platform for the business, Owades
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CHAPTER 1 • WOMEN BECOMING ENTREPRENEURS 7

was also creating the operating infrastructure: setting up policies, sys-

tems, and information flows for managing the business transactions

(e.g., sales, purchasing, banking, inventory); training and supporting

human resources (e.g., hiring, recruiting, work rules, benefits, etc.);

and managing customer relationships. The growth process was

dynamic, requiring constant invention because there was no organiza-

tional history to fall back on.

Every one of these activities requires skill and ingenuity, but their

success also depends on financial resources. For most entrepreneurs,

by far the biggest challenge to growth is getting the money. Few entre-

preneurs—men or women—have sufficient personal assets to fund

growth entirely on their own. Most “bootstrap” their businesses, work-

ing creatively and often without salary, investing their own savings and

maxing out their credit cards, then turning to family and friends for

informal investment, and next to banks and suppliers for credit or debt.

Acquiring money to grow is daunting for even the most seasoned

entrepreneurs.

Women-Led Ventures

You might anticipate that when it comes to entrepreneurship, the play-

ing field is at last level—that men and women can choose from the

same opportunity sets and that they can draw on similar skills and

resources. Unfortunately, this is not yet the case. 

In 1997, women-owned firms averaged $1.8 million in sales. By

2000, the U.S. average had grown to $2.4 million, but women-owned

firms still lagged the national average of $12.3 million for all busi-

nesses.12 Only 26% of women-owned firms had revenues that exceeded

$1 million, whereas 39% of all firms had revenues exceeding $1 mil-

lion.13 In 2000, women employed an average of six employees per firm

compared to more than nine employees for all firms.14 Figure 1.2

reflects the distribution of men- and women-owned businesses mea-
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8 CLEARING THE HURDLES: WOMEN BUILDING HIGH-GROWTH BUSINESSES

sured on the dimensions of size and growth. The figure shows that the

vast majority of both women- and men-owned businesses are in the

small to moderate size and revenue category with only a select few at

the top end. Women-owned businesses are far more likely to be smaller

and slower growing than those of their male counterparts. 

Slow to Grow
Even though women are now creating new ventures at a very fast clip,

most of their ventures start small and stay that way. Why? Historically,

most women started businesses in traditionally female sectors—beauty

parlors, flower shops, and day-care centers—while the most scalable

businesses were in manufacturing, technology, construction, and finan-

cial services, fields traditionally dominated by men. Approximately

55% of women-led businesses are concentrated in services, 17% in

retail, and less than 2.5% in transportation, communications and utili-

ties, or manufacturing.15 

Because women’s businesses were clustered in service sectors

with limited growth opportunities, many assumed that they preferred

small, low-tech ventures and that they started them to supplement fam-

ily income rather than create substantial enterprise value. However,

these decisions might not have been so much a matter of choice as they

were of circumstance. Women often lacked the economic power and

the social and family support structure to grow their ventures. There is

FIGURE 1.2 Distribution of men- and women-owned businesses by size 
and growth.

Women

Small size
Low growth

Large size
Fast growth

Men
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CHAPTER 1 • WOMEN BECOMING ENTREPRENEURS 9

evidence that lack of adequate child care might have forced women to

keep their businesses smaller and more manageable. 

Consequent of their choice of business and industry, their more

limited goals and their lack of familiarity with the systems, most

women entrepreneurs did not take advantage of commercial bank

loans, credit, and government programs before 1990. Networking orga-

nizations were less prominent, and social acceptance of women as

high-powered entrepreneurial superstars was unheard of. Without the

necessary infrastructure, most women entrepreneurs found they had a

narrow range of choices. The result was a greater proportion of smaller,

slow-growth business choices by women. Therefore, women have a

legacy of unique obstacles to growth. 

By contrast, men always had a much broader range of choices. It’s

assumed that men can start businesses in any sector: manufacturing,

telecommunications, medicine, or food service. The opportunities for

them to gain credit, find suppliers, or expand are more often available.

The higher proportion of smaller, slower growing ventures led by

women can thus be explained by the fact that they had farther to come. 

Are There Changes in the Offing?

