
HEALTH CARE MANUFACTURING SUBSCRIBER ONLY

Women in bio: Greater New Haven leaders
steer effort to diversify top ranks of CT’s
burgeoning life sciences industry

(From left) Morag Grassie, Susan Sobolov and Erika Smith are all players in New Haven’s life sciences industry trying to make

sure women are represented in the sector’s leadership roles. PHOTO STEVE LASCHEVER

BY NATALIE MISSAKIAN

JULY 2, 2021

When Rebecca Frey worked as a vice president of global operations at Alexion Pharmaceuticals,

she was part of a biotech leadership team where the women outnumbered the men.

She knew that level of gender diversity was rare in her industry. Yet she wasn’t fully prepared

for what she encountered when she left in 2017 to take a VP role at a small New York biotech

startup, and later at small startups in Boston.

“I suddenly found myself in a space where there were very few women, or people of color, in

leadership,” says Frey, a Latina. “That was a harsh reality at the time.”
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If national statistics are any indication, her experience isn’t surprising. A 2020 survey of 100

biotech companies released in June by the industry group BIO found that while women made up

47% of total employees, they account for just 31% of executives and 23% of CEOs.

That was only a slight improvement from 2019’s report, when women comprised 46% of teams

but only 30% of executives, and just 16% of CEOs.

But Frey is part of a growing network of women bioscience leaders in Greater New Haven and

across the state — from academics to chief executives to investors — who are trying to move

the needle in Connecticut.

They are hoping to pool their influence to build a pipeline of women biotech leaders and raise

the profile of the talented scientists and executives who are already here, which they hope in

turn will propel more women into upper management.

Their efforts have picked up steam in the last few months, fueled in part by a renewed focus on

diversity, equity and inclusion following protests over the death of George Floyd last summer.

“There’s definitely momentum and it’s not just here. It’s pretty much across the bioscience

industry nationally now,” said Frey, who is now chief operating officer of Branford’s

EvolveImmune Therapeutics and also sits on the boards of Halda Therapeutics and Elm Street

Ventures, a New Haven venture capital firm. “There’s a lot going on and that’s why I feel very

encouraged.”

Erika Smith, CEO of ReNetX Bio, a New Haven biotechnology firm developing a drug to reverse

the damage from spinal cord injuries, said she first met Frey at an event in Boston and they
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instantly bonded.

The pair discussed all the powerhouse women life science leaders they knew around the state,

but how little they interacted, partly because Connecticut’s bioscience companies are scattered

around the state. They started brainstorming about what they could accomplish if they joined

forces.

Last fall, they launched Executive Women in Bio, a group that expanded last April into

Connecticut’s first chapter of the national organization, Women in Bio.

“There’s just something about women helping women on the executive side,” Smith said. “We

don’t have the ‘old boys’ network,’ so to speak, so I think we all really want to help each other.”

The chapter is led by Susan Sobolov, a former Alexion R&D leader and Connecticut resident who

is now chief operating officer of New Jersey-based Caelum Biosciences. Sobolov said the group

already has 157 members.

She said large pharma companies like Pfizer and Alexion have long had their own women’s

networking groups. But in Connecticut, there are a lot of small startups where women may not

have “critical mass.”

“Because the whole company is only 12 or 15 people,” she said.

She said Women in Bio also covers other professions that touch on the life sciences industry,

including lawyers, investment professionals and university professors.

“It gives us an opportunity to create networks that we wouldn’t have made in our own

disciplines and within our own organizations,” she said.

Strong talent pool

Although there are no hard numbers on how Connecticut life science companies compare

nationally when it comes to gender parity, Frey said her executive group database lists 75

women in senior leadership roles (vice president or above), or who are senior faculty members

in academia. Of those, roughly half are C-suite executives and 15 are CEOs.
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“That’s a very strong cohort considering that there are probably 85 to 100 bioscience companies

overall,” Frey said.

“There’s actually a huge and incredibly talented pool of women here and I see that as a sign that

if we do the work to continue to advance them, we can actually become a leader in this space

when it comes to diversity,” said Frey.

Sobolov said the group wants to elevate and provide mentorship opportunities for women at all

stages of the pipeline, starting with young girls who may be thinking about a career in the

sciences.

It also seeks to encourage and prepare members to seek seats on the boards of biotech

companies. An April analysis of 140 venture-backed healthcare companies by investment fund

Deerfield Management found women made up only 10% of board director roles.

Morag Grassie, senior associate director of the Blavatnik Fund for Innovation at Yale, said she

had an experience similar to Frey’s when she attended her first Yale Life Sciences Pitchfest in

2018. The annual Shark Tank-style contest has been a springboard for numerous successful

startups.

She remembers scanning the lineup of presenters that year and thinking: “Where are all the

women?”

“I think there were maybe just one or two among a very large number of applicants,” she said.

As a result of that experience, Grassie and two of her colleagues at Yale’s Office for Cooperative

Research, Michelle McQueen and Lolahon Kadiri, launched AmplifyHerScience, a new program

to help women scientists commercialize their research.

Historically, men have been more likely than women to start companies based on their lab

research, a contributing factor to the gender gap in top leadership.

Grassie said one of the biggest obstacles for successful women faculty members is time, since

many are also tapped for multiple boards and committees and are also juggling family

responsibilities.

“Our goal is to try to remove those barriers by making it as easy as possible for them to find the

opportunities [to pitch their ideas], and then also helping to coach them so when they do invest

the time, they have a better chance of success,” Grassie said.

She said the program is already making inroads. For example, two Yale scientists coached

through the program were among 12 women entrepreneurs selected for Equalize 2021, a

national pitch competition for women entrepreneurs, she said.

Building a community
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Another sign of progress: four of the nine winners at this year’s Yale Innovation Summit, the

largest entrepreneurial event on campus, were women, including ReNetX CEO Smith, who took

first place in the pharmaceuticals and biotherapeutics category.

“What I noticed was that about 25% of the companies pitching this year were women led,” said

Usha Pillai, a biotechnology strategist for the Economic Development Corporation of New

Haven, who also works as a diversity consultant. “I don’t ever remember seeing that many

women pitching.”

When she began working in the New Haven biotech space, she said she “could probably count

the number of prominent women on my fingers.”

She said one of the major reasons for the shift is that women like Frey, Smith, Sobolov and

others are building a community.

“It provides visibility for local leaders to know each other and engage with each other and talk

about challenges and success strategies,” she said. “It happens very naturally for male leaders.

They go out for golf, they go out for drinks. Having a space where women can engage in these

conversations is critical.”

Pillai, who co-chairs a peer-to-peer mentoring program for the new Women in Bio chapter, said

companies can also help by taking a hard look at whether there are barriers within their

organization that are holding women back, such as unconscious mindsets about women or

policies that discourage work-life balance.

“What we want to do is get more men [in leadership] to be our allies,” she said. “We need to

work together.”
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