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Kelly: You are listing to the See Jane Invest Podcast, episode 22 featuring Sapna Shah, an Angel 
Investor focused on retail tech, fashion tech, and e-commerce startups and the founder of Retail
X Series a Retail Startup Bootcamp. 
 
Kelly: Hi, I'm Kelly Keenan Trumpbour. As an Angel Investor and Film Producer there's one 
question I always ask myself and the women I mentor, what does it mean to invest in yourself
and not simply wait around for someone else to invest in you? 
 
Kelly: If you want to play big in places that might not be familiar with your voice, your brand of 
leadership, and your place in the world the first person you should be expecting to back you is
you. If you're craving a conversation that goes beyond fighting for a seat at the table and instead,
talks about how to take over the whole damn lunchroom you're in the right place. Welcome to
the See Jane Invest Podcast. 
 
Kelly: One of the cool things about being an angel investor is that you're surrounded by some
pretty incredible colleagues. My next guest Sapna Shah is certainly one of these people. She's an
Angel Investor who, like me, has made a point of investing in female founders and other
founders who are just underrepresented in the startup space, but she's really zeroed in on retail
and what that means for the startup space is pretty complex because I think most of us have an
understanding of retail from the direct to consumer standpoint, being the customer, being the
person who buys, and that certainly is one aspect of retail for startups. But, there's this huge
world that's opening up. How retail is done has changed, as Sapna talks about, since she got into
the business. There's direct to consumer and there's B2B. It's one thing if you're someone who
wants to set up shop online, have a popup shop, and sell something retail to the world, and do
that as an independent entrepreneur, that's great. 
 
Kelly: If you want to take it to the startup level how you scale, how you get funding, why 
you're doing it all, and what that means, how many different facets of experience you have to
include for your consumers, for your brand partners, these are all the things that Sapna knows
inside and out. Now, she is someone who not only knows this from both sides of the table
because as well as being an investor she was a founder herself, she talks about it in her months
series Retail Acts. This is a live event that happens in the evenings every month from October to
about May. There is one coming up on October 25th, 2018 that you'll want to check out. We'll
have more links in the show notes, so make sure you look for that. 
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Kelly: Let me give you a little bit more about Sapna. She's an Angel Investor focused on retail 
tech, fashion tech, and e-commerce startups. She's the founder of Retail X Series, what I was just
mentioning, that you've got to go check out especially if you're in New York because it's free and
the panels that she puts together are incredible. She also co- founded independent equity
research firm Retail Eye Partners and the menswear startup Mind the Chap. She's also held
executive strategy roles at Linens 'n Things and Ann Taylor. She's a graduate of the University of
Pennsylvania and Columbia Business School. 
 
Kelly: This is a really fun conversation because Sapna just has a wonderful eye for what goes 
into the startup strategy when you're in retail. It's not the same thing as just tech and it's
certainly not the same thing as saying, "Well I sell in retail so that makes me a retail startup."
Nope. Lots of complex fun stuff that we talk about, so let's dive in. 
 
Kelly: Today I am thrilled to introduce Sapna Shah, she is an Angel Investor and she's focused on
retail tech, fashion tech, and e-commerce startups. Better yet, she has an incredible series, Retail
X Series, which is a bootcamp for retail startups. Having met so many different women in the
retail space her expertise is incredibly needed, so Sapna welcome to the show. 
 
Sapna Shah: Thank you, happy to be here. 
 
Kelly: Why don't you just walk us through how you became an Angel Investor and why retail 
spoke to you. 
 
