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Female Entrepreneurs Say A Woman's
Place Is In The Food Business
After Hillary Clinton lost her bid to become the
first female president of the United States, I
started thinking about women in my own line of
work: consumer packaged food. Is the food
industry a tough place for women? Are the
standards higher? Or is it the welcoming place
you’d expect, given women’s traditional gender
role as provider of meals for the family?

Because we focus on innovation, I reached out to a
few female entrepreneurs: some starting up, some
already spectacularly successful.

What follows are excerpts from my interviews and
email exchanges with Koel Thomae of noosa
Yoghurt, Nona Lim of Nona Lim, Jill Litwin of
Peas of Mind, and Erica Huss and Zoe Sakoutis,
co-founders of Blueprint Juice, and more recently,
Erzo.

Erzo Functional Foods was started by a pair of female serial food
entrepreneurs

 

Barb’s Q: Do you think of your business as
a women’s company?

Nona Lim, whose eponymous food brand includes
chilled entrees, soups, broths, and noodles says,
“As a business woman and a mother, I know what
it’s like to aspire to eat healthy but not have
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enough time to cook three times a day. I founded
my company thinking about all the busy families
who needed convenient foods that were as clean
and healthy as they were delicious.”

This was a theme among all the women I talked
to. My hunch was right. Because women are more
likely to be the primary shopper for groceries,
these female business owners told me they feel
they have a unique perspective on the specific
needs of women and the challenges they face in
feeding their families.

 

Barb’s Q: How would your company be
different if it was run by a man?

Erica Huss and Zoe Sakoutis co-founded the
cold-pressed juice company BluePrint, which they
sold to Hain-Celestial in 2012. Their new
company, Erzo, makes a pre-natal biscuit, which
they see as a more natural, enjoyable delivery
system for the vitamins and minerals a pregnant
woman needs.

So would their company be different if it was run
by a man?

“Well, it wouldn’t be a pre-natal biscuit
company!” they laughed. Sakoutis meant that
since most businesses are run by men, certain
products for women are “horrible,” like , she said,
breast pumps. She posited that if men used them,
they’d be a lot better, meaning that more
engineering and development resources would be
spent improving them.

Countless millions of dollars are spent marketing
drugs for erectile dysfunction, yet there still isn’t a
comparable pill to help women with
similar issues. Erzo is focused on solving the
nutritional needs of women via unique delivery
systems. When the women who ultimately
develop a Viagra-like drug for the female half of
the population, they will have considered a
uniquely female mode of delivery.

Barb’s Q: Did having a child change how
you run your business?

With Erzo, not only did Sakoutis’ having a child
change things; it was the inspiration for the start
of their prenatal food company.

Jill Litwin runs Peas of Mind, a kids’ frozen food
company that has reinvented classic foods like
french fries, and Tater Tots, with versions made
from healthier ingredients that deliver a serving of
vegetables. I asked if having her daughter changed
anything.
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Peas of Mind makes it easier for mom to get kids to eat veggies

“Yes,” she told me with brutal honesty, “It is so
hard. I would love to be able to do it all. The
business was all I thought about before. But it’s
different now. The mindshare is different.”

Nona Lim agrees, “Being a mother has made me
more patient, and also more confident about who
I am and what I can achieve. All the things I have
gone through as a mother (lack of sleep, pain, etc.)
puts other business challenges in perspective.
Because I can no longer be in the office twelve
hours a day, I have to make every minute count.”

Barb’s Q: Have you ever experienced
discrimination (whether overt or casual)
because of your gender?

Raising money for an entrepreneurial venture is
never easy, but it’s apparently much harder for
women. Harvard Business School published a
study in which people listened to a business pitch
and then were asked if they’d be willing to invest.
When the pitch was read by a male voice, 68
percent chose to invest. When the exact same
pitch was read by a female, that number dropped
to 32 percent.

I asked if these women had ever experienced
gender discrimination.

