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    The Rest of Us: A Manifesto


    We are The Rest of Us.


    The underestimated. The overlooked.


    The ones the system wasn’t built for.


    We are not broken.


    The system is.


    We take pain and turn it into progress.


    We see injustice and build solutions.


    We are the redemptive arc of entrepreneurship.


    We don’t exist to please gatekeepers.


    We don’t shrink to fit outdated molds.


    We don’t wait for permission.


    We build.


    We lead.


    We raise.


    We know that checks follow relationships.


    That failure teaches as much as success.


    That community makes us stronger.


    We care less about convincing everyone.


    We care more about building what matters.


    Nobody is coming to save us.


    And we don’t need saving.


    We are reshaping entrepreneurship.


    Rewriting the rules.


    Redistributing power.


    We are creating companies, communities,


    and futures that reflect who we are.


    Go raise. Go build. Go take up space.


    We need you here.


  




  

    Introduction


    Hi, Friend. What brings you here?


    Most books start with the author telling you why they wrote it. I’ll get to that, but first, I want to know about you. Who are you, and what brought you here?


    By reading this book, you’ve already taken your first step in joining a community of founders, funders, and changemakers who are rewriting the rules of fundraising together.


    If you’re willing, please take a moment to go to the link or scan the QR code and answer a few quick questions. You don’t have to, but your insights would mean a lot to me, and they’ll help shape future editions, resources, and the ongoing conversation this book is starting.
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    Who This Book Is For


    This book is for founders, all founders, but especially for those who have felt shut out of the traditional fundraising story.


    Have you walked into an investor meeting and felt the air shift? Have you looked around and thought, People like me don’t usually get funded. Have you questioned your own abilities because others made you feel like you didn’t belong, or that you didn’t know enough to stand a chance? Have you entered a crowded room at an event, realized no one looked like you, and had to fight the urge to turn around and walk out?


    If these questions sparked memories or imagery, you’re not imagining it, and you are the person I wrote this book for.


    People love to compare building a company to a hero’s journey. You set out as the protagonist to right a wrong or better the world, and along the way you face seemingly insurmountable odds, gather allies, battle resistance, and confront test after test that challenges your will and stamina before you even get a shot at realizing your vision. After twenty-plus years in Startupland, I can tell you that metaphor is accurate, but it shouldn’t have to be.


    I’ve wandered that labyrinth and been blindsided because I didn’t realize there were secret doors to networks, knowledge, and capital. Enough with the opaque. Transparency is how we exit the protagonist’s individualistic mindset and create a new land where we can all succeed and even have fun together along the way. I’ll walk you through the real fundraising process, define industry terms without jargon, and break down concepts in plain language, all while calling attention to what this means if you identify as underrepresented and sharing strategies to employ.


    You should never feel like you’re not smart enough or hold your tongue because you’re worried about asking a “silly” question. If you’re new to something, especially something as inaccessible and mystified as fundraising, why would you expect to already know everything? If you were in an emergency and needed to perform CPR without training, would you feel silly asking a medical professional to walk you through it? Of course not! There’s power in asking until you understand. That’s what gives you confidence and agency. It’s what makes action possible.


    Oh hey there, investor, I see you taking a peek! Please, keep reading. You’ll gain a better understanding of the unique challenges founders encounter, identify unconscious bias, and be part of creating change. Once you understand the barriers you can help dismantle them, and when you do, EVERYONE wins, and EVERYONE gets money in their pocket.


    If you’ve ever thought, I’m not sure if I belong here, or This wasn’t made for someone like me, I wrote this for you. You do belong. You don’t need to change who you are. You can learn how the system works and use that knowledge to your advantage. This book will help you do exactly that. You have power here, more than you realize. Let’s unlock it.


    The Rest of Us


    The startup world calls us “underrepresented.” Statistically, we are indeed that in terms of the percent of capital we receive relative to our share of the population. Let’s not define ourselves by our representation in the venture capital space. The Rest of Us represent the majority of the market. The Rest of Us are most of the world. The Rest of Us are powerful. Throughout this book, that’s how I’m going to refer to everyone building businesses and driving our economy who hasn’t been funded according to our economic value because of systemic bias—we are The Rest of Us.


    The heart of this book is about connection. Finding the people who instinctively “get” you and what you’re building. Your story, background, and mission ring familiar to them. When people recognize a thread of themselves or someone they care about in your work, the perceived risk of your opportunity drops and the relationship accelerates. You don’t need universal approval. You just need the people who resonate with your vision, feel aligned with your energy, and say yes because partnering with you feels natural. Those are your people. They are who you need to find and build with.


    Nice to meet you! I’m Allison.


