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Baby on hip, annual reports in
hand, A L E X A V O N T O B E L is disrupting
the world of startup investing.
BY E.B. BOYD
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Alexa von Tobel with her three children,
Cashel (opposite), Rosey (middle) and Toby (right),
all of whom were photographed at a safe distance.

Who Is
A l e x a v o n To b e l ?

The bestselling author is the
founder of two powerhouse companies:
LearnVest and Inspired Capital.

The stock market was tanking, and vaunted New York
banks were imploding. Most people were running for
higher ground, but not von Tobel. She’d been toying
with the idea of founding a company to give everyday
Americans financial advice, and decided the downturn
was the perfect time to go for it. With classmates certain
she’d lost her mind, von Tobel waved goodbye to the security of graduate school and headed to Manhattan, founding LearnVest that same year. Seven years later, she sold
it to Northwestern Mutual for $375 million.
“There’s never a perfect time to start a company,” von
Tobel says. Whether the economy is up or down, passion
and a good business plan can get you pretty far, she says.
Now, as the economy falters once again, von Tobel’s
phone is ringing oﬀ the hook. Given her expertise at steering a company through dark times, von Tobel is answering
entrepreneurs’ frantic calls for guidance on weathering
the recession. When she’s not doing that, she’s fielding
pitches from founders looking for funding from her new
investment firm, Inspired Capital, which recently raised
$200 million to bankroll innovative new companies.
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The last time the
economy hit the skids,
Alexa von Tobel was
in her first year at
Harvard Business
School. It was 2008.

That’s one of the largest sums raised by a femaleled venture capital firm, and a huge achievement given
that only 14% of senior venture capitalists in America
are women.
“Alexa is a ball of power and energy that you just get
sucked into,” says Carolyn Childers, the co-founder and
CEO of Chief, a private network for female executives
that Inspired Capital invested in.
During our video chat in the spring, the gregarious
von Tobel—her hair pulled back into a carefree ponytail and her face makeup-free—sits propped against the
upholstered headboard of her bed, which has served as
her global headquarters amid the coronavirus pandemic.
The incoming messages never stop, and von Tobel’s fingers occasionally flash across the keyboard. At one point,
Cashel, one of von Tobel’s three children, wanders into
the room to present a prized leaf to his mother. A bit later,
her husband, Cliﬀ Ryan, also an investor, slips in to deliver
a snack. “I have a 1-year-old, 2-year-old and 5-year-old.
Sometimes you just have to bake cupcakes while you’re
on a conference call,” von Tobel says. “It’s about being
real and being an actual human.”
“We’ve been in an echo chamber of what archetypes
for leadership look like,” von Tobel continues, referring
to the conventional conception of male leadership that
often feels unattainable—or simply uninteresting—to
women. That needs to change, von Tobel says. And not
just for women—for everyone who feels underrepresented. “It’s so important that we have archetypes for
everybody,” she says.
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From left: von Tobel’s newest book, Financially Forward;
von Tobel at her old desk at LearnVest; von Tobel and her
Inspired Capital co-founder, Penny Pritzker; fans with
von Tobel’s first book, Financially Fearless, at a women’s
conference; Cosmopolitan’s former Editor in Chief
Joanna Coles chats with von Tobel at Cosmopolitan’s
2014 Fun Fearless Life Conference; von Tobel speaks at
the New York Silicon Alley Summit in 2011.

Von Tobel grew up in
Florida, the daughter of
a doctor and a pediatric
nurse practitioner.
When she was 14, her father died in an accident. As
she watched her mother struggle to master the family
finances, von Tobel resolved never to put herself behind
that eight ball.
“I made an unbreakable commitment to myself to learn
everything I possibly could about my money,” von Tobel
wrote in her 2013 book, Financially Fearless.
After college, von Tobel did a stint at Wall Street firm
Morgan Stanley and then decided to go to business school.
But when 2008 hit, everything changed. “A lot of really
worrisome things were happening,” von Tobel says, citing Ponzi schemes like Bernie Madoﬀ’s, whose collapse
bankrupted countless families. “People didn’t know who
to trust with their money.”
That year, she founded LearnVest, a company that
gave women money advice. But, she says, the first few
months were tough. Von Tobel funded the company with
her own savings, keeping expenses low by working out of
her apartment and holding meetings at Starbucks. She

dispatched flurries of emails to her network of contacts,
sometimes hundreds a day, trying to gain traction. For
half a year, though, she got few bites. Sometimes Ryan,
then her boyfriend, would come home to find tears sliding down her face as she pounded away at her keyboard.
But von Tobel, a former elite gymnast who, in middle school, trained five hours a day, six days a week,
was relentless.
“She’s never been someone who believes there are
limitations on what she can achieve,” says Lucy Deland,
the former COO of Paperless Post who is now a partner
at Inspired Capital, “as long as she puts in a superhuman
amount of work.”
Eventually, one of the hundreds of people von Tobel
had reached out to introduced her to Ann Kaplan, a former Goldman Sachs partner who had just opened a wealth
management firm for women—and who was also a proponent of financial literacy. Within months of their meeting,
Kaplan was ready to write a check.
LearnVest soon caught fire. It oﬀered tools that gave
users full pictures of their finances and provided plainEnglish information to help them think through investments. Then the telegenic von Tobel—who is as prone to
broad smiles and bursts of laughter as she is to reeling oﬀ
jargon like “asset allocation” and “compound interest”—
started appearing on TV programs like The Today Show,
MSNBC’s Your Business and Rachael Ray.

