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BETWEEN START-UP & VENTURE CAPITAL:  

THE INNOVATION GENDER DIVIDE NO ONE IS TALKING ABOUT 

March 2020 

In 2019, the Australian Government took the important step of recognising that women entrepreneurs can 

face significant challenges in getting access to finance to grow their start-up businesses, and that more 

diversity boosts the broader economy. It proposed launching the Boosting Female Founders Initiative and 

will make $18 million in grant funding available, on a co-contribution basis, to female-founded start-ups from 

June 2020. 

This laudable initiative aims to stimulate private-sector investment into innovative women-led start-ups, help 

female entrepreneurs get access to growth capital, enable female founders to scale up, expand into global 

markets and become self-sufficient, and boost the economy by increasing the diversity of start-up founders. 

Following the consultation process, the Department of Industry, Innovation and Science (DIIS) (now the 

Department of Industry, Science, Energy & Resources, or DISER) summarised challenges to female 

entrepreneurs in three core areas1: 

• Access to capital and funding: A major barrier for founders is the ability to access necessary capital 

• Access to supportive networks: Female founders expressed difficulty in accessing supportive 

networks and information to assist their start-ups 

• Lack of confidence: A common theme, either in the founders themselves or in their business ideas 

ANDHealth was one of the organisations which prepared a submission to the initiative in late 2019. However, 

when we were preparing the submission, we looked beyond the start-up phase to consider how Boosting 

Female Founders would work within the support broader ecosystem of innovation programs, accelerators, 

incubators and grants which exists to support these founders on the commercialisation journey between 

start-up and the raising of capital via a VC round. This journey is typically 3-5 years, or longer – a significant 

period of time in the life of a company. 

The issues relating to the low numbers of female-founded start-ups, and the subsequent low levels of venture 

capital investment into female-led companies, have been thoroughly covered by several different 

organisations and in the media. But little or no light has been shone on the ecosystem that many 

entrepreneurs encounter in the 3-5 years between the two. Even the most gender-diverse VCs (and this is 

not an excuse for the low levels of VC investment in female-led companies) can only invest in female-led 

companies if those companies reach a stage of development which fits the investors’ mandates.  

 
1 https://consult.industry.gov.au/science-commercialisation/bff-design/ 

https://consult.industry.gov.au/science-commercialisation/bff-design/
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The case for diversity is strong. But the reality is, based on our research, that gender diversity in the 

innovation ecosystem between start-up and capital is in dire straits, and lacks the scrutiny and incentives 

that are required to effect change.  

This discussion paper highlights gender diversity issues in selected government innovation programs. In 

raising these issues, we wish to emphasise that we do not by any means want to diminish the value of these 

programs to the innovation ecosystem in Australia, and the recommendations we make here apply to any 

government program. 

The Research 

The ANDHealth team researched publicly available data (websites, news releases etc.) to review several key 

areas, including the accelerator and incubator landscape and key programs which have been instrumental in 

supporting Australian start-ups and scale-ups at the national level. 

Accelerators 

We reviewed more than 90 Australian accelerators operating across Australia in multiple sectors, 50 of which 

provide public information on their founders, boards and management teams. Of these 50 accelerators: 

• Only 15% are female founded; 

• Just 22% have a female CEO or managing director; and 

• Women comprise less than 34% of accelerator board roles. 

Without experiencing the inner workings of these accelerators, and without information about their selection 

process, we cannot definitively say that bias, unconscious or otherwise, plays a role in this ecosystem. 

However, from the statistics we’ve gathered, it is reasonable to assume that the gender imbalance has some 

impact upon the experience and experiences female founders have within the accelerator and incubator 

landscape. 

AusIndustry Programs 

DISER oversees several programs which have been proven to have a positive impact in innovation in Australia. 

These programs provide powerful incentives to both applicants and private sector partners (including 

investors) via funds matching, funding of programs (incubators) to support high potential growth companies, 

access to specialised expertise and support to companies in navigating the innovation funding and support 

landscape. These programs are invaluable and are a critical resource to all founders and management teams, 

but they too display gender imbalance. 
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The Entrepreneurs Program, which utilises a network of advisors to “access expert advice, funding and 

incentives to help your business innovate, compete and grow” has just 25 female advisors out of a total of 

1372 (18.25%).  