Sapna Shah: Sure. I kind of fell in accidentally into retail 21 years ago when I was at business
school really thinking about what I wanted to do next. I had been an investment banker, I
serendipitously, accidentally put my resume in the wrong slot for my summer internship, ended
up getting an interview at The Gap in San Francisco and went out there for the summer and
really fell in love with retail. That was, like I said, 21 years ago and I've really stuck with it ever
since and worked at larger corporations like Ann Taylor and Linens 'n Things, launched my own
e-commerce startup, had an independent equity research boutique as well that a co-founder and
I launched and ran for that eight years. Really, was just in and around retail for quite a long time. 
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Sapna Shah: Once I had been with my two startups that I was sort of running simultaneously,
which is not something I would recommend to any founders who are listening, that seems crazy
in retrospect, but I was doing it. I came to a point where I had the same co- founder for both, and
we came to a point where we decided to shut down the e- commerce startup, which is a whole
other long saga in and of itself. We shut that down and I sold my half of the equity research
company to her. I was a little bit at loose ends, and this was about five years ago, thinking that
perhaps I wanted to be an entrepreneur again, maybe look for a co-founder, start a new concept,
maybe join an exciting startup. I was really thinking through these options and, again,
serendipitously, which I think is really a theme in my life, a serial entrepreneur came knocking on
my door and said, "I'm starting another company and do you know any Angels in New York who
would be interested in a retail tech company?" I said, "Well I really don't actually," but this was
someone I had known for 15 years at that point and I said, "You know, I'll take a look. I've never
really been on the Angel side, never thought that could be a path for me." But this seemed
interesting. 
 
Sapna Shah: I ended up making that investment, which I believe that every how to be an Angel
book tells you don't invest in the first thing you see, well I did that. The good news is they're still
doing well and they're still cranking through, and actually having some really good success, so I'm
excited about that. That all worked out, even though I wasn't supposed to do that. 
  
Sapna Shah: I ended up making that investment and I thought, "This is a great way to be in the 
startup ecosystem and to see a lot of companies in the retail space," because at that point, and
even now, the retail space is changes so dramatically. It's so interesting. It's almost difficult to say
even if I were to go join a company back then would I have joined a brand, an e-commerce
aggregator, a marketplace, a shopping app? There were so many things out there. It was a great
way for me to see the landscape while I thought about whether I wanted to be an entrepreneur
or not over time. I started taking the space seriously and said, "What is out there? What can I
bring to the table as an Angel?" Well this is the space I know. I'm not going to invest really much
outside of it, if at all, and I can probably add a lot of value because I have worked at all these
other places and I've been an entrepreneur myself in this space, so this could be a really good fit
for me. That has actually worked out to be the case, so for the last five years I've been making
investments primarily in retail tech, e-commerce brands, marketplace here and there, that sort
of thing. It's been a lot of fun. 
 
Kelly: Why don't you tell us for listeners who may not have as much experience with retail 
from the business lens, who may only know it from being a consumer, what's different about
how a startup in the retail space has to think about things compared to say a tech startup or a
medical startup? What are some of the key distinguishing factors? 
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Sapna Shah: It's interesting because retail is one of the biggest industries in this country and yet,
I think when most people think of the word retail and I include investors and founders, they think
about bricks and mortar and the old department stores, and going to the mall and going
shopping. Retail is such much bigger than that. I think my definition of retail is you're selling
something to someone and the method that you're doing that through, whether that's popup
stores, whether it's bricks and mortar, whether it's e-commerce, whether it's an app, whether it's
a mobile browsers, whether it is a trunk show, or an Avon, Tupperware kind of party, all of those
things are retail. Then there are things that enable retail and then there are brands, there are
platforms, there are marketplaces, there are aggregators, so it's a really large definition. 
 
Sapna Shah: I think the thing that's difficult about it from a founder's perspective is that the word
retail means so many things and really honing in on what you're doing and what that specific
thing and specific solution that you're providing, what world of retail, what sub- world of retail is
that in. Then which investors are investing in that space, which investors are really going to be
value-added, who are your customers, is it the millennial generation, is it the next generation, is
it the baby boomers, is it everyone? Hopefully it's not everyone, that seems a little broad. I think
it really is almost too encompassing of a word, but really there's a lot of founders that broadly
live in that space. 
 
Sapna Shah: I was talking to a founder who was doing automation of inventory and warehouses
and that broadly falls into retail, but perhaps I'm not the best investor for that because that's not
an area I know very well. I think for founders it's really tough because there are so many
definitions here and they need to find the right customer, and the right partners, and the right
investors to help them out. 
 
