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Over the years—many, many years—women’s health has 
lagged just about all other sectors of healthcare in terms 
of innovation. It hasn’t been a priority for venture capital 
firms, not even for those VCs that invest strictly in health- 
care; only 20% of healthcare VCs have ever invested in a 
women’s healthcare company, according to a report by 
Frost & Sullivan (“Femtech: Digital Revolution in Women’s 
Health,” March 2018).  

That funding gap has created an innovation gap, and one 
need look no further than the gold standard gynecological 
examination tools, the speculum and stirrups, which were 
invented in the 1850s. Or the standard therapeutic recom-
mendation for the pelvic disorders that affect millions of 
women: Kegel exercises. 

The historical underfunding of the space is due, no doubt, 
to the fact that most entrepreneurial investors are men—
only 6% of venture capital partners are women, according to 
a 2014 report from Babson College (“Women Entrepreneurs 
in 2014: Bridging the Gender Gap in Venture Capital”).

Trish Costello, founder & CEO of venture capital firm Port-
folia (Woodside, CA) wants to fix this gender gap. Costello 
has worked in venture capital since 1994, when she co-

found and led the Kauffman Fellows Program, a training 
and leadership program for venture capitalists, which has 
graduated more than 600 VCs since 1994. “About a third 
of the Kaufmann fellows were really brilliant women, but 
it was often the case that there was only one woman at a 
venture firm of 8-10 men. Time and time again I saw how 
these systems weren’t designed for how women bring val-
ue or make decisions.” 

But if money is power, women have more than they 
know. In 2015, The Bank of Montreal’s Wealth Institute 
published a study showing that for the first time, American 
women held the majority of individual investable wealth 
(51%). The report also noted that women hold 52% of 
management, professional and related positions in the US 
(“Financial Concerns of Women,” BMO Wealth Institute, 
March 2015). 

Indeed, points out Costello, there are seven million fe-
male accredited investors in the US (the requirements of 
which, according to the SEC’s financial regulations, are an 
annual income of $200,000, or joint income with a spouse 
of $300,000, or a net worth, excluding the value of the indi-
vidual’s primary residence, of $1 million or more). “Yet only 
one-half of 1% of women who are accredited have ever 
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made an investment in a start-up. About 30% of accredited 
male investors do,” she says.  

That’s a disconnect when one considers that in many mar-
kets, healthcare for example, women are the most influential 
buyers. “Women are the biggest buyers of everything to do 
with health, for our children, elderly parents, ourselves, even 
for men.” Costello says that as those trend lines came togeth-
er, and having run a $1.7 billion fund of funds for the Kauff-
man Foundation, she got the idea of forming a new venture 
fund to activate the latent financial power of women. “I know 
how to do funds of funds, I know the venture world, and I 
know the most important core practices for successful invest-
ing,” says Costello. “I also knew from all the firms I worked 
with how much has to do with culture and preference.” So 
she set out to build a model and culture that would create 
knowledgeable and successful female investors. 

A Culture of Collaboration  
While there are other venture capital or Angel investment 
firms led by women that prefer to invest in companies in 
which women are prominent on the management team (for 
example, Belle Capital, Sofia Fund, Golden Seeds, Astia An-
gels, and women-led Astarte Ventures, which also invests 
in women’s health), Portfolia, which got off the ground in 
December 2015, wants to do that, and much more. 

Portfolia is out to engage and activate a new generation 
of (mostly) female investors who learn by investing in the 
private, entrepreneurial companies that they would like to 
see in their marketplace. New opportunities to invest in fo-
cused funds are provided quarterly with funds that have a 
particular investment focus. (Men are not excluded, but the 
majority of investors are women). 

The FemTech Fund, the most relevant fund for MedTech 
Strategist’s readers, which invests in health and wellness 
products and services, is Portfolia’s sixth fund. Across all 
Portfolia Funds (Active Aging 1 and 2; Consumer Fund, En-
terprise Fund, Rising Tide Fund, and the recently opened 
FirstStep Fund, the seventh and most recent fund), the lead 
investors look for products that transform personal lifestyle, 
health, food, and the workplace. Portfolia also looks for 
companies that are led by women, or if they’re not, at least 
have a gender-balanced management team. 

In three years, Portfolia has already achieved two exits; 
one food subscription company was sold to Try the World, 
a subscription-based food delivery company that focuses 
on international gourmet foods. Otosense was the other 
exit. Analog Devices bought Otosense, which uses machine 
learning to analyze sounds or vibration to detect potential 
problems in factory machines or car engines. “We got 2.4 
times our money in 20 months for OtoSense, which is a 60% 
internal rate of return,” notes Costello.