“SOMETIMES YOU JUST HAVE TO BAKE CUPCAKES
WHILE YOU’RE ON A CONFERENCE CALL. IT’S ABOUT BEING
REAL AND BEING AN ACTUAL HUMAN.”
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Though many companies now oﬀer options tailored
for women, LearnVest was one of the first. You might
have expected von Tobel to get pushback in an industry that was heavily male (between 2007 and 2015 only
one-third of executives at financial services firms were
women), but if anyone thought less of her because of her
gender, von Tobel says she never noticed. “I was starting
a company in a recession when people were hiding money
in their mattresses,” she says. “I did not have the time,
energy or emotional bandwidth to think about the fact
that I was a woman.”
LearnVest so clearly demonstrated that there was
a new market to be served, that industry heavyweight
Northwestern Mutual snapped it up in 2015.
That company has a special place in von Tobel’s heart.
“It was a Northwestern Mutual life insurance policy that
stabilized my family” after her father’s death, she says.
Von Tobel inked the deal just days before giving birth
to her first child.

She launched her venture capital firm Inspired Capital
last year—in a world in which more than half of
venture firms in the United States still don’t have any
female partners.
Like with LearnVest, the story of Inspired Capital
is a testament to the power of networking. Von Tobel
met Penny Pritzker, her current partner and former
U.S. Secretary of Commerce, back in 2014. The White
House had tapped von Tobel to serve as a presidential
entrepreneurship ambassador, and at a global summit
in Marrakech, von Tobel and Pritzker hit it oﬀ. “I don’t
think of business as transactional,” von Tobel says. “I’ve
never approached networking as, ‘Let’s network.’ I’ve
looked for people I like and trust and can develop genuine relationships with.”
Four years later, von Tobel called Pritzker with an
idea: to create a New York-based venture capital firm
founded by people who were veteran entrepreneurs.
“I walked her through my vision for Inspired Capital, and
asked, ‘Tell me what I’m missing. Tell me why I shouldn’t

Von Tobel thinks life and work are interconnected,
meaning you’re working every day with life mixed into
it all, adding: “My mom used to say, ‘love what you do,
and you’ll never work a day in your life.’ And I actually
think it’s the exact opposite. I say: love what you do,
and you will work every day of your life.”

do it,’” von Tobel says. To her surprise, Pritzker, a
powerhouse in business circles, was so keen on the idea
that she oﬀered to dive in, too.
While Inspired Capital is not targeting women specifically, von Tobel believes many women will be drawn
in for the same reason they want to work for companies
with a lot of female executives: They believe they have a
better chance of being seen for who they are.
Indeed, von Tobel says she fully expects the CEOs
she backs to have lives that are as “messy” (her word) as
hers, and she doesn’t shy away from pulling back the curtain on her own. For years, von Tobel has hosted casual
dinner parties at her Manhattan apartment, where new
founders and seasoned entrepreneurs come together to

WE’VE BEEN IN AN ECHO CHAMBER OF WHAT ARCHETYPES
FOR LEADERSHIP LOOK LIKE. THAT NEEDS TO CHANGE. IT’S SO
IMPORTANT THAT WE HAVE ARCHETYPES FOR EVERYBODY.
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Now von Tobel has three
children and a diﬀerent
startup to nurture in
tough economic times.

talk about everything from current business challenges
to favorite Netflix binges.
These lively gatherings usually involve family
interruptions, like getting kids ready for bed. “It creates
a certain level of comfort,” says Richie Serna, CEO and
co-founder of Finix, a payments company in Inspired
Capital’s portfolio.
And one Saturday last year, Childers stopped by von
Tobel’s apartment to talk business. While they chatted,
von Tobel cradled her newborn, and her 4-year-old
daughter insisted on treating the visitor to an enthusiastic,
if not necessarily melodic, piano recital.
Von Tobel laughs at the memory. “I brought these
people immediately into my life,” she says. “I was like,
‘Here’s me. Here’s who I am. This is my reality.’” E
E . B . BOY D is a freelance writer and a former Silicon Valley
reporter for Fast Company. She is currently working on a
book about female entreprenuers.

S h o u l d Yo u S t a r t a B u s i n e s s i n
To u g h E c o n o m i c T i m e s ?
Von Tobel says that, for some,
starting a business now could
prove lucrative: Roughly half
of the companies on the 2009
Fortune 500 list were launched
in a recession or bear market.
It’s risky, but that doesn’t
mean you shouldn’t try.
Only about half of small
businesses—no matter when
they start—survive past the
five-year mark. But “when you
launch in a recession, you often
have less competition,” says
Rieva Lesonsky, founder of
SmallBizDaily.

Funding may be tricky.
“You might have to forget
about getting a loan, and instead
tap your own savings or ask
others for help,” says Lesonsky.
Other options include small
business grants, Indiegogo or
GoFundMe, says Elaine Pofeldt,
author of The Million-Dollar,
One-Person Business .
Do your homework.
Vet your idea with people in
your network and try to test
it as inexpensively as possible,
says Pofeldt. Lesonsky
recommends checking out the
Small Business Administration’s
SCORE program, which offers a
wealth of free resources.
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