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Careers 

Talent goes a long way in Silicon Valley. So does staying connected 

MELISSA MCJANNET JOINED THE Mayfield Fund seven years ago after getting a degree from Stanford Graduate School of Business. In no time she distinguished herself from new hires in the venture industry. She was willing to look beyond the obvious for investment possibilities. She worked closely with me on Convedia, a firm that produces IP media servers and was our first Canadian investment. Mayfield sold that to Radisys this year. We also collaborated on Mobileway, an early mobile-messaging company in France, which we sold to Sybase last year for $400 million.

Melissa and I sifted through stacks of business plans, flew to meet with prospects and spent hours discussing the relative merits of entrepreneurs, as well as what kinds of experts--from customers to suppliers--to pair them with. They were among my most exciting years at Mayfield. Melissa's network of young professionals helped me realize the importance of text over voice. As a native Canadian, she helped navigate us through governance issues.

Today Melissa is a principal at TD Capital, a Toronto firm that manages $2 billion in private equity assets on behalf of pension plan sponsors, endowments and financial institutions. On her recommendation TD Capital invested in Mayfield's first fund in China, which closed in January with $200 million in capital. I have no doubt that our relationship will prove increasingly valuable to me and to my firm.

You could call it the New Girls Network. It's growing one introduction at a time and often by serendipity. It's a small, informal but thriving group of competitive and talented women who respect but don't revere tradition. They look to performance more than pedigree; their idea of chat is a conference call between Menlo Park, London, Shanghai and Bangalore.

A few things have changed since I arrived in Silicon Valley from the U.K. 16 years ago after selling my company, BICC Data Networks, to 3Com Corp. Well-meaning friends and colleagues congratulated me on my good fortune. "It'll be so much better for you in the States," they assured me. "Professional women are embraced there." Well, that was not quite the case. Europe was more traditional but group-oriented; the U.S. was--and still is--much more focused on the individual. But I adapted my style and must say that I have never felt compromised by being a woman.

Nor, I suspect, have any of the pioneering women executives here in the Valley. Among them: Carol Bartz, executive chairman of Autodesk; Judy Estrin, former chief technology officer of Cisco Systems, who sits on the boards of Walt Disney and FedEx; Audrey Maclean, Stanford University professor and angel investor; and Heidi Roizen, a managing director of Mobius Capital. Many of these women are now involved in entrepreneurial pursuits--by example and coaching--encouraging the next wave of women to excel in the high-tech world.

My experiences and network served me well by the time I joined Mayfield in the summer of 2000. Now I handle investments in communications, networking and mobile applications. As a venture capitalist I can give support and guidance by way of an investment, a reference or an introduction. And I often find that the favor gets reciprocated. We do it not out of obligation but because it's good business. The girls rarely disappoint.

Julie Meyer of Ariadne Capital, a global investment and advisory firm in London, came to see me in 2005 after hearing me speak at a conference. She was accompanied by the founder of a company looking for an American investor. I didn't invest--not then, at least--but hit it off with Julie instantly. I was impressed with her energy, determination and knowledge of her portfolio companies.

We stayed in touch, and Julie continued to introduce me to entrepreneurs in her transatlantic network. Eighteen months ago she brought me to William Barhydt, who founded Sennari, a Cupertino, Calif. company that provides mobile customer-relationship management. Mayfield led Sennari's next round of funding; I now sit on the board, and Julie continues to be an adviser to the company. She and I are jointly working on new deals, and I expect at least one to lead to an investment.

Patricia Nakache of Trinity Ventures and I got to know each other through a joint investment in PlayFirst, a publisher of casual games largely targeted at women and families. We were brought together by another network girl, Dana Settle, at that time a partner at Mayfield. (Women partners are still scarce at VC firms.) Since working on PlayFirst, two Mayfield partners (men) have invested in two more deals with Patricia: Jobster, a job and recruiting search engine, and Affinity Labs, a portal serving nurses and policemen, among others.

Our network continues to adapt and grow. The Forum for Women Entrepreneurs & Executives provides 350 members with introductions, mentorship and funding. It has a heavy weighting to Silicon Valley, but programs like "Entrepreneurship from the Perspective of Women" organized by Stanford's business school, have become international in scope, and so have the discussions. Women no longer talk about glass ceilings and balancing children and careers. They want to know about running companies, how to get capital and from whom, and whether an overseas stint is vital to a curriculum vitae.

Recently I hosted a Six Degrees of Separation dinner for roughly three dozen women at a Moroccan restaurant in San Francisco. No one complained about the difficulties of being female in Silicon Valley. How far would any of these women have gotten if they had dwelled on obstacles rather than on possibilities? No, this was a celebration. At the end of the evening I had a case of Moët & Chandon from which to award bottles to the women who could claim connections to six others at the table. Two guests walked off with a bottle. The dinner will become an annual event, a chance for us to commemorate how far we've come. Someday I'll carry home an empty champagne case.

~~~~~~~~

By Janice Roberts

Janice Roberts is a managing director at the Mayfield Fund.
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