Portfolia creates multiple funds each year. “Most are 
around specific verticals like the FemTech fund or the two  
active-aging funds—another huge market in which very 
few VCs invest,” Costello says. The firm has plans to get into  
Artificial Intelligence/Data, AgTech, and longevity/active ag-
ing in the coming year. “Women [Portfolia’s investors] around 
the country can bring their market/buying power to these 
companies and make them more successful more quickly. 
That helps the funds to have even greater returns,” she says. 

An Inclusive Model of Investing 
Portfolia’s principal goal is to help increase the wealth of 
its investors. Like other VCs, its lead investors look for great 
management teams, growing markets, unique and defensible 
products, and a strong potential for return. The firm will in-
vest at the seed stage all the way up to Series C, to balance 
the portfolio between early stage companies that offer the 
potential for high-risk/high reward and revenue companies 
with a lower risk/reward profile. Specifically, Portfolia is look-
ing for capital efficient companies that can get to a successful 
exit in five years, and to profitability on no more than $20 mil-
lion invested. These goals are not unlike those of many VCs.

But, as noted, Portfolia has a secondary goal: that of ac-
tivating women who have never before invested in entre-
preneurial companies and educating them as they invest in 
start-ups by way of a novel investment structure. 

Going forward, each fund can have up to 249 limited part-
ners, or members, as Portfolia terms it, according to a law 
President Trump signed in May 2018. (The “Economic Growth, 
Regulatory and Consumer Protection Act,” which applies to 
Angel and venture capital funds, upped the limit from 99 to 
249.) These individual members are accredited investors who 
can get into the fund for an investment of $10,000, but they 
can invest up to $100,000 or more in certain cases. 

Each fund has five or six lead expert investors who source, 
vet, and select companies for investment. These are people 
with deep experience in venture capital and/or have subject 
matter expertise. For example, Darshana Zaveri, a partner at 
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Braintree, MA-based Catalyst Health Ventures, is one of the 
lead investors for the FemTech Fund. Zaveri’s track record 
includes Catalyst portfolio company Augmenix Inc., which 
was bought in September 2018 by Boston Scientific Corp. 
for $600 million. On $40 million invested privately, that pur-
chase price represents a 10X return. Augmenix is on the 
market with SpaceOAR, a therapy that protects men from 
the side effects of radiotherapy for prostate cancer. 

Zaveri also persuaded Catalyst to invest seed money in 
25-year old first-time entrepreneur Surbhi Sarna, who had a 
concept for the early detection of ovarian cancer. She found-
ed nVision Medical in 2011 to develop a cell-sampling micro-
catheter that can access the ovaries through the fallopian 
tube. NVision’s Mako 7 received FDA clearance in June 2016, 
and a second product that enables visualization through the 
fallopian tubes is in development. Boston Scientific bought 
nVision in April 2018 for $275 million, a great return on the 
$40 million invested in the company. 

The other lead investors for the FemTech Fund are Nola 
Masterson, a biotech CEO, company co-founder, adviser, and 

investor in life science companies many times over. Among 
many professional experiences in biotech, medtech, and ven-
ture capital, she founded Science Futures Inc. in 1983, which 
invests in and supports biotech and other medical companies, 
and was the founding president, in 1994, of Sequenom Inc.. 
Mary Lake Polan, MD, brings subject matter expertise as the 
former chair of the Department of Obstetrics and Gynecology 
at Stanford University School of Medicine. 

On the healthcare delivery side, lead investor Christina Jen-
kins, MD, was the founding CEO of the largest public hospital 
system in the US (OneCity Health Services). Jennifer Fried is 
co-founder and CEO of ExplORer Surgical Corp., the developer 
of an app that promotes teamwork in the operating room. Fi-
nally, Portfolia’s first male lead investor, Faz Bashi, MD, is an 
immunologist/virologist and chair of the Angel Capital Associ-
ation’s Life Sciences Syndication Group, as well as chair of the 
medical device screening committee of Life Science Angels.  

These expert lead investors bring together a breadth of 
relevant experience, and, located all over the country, are 
able to source deals anywhere in the US (companies that 

Figure 1

Portfolia’s View of the Femtech Ecosystem

Source: Portfolia
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were started in other countries but have C Corp. operations 
in the US are also eligible for investment). Their goal is to 
invest in 10 companies per fund over the course of a year. 

