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Why aren’t women heading more tech startups?
Women are in incredibly short supply as founders of top tech firms. What’s going on, and can the situation change for the
better?
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Women can be found heading or taking senior roles in tech firms, but there isn’t gender parity in terms of
numbers or profile. We’ve been bemoaning the relatively small number of women working in tech – including
working at the top of the tech tree – for as long as there has been a tree, but it’s still a stark reality. What’s
going on, and how do we get to that magic 50:50 ratio that would signal parity?

A look at the numbers
Research released on this year’s International Women’s Day (8 March) by developer recruitment platform
CodinGame revealed something astonishing. Having analysed the 137 businesses identified by Deloitte’s 50
fastest growing tech startups 2020 and The Sunday Times’ Tech Track 100, (presumably eliminating
duplicates across the two lists) CodinGame found that only seven had a female founder or co-founder
(5.48%), and of the 251 founders or co-founders only 11 were women (4%).  

When IT Pro asked Aude Barral, female co-founder of CodinGame what she thought of that, she talked about
factors including stereotyping and unconscious bias which contribute to issues raising startup funds, as
well as a lack of role models, saying: “If you never set a goal or imagine yourself in a particular role, it's much
less likely that you will achieve that role.” 

Bias, imposter syndrome and confidence
For those women with technical qualifications, unconscious bias can kick in as they go through the
recruitment process, Keeley Crockett, IEEE member and professor in computational intelligence at
Manchester Metropolitan University, says. “Women who graduate in fields such as computer science, can
suffer from unconscious bias during the recruitment process, which means they find it difficult to get their
first tech position. They then lose confidence and look to other industries,” she explains.

She also said that those looking for venture capital support can
encounter bias, saying: “Women are also significantly less likely
to secure venture capital than men – this rejection can cause

women to have less confidence.”

How tech startups can present their best

selves to investors

International Women’s Day: Where now for

women in tech?

Amanda Brock, CEO at OpenUK, a not-for-profit that represents open source software, hardware and open
data companies in the UK, speaks of a ‘confidence gap’, particularly in terms of ‘imposter syndrome’ where
people can feel they’ve got where they are because of luck, not ability. She says of imposter syndrome: “It’s a
concept that I am all too familiar with, and one that held me back until it was explained to me. Once I
recognised that particular dragon it was possible to work out my tactics in slaying it.”

For Brock this isn’t a gender issue – it’s an everyone issue. She
tells The Business Briefing that it’s important to create a culture
where everyone can feel they belong, and this means addressing
a whole range of factors around inclusion. She says: “I recently

heard it explained as diversity meaning you were invited to the dance, inclusion meaning you were able to
dance and belonging was when you could choose the music” 

We are much more aware of all these issues than we have ever been before, and with awareness come
understanding. “The fact these conversations are happening is a major step forward. I was in my 40s before
someone asked if that was why I was being self-effacing and diminishing my achievements,” Brock adds.

Owning the future
Keeley Crockett, like Barral, emphasises the need for role models and is clear about the importance of
making connections into education. “Young women need role models such as influential women in tech,
women who have led their own startups and women inventors,” she says. “This can be achieved by building
stronger relationships between businesses and schools, colleges and universities.”

When it comes to founding startups that might find themselves
in the Deloitte, Sunday Times or other ‘high flyer’ lists, there is
some sage advice to be had. For Barrall, it’s important for would-
be founders to realise they don’t need to be a technician. She

tells The Business Briefing: “Many people point to the fact that women don't launch tech startups because
they haven’t got the necessary programming skills, but that's simply not true. You can totally find a CTO to
build your product with you.”

Brock, meanwhile, focuses on confidence, saying: “Failure is an inevitability of success. If we don’t fail, we
don’t learn. We need to get much less British about that and be willing to both do it and admit it.” Crockett
advises seeking out potential sources of support and funding that are less likely to be under the influence of
unconscious bias. “Pitch innovative ideas that showcase the benefit of diverse and inclusive teams, be
confident in those ideas and look for funding particularly targeted at women entrepreneurs such as The UK’s
Women in Innovation Awards, the Anita Borg Institute for Women and Technology awards and Girl Geeks,”
she concludes.
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