Kelly: What's the difference between someone who qualifies as having a retail startup as 
opposed to say someone who you know what, I want to make a line of clothes and just sell them
online. I'm covering my costs. To me, that would be the main thing that they not only need
outside capital to scale, but I think while a lot of people are attracted to e- commerce and all the
different facets of e-commerce for just putting their thing out there for sale and seeing if they get
revenue and profit from it, a startup is usually always interested in scaling and getting acquired.
Do you see certain paths that the retail startups take that your typical just entrepreneur who
wants to have a shingle out on the internet somewhere, what are they doing different? 
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Sapna Shah: I think that's actually a really interesting question because I think it is not 100% clear 
maybe to most founders which camp they fall into at the early stages, particularly in the retail
space. Your example of the fashion brand, and I want to be a designer, and I want to put some
clothes out there and make some good money, that's not a startup. It's just not scalable. The
scalable ones tend to be the bigger visionaries, the ones who really want to live in into it, even if
they're a brand and even if they're a fashion brand, but really want to live into a customer base
and online, and physical presence at some point, and a great experience on mobile, and putting
tech into the process so that you're providing something beyond great product. You're providing
a great experience, a great level of convenience, price, whatever those elements are that you're
differentiating on. 
 
Sapna Shah: I think they all start out on one path and then they split and decide is this path one I 
want to go down and is this path one where I do have to raise outside capital because I think for
many retail startups raising outside capital is very difficult, especially when you have a market
that might be a little more niche or more specific than others, I'm thinking particularly of fashion
in this case. Apparel is really hard in startups and hard to get funded as a true startup, so those
tend to I think be more of those lifestyle companies that you mentioned versus true startups. 
 
Kelly: What are some examples of some retail startups that started out, grew, and became I 
think in the public's mind more visible as everything you were just talking about, providing the
consumer experience, the brand, and actually getting bigger and not just being out there as a
standalone entrepreneur? 
 
Sapna Shah: I think there's a lot of examples. I think the most popular examples are like the
Glossiers and Warby Parkers of the world. But then All Birds is a great story, Casper is a great
story. I think I might have even said this years ago, if you said to me that mattresses was going to
be a really interesting space in the startup world I probably would have laughed at you 10 years
ago because mattresses are probably the least interesting thing I can think of, at least the way
they used to be. When you see the vision behind I want to sell a better, different kind of mattress
that I can ship to you that is going to end up being this brand that today has physical locations,
has this whole idea behind a better sleep, I'm not sure we all could have predicted that on day
one, which is why I think you kind of start to see this ... When you see this big vision and you start
to see it come together and you can really create that brand and experience, and it's a product
that can really be out there for the world, I think you can see that success. When other brands
that are clearly a brand that makes work dresses for petite women is a little bit more narrow in
scope than perhaps mattresses or eye glasses. You don't get that same startup effect that you do
in some of these other categories. 
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Kelly: Tell us about the Retail X Series. This is your Retail Startup Bootcamp. You've got several 
coming up this fall that are incredibly cool. Tell us about who is attracted to these and why did
you start them in the first place. 
 
Sapna Shah: Retail X, I call it my passion project or my labor of love. I was looking for a place to
send entrepreneurs who came to me, entrepreneurs who were early stage, hadn't raised any
money yet, maybe even just had a PowerPoint and an idea, maybe had just quit their jobs and
started working on it, and they needed all kinds of advice. They weren't keyed in into the startup
ecosystem here in New York, they didn't know who to meet, and somehow found my name, and I
would have coffee with these entrepreneurs. 
 
Sapna Shah: I remember sitting at one coffee thinking, "I need to record one of these sessions
and just put it on my website and when anybody asks me for coffee and they're an early state
entrepreneur, they all have the same questions, I could just have them listen to that one
conversation for an hour and they would get my basic here's 101, how to get started on your
retail idea." So I said, "Well I could do that, but what I probably should do is look for a program I
can send them where they can get more relevant feedback and places where people could help
them who have expertise in certain areas, whether that's customer acquisition or selling B2B
software, whatever those things are that they need. I need to find programs so I can recommend
people to go to these specific newsletters, and these events, and these incubators, these experts,
whatever that is." As I was looking around I didn't see something that really covered what I
wanted to have entrepreneurs go through, whether it was a program or even just a list of
resources. 
 