    Before we dive into the ins and outs of fundraising, let me start by sharing a bit about who I am, what led me to write this book, and what you can expect to gain from reading it. It’s always important to learn about the person you’re taking advice from so you can consider it in the right light.


    Since we don’t know each other yet, here’s the lowdown on my style:


    +Empathetic and experienced: I’ve been through the highs and lows of startup life. I’ve faced bias in fundraising firsthand. I deeply understand the entrepreneurial journey and the structural barriers within the capital landscape.


    +Supportive and encouraging: I’m not here to talk down to you or give you the same tired advice from people who’ve never operated in a system that marginalizes them. This book acknowledges real barriers without discouraging you. It’s here to help you feel seen and empower you with actionable steps and realistic expectations.


    +Action-oriented and pragmatic: This isn’t a book of abstract ideas. We’ll break down complex topics into clear guidance that’s both practical and understandable.


    +Transparent and data-driven: I come with receipts. You’ll find data-based statements, cited sources, and stories from entrepreneurs and investors who bring the numbers to life.


    +Purpose-driven with an advocacy lens: My voice is mission-driven, and I walk the talk. Changing the funding environment isn’t about just posting on social media—it’s about creating lasting change. My company and policy work in multiple states are proof of my commitment to this mission.


    +Humor: As my 97-year-old grandma says, “If you can’t laugh, what’s the point?”
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    If you want to get to know me even better, watch or listen to some interviews at 


    www.allisonbyers.com
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    It’s Not You. It’s the System.


    My Origin Story


    We raised $9.6 million. Our medical device was registered with the Food and Drug Administration (FDA). We had paying pharmaceutical and clinician customers, and we had published evidence of validity and efficacy in prominent medical journals. Yet, I still couldn’t raise our Series B[1] round of funding.


    Our Board of Directors and majority shareholders authorized an asset sale. The acquiring company purchased our technology, intellectual property (IP), and customer relationships, and the rest of the company was dissolved. After the sale, the acquiring company, led by an all-male management team, went on to raise $55 million.


    This was a traumatic experience for me, but it was also the start of my redemptive arc. It took me years to understand that it wasn’t my failure; it was the system working exactly as designed. A system that excludes millions of people.


    I just gave you the TL;DR[2] version of why I do what I do. I’m not here to “fix” people or venture capital. I’m here to build a capital access system designed to serve The Rest of Us. Don’t worry, we’ll get into the full story soon, but to really understand my why and how it impacts you, we need to rewind to a moment I never saw coming.


    Nonlinear Careers—They’re All the Rage


    My career has been anything but linear, and I wouldn’t have grown into the person I am today without such a wide range of experiences.


    Over the last 20 years, I’ve worn many hats: consultant, student, tech operator, chief home officer, entrepreneur, angel investor, advocate for equitable access to capital, and now, author. Each role brought unique challenges and opportunities, shaping the perspective and mission behind this book.


    Today, I’m proud to be driving change in the world of equitable capital distribution. I’m the founder of Scroobious, a capital access platform that makes fundraising more human by helping founders and investors build real relationships to activate $1.2 trillion in private wealth to fund innovation. I co-authored California Senate Bill 54, which was signed into law in October 2023 and is now known as California’s Fair Investment Practices by Venture Capital Companies Act (FIPVCC). This groundbreaking legislation addresses inequities in venture capital by requiring firms to publicly report diversity metrics on their prior years’ investments. You can check out my testimony to the California Judiciary Committee on my website: allisonbyers.com. I’m working on similar initiatives in other states and welcome conversations with anyone interested in championing these efforts.


    Beyond my entrepreneurial work, I was Boston co-chair of the national nonprofit All Raise, contributed as an Executive in Residence at Merck Digital Sciences Studio, served on the Angel Capital Association’s DEI Task Force, and sit on the boards of the nonprofits The GK Fund and Project Kesher. I’m also an active angel investor, with 144 investments at the time of writing, and a frequent speaker on navigating the opaque world of fundraising, not just for founders, but for funders ready to activate their capital.


    From Setback to Startup


    Entrepreneurship wasn’t something I planned. It was something I was pushed into, and in hindsight, I’m so glad I was.


    After earning my BA summa cum laude with honors, completing my MBA, and establishing myself as a leader at a venture-backed tech startup, I came back from maternity leave in 2010 and found myself unexpectedly forced out of a job I loved. This came after months of trying to make it work in, you guessed it, a system that wasn’t designed for someone like me: a new mother who was ambitious and eager to contribute on her own terms.


    I was told to pump breastmilk in the bathroom. I refused. The one conference room with a lock became my twice-a-day battleground. Colleagues complained they couldn’t use it. They stared when I walked out with my little cooler bag of milk for my newborn in daycare, which cost nearly as much as my salary. They could hear the pump through the door.


