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It’s no secret that the life sciences industry suffers from
a lack of gender diversity at all levels and at all stages of
developing new therapeutics and technologies. There is
well-documented evidence of the bias that female
entrepreneurs face in launching a new company,
starting with raising seed-stage money. Research by the
Association for Women in Science (AWIS) found that in
the last two years only 2.2 percent of total venture
capital dollars and less than 15 percent of angel funds
went to companies started or led by women. Another

eye-opening statistic: From 2011 to 2013, only 3 percent of all venture capital dollars in the U.S.
went to companies with a woman CEO, and only 15 percent of the companies receiving venture
capital investment had a woman on the executive team.

A recent report commissioned by MassBio, Opening the Path to a Diverse Future, provided
compelling data on the scope of the problem facing female entrepreneurs in the life sciences
industry. Among the concerns raised by the MassBio and other studies is the need to ensure that
women entrepreneurs have access to the risk capital and network of investors and mentors they
need to bring their ideas to market. Similarly, women who are starting life sciences companies often
do not have access to a network of mentors and advisors, whose strong advocacy establishes instant
credibility and opens the doors to investors.

The gaps in network participation and funding frequently combine to create another “structural”
challenge for female entrepreneurs: limited access to incubating, accelerating, and commercial
laboratory space. This is a very important issue, but one that is less often discussed. Incubators and
accelerators play critical roles in helping young companies start and scale by providing office space,
as well as services and support. Research — although limited — suggests that most incubators have
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few female tenants. Some literature even suggests that business incubation has greater benefits for
women than for men, helping women to overcome historical gender gaps in management training.
Despite this, and the feedback that women entrepreneurs often have greater family responsibilities
and greater risk aversion, many incubators remain gender-neutral. Online searches point to fewer
than 20 incubators and accelerators that target women as their primary clients.

Many of today’s most successful business incubating and accelerating models use a competitive
process (pitch competition) to select their company tenants. As we’ve discussed, female
entrepreneurs often don’t have access to the coaching, mentoring, advocacy, and guidance that puts
them in strong positions to compete successfully for places and sponsorships in these incubating or
accelerating spaces.

Why should we be concerned about the issues that have created and continue to sustain this type of
gender bias in life sciences entrepreneurship? Because there is a strong business case that supports
the value of a diverse entrepreneurship community. Research shows that companies with more
diverse leadership do better. Several studies have demonstrated that biotech companies with diverse
boards outperform companies with all-male boards, even if the company had only one woman on
their board.

AWIS research has shown that businesses started and led by women achieve financial returns and
revenue growth up to three times higher than businesses created and led solely by men — despite
being smaller and more poorly financed on average. In other words, diverse entrepreneurs face
greater challenges in commercializing their IP but deliver better returns on investment when they
can start and grow businesses. More importantly, these inequities have a significant social cost: They
hamper the development of potential new therapeutics, and even cures, for patients who need them.
Clearly, the system is broken. We must give women the tools — expanding access to the network of
life science stakeholders, executive coaching and mentoring, increased visibility within our
ecosystem, and directly investing in women-led startups — to overcome challenges created and
maintained by gender bias.
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