Sapna Shah: I started by creating a list of resources on my website and that's some newsletters,
and some great articles, and people I follow. That didn't feel like enough because that's still a lot
of work to go through and a lot of things to listen to. I thought, "Well if it doesn't exist I'm going
to have to build it." That was really the genesis of Retail X. 
 
Sapna Shah: I wanted to really create something that was for early stage founders, particularly in 
retail, whether they were direct consumer or whether they were more of a B2B type of startup,
and have founders who are maybe a step or two ahead of them who had raised a seed round,
who had gotten customers, who had been through the hard times, but hadn't gotten so far that
those hard times became myth, so founders who could really say, "Here's how you do customer
acquisition when you haven't raised a seed round and you don't have any money, but you need
to show some traction. What are the things you do?" Or here are the things you need to do to get
ready to raise a seed round, and here are the biggest mistakes you can make, and here are the
kinds of investors you should go after because this worked for me. 
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Sapna Shah: I created the format as a panel format where once a month entrepreneurs who are 
early stage come in and listen to founders, three to four founders, who have been there before,
and who have done it recently, and give them really tactical, really clear advice. A great example
is we had a panel last year where there were four founders on the panel who had all raised a
seed round and all had software companies that sold to retailers, and had all gotten at least one,
if not more, sales contracts signed and delivered, and they were actually delivering product. One
of them mentioned that one of the ways they got into one of the companies was that she wrote a
great, cold email to the right person at the company. That person said, "Yes, this is a problem we
are trying to solve." They got a meeting, ultimately sold a pilot into the company. 
 
Sapna Shah: One of the audience questions was, "Okay, I want to get back to that because how
did you write the email and how did you figure out exactly who that person was? What did that
email say, how do you write a great cold email, how did you research that right kind of buyer at
the company?" It was a great discussion because it was the kind of the thing that you don't hear
when you go to most events and you hear speakers, and keynote presentations. They're not
going to tell you the little nitty gritty of how to get it done at those early stages. That's the kind of
value that Retail X has been providing, which is exciting because that's exactly what I wanted is to
find a way to have that knowledge transfer so that early stage founders don't make the same
mistakes, and can get a leg up, and can hear from others who have done it successfully, and
sometimes not so successfully. 
 
Kelly: You've got one that's coming up in New York in October and it's the hardest thing about 
direct to consumer startups customer acquisition. One of the questions you said you'd be asking
is what about social media, should I build my business on Facebook or Instagram? I love that
question because I don't run a retail startup, but I have been watching how people sell things
online and it is evolving almost every years. It's just like, "Whoa," especially Instagram. I was just
saying this on another podcast where I was talking to a founder who was in the retail space. I had
been noticing that even places that I like to shop it's harder to buy things in the way I was used to
of just going to a website and saying, "Oh hey, I want to buy that," put it in the cart, buy it. They
would offer do these Instagram flash sales or they'd team up with other partnerships and it was
like it was all based on whether or not the audience was engaged and that's how you got the
product. Now that's a really small operation, but I can't imagine how that plays out when you
scale it up and just all the different possibilities there are out there with social media. That alone,
would just throw me if I was trying to create a startup in the retail space. 
 
Sapna Shah: Yeah I don't think it's getting easier. I think it's getting harder. 
 
Kelly: Sure. 
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Sapna Shah: I think there's a lot more noise. There are a lot more brands out there. There's also
a lot of, I don't know if you see this on Instagram, but I do, a lot of what I think are relatively fake
brands, which are products that are knock-offs of things that you've seen that are real branded. I
think as a consumer you have to be more aware of what's fake, what's real, what's a new brand,
am I on Instagram at the right time for that flash sale and getting the discount coupon, or the
limiting addition which I think is a bigger and bigger thing. 
 