    It’s an experience that, sadly, is all too common for women. In my case, the “forcing out” came in the form of a reassignment. My role managing our largest client, which was based in New York, was shifted, and I was presented with the “opportunity” to open a new practice area in Los Angeles. We lived in Boston, and we weren’t moving. That left me with a choice: nurse my infant or keep my job.


    After 11 years of building my career, I suddenly found myself at home with a baby and a self-identity crisis. What followed were four years of unpaid labor. Work that’s essential to our economy and society, yet it is rarely recognized. It was also when I strengthened the skills that make me a better entrepreneur today: prioritizing under pressure, strategic communication, empathetic leadership, and relentless self-directed learning.


    For any parent who has experienced something similar, please feel free to borrow language I use on my résumé (shown in figure 1.1) to describe this period of growth and contribution.
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    Building a Startup from the Ground Up


    My first venture was joining a team of scientific co-founders in 2014 to launch Digital Cognition Technologies, Inc., a medical device company we spun out of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and the Lahey Hospital and Medical Center. As the “business one” on the team, I did everything from incorporation, licensing negotiations, and clinical operations to customer success and fundraising. Over five years, we raised nearly $10 million and eventually exited[3] through an acquisition in 2020.


    You might be thinking, Wow, what a success story! The truth is more complicated. Acquisitions don’t always result in financial returns for founders or investors. I’m incredibly proud of what we accomplished, including developing a commercially viable, revenue-generating, class II (exempt) device registered with the FDA with published evidence of its ability to assess cognitive function,[4] but revisiting that period of my life is still bittersweet.


    During our final years, we were trying to raise our next round of capital or find a buyer. I regularly flew across the country while raising two young children. The stress was so intense that I experienced true burnout. Not metaphorical burnout. Actual, body-shutting-down, stress-induced illness. I developed shingles in my 30s, on my face no less, which was a first for my doctor.


    I did what many founders believe they’re supposed to do and tied my identity to the business. Every win felt like a personal triumph and every setback felt like a character flaw. I pushed through everything and made it look like strength. Our traction and metrics supported the fundraising strategy, and our pitch was excellent, but it just wasn’t working. We’ll unpack why as we move through the book.


    Ultimately, our board and majority shareholders authorized an asset sale, ensuring the survival of the innovation, but not the company itself. After the acquisition, I learned that the acquiring company, led by an all-male management team, went on to raise $55 million.[5] That was a gut punch, but it also sent me down the path of seeking research and data that clarified what had really happened, and why.


    Turning Frustration into Action


    When we sold the company, I couldn’t help but feel like I had failed. I had poured everything into building something meaningful and innovative, yet I couldn’t escape the thought that I had fallen short, especially after learning that the acquiring company went on to raise what I had been striving for. I started researching the world of fundraising and venture capital, desperate to understand what I had done wrong.


    The more I dug into the data, the more it became clear: I hadn’t failed. I had been operating in a system that wasn’t designed to support founders like me.


    The numbers were, and are, staggering.


    In the United States, $339 billion was invested in startups through venture capital (VC) deals in 2025.[6] Women and entrepreneurs of color, especially Black, Hispanic, and Asian founders, are driving the growth of business ownership, yet continue to face huge funding gaps. Between 2017 and 2022, the number of Black-owned employer businesses grew by 57%, with the number of Black women founders growing by an incredible 72%.[7] Hispanic entrepreneurs launched businesses at a record pace during the same period, but collectively received just 1.5% of US venture funding in 2022.[8]


    Despite this growth, capital allocation remains extremely unequal. Women-founded companies secure only 1.2% of all VC funding;[9] Black founders get 0.48%;[10] Latina founders, less than 1.5%;[11] and Black women founders, just 0.34%.[12] In my home state of Massachusetts, women-led businesses receive only 0.5% of venture capital dollars.[13]  These statistics make one thing clear: some of the fastest-growing, most dynamic sectors of entrepreneurship remain almost entirely excluded from the capital that drives innovation, even as they increasingly shape our economic future.
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    It’s not just the US.


    While the US leads global VC funding, similar patterns show up around the world. In most developed markets, women and founders of color receive less than 3% of total VC investment. China and the UK typically round out the top three economies in VC activity, and in India, where startup growth has exploded in recent years, women founders received just 1.5% of VC funding in 2024.[14]


    [image: A square image of a barcode with the words "Special video for female founders" written above it.  AI generated content]


    These statistics are disheartening, yes, but they are also liberating. They helped me realize that what I had experienced wasn’t a personal failure, it was a systemic one. I could have had the best pitch in the world, and it still might not have mattered. When 98% of venture dollars go to men, it’s not just about how you pitch. I didn’t yet understand that investor pushback and rejection didn’t necessarily mean I wasn’t telling a compelling story. It often meant I wasn’t talking to the right people.