“Oh yeah, for sure,” Sakoutis said. When raising
money for BluePrint, she and Huss met with a
fairly well-known fund. After spending an hour
pitching their business, one of the males in the
room said, “We invested in a woman-owned
company once and we’ll never do it again.”

This was exasperating at best. What’s worse is
that broad-brush discounting of a type of
entrepreneur would probably not occur if they’d
had a bad experience with a company led by a
fill-in-the-blank male. It’s hard to imagine a
professional saying, “We invested in a company
owned by a guy with green eyes once. And we’ll
never do it again.”

This type of blatant misogyny was definitely an
outlier. Most of the women noted that the
majority of the time, there’s just no way to know if
it’s happening. But patronizing commentary (or
“mansplaining”) is pervasive.
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Litwin told me, “I wouldn’t say that I have been a
knowing recipient of gender discrimination in the
grocery industry. But I can recall several times
during important phone calls or meetings when
the male party felt like he needed to slow down his
speech or over-explain, as if English were my
second language. I have never been able to
pinpoint if this is due to my gender or age or
something else. Regardless, it feels as if I’m being
talked down to.

Nona Lim created a line of convenience products for working moms like
herself

Lim had an almost identical response. She said,
“There have definitely been occasions where I
have been talked down to by men who have been
in the industry for decades. They assumed that I
didn’t know what I was doing either because I was
young or female.

”Barb’s Q: What are the advantages to
being a woman in the food business?

The most common answer was multi-tasking. I
heard this from everyone I talked to.

Koel Thomae is co-founder of noosa Yoghurt, the
spectacularly successful yogurt upstart that
introduced Americans to velvety Aussie-style
yogurt. Noosa’s Thomae notes that, “Women are
good at wearing many hats, and are able to juggle
multiple things at once.”
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Thomae credits inspiration for new flavors on a female-style, ego-free
approach

Thomae also thinks women approach things with
an open-mindedness that comes from having less
of an ego.

She notes, “I’ve found this ethos to be particularly
beneficial, as we have pushed the boundaries on
the innovation front. Through exploration and
willingness to engage many different people and
cultures, I’ve discovered new flavors and concepts
that were not even on our radar. By being open
and willing to accept learnings from a diverse
array of people, from seasoned CEOs to dairy
stockers, I’ve been successful and creative at
navigating challenges.”

Barb’s Q: Does the food industry feel
male-dominated to you?

While most of the women I spoke to acknowledge
that the industry is male-dominated, they don’t
feel daunted by it.

Lim is optimistic, “The food industry has been
male-dominated but it is changing. There are
more female entrepreneurs these days especially
with all the food innovation, and overall, I’d say
the natural food industry is better than many
others at making space for women in business.”

There is, however, one area that is still dominated
by older, white males who hold huge power over
food companies: the buyers inside the grocery
store chains. Everyone noted that making a sales
call almost always means pitching to a man.

“If it’s anything related to sales, I’m often the only
woman in the room,” said Litwin.

Thomae’s business partner at noosa is male, but
certain aspects of the business fell to her in the
early days. Sales was one of them.

Thomae told me, “The traditional grocery world is
still male-dominated, and when I was leading
sales for noosa there were times when I would
find myself being the only woman in the room at
larger sales meetings and conferences. While it
was surprising to see how male-dominated these
meetings were at times, it was exciting to be a
trailblazer who was changing the industry status
quo. These experiences never served as a
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roadblock to me, but instead made me bolder in
terms of making sure that I am being heard and
asking for what I want.”

Litwin and the Erzo co-founders solved the “all
male” sales challenge using the same strategy.
They both hired older, white male salespeople to
sell to the existing white male demographic inside
the grocery retailers.

If you can’t beat ‘em, hire ‘em. In fact, our
candidate for first woman president, Hillary
Clinton, hired a man as running mate. Maybe that
was one of her problems?!

The bottom line: it seems the consumer packaged
foods industry is a comfortable place for women
entrepreneurs. In some industries, at least, we’re
making progress.

But we’re not quite there yet, are we, ladies?

-Barb Stuckey

www.barbstuckey.com
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