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2020 Women On Boards reported that for the first time in history, women

hold 22.6% of the board ... [+]  GETTY

In the past decade, women have made significant strides
in closing the gender equality gap. Twenty years ago,
today's accomplishments seemed out of reach. Recently,
according to the 2020 Women On Boards Gender
Diversity Index report, women now hold a historic 22.6%
of the board seats among the nation's largest publicly-
traded companies in the Russell 3000 Index. Even though
that percentage has increased by 2.2% from 2019, it's still
alarming that women occupy only 6,034 seats out of
26,711. 

Breen Sullivan, founder of The Fourth Floor, and her
cofounders, Sarah Feingold and Kat de Haen, recognized
the immense lack of resources for women preparing to
hold a board position. The Fourth Floor democratizes
women's access to board seats and investments to drive
systemic change. Its community, over 2,000 members
strong, provides women with the necessary skills and
resources to serve on a board and connects startups to
general counsel, industry experts and investors. 

"Women have a really hard time getting board seats,"
Sullivan explains. "Women also have a really hard time
raising money and accessing opportunities to scale their
company. When you bring those two groups together, you
bring together the women entrepreneurs and those
executives and professionals; you bring them together in
what is essentially a marketplace. You change the rules so
that all of those female founders realize that there is this
value that they can claim for themselves in the form of
advisory boards, and independent directors, depending on
the maturity stage of a company."

PROMOTED

Sullivan built out the legal functions for mid-sized and
large companies. While at her last company, the idea,
which was the genesis for The Fourth Floor, ignited. She
realized that there is an inherent value by connecting
general counsel with startups. 

"A couple of years ago," Sullivan states, "I realized that
someone like me, general counsel for a mid-sized, rapidly
growing startup in the tech space, I had so much value
that I could share with a founder of an early-stage
company. I also realized that in return, that founder could
provide so much value to me, in the form of an
opportunity to serve as an advisory board member and
potentially earn equity in an up-and-coming startup."
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Through a women's general counsel meetup, Sullivan met
Feingold, who started her legal career as general counsel
for Etsy. "It [the idea of the organization] really spoke to
me because I've seen the inequalities in the boardroom,"
Feingold shares. "I know how difficult it is for women to
scale their companies. I thought this was innovative
because it was a tangible way to move the needle and
make a difference."

The Fourth Floor founder Breen Sullivan and co-founders Sarah Feingold and

Kat de Haën.  ZAZA WEISSGERBER

After meeting Feingold, Sullivan was introduced to de
Haen through a mutual friend. As a serial entrepreneur in
fashion and product development, de Haen experienced
the pain points of entrepreneurship. Inspired by Sullivan's
idea, she wanted to be involved. 

Often, a board seat is equated with a publicly-traded
company. However, it can take up to five years or longer to
secure a board seat. The fourth Floor stresses the
importance of an advisory board. For a startup, the
advisory board is a group of people championing the
company who have a particular skill set; they serve as
mentors and sponsors.

"When I was building my company," de Haen comments,
"and I was relying on my partner and his male investors
that were taking over our thought process, I had no idea
that I actually could build my advisory board and use
them to keep my power; help grow and scale my company.
That's so valuable as a founder to know that you can do
that."

 As The Fourth Floor founders continue to expand their
approach to a century-old problem, they share the
following steps on how women can secure board seats:

"As women," Feingold concludes, "we want to be asked to
come to the table. What we're trying to do is we're trying
to convince smaller companies that they have this table,
and they can invite amazing women to their table to help
them grow. We're also convincing amazing women that
they are qualified to be on a board today; it's just a matter
of reframing yourself and figuring out what board...We
keep this conversation going about wealth, power and
rising up together."

Follow me on LinkedIn. Check out my website. 

Cheryl Robinson

For the past three plus years, I’ve studied how individuals

successfully pivot in their careers. I founded Ready2Roar as a

platform to develop leadership workshops for… Read More
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Build meaningful relationships. Securing an
opportunity at the table takes patience and
reaching out to your contacts; it's about trust and
your reputation.

Ask for a board seat. If you wait for someone to ask
you, you will be waiting a long time. Let others
know the value you bring to the table. If you don't
tell people what you want, they cannot help you.

Take control of your narrative. There's power in
owning your story. Speak up and create your own
alternative ecosystem. 
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