Sapna Shah: I think brands are doing a lot of that kind of stuff because it is hard to break through
the noise, especially when you look at Facebook ads, Google AdWords, it's getting more and
more expensive to do customer acquisition and a lot of brands are moving to Instagram or other
ways to create buzz and press worthy things to get that customer to come to them early. When
you look at these early stage brands they don't have a $5 million marketing budget to throw at
customer acquisition, so what are those unique ways that you can cut through the clutter. If you
build your brand on Instagram, what if Instagram changes the way they allow brands to
advertise, and change their algorithms, and you don't come up anymore in the feeds? What
happens to your brand when you rely on any one channel too much? I'm just using Instagram as
an example, when things change and how do you create that customer acquisition really quickly
and cheaply so that you don't have to be reliant on one channel or one way of getting customers.
I think it will be an interesting discussion in October because I think these are the things that not
only startup brands are struggling with but even established brands are struggling with. I don't
think there's any answer, but I think that discussion will be really interesting. 
 
Kelly: These are day long events. They're held in person, right? 
 
Sapna Shah: They are actually in person, but they're evening events. They're usually from 6 to
8:30 in the evening. They're short, quick bits so that people can really dive deep into a specific
topic for the evening and the next even is on another topic. It's really not meant to be so ... It's
not meant to be so in-depth that you're having a one on one about your own business, but that
you're really understanding a plethora from experts who've been there and a plethora of people
who maybe are also in the audience that you can learn from in the networking sessions and then
afterwards. 
 
Sapna Shah: I've also created a community with a Google group, a networking community where
we also share more ideas offline outside of the events because I think that is something else that
people are really liking us to find. You're an early stage founder in retail, well connecting with
others who are going through the same things is really helpful. 
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Sapna Shah: One of the things I've even found is there's been a splinter, actually I won't call it a 
splinter group, this group has inspired another meetup, another kind of event series that's really
all about getting physical products made and manufactured, which is a whole other can of
worms if you're trying to create prototyping at factories in China and that kind of stuff, that's
years of expertise that it takes to do that kind of stuff. One of the attendees of Retail X saw this
need, found other people who've attended Retail X who wanted to also understand this and they
created their own event series that's separate from Retail X but is a lot of the same people. It's
nice to see this group come together and really find other ways to work with each other as well. 
 
Kelly: Wow, yeah. Oh it sounds amazing. What are some things that you're excited about in 
the retail startup space right now? 
 
Sapna Shah: That's a great question. I think there's so much going on that there's a lot to be
excited about. I'm really most interested in probably what other people think is the less sexy part
of retail. As opposed to finding the next hot brand, digitally native brand that's going to launch in
whatever area, I've been really focused much more on the tech side, so the retail tech B2B side. 
 
Sapna Shah: One of the blog posts I wrote, must have been about a year ago now, is really about 
how there is not a lot of joy in shopping online. If you go to nordstrom.com, for example, and
you click on "Women" at the top nav bar you get something like 30,000- 40,000 results, right? It's
like an infinite scroll of products. That doesn't feel like the joy of shopping to me. Actually, to me,
it feels much more like torture. I don't want to go through 8 million products to find something
interesting to buy. I think bricks and mortar still does a better job of that discovery and
experiential piece, but I think that will change over time and maybe that's more about
augmented reality, maybe it's about more personalization and customization so that when I click
on "Women" Nordstrom knows my style and what I'm looking for, and my size, and the kinds of
things that I'm in the mood to buy today, versus what I was going to buy a month ago or a year
ago. 
 
Sapna Shah: Maybe it's something else that hasn't even been discovered yet, but those are the
kinds of technologies that I've been really looking at to make the online shopping, the mobile
shopping experience much more immersive and much more geared towards truly the
excitement of shopping versus seeking out a destination product that you know you need. You
know you need a white t-shirt, you know you always wear X brand and X size, and you're just
going to hit "add to cart". Those are kind of two different use cases. 
 
Sapna Shah: I think that B2B retail tech side, the technologies that will power a lot of that 
improvement in online shopping are still to come. That's what I've been most excited about- 
 
Kelly: Yeah it's interesting- 
 
 



© See Jane Invest

EPISODE: 22 See Jane Invest in Retail with SAPNA SHAH 

Sapna Shah: ... over the last year. 
 
Kelly: When you mentioned that, it reminds me, several years ago there was a startup that I 
saw give