    Too often, founders internalize rejection as a reflection of their own inadequacy. We think, If I were better, smarter, more polished, maybe I could have succeeded. But the truth is, the system of capital allocation has evolved such that it is designed to marginalize us, to keep us from accessing the capital and resources we need to grow and compete. This realization lit a fire in me. I couldn’t unsee what I had learned, and I knew I couldn’t let others feel like I had: isolated, defeated, and questioning their worth. That’s when I decided to turn my frustration into action and dedicate myself to creating a system that works for all founders, not just the privileged few.


    Fundraising—It Hits Different


    I encountered systemic bias during fundraising that I hadn’t fully understood before. Even after more than 15 years as a woman in tech, being the only woman in the room more times than I can count, this was different. Negotiating with institutions and pitching investors exposed barriers that were less obvious until I was standing right in front of them.


    We’ll get into the nitty-gritty of bias, how to identify it in the moment, and practical advice on how to handle it, but there is a critical element at play that isn’t immediately obvious.


    The primary reason for bias in venture capital funding, beyond blatant sexism and racism, is the systemic reliance on pattern matching and signal processing to reduce perceived risk in investments. Investors look for familiar patterns with founders, industries, or business models that align with their past successes. But the dataset for these “successful” patterns is overwhelmingly homogeneous, shaped by decades of predominantly white male decision-makers funding other white men. If you don’t come from this demographic, you’re automatically less likely to “match the signal,” regardless of the strength or risk profile of your business.


    The problem isn’t just individual bias, it’s systemic. The very frameworks investors use to evaluate startups are rooted in exclusion. Criteria like “founder-market fit,” “pattern recognition,” “warm intros,” and “social proof” are all forms of signal processing designed to assess risk, but in practice, they often work against The Rest of Us because we don’t fit the historical mold of what success has looked like in venture capital. This is why, despite being lower risk or just as qualified, founders from marginalized communities struggle to access funding.


    This is also why venture capital as an industry is unsustainable without correcting its trajectory. Businesses founded by women deliver more than twice the revenue per dollar invested than those founded by men.[15] Multiple VC funds have returned better-than-average results with portfolios disproportionately featuring women- and minority-owned businesses, including Kapor Capital, Ulu, and Starlight Ventures.[16] To put the opportunity into perspective, if the revenue of women- and minority-owned businesses were proportional to their percentage in the labor force (56%), the US economy would potentially grow by $4.4 trillion.[17]


    For an industry defined by the ability to identify undervalued assets and invest in outliers for outsized returns (alpha[18]), it’s completely missing the mark. It fails to recognize opportunity where it’s statistically abundant.


    The good news, my friends, is the capital allocation landscape is evolving and diversifying. This book explains alternate sources of capital, their motivations, and how to access them. You’ll learn how to pitch the right person, at the right time, with the right message.


    Founding Scroobious


    I became determined to help other founders not only avoid the obstacles I’d faced, but also access a new system that values the opportunity their identities present rather than penalizing them for it. As I looked at the capital landscape, I asked a simple question: If venture capital isn’t funding most of us, what’s the next-largest pool of money? The answer was clear—private wealth. According to Bank of America research, if private capital were a country, it would have the second-largest economy in the world.[19]


    Most of that wealth sits dormant, however, when it comes to early-stage investing. The system is too opaque, too insider-driven, and too biased, not just for founders, but for potential investors, too. The very people who could be investing in innovative, underrepresented founders don’t know how, don’t feel invited, or assume they’re not qualified to participate.


    I founded Scroobious in 2020 to reshape innovation capital access by making innovators and funders more informed, more inclusive, and more connected. Our platform helps founders learn how to navigate the fundraising process, craft compelling pitches, and connect with aligned investors who see the potential for both impact and return. But Scroobious is about more than just tools or training, it’s about belonging in an ecosystem that has long told many of us we don’t.


    People often ask me what the name Scroobious means, and I love telling the story because it’s both meaningful and memorable. It comes from a poem by Edward Lear, in which a group of animals tries to classify a strange new creature, the Scroobious Pip, into one of their known categories. They question if it’s a mammal, bird, fish, or insect, but it doesn’t fit neatly anywhere. Eventually, they stop trying to label it and instead celebrate it for being unique.


    That’s exactly how many of us feel in the fundraising world. Misunderstood. Misclassified. Left out. At Scroobious, we help founders and investors embrace what makes them different, craft narratives that reflect their true value, and connect with others who can see their upside because of their uniqueness, not in spite of it.