The boom in entrepreneurial growth throughout the 1990s included

many women entrepreneurs who chose to start ventures in software, bio-

technology, and financial services. Armed with MBAs, corporate experi-

ence, and technology expertise, these women sought to grow large firms

in nontraditional areas. A rising number of women started firms in

wholesale trade, transportation, communications, and utilities, the num-

ber now reaching 250,000 women-owned firms in these sectors.16

Women launched new ventures in technology-driven businesses includ-

ing telecommunications, medical diagnostics, and manufacturing. In

addition, family and social support in the form of extensive networking

organizations, child-care facilities at small business offices, and other
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10 CLEARING THE HURDLES: WOMEN BUILDING HIGH-GROWTH BUSINESSES

resources made it easier for women to consider growth. It is clear that

many of today’s women entrepreneurs are choosing to grow their ven-

tures. Since 1999, more than 2,500 women have applied to Springboard

Venture Forums seeking angel and venture capital to fund growth.17

Private Equity—The Last Big Hurdle

Angel Investing

Entrepreneurs with really big ideas tap equity investors (informal

investors called angels) and professional venture capitalists to provide

additional financial support.18 Because angels are informal investors, it

is often a mystery: Who has the money? Where are they? How do you

make contact? Most entrepreneurs start by reaching out to lawyers,

accountants, friends, and distant contacts to identify investors who

might have an interest in the business technology and its potential

returns. The process requires developing a business plan and revising it

countless times. Some entrepreneurs make numerous presentations to

investors. Getting money from venture investors is extremely hard

work, but for some, there are great rewards.

Venture Capital

Venture capitalists are to growing businesses what producers are to

Broadway shows. They make the big hits possible. A recent study

showed that businesses started between 1970 and 2000 that were

funded by venture capital contributed more than $1.3 trillion to the

U.S. economy in 2000 (more than 13% of gross domestic product) and

employed more than 7.6 million people.19 Between 1991 and 2000,

investments by venture capital firms in growth businesses totaled over

$234 billion. More than 33% of the initial public offerings (IPOs) of

stock20 made in the United States during the same period were venture

capital funded—as were a total of more than 3,000 companies that
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CHAPTER 1 • WOMEN BECOMING ENTREPRENEURS 11

went public between 1975 and 2000.21 Only a very small percentage of

entrepreneurs receive venture capital each year, but the impact on their

businesses is extraordinary.

You might expect that, in spite of the fact that the total number of

men and women who received growth capital was small, qualified

women would receive funds in proportion to their entrepreneurial

activity. However, this is not the case. Throughout the decade of the

1990s, women received less than 5% of all venture capital money

invested. Of 1,200 companies that received venture funding in 1996,

only 30 (2.5%) were women-led enterprises. During the 10-year period

from 1988 to 1998, 290 (3.5%) of the total of 8,298 venture capital

investments were made in women-led businesses. Even in the boom

years of 1999 and 2000, women-led businesses participated in approxi-

mately 8% of venture capital deals and received less than 6% of capital

invested.22 Because growth capital is so important to expansion and

development of significant enterprises, this lack of large-scale funding

that venture capital money represents is a serious handicap to women-

led firms. It prevents them from expanding and growing, and it limits

their ability to create wealth. What is the cause of this disparity?

This mismatch between the number of women-led firms seeking

investment capital and their actual receipt of the money might repre-

sent rational economic decision making or it might represent a signifi-

cant market failure. This book investigates both possibilities. Either

way, the reasons for the funding gap are rooted in widely held beliefs

about women and their qualifications for leadership of high-growth,

high-value enterprises; the businesses women choose to start; and their

ability to tap into resource networks—their reputations and connec-

tions with key resource providers. 

Women might be perceived as less qualified to run high-growth

businesses due to their education, experience, or expertise. They might

be stereotyped as less able to make tough decisions, to bring a manage-

ment team together, or to manage finances. Women’s businesses might
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12 CLEARING THE HURDLES: WOMEN BUILDING HIGH-GROWTH BUSINESSES

be viewed as less unique and scalable and, therefore, less likely to

achieve high growth. 

If the suppliers of money, contacts, information, or influence doubt

the commitment or the capability of the venture team, they will not

provide the needed resources. Subjective opinions and especially mis-

perceptions can raise the bar for women, making it more difficult for

them to build high-potential ventures. 

The Hurdle Analogy

Tenacity is a core value at our company. Maybe that’s just 
because I’ve run a marathon and I’m a lousy sprinter.

