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Venture capital firms typically recruit new partners by turning to people who have 
prior connections to existing partners. But amid an intensified push to find more 
women, some firms are trying a different tack. 

Some VC firms are using executive search firms to identify qualified female 
candidates who may not already be known by the existing partners. Others said 
they had created internal programs that recruit young investors, including women, 
who could one day rise to partner. Several other firms reported that they had added 
their first female partners after spending time getting to know them to build a 
relationship with people outside their existing network of associates. 

Changing recruitment tactics is vital if firms are to diversify hiring, said Linnea 
Roberts, who retired last year as Goldman Sachs’ diversity ambassador after 
spending nearly 30 years in investment banking. 

“People say they want to hire more women, but if they keep doing what they did 
in the last 15 years, they are not going to do that,” Ms. Roberts said. 

Diversity has become a more pressing issue in venture capital after a cascade of 
sexual harassment scandals in Silicon Valley and in other industries put the 
spotlight on the gender gap. At the end of last year, about 89% of the investment 
decision makers at the top 72 VC firms were men, according to The 
Information’s Future List, a diversity survey of the industry published in 
conjunction with Social Capital. 

A spate of new female partners have recently joined VC firms. This year, First 
Round Capital promoted Birchbox co-founder Hayley Barna to general partner, 
the firm’s seventh, after hiring her last year as its first female venture partner; New 
York-based Union Square Venture hired Rebecca Kaden from Maveron as its first 
female partner, joining a team of five; San Francisco-based Benchmark Capital 
hired Sarah Tavel as its first female partner, also joining a team of five. New 



York-based FirstMark Capital hired its first female partner, Catherine Ulrich, to 
join the existing team of three. 

Meanwhile, representatives from half a dozen VC firms said in interviews that 
they also were seeking to add female partners. Most asked to not be named in case 
their efforts weren’t successful. 

Kleiner’s Ambitions 

One who was willing to talk was Mamoon Hamid, who joined Kleiner Perkins 
Caufield & Byers in September to co-lead the 45-year-old venture capital firm. In 
his new role, Mr. Hamid has set for himself two ambitious goals: Find the next 
Amazon and hire another female partner. 

Kleiner Perkins already counts two women among its eight general partners—
Mary Meeker, the former Morgan Stanley analyst famous for her reports on 
internet trends, and Beth Seidenberg, a doctor focused on life science and digital 
health investments. Though many VC firms still have no women at the partner 
level, Mr. Hamid said in a recent interview that having only two female general 
partners at his firm isn’t enough. (Another woman, Lynne Chou O'Keefe, is an 
investing partner at the firm, a level below full partner status.) 

“We are looking for diversity of thought and experience,” Mr. Hamid said. “That’s 
why having another woman is important.” 

Emory Search Inc., a Palo Alto-based search firm, is working with Kleiner and 
four other VC firms trying to improve diversity as they search for new partners, 
according to Teague Splaine, Emory Search’s founder. 

“As a large number of VC firms go through generational succession planning, we 
are going to see more and more amazing women getting in venture than we have 
ever seen before,” Mr. Splaine said, adding that no search can be based strictly on 
diversity. “Every candidate, male or female, wants to join a firm that is only 
looking to hire the strongest and most qualified. It makes no sense to hire someone 
to simply check the box.” 

Women already in venture capital are often recruiters’ first stop, not surprisingly. 
Wildcat Venture Partners’ Katherine Barr, Aspect Ventures’ Theresia Gouw and 
The Perkins Fund’s Sonja Perkins said they frequently field requests from men at 
competing firms looking to hire them, or for referrals and advice about hiring 
more women. They are unlikely to leave the firms they founded, they said, but 
they are willing to help. 



“Since I started my career, I have observed that each new generation had more and 
more female investors,” said Ms. Barr. “But recent events are clearly forcing a 
broader awareness and accelerating change.” 

‘We are very focused on improving the diversity of our partner 
group because we know it is going to drive better returns.’ 
But VCs need to do more than rely on existing relationships, said Tom Figueroa, a 
partner at JM Search in Philadelphia. “You have to take a broader view of the 
market by not just looking at women who are already partners,” Mr. Figueroa said. 
For the first time in his 21-year career as a headhunter, Mr. Figueroa said that last 
year he recruited a female managing director for a VC firm, Safeguard Scientifics’ 
Martina Aufiero. 

Bessemer Venture Partners, where Kristina Shen is the only woman among its 16 
investing partners, is grooming other women through an analyst program that can 
culminate with a promotion to partner. 

“We are very focused on improving the diversity of our partner group because we 
know it is going to drive better returns,” said Jeremy Levine, a partner at Bessemer 
in New York, who joined the firm as an associate in 2001 and became partner in 
2005. 

Ms. Tavel, who recently joined Benchmark, started her VC career in Bessemer’s 
program, where Mr. Levine was her mentor, before joining Pinterest as its first 
product manager and then joining Greylock Partners in 2013. 

When Benchmark identified her as a candidate, the firm’s five partners spent a 
year getting to know her before extending an offer, according to a blog 
post written by Benchmark general partner Bill Gurley at the time. USV took a 
similar approach with Ms. Kaden, according to USV general partner Fred 
Wilson’s blog.    

Similarly, Ms. Ulrich said she met one of FirstMark’s managing directors, Amish 
Jani, at one of the firm’s events when she was chief product officer at 
Shutterstock, and joined the firm after spending nine months getting to know the 
rest of the team. 

Widening Pool 

Ms. Roberts, the former Goldman Sachs executive, said it takes a concerted effort 
to abandon an old hiring system that relied on existing connections to improve 
diversity. Goldman established a rule that hiring managers had to interview at least 
two women and people of color for every open position, she said. The rule had an 



impact: Last year 24% of Goldman’s partner class was female, up from 14% in 
2014, according to data supplied by the firm. 

Since leaving Goldman, Ms. Roberts has moved from New York to Atherton, 
Calif., and founded GingerBread Capital, a fund investing in women-founded 
startups. She is among a growing number of women who have brought the 
expertise they learned at established firms to launch their own enterprises, creating 
a new pipeline of female talent. 

Increasing the number of female venture capitalists also will improve the chances 
that female entrepreneurs will be able to raise financing, said Ms. Perkins, who 
was the only female partner at Menlo Ventures when she left in 2015 after 22 
years. Ms. Perkins said she gets a lot of requests for references of female 
investors, but mostly for junior positions. 

In 2011 Ms. Perkins also founded Broadway Angels, a network of women 
investing in tech startups. Thirty percent to 40% of Broadway Angels’ investments 
went to female founders, compared with the industry’s average of 2%, she said. 

“It’s a good thing that VCs want to hire more women, because women make great 
venture capitalists, and any firm who doesn’t have a female investor is missing out 
on the point of view of 50% of the population,” Ms. Perkins said. 

	