    Since launching, over 1,000 entrepreneurs, investors, and mentors have joined our platform through word of mouth and our intentional partnerships. Through tailored pitch feedback, community-driven learning, and strategic connections, we’ve helped founders raise millions in funding while staying true to their vision. One of the aspects I’m most proud of is the platform’s emphasis on demystifying investor thinking. By teaching founders how investors evaluate opportunities, we’re not just improving outcomes; we’re building confidence and agency. By exposing investors to founders building in areas of expertise or passion whom they wouldn’t have otherwise met, we’re debunking the myth that there’s a pipeline problem. The pipeline is and always has been there. We’ve been experiencing a funding problem, and we’re taking it into our own hands to fix it.


    Our work is rooted in the belief that everyone deserves the opportunity to innovate and create, regardless of their background, from all sides of the table. From day one, we’ve been about more than just helping individual founders succeed; we’ve been about changing the system. This means advocating for policy changes, fostering transparency, and challenging outdated norms that perpetuate inequity.


    Why This Book Exists


    I’ve faced barriers firsthand. I’ve run into walls I didn’t even know were there until I hit them. And I’ve watched incredible founders give up, not because their ideas weren’t strong, but because the system wasn’t designed to let them through. This book makes the fundraising process clearer, fairer, and a lot less intimidating for founders like you.


    This isn’t yet another framework from a white male perspective where someone who doesn’t share your lived experience talks at you without regard for the inequities and bias you face. I bring my own lived experience as a Jewish woman founder who has navigated systemic bias, but I don’t pretend to speak for every identity. That’s why I’ve included the voices and stories of a vibrant, diverse group of founders and investors whose perspectives expand and enrich the lessons in these pages. This book discusses realistic sources of capital and methods for effectively communicating your opportunity to people who are more likely to write you a check based on real-world data.


    My goal is to make the fundraising process more accessible, less mysterious, and maybe even a little fun.


    This book is part manual, part empowerment tool, and part insider playbook. You’ll learn how to:


    +Think like an investor so you can craft narratives that resonate.


    +Identify the right types of capital for your business beyond just venture capital.


    +Build connections and confidence in spaces that often feel unwelcoming.


    We’ll break down myths, share stories, and provide practical, actionable strategies that you can use immediately. I’ll share my experiences, and we’ll hear from others who’ve been in the trenches of fundraising and come out the other side.