Learn by Investing  
As noted, each member supplies a minimum of $10,000 to 
be part of a particular fund. An annual 2% management fee, 
which is standard in venture capital circles, is taken off the 
top. Fund profits are split 80% to the members and 20% to 
Portfolia, half of which goes to the lead investors. The aver-
age fund size is $5 million and cannot exceed $10 million. 
The average investment is $15,000 but each fund can invest 
as much as $100,000 in a company. Each fund only makes 
one investment in a company, but other Portfolia funds of-
ten make additional investments in portfolio companies as 
long as the lead investor is not one that has invested in the 
company previously. Joylux Inc., which has a light-based de-
vice for pelvic health, is in the portfolio of Active Aging 1, Ac-
tive Aging 2, and the Consumer Fund (see sidebar, “Joylux: 
Dialogue—and a Giant Market—Open up Around a Problem 
Women Didn’t Admit they Had.”) 

Each month, the lead investors bring the top two poten-
tial deals to meetings in which members can participate. 
The two investment candidates make their pitches via video 
presentations. Members also get to observe and learn from 
the grilling the lead investor gives the companies. After the 
start-up presentations, the lead investors and members mix 
it up, discussing the risks, the opportunity, and what they 
like or don’t like about the company. The members can 
vote on the choice of companies, and at the end of the call, 
the lead investors determine whether to take the company 
through the due diligence process. 

Members are free to join the due diligence committee 
(on a volunteer basis, for the learning experience), which 
means they might read research reports or make phone 
calls to flesh out the competitive landscape, for example. 
Many members are physicians, medtech executives, and 
other healthcare professions who both have the interest 
and the experience for participating in due diligence, and 
in supporting companies as they go forward. “We now have 
members in 40 states and eight countries. They’re often in a 
position to connect resources to a company, say, a sales per-
son needed in the Houston area,” says Costello, who adds, 
“These companies have never had a more engaged investor 
base.” Indeed, she describes Portfolia’s approach as com-
bining the engagement of Angel investing with the profes-
sional management of venture capital. 

As a model of what can happen when women participate 
in Portfolia funds, she refers to Peggy Northrup, who had a 
more than 25-year career in the media industry, most re-
cently as Editor in Chief at Sunset Publications, and Editor-in 

Chief at More magazine. Northrup, says Costello, had never 
invested in an early-stage company before 2015. She joined 
the Rising Tide Fund and attended quarterly education pro-
grams and monthly video chats. From the meetings, she 
learned about investment candidate PageDip, the devel-
oper of a cloud-based authoring system. She joined the dili-
gence team for PageDip, subsequently joined two of Portfo-
lia’s next funds, and was invited to join PageDip’s advisory 
board. “She is now training to be one of the lead investors 
in our media fund, which we will do at the end of next year. 
Now she is not only an expert in media, but she is becoming 

an expert in investing in entrepreneurial companies.” That’s 
of course the height of involvement, but members are free 
to be as involved—or not—as they want to be. 

Impact Investing 
With a focus on women’s health and other markets of par-
ticular interest to women, and on supporting women-led 
companies, is this impact investing?  

Costello emphasizes that the primary goal of Portfolia is 
to realize great returns for its investors. “When you are en-
gaging women like this for the first time, it is important that 
they have a strong opportunity for a good return. That’s why 
we invest across stages and across the country.”

But in focusing on underfunded sectors, particularly wom-
en’s health, Portfolia does have the opportunity to shape 
the healthcare landscape for women by helping innovative 
companies get the funding they need to get to market. 

In many cases, entrepreneurs backed by Portfolia had run 
through long lists of VCs without getting a bite. Joylux’s Co-
lette Courtion, who had previously founded and led compa-
nies in the greater Seattle area, couldn’t drum up any inter-
est from conventional VCs (again, mostly male) for Joylux, 
which has developed a non-surgical device-based therapy 
for the pelvic tissue disorders that lead to bladder control 
issues in some 18 million women in the US. Portfolia’s was 
among the first money in Joylux. To be fair, women have 
remained largely silent on some of these issues, since for 

In focusing on underfunded sectors, 
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helping innovative companies get the 
funding they need to get to market. 
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When Colette Courtion had a baby in 
her 40s, her friends (who are Moms) took 
her aside and told her about some un-
mentionable ways that her body would 
no longer be the same after childbirth, 
namely that her bladder would leak any 
time she laughed, coughed, sneezed, or 
did jumping jacks. She was astounded, 
having never heard about this. Because 
Courtion is a problem-solver and an en-
trepreneur—she’d founded two compa-
nies, a chain of high-end skin clinics in the 
Seattle area (Calidora Skin Clinics) and 
a company developing a home-based 
beauty device delivering ultrasound to 
improve facial wrinkles—she didn’t think 
that women ought to grin and bear this. 

