Mentor Interview with Amy Millman

When I signed up for the Women’s Entrepreneurial Leadership class, my image of entrepreneurs was fairly stereotypical.  I saw them as a risk-seeking breed unto themselves, a breed to which I did not think I belonged.  Amy Millman is not this type of entrepreneur.  Amy Millman did not begin her career with some auspicious position that foretold of imminent entrepreneurial success.  She did not open a profitable lemonade stand at age five or own her own business at age twenty.  She even admits to hating risk.  As such, interviewing Amy has expanded my definition of an entrepreneur and further reinforced the idea that this title is not out of my reach.

Amy started out planning to go to law school, but her plans changed when she did not get in.  She had fallen in love with Washington, DC and was determined to stay in the city.  She found a job as an assistant paralegal at one of the city’s big law firms, which only convinced her that the legal field was not for her.  She then worked at Congressional Quarterly for three years, a position which awakened her interest in urban planning and spurred her to obtain her MPA from GWU.  Working at the Department of Labor during the last bit of the Carter administration further solidified her love of being on Capital Hill.  
Amy next became a lobbyist for Phillip Morris, a position she very much enjoyed.  She was excellent at her job, and she felt that the women in the company had formed a community that was like a family.  She was with Phillip Morris while it underwent huge changes, growing its annual revenue from 10 billion to 110 billion.  At this point Amy was in her mid-thirties with two kids.  Amy acknowledges that she would have done well to stay with the company because of the stability and security it offered.  Despite liking to keep things in her life consistent, Amy had the persistent feeling that she had already been there, done that.  She was ready for the next big thing.  So, Amy started lobbying for the Trucking Association, which had never before employed a female lobbyist. Although she never really fit into that culture, Amy feels it was an important move as it pushed her to explore what she was capable outside of “the womb” of Phillip Morris.

At this point in her career, Amy’s informal networks really paid off.  She had become very connected politically, and as such was asked to join President Clinton’s commission on women and business.  She describes the experience as “101 of developing a constituency.”  The commission was trying to find out if women owned businesses, what they did, what made them unique, and what policies they wanted to influence.  Unfortunately, the women involved with the commission had become very adversarial and were “at each other’s throats” when Amy joined.  She realized that the infighting was undermining that group’s effectiveness and that Congress would likely fold the commission if things did not change.  Amy was able to use her political savvy to change things and successfully give their female constituency a voice.  Not only was she able to create visibility for entrepreneurial women, but they were able to get bipartisan support for creating a goal of 5% of government procurement going to women. 
Amy says she had a fabulous time in this position with the commission, and it taught her much about small business owners.  For instance, she says that small entrepreneurs are going to be faced with lifelong problems, as everything is stacked against their success.  She feels that there is very little that can be done at the policy level to solve the problems of small businesses.  Moreover, she realized she was not really interested in social ventures intended to “bring people up.”  Thus, this position seems to have further clarified Amy’s interests in women and business.

During Clinton’s second term, his interest in female business owners waned, so Amy needed to find something different.  Right around this time, Amy identified the opportunity for her venture.  She had met many brilliant women in the fields of engineering, science, and medicine that wanted to start businesses but were unable to raise the money they needed to do so.  At the same time, Amy had met men who were completely unaware that there even existed talented women with great ideas in which they could invest.  Amy and her friend Kay Koplovitz thus started holding venture forums where women could present their ideas in the hopes of getting equity capital.  The Kauffman Foundation so liked their model that they offered them funding to continue their work, and Springboard Enterprises was born.
Amy has been President of Springboard for the past five years, a period in which the organization has seen many changes in the country’s entrepreneurial environment.  She says the first year of their work was euphoric, and everything just seemed to come together perfectly.  More recently, they have had to deal with the departure of key staff members.  Finding a way ease a leadership transition has been difficult for Springboard, as founding members had talent and energy that can be hard to replace or duplicate.  Amy admits that she is not an operations person, so it has been a challenge to be not just the visionary but also the manager and fundraiser the organization critically needs.  Preferring to stay behind the scenes, Amy has to challenge herself to be the mouthpiece that she needs to be.  Like many women, Amy found it easier to advocate for another organization (as a lobbyist) than to advocate for her own.  Currently, Amy is focusing on developing the infrastructure needed to sustain her entrepreneurial venture.

Although the tech bubble burst, Amy says there are still many female entrepreneurs in need of funding.  She sees the women she works with as innovators, building upon the work of the women who came before them and further opening opportunities for the women who will follow.  She thinks the biggest challenge women entrepreneurs face is remembering that they have to prove that they are relevant to the venture today, rather than relying on what they did yesterday.  Self-promotion is not easy, but it is a necessity to convince investors that you are worth their time and money.
Amy’s unusual career path illustrates her belief in always having your next goal in sight.  Although she struggles with the unknown and with change, she has learned how to manage risk.  The fact that she has developed this competency is encouraging to me, because it shows me that I too can learn to flex my entrepreneurial muscle.  Moreover, her path shows me that one job does not determine what one will do for life, so I should not feel confined by the initial career choices I make straight out of graduate school.  Being open to change, being open to new opportunities, and being open to developing new personal talents seem to be key to Amy’s success.  The model of an entrepreneur that Amy embodies is inspiring to me because it is a model that is human and thus attainable by mere mortals like me.
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