    The Founders and Investors You’ll Hear From


    Throughout this book, you’ll hear from founders who have lived the realities of raising capital from positions outside the traditional power networks. Their stories are the heart of this work, with each one reflecting a different path, geography, and motivation for building.
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    Ali Garba, Milwaukee, WI. Ali is an angel investor and venture capitalist with deep expertise across development, investment, and commercial banking. A former first vice president and portfolio management director at Morgan Stanley, Ali has spent decades guiding strategic portfolios while teaching finance and economics as an adjunct professor at the University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee. With a doctorate in business and a lifelong commitment to learning, leadership, and impact, he now focuses on empowering entrepreneurs and expanding access to capital for the next generation of innovators. linkedin.com/in/dragarba/.
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    Amanda Drobnis, Norwood, MA. Amanda is the co-founder and CEO of Hilltop Bio, a biotech startup developing innovative veterinary regenerative products designed to support animals’ natural healing processes. A lifelong equestrian with a background in animal science, Amanda discovered the power of regenerative approaches firsthand after a serious hip injury sidelined her at age 29. Her recovery sparked a mission to help bring similar innovations to veterinary medicine. Today, Hilltop Bio offers a growing portfolio of easy-to-use, room-temperature products used by equine and companion-animal practices nationwide. Amanda’s work shows how personal experience, scientific curiosity, and practical design can shape the future of animal care from the inside out. linkedin.com/in/amanda-drobnis/.
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    Catherine Gray, Los Angeles, CA. An investor, filmmaker, and founder of She Angel Investors, Catherine has dedicated her career to closing the funding gap for women entrepreneurs. She’s the executive producer of the award-winning documentary, Show Her The Money and host of the long-running Invest in Her podcast, spotlighting founders and funders working toward equity. Through her films, fund, and foundation, Catherine is building a movement to ensure women aren’t just part of the conversation; they’re leading it. linkedin.com/in/catherinelgray/.
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    Deanna Meador, Nashville, TN. A serial entrepreneur and inventor, Deanna leads Couture Technologies, an AI-powered platform helping fashion brands increase sales and reduce returns with virtual try-on, size recommendations, and AI-powered outfit-building tools. She’s launched solutions spanning edtech and fashiontech, translating technical ambition into practical product impact. Over the last two decades, she has supported over 1,000 other entrepreneurial teams as they worked to bring new ideas into the market. Deanna’s work reminds us that building with domain expertise and empathy can shift entire industries from the inside. linkedin.com/in/deanna-meador-99bb5640/.
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    Derek Ali, Los Angeles, CA. A multi-Grammy Award-winning mix engineer (widely known as “MixedByAli”) turned startup founder, Derek is building EngineEars, a SaaS platform that provides tools and resources to streamline music collaboration, creator payments, business workflows, and global distribution for music creators. He’s worked with artists like Kendrick Lamar and Donald Glover, and he developed EngineEars after realizing through his own experiences that creatives were stuck juggling piecemeal tools for contracts, file sharing, distribution, and billing. Derek’s journey demonstrates what happens when a creator becomes an entrepreneur, using intimate domain knowledge to build infrastructure for the next wave of talent. linkedin.com/in/derek-ali-964667165/.
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    Elijah Davis, Dallas, TX. Elijah is the co-founder and CEO of Platinum915, a wellness and life sciences brand offering plant-based products for sober-conscious adults 21+ desiring healthier, functional alternatives to alcohol, opioids, and synthetic stimulants. After sustaining a debilitating spinal injury while serving in the US Army, Elijah turned to plant medicine for healing, an experience that inspired him to build products like CannaShots and Rasta Rocks to promote conscious living and balance. A ForbesBLK member and Scroobious Innovation Council advisor, Elijah leads with empathy, creativity, and conviction that wellness can be both functional and joyful. linkedin.com/in/peakplatinum915/.
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    James Valencia, Nashville, TN. James is the founder and CEO of Radical Shoots, an urban microgreens company that grew from a 100-square-foot space into a multisite operation supplying restaurants, markets, and communities across Nashville. A Vanderbilt alum with roots in sustainability and tech, James built his business by marrying design thinking with agtech systems, eventually acquiring CC Gardens to scale further. His story shows how curiosity, persistence, and domain humility can turn a side experiment into a movement toward healthier, local food systems. linkedin.com/in/james-martin-valencia/.
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    Jennifer Kushell, Marina del Rey, CA. Jennifer is the founder and CEO of Exploring Your Potential (EYP), an edtech company transforming how students navigate their lives and careers. A New York Times bestselling author and global advocate for youth empowerment, Jennifer has spent over 25 years working at the intersection of education, employment, and entrepreneurship-advising initiatives with the US State Department, the United Nations, and institutions in more than 60 countries. Through EYP, she’s helping the next generation gain the clarity, confidence, and strategy to build meaningful futures in an ever-changing world. linkedin.com/in/jenniferkushell/.
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    Jennifer Saxton, Los Angeles, CA. Jen is the founder and CEO of Tot Squad, an award-winning marketplace connecting new parents with trusted experts for registry planning, feeding, sleep, car seat safety, and more. With Tot Squad’s MotherFund feature, families can add flexible service credits to their baby registry. A serial entrepreneur who sold her first company in 2020, she has raised over $4 million and launched the Baby Concierge program in Target stores in 2025. Jen earned her BS in mathematics from Duke and her MBA from Northwestern Kellogg, and is the mom of two young girls. linkedin.com/in/jenbsaxton/.
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    Jenny Rudd, Sydney, Australia. Jenny is the founder of Dispute Buddy, a platform that helps people easily collect and export digital evidence for legal disputes. A serial entrepreneur and passionate advocate for equality, Jenny previously bought and sold a regional lifestyle magazine, co-founded The Gender Investment Gap NZ with Dame Theresa Gattung, and became the first New Zealand woman tech founder accepted into Techstars Sydney. Named a finalist in the NZ Hi-Tech Awards “Inspiring Individual” category and ranked among the top 1% of Techstars mentors worldwide, she’s on a mission to close the gender gap in entrepreneurship and investment, one woman-shaped puzzle piece at a time. linkedin.com/in/jennyjanerudd/.
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    Joel Mutua, New York, NY. A serial entrepreneur and technology innovator, Joel founded TEMBA (formerly Quick Cart Africa) to bank Africa’s 53 million unbanked small businesses, enterprises that drive over half of the continent’s GDP. He’s now building Nurture Connect, an AI-first healthcare platform expanding access to patient-centered care. Joel’s journey reveals what it means to pitch across continents and lead with conviction through both success and loss. linkedin.com/in/joel-mutua-409ab1177/.
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    Julie Moir Messervy, Brattleboro, VT. Julie is a renowned landscape designer, author, and entrepreneur with a mission to democratize sustainable outdoor design. A pioneer in her field, she founded Home Outside, which launched the first online landscape design service and the world’s first AI-powered landscape and garden designer. Julie is the author of eight books, including Home Outside and The Inward Garden, and her design portfolio includes public parks and private gardens across North America, most notably the Toronto Music Garden created with cellist Yo-Yo Ma. A lifelong advocate for access and innovation, Julie’s work blends artistry, technology, and climate resilience to bring beautiful, meaningful outdoor spaces to everyone. linkedin.com/in/juliemoirmesservy/.