The Incubator Support initiative, which “provides grant funding to incubators to deliver support services to 

Australian start-ups with an international focus” and which recently reduced its total allowable grant size 

from $500,000 to $250,000, has awarded just 13 grants of a total of 39 (33%) to female-led or co-managed 

organisations. Notably (and uniquely) this program does request applicants to specify the methods of 

inclusion and diversity they apply to start-ups from different background and locations. 

Accelerating Commercialisation (AC) is one of Australia’s most successful innovation support programs. Since 

inception, it has delivered 437 grants totalling more than $211 million. Targeted specifically at 

commercialisation, AC provides grants, which are often matched by private sector investors, to support 

emerging companies to take their technology to market. It is reasonable to say that AC is one of the most 

significant grant programs with respect to a company’s ”investor readiness” and a highly effective tool for 

accessing growth capital. From an investor viewpoint, this program’s approach of matching private 

investment with public funds significantly de-risks early-stage investments.  

But from a gender standpoint:  

• Only 5 of the 20 Accelerating Commercialisation advisors are women (25%) 3 

• Of the 148 Accelerating Commercialisation grants awarded in the last two years, just 29 went to 

female-founded or co-founded companies (19.6%) 

• Applicants are not required to meet minimum diversity thresholds for boards or management to be 

eligible 

• The Accelerating Commercialisation program does not have disclosed targets to support female led 

or founded businesses 

• Successful applicants are not required to have a gender diversity policy, or report on progress 

against key diversity metrics (specifically diversity at board and management level) 

  

 
2 https://www.business.gov.au/grants-and-programs/entrepreneurs-programme/entrepreneurs-programme-advisers-
and-facilitators 
3 https://www.business.gov.au/assistance/entrepreneurs-programme/accelerating-
commercialisation/commercialisation-advisers  

https://www.business.gov.au/grants-and-programs/entrepreneurs-programme/entrepreneurs-programme-advisers-and-facilitators
https://www.business.gov.au/grants-and-programs/entrepreneurs-programme/entrepreneurs-programme-advisers-and-facilitators
https://www.business.gov.au/assistance/entrepreneurs-programme/accelerating-commercialisation/commercialisation-advisers
https://www.business.gov.au/assistance/entrepreneurs-programme/accelerating-commercialisation/commercialisation-advisers
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The ambitions for the Boosting Female Founders initiative are absolutely necessary. However, the act of 

creating a targeted support program for female founders, while incredibly important and positive, is only one 

step in addressing the systemic gender imbalance throughout the innovation ecosystem. There are numerous 

other funding and delivery levers within existing programs, which if targeted, would lead to immediate and 

lasting change.  

Unspoken Challenges 

Beyond the quantitative aspects of the broader ecosystem, there are other unspoken challenges which 

confront women in emerging companies.  Access to childcare, cost of childcare and a restricted ability to 

travel can seriously undermine the viability of new and emerging companies founded and led by women.  

Forty percent of female business operators have been found to have younger dependent children (aged 0-

14 years).4 These factors are critical when assessing programs to support female founders, as they require a 

creative approach to the types of support which might be required. For example, there is little point in 

supporting women to attend training and education, or conferences requiring travel or after-hours 

commitments, if those women cannot access nor afford the childcare they require to allow them to 

participate.  

Founders and CEOs of small businesses also struggle to access maternity leave cover, and can face significant 

challenges in continuing to operate their businesses should there be an illness or accident in the family. In 

addition, female founders and small business owners face having significantly less superannuation than their 

male counterparts, and their female counterparts who pursue more traditional employment paths. These 

are all significant considerations when contemplating how to harness the amazing innovation and capabilities 

among our female entrepreneurs. 

The C-Suite Ceiling 

One of the key challenges in commercialising technology is a shortage of management talent with 

demonstrable track records in turning very small sub-economic, high-potential businesses into sustainable, 

resilient, export-focused ones. As well as supporting female founders, programs which support the 

development of management skills and capabilities – specifically addressing challenges in scaling businesses 

– should be considered.  