Courtion did her research and found 
that there was an enormous unmet need 
in the treatment of pelvic floor disorders, 
which affect 50% of all women, largely as 
a result of childbirth but also because of 
the loss of estrogen that comes with ag-
ing, even in women who haven’t borne 
children. Vaginal laxity, which can cause 
pain during intercourse, affects 12-14 
million women worldwide. And 25-30 
million women worldwide are living 
with mild to moderate stress urinary in-
continence, another byproduct of child-

bearing and aging. (Statistics are from a 
presentation Viveve Medical Inc. made 
at Stifel’s 2018 healthcare conference in 
November 2018.)

Because her expertise was in energy-
based devices for skin tightening proce-
dures, she looked into that space and 
found a market offering technologies 
for clinic-based vaginal tissue tightening 
procedures—among them Hologic Inc. 
(after its 2017 acquisitions of Cynosure), 
Alma Lasers, Fotona, InMode Aesthet-
ic Solutions, Venus Concept Medical 
Aesthetics, and, as mentioned, Viveve 
Medical. These companies largely use 
energy to stimulate blood flow and the 
production of collagen to address vagi-
nal laxity. 

Due to the high cost ($3,000-$5,000), 
inconvenience, and discomfort with the 
intimate nature of clinic-based proce-
dures, Courtion felt women needed a 
safe and effective device that they could 
use in the comfort of their own homes.  

Courtion founded Joylux Inc. in 2014, 
after first filing for IP in 2013. (Patents 
issued in August 2018.) Her mission was 
to develop the first home-use device to 
use energy—light (LED), gentle heat, 

and sonic technology—to gradually 
achieve vaginal tightening to alleviate 
many of the symptoms of pelvic floor 
damage. The company has raised $10 
million to date, through Angel investors, 
including Alliance of Angels, female-
focused funds including Portfolia, Belle 
Capital, Sofia Fund, and Golden Seeds, 
and an unnamed corporation with inter-
ests in feminine care. 

As an aside about the claims for all new 
technologies in this space, in the past few 
years there’s been a lot of buzz around 
a category called “vaginal rejuvenation,” 
but the FDA came down hard on manu-
facturers who marketed their devices 
using this term, demanding, in an advi-
sory letter issued in August 2018, that 
manufacturers cease and desist from this 
misleading designation and from mak-
ing claims not backed by FDA clearance. 
(Seven manufacturers were specifically 
called out in the FDA’s advisory). Courtion 
says that Joylux is operating in “women’s 
intimate health and wellness,” with a fo-
cus on the symptoms that detract from a 
woman’s quality of life.  

Joylux’s vSculpt, which is not yet avail-
able in the US, is cleared in Canada, Eu-

Joylux: Dialogue—and a Giant Market—Open Up  
Around a Problem Women Didn’t Admit they Had 

many conditions like pelvic floor disorders and vaginal dry-
ness (the target of Portfolia’s portfolio company Madorra ), 
effective, convenient, non-surgical therapies haven’t been 
available before. (See “Madorra: A Non-Hormonal Home-
Based Therapy treats Vaginal Dryness,” in this issue.) “With 
our network of members, we are able to amplify these mes-
sages across the country and across the world,” says Costel-
lo, and indeed many Portfolia investors are also potential 
customers for these new therapies.    

Costello says that the FemTech fund considers invest-
ments in fertility management and reproductive health—
from both the female and male perspectives. Sandstone 
Diagnostics Inc., for example, which is in the portfolio of the 
Consumer Fund, has an OTC fertility test for men called Trak. 

(See “Sandstone Diagnostics: A Home-Based Male Fertility 
Test Becomes a Health Tracker,” MedTech Strategist, June 30, 
2015.) The FemTech Fund invested in the Series A round of 
Future Family in October 2018. Future Family is making fer-
tility treatments affordable for more couples by connecting 
them with IVF clinics, shouldering the upfront cost, and of-
fering patients a subscription-based plan based on monthly 
payments. As an example of what Portfolia would probably 
not invest in, female fertility trackers come to mind, says 
Costello, because that is a crowded space. 