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    Karen Robinson Cope, Atlanta, GA. Karen is a serial entrepreneur and accomplished CEO with a track record of building and scaling high-growth technology and media companies. Throughout her career, she has secured over $100 million in angel, venture, and private equity funding; led multiple successful exits; and served on the boards of public, private, and nonprofit organizations. Karen is also a sought-after keynote speaker on entrepreneurship and women’s leadership. She is a recipient of numerous national awards, including Woman of the Year, Investor of the Year, and Entrepreneur of the Year. She has also served as a five-time judge for the EY Entrepreneur of the Year Awards and is an active mentor to women and founders. Karen is currently an investor in more than a dozen companies that range from sports tech and pickleball to e-commerce, healthcare, and women’s fertility. Karen continues to champion diverse leadership and inclusive innovation across industries. linkedin.com/in/karenrobinsoncope/.
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    Kelly Kimball, Los Angeles, CA. Kelly is a serial disruptor and co-founder and chairman of Vitu, where he reimagines how businesses and governments interact. He is also co-founder and chairman of F5 Collective, which creates generational change for women through economic empowerment, capital, and policy advocacy. He mentors startups to challenge dominant players, invests in diverse founders, and lectures on strategic disruption. Kelly and his wife Carla are also dedicated advocates for women’s leadership through their philanthropy and political activism. linkedin.com/in/kellykimball/.
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    Lindsay Kuhn, Providence, RI. Lindsay is the founder and CEO of Wingspans, a platform using authentic storytelling to guide the next generation toward fulfilling careers. With degrees in English and engineering, and a PhD from Brown, Lindsay merges technical expertise with a deep commitment to equity. As a woman in STEM, she believes career exploration is a social justice issue. Wingspans helps students see what’s possible and gives employers access to a nontraditional pipeline. If you can see it, you can be it. linkedin.com/in/lindsay-kuhn-ph-d-7578b8/.
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    Melissa Wood, Austin, TX. Melissa is an award-winning creative leader with over 20 years of experience helping founders and executives shape brands, products, and cultures that tell powerful stories. Her work spans global companies and startups acquired by Apple and Google, and her passion for storytelling runs through her art, humanitarian work in Ethiopia, and career in design and tech. As founder of Formus, she’s reimagining how people experience and design spaces by creating environments that evolve alongside the stories they hold. linkedin.com/in/melissawood/.
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    Modjossorica (Rica) Elysée, Boston, MA. A serial entrepreneur and technologist, Rica is the founder and CEO of BeautyLynk, an on-demand beauty service connecting clients and stylists via a few clicks, and co-founder of a stealth retail technology startup. Her experience scaling tech-driven platforms reflects both resilience and reinvention. Rica’s story is a master class in confidence, boundaries, and building businesses that reflect who you are, not who you’re told to be. linkedin.com/in/melysee/.
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    Rajia Abdelaziz, Boston, MA. A serial tech entrepreneur and the founder and CEO of invisaWear, Rajia built one of the leading brands in personal safety technology, raising millions in funding and scaling to over $20 million in sales. She forged major partnerships with ADT and TELUS, transforming a personal mission into a global movement for safety and empowerment. Rajia’s story embodies what it means to lead with both innovation and purpose, and to thrive in an industry that still underestimates women and people of color. linkedin.com/in/rajiaabdelaziz/.
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    Richard Millunchick, Bloomington, IN. Richard is an accomplished professional with more than 30 years of experience in sales and operations management. Employers, clients, and colleagues know him as a goal-oriented individual who is dedicated to corporate expansion and improving the bottom line. He works with early-stage and growing companies that are paving new paths in their industries. linkedin.com/in/rmillunchick/.
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    Ricquelle Jeffrey, Boston, MA & London, UK. Born in Trinidad and Tobago, Ricquelle leads with a global lens. She brings 15+ years of leadership across finance, healthcare, fashion, compliance, and technology. She has delivered global multimillion-dollar initiatives, led growth strategy securing critical capital and partnerships, and earned one startup recognition in Forbes France. Now founder of Cherisse Consulting Group and co-founder of Bloomsuite, she is redefining how the wellness economy scales in a new era, proving that AI’s greatest value lies in strengthening meaningful human connection. linkedin.com/in/ricquellejeffrey/.
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    Stéphanie Joseph, Boston, MA. Stéphanie brings 10+ years of global fintech experience. She co-founded Kura at Harvard Business School and led it from idea to launch—building the compliance, product, and go-to-market foundations for instant, stablecoin-powered cross-border payments serving merchants across Central America and the Caribbean. Under her leadership, Kura integrated with Circle for USDC, built on the Stellar network, and partnered with MoneyGram for global cash-out infrastructure. With prior roles in major tech and financial institutions, she focuses on creating modern financial rails for historically underserved markets. linkedin.com/in/stephaniegjoseph/.
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    Suelin Chen, Cambridge, MA. A healthcare executive and MIT PhD engineer/scientist, Suelin founded Cake, the largest end-of-life planning platform, which has served over 100 million users and was acquired by a major funeral services provider. With more than two decades at the intersection of healthtech, entrepreneurship, and strategy, she’s helped shape how people plan for care and make their wishes known. A Fortune “40 Under 40” honoree and Care100 leader, Suelin’s work reminds us that innovation can meet mortality, and that systems change begins where people live and die. linkedin.com/in/suelinchen/.
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    Sydney Robinson, London, Ontario, Canada Metropolitan Area. Sydney is the co-founder and CEO of Vessl Prosthetics, a company transforming prosthetic comfort and performance through innovative socket design. With a background in mechanical and biomedical engineering and training from the Medical Innovation Fellowship, she brings deep technical expertise paired with a genuine talent for connecting with people. Sydney discovered the long-standing problem of poor socket fit while working closely with clinicians and amputees, and built Vessl around a simple belief: solutions should be designed with and alongside the people who rely on them. linkedin.com/in/sydneymrobinson/.
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    Yousof Naderi, Boston, MA. Yousof, the CEO and co-founder of DeepCharge, brings over 15 years of experience building intelligent, real-world systems where AI, hardware, and software intersect. At DeepCharge, he led the company from deep-tech IP to enterprise platforms that improve device uptime for Fortune 500 customers, architecting full-stack solutions and guiding engineering, manufacturing, and customer pilots. Previously, he oversaw major National Science Foundation-, Department of Defense-, and Office of Naval Research-funded R&D programs at Northeastern University, specializing in wireless systems and applied AI. He excels at translating complex technical challenges into scalable products. linkedin.com/in/yousofnaderi/.
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    Yulkendy Valdez, New York, NY. A founder turned ecosystem builder, Yulkendy’s work centers on creating access for diverse entrepreneurs and emerging talent. She co-founded Forefront, a corporate training company that partnered with organizations such as SAP to advance inclusive recruitment and retention. Now shaping early-stage ecosystems through supporting leading accelerators, incubators, and fellowships, she’s proof that changing who gets funded starts with changing who gets seen. linkedin.com/in/yulkendyvaldez/.