Systemic issues prevent women from progressing from staff and middle management roles into senior 

management and board positions. Mentoring programs which focus on providing access to emerging leaders 

in specific industries have been proven to support women to progress into the ranks of senior management, 

 
4 https://www.pmc.gov.au/sites/default/files/publications/profile_of_australian_women_in_business.pdf  

https://www.pmc.gov.au/sites/default/files/publications/profile_of_australian_women_in_business.pdf
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the C-suite and the boardroom. But for women, finding role models and mentors has proven far more 

challenging than for men.  

Programs such as C-Sweetener, a technology platform founded by women, are facilitating global mentoring 

networks for women entering the C-Suite in the health technology sector, have broken new ground in 

delivering world class mentoring globally. Participants and mentors come from all disciplines, including 

business, and bring real world, global acumen to the mentor-mentee relationship.  

Recommendations | Creating Active Change 

If the positive impact of diversity is acknowledged and recognised, i.e. that companies with greater diversity 

deliver the greatest returns to shareholders (see references below), then it stands to reason that our 

innovation support programs should actively encourage female participation across the board, and 

throughout the commercialisation pathway. If our objective is to support high performing, high potential 

companies, then diversity must become a key criterion for eligibility and assessment. And if equity is our 

ultimate goal, then targets for the support of diverse companies should be set. 

By considering the use of criteria for eligibility, selection and reporting within existing funding programs, 

policymakers could deliver immediate and lasting positive change within our innovation ecosystem. The 

Government’s policy of gender parity within government departments demonstrates the impact that a shift 

in policy can have in a short time. As of 30 June 2019, women held 47.9 per cent of government board 

positions in the Australia, as per government statistics. “We have an equal opportunity approach. We have a 

target of women holding 50% leadership positions across government departments,” Stephanie Fahey, 

Austrade CEO told Entrepreneur India in February 2020.5  

This 50% target could easily be applied to the network of Entrepreneurs Program and Accelerating 

Commercialisation advisors, and advisors of other State and Federal programs. In turn this would create a 

more balanced landscape for founders approaching these advisors, who are key in successfully navigating 

the various programs successfully. 

Within the programs themselves, analogous to some of the reporting required by listed companies, 

requirements could include: 

• Eligibility criteria for grant programs to include minimum diversity thresholds for management and 

boards to incentivise recruitment, retention and promotion of female executives and board 

members within the system and to provide active policies in support of moving towards a more 

equal balance of gender across the ecosystem. 

 
5 https://www-entrepreneur-com.cdn.ampproject.org/c/s/www.entrepreneur.com/amphtml/346858  

https://www-entrepreneur-com.cdn.ampproject.org/c/s/www.entrepreneur.com/amphtml/346858
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• Successful applicant companies to maintain minimum diversity thresholds at board and 

management level for the life of the grant. 

• All government funding programs to require organisations to have a diversity policy and stated 

diversity targets, which are to be included in all grant and milestone reporting.  

• Government programs to be provided with active targets to meet with respect to ensuring 

programs recommended for funding meet diversity thresholds (e.g. a minimum of 40% grant 

recipients to be female founded/led). 

Although Australia continues to make progress in relation to gender equity, the pace of change is slow. These 

recommendations, if adopted, would be a powerful tool in dramatically rebalancing the landscape and 

creating equity in our innovation economy. 

 

 

Background 

ANDHealth is Australia’s only female-founded health accelerator and commercialisation support 

organisation. Incorporated just six weeks before the birth of founder Bronwyn Le Grice’s first child, it has 

been created from inception to embrace and promote diversity, inclusion and flexibility. It is also the only 

program designed and led by a founder with demonstrated experience as a senior member of an investment 

team within a global venture capital firm, and as such brings a unique viewpoint to the topic of diversity 

within the innovation sector.  