—Laura Rippy, Founder, Handango

Starting a venture is a lot like competing in a track event. When you are

in the starting block, every ounce of you is filled with a sense of hope,

excitement, and challenge. You know that your talents and training will

be tested to the limit, as will your resolution and endurance. You look

to your right and your left and you see that there are fierce competitors

to be reckoned with. When you look straight ahead, you see that there

are also many hurdles to clear before you can claim victory. Reaching

the finish line will require every bit of passion, experience, training,

and skill you have. 

Yes, entrepreneurs are a lot like contenders in a highly competitive

race, but in many ways, they are different. Entrepreneurs chart their

own course rather than following a prescribed track. Theirs is a very

personal race to translate a good idea into a viable new business con-

cept that resolves a problem or fills a market need. For most entrepre-

neurs, the creation of a new venture is anything but a short sprint over

hurdles. It is far more likely to be a marathon that takes years. The eas-

iest part might be getting out of the starting block. Surviving, maintain-

ing the pace, and growing the business present far greater challenges. It
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CHAPTER 1 • WOMEN BECOMING ENTREPRENEURS 13

might come as a surprise, but neither are there clearly stated rules that

apply to all, nor is there a defined finish line for an entrepreneur at

which point she can declare victory, claim the laurel wreath, and retire

to the showers.

In spite of these rather obvious differences, the high hurdles race

analogy captures the essence of the entrepreneurial challenges that

women face when growing their new businesses. In truth, women with

high aspirations for their ventures face challenges remarkably like the

men in the next lanes. For women, however, the hurdles are often

higher and closer together. Throughout this book, we will identify the

obstacles you are likely to encounter and we will make recommenda-

tions for clearing them with ease (or getting around them, if that makes

more sense). Remember that there are no hard and fast rules in the

entrepreneurial game. 

Each chapter considers the hurdle faced by women entrepreneurs,

presents examples, and explores the roots of the perceptions. We sug-

gest what might go right or wrong and provide suggestions for what you

can do to minimize the impact of these hurdles. We provide both expla-

nations and recommendations primarily for female entrepreneurs, and

secondarily for equity investors and other entrepreneurial partners. 

The Plan for this Book

This book provides a look at the financing gap that apparently keeps

qualified women-led firms seeking growth capital from getting the

money they need. In it, we set out to discover precisely what the critical

perceptions about women and their entrepreneurial leadership qualifica-

tions are. We look at what is and is not true—both generally and specifi-

cally—and we make recommendations about how women entrepreneurs

can overcome these hurdles. We investigate the strategic choices that

women entrepreneurs make to determine the impact of these choices on

scalability and growth potential. Finally, we examine how well women
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14 CLEARING THE HURDLES: WOMEN BUILDING HIGH-GROWTH BUSINESSES

are connected to key resource providers—how they get heard and seen

and how credible they are with those decision makers.

In Chapter 2, we begin with a discussion of the pathways to

growth, showing that not all women aspire to grow, and detailing the

challenges encountered in this process. We discuss the nature of the

personal and strategic hurdles growth oriented women encounter and

explore the reasons why these exist. In Chapter 3 we present an over-

view of the process of financing growth and the alternatives available.

The range of aspirations and commitment to growth are covered in

Chapter 4, and the influences of human capital components are consid-

ered in Chapter 5. Chapter 6 explores the financial savvy and risk pro-

pensity of women. The effects of strategic choice of industry sector and

business potential on growth are discussed in Chapter 7. Chapter 8 pre-

sents a discussion of networks and social capital, and Chapter 9 exam-

ines how women build powerful management teams. Chapter 10

investigates the network connections (and disconnections) that women

have with venture capitalists and offer suggestions about why there are

gaps and how those can be closed. We conclude with a look at the

future for women and growth ventures.

By identifying hurdles and suggesting strategies for overcoming

these, we hope to contribute to new wealth and reward for all the play-

ers. However, our work goes much further than this. In our study of

women entrepreneurs and their quest for growth capital, we learned

that the obstacles confronting women in their quest for growth are per-

vasive throughout our society. The widely held beliefs about women,

their businesses, and ability to create weath influence decision making

in corporate, non profit, and entrepreneurial settings. A better under-

standing of what the hurdles are and what misconceptions they include

can provide guidance to women in any profession. It is important to

note that this study is directed at the financing strategies of women

entrepreneurs in the United States, but our research extends to other

countries, where we consistently found the challenges to be even

greater and the persistence of these beliefs might be even stronger.
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