    How this Book Is Structured


    The book is divided into two parts to guide you from understanding how fundraising really works to nailing your pitch and securing money.


    Part I: What Fundraising Actually Looks Like


    In the first half, we take a step back and look at the fundraising world from the inside. You’ll learn how capital flows, why so much of it stays in the hands of the same types of founders, and what’s changing, especially for The Rest of Us. We’ll demystify terms, expose biases, and explore newer sources of funding that may be more accessible, and quite frankly, a better fit. This section is about clarity, confidence, and seeing the system for what it is so you can move forward with intention.


    Part II: Building a Pitch That Works


    The second half gets hands-on. I’ll walk you through what makes a pitch resonate, how to structure your deck, and how to talk about yourself and your company in a way that lands. You’ll learn how investors evaluate opportunities, how to shift your mindset, and how to tell your story in a way that connects, especially when you’ve been underestimated or overlooked. This isn’t about making yourself fit into someone else’s mold. It’s about communicating your value clearly, powerfully, and on your terms.


    Each part is packed with step-by-step guidance, real-life examples, and advice you can use right now. No gatekeeping. No guesswork. Just the tools and mindset shifts that make fundraising clearer, fairer, and a little less lonely.
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1 stepped away from paid work during this period to raise my young children after being forced out of
my previous role upon returning from maternity leave, an experience that reshaped my views on equity,
power, and leadership.

This was a period of unpaid labor, work that is essential to our economy and society, yet often goes
unrecognized. All forms of labor should be valued, and this role strengthened my entrepreneurial skills
including:

 Multitasking and prioritization: making constant decisions by balancing immediate needs with long-
term outcomes, often under pressure and with incomplete information.

 Strategic communication: learning how to understand others' points of view and convey ideas in
ways that are received, understood, and acted upon.

® Empathetic leadership: supporting growth and development while navigating conflict, emotion, and
shifting dynamics.

 Self-directed learning: using this time to explore early-stage venture dynamics, product-market fi,
and fundraising models that helped guide my entry to entrepreneurship.

Figure 1.1: Entrepreneurship is how I rebuilt my career.
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