Designed from the ground up as a novel, non-profit, industry-led initiative to support companies in a sector 

which do not have a natural source of venture capital in Australia and who face a new and rapidly evolving 

pathway to market, ANDHealth has, in less than two years, supported 10 companies achieve significant and 

genuine commercial outcomes, including $25.9 million in funding, $9.6 million in new revenue, 141 new jobs, 

10 new CxO roles, 646 commercial pilots, 24 clinical trials and studies commenced, 17 new international 

markets launched, 148 new commercial customers, 207 new operational sites, 36 new partnerships formed, 

77 product releases and more than 58,800 patients served, and the exit of DoseMe to Tabula Rasa (NASDAQ: 

TRHC) for $40 million. 
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APPENDIX 1 

The High Performing Company Case for Diversity 

A growing body of evidence clearly shows that gender diversity delivers the greatest returns to 

shareholders:6  

• A US review of 353 Fortune 500 companies by the non-profit group Catalyst showed that 

companies with high representations of women in their senior leadership teams had a 35% higher 

return on equity and 34% higher total shareholder return than male-dominated firms. 

• A study of 89 European companies over a three-year period saw 64% share price growth among 

companies with gender-diverse management teams, compared to an industry average of 47%. 

• A review of 353 Fortune 500 companies by the non-profit group Catalyst showed that companies 

with high representations of women in their senior leadership teams had a 35% higher return on 

equity and 34% higher total shareholder return than male-dominated firms. 

• Analysis of 11,000 companies by Finnish bank Nordea revealed that companies with a female CEO 

or head of the board of directors had a 25% annualized return over eight years, compared to 11% 

for the broader worldwide index of firms.  

• A study by the Peterson Institute for International Economics suggested that a 30% share of women 

in corporate leadership positions was associated with a 1% increase in the net margin – equivalent 

to a 15% rise in profitability. 

• The University of California, Davis reported that the top 25 California companies with the highest 

percentage of women executives and board members saw a 74% higher return on assets and 

equity than the broader set of companies surveyed.  

  

 
6 https://www.thebalance.com/do-companies-with-female-executives-perform-better-4586443 

https://www.thebalance.com/do-companies-with-female-executives-perform-better-4586443
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APPENDIX 2 

Gender Disparity in Australian Business 

Australian business and industry have significant issues with gender parity. Although much is made of the 

almost 30% representation of women on ASX200 boards, the ASX200 comprises less than 10% of the ASX 

listed market. The diversity statistics on the other 90% of listed companies – let alone the unlisted companies 

– are rarely measured, and are spoken about even less.  

Diversity issues and the gender pay gap are a blight on Australian capital markets and financial services. In 

funds management, 76% of investment managers are male, female investment managers are 30% less likely 

to be promoted and 50% more likely to leave the industry than their male counterparts.7 The Australian 

venture capital ecosystem reflects the broader environment in terms of entrenched lack of diversity 

(although many larger VC funds are making significant strides in addressing these challenges). Only four of 

the top 10 VC firms in Australia have female partners.1 This is important: there is a correlation between firms 

with a female VC partner and the number of investments into female-led start-ups.8 Analysis of more than 

200 companies has revealed that of the firms funded in Australia, on average, 29% of the companies have at 

least one female founder.  

However, research clearly shows that gender diversity delivers the greatest returns to shareholders:9 For 

example, a US review of 353 Fortune 500 companies by the non-profit group Catalyst showed that companies 

with high representations of women in their senior leadership teams had a 35% higher return on equity and 

34% higher total shareholder return than male-dominated firms. 

Meanwhile, board roles in start-ups (which often feature investor representatives) show an alarming lack of 

diversity. A report by KPMG High Growth Ventures, for example, found that 72% of male-led Australian start-

ups don't have any female board members, and nor do 62% of all Australian start-ups. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 
7 https://www.moneymanagement.com.au/features/where-are-all-women 
8 http://wadeinstitute.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/Women_and_Entrepreneurship%20report_small.pdf  
9 https://www.thebalance.com/do-companies-with-female-executives-perform-better-4586443 

https://www.moneymanagement.com.au/features/where-are-all-women
http://wadeinstitute.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/Women_and_Entrepreneurship%20report_small.pdf
https://www.thebalance.com/do-companies-with-female-executives-perform-better-4586443