Also under the FemTech umbrella are solutions for pelvic 
health (including vaginal health), aging and menopause; 
prepregnancy, child birth, and post pregnancy; nutrition 
and wellness; and even companies that address ways that 
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rope, Australia, and other parts of the 
world as a Class II OTC medical device for 
the treatment of incontinence, vaginal 
dryness, and pelvic pain. In the US, Cour-
tion’s consultations with the FDA indicate 
that vFit is a low-risk general health and 
wellness product that allows the compa-
ny to market it for intimate wellness and 
improved sexual function. 

vSculpt works by depositing energy 
into vaginal tissue, which increases blood 
flow to the area and boosts the produc-
tion of collagen and elastin, in the same 
manner as products for facial skin tight-
ening or toning procedures. It is an in-
travaginal device, shaped like a vibrator, 
which a woman will use 10 minutes ev-
ery other day for approximately 45 days. 
After the several weeks of therapy are 
completed, women are recommended 
to use the therapy once a week for main-
tenance. Courtion notes that the device 
has a warming effect, and women are 
comfortable enough during the therapy 
to read or watch TV.

The device for home use sells for $495. 
That contrasts sharply with multi-thou-
sand dollar in-clinic procedures which 
require patients to make three visits 
to an aesthetics center to undergo, de-
pending on the energy source, a 10-30 
minute treatment session. (Joylux also 
offers professional models, sold exclu-

sively through physicians, known as vS-
culpt PRO and vFit PLUS. They have ad-
ditional features and power which allow 
women to achieve better results, faster.)

As an OTC product, Joylux faces po-
tential confusion in the marketplace, 
because even in aesthetics, there are 
numerous LED-based skin toning prod-
ucts, and not all of them are good. For 
that reason, and the fact that women 
should be having these conversations 
with their doctors, Joylux is targeting 
professionals in its initial marketing ef-
forts. “By getting key opinion leaders to 
endorse and validate our technology, 
we’re letting consumers know ‘Hey, 
you can trust us, because these doctors 
trust us’.” 

The company is also conducting clini-
cal studies to differentiate itself from 
other light-based devices and to be able 
to support, in the future, specific mar-
keting claims. In one such study on vS-
culpt, which looked at the effects of the 
therapy on stress urinary incontinence, 
48 women completed a protocol that 
started with a pre-therapy pad weight 
(i.e. how much urine soaked into the 
pad) after the woman performed cer-
tain exercises for an hour, and compared 
that to the one-hour pad weight at the 
conclusion of the therapy (24 sessions of 
10 minutes each over a 50-day period). 

At baseline, 79% of women had a posi-
tive one-hour pad weight result, and of 
those patients, 82% experienced moder-
ate to severe urine leakage. That num-
ber dropped to 18% after treatment. 
Treatment success was 84%, defined as 
a greater than 50% improvement in pad 
weight. Several questionnaires gathered 
quality of life variables, finding significant 
improvements on measures of urogeni-
tal distress, sexual function, pelvic floor 
muscle strength, and patient satisfaction 
(de la Torre and Miller, “Multimodal Vagi-
nal Toning for Bladder Symptoms and 
Quality of Life in Stress Urinary Incon-
tinence,” International Urogynecology 
Journal, 2017; 28[8]).

Courtion notes that going forward, 
Joylux has a pipeline of expanded indica-
tions for light technology as applied to the 
vagina and women’s intimate health, but 
she prefers not to disclose them at this 
time for competitive reasons. 

“This is all new,” says Courtion. “His-
torically, women have taken care of 
their bodies by exercising and dieting, 
and they’ve also paid attention to their 
face, but the vagina is hidden. We need 
ways to help them take care of it, be-
cause it is at the essence of what we are 
as women.”     

women experience some general disease conditions differ-
ently than men. Portfolia will also invest in companies that 
support the movement of treatments from higher to lower 
cost delivery settings (see Figure 1). “We are casting a fairly 
wide net on this,” says Costello. But the funds won’t invest in 
pharmaceuticals or biotech companies. The $30-$50 million 
investment requirements and 15-to-20 year development 
time lines of that sector don’t suit the company’s goals. 

Back the Entrepreneurial Companies You 
Want to See in the World 
Portfolia just celebrated its third anniversary, during which 
time it has made 33 investments and closed seven funds. In 
early December, Portfolia announced the opening of its sev-

enth fund, the FirstStep Fund, an ‘always open’ fund, which 
is an “Investing 101” fund that focuses on investing funda-
mentals. Like all of Portfolia’s funds, although this fund is not 
centered on a specific vertical, it will generally invest in places 
where women move markets, according to Costello. “Women 
are interested in innovation. We are activating women around 
the companies they want in the marketplace.” 

Costello is well on her way to meeting her founding goal 
of more than 100,000 women investing in Portfolio Funds 
by 2022. The firm has plans not only to introduce six new 
funds next year along its existing model, but new products, 
including a mutual-fund type model. “This is women taking 
their financial power, using it in a way that works for them 
and not asking anyone for permission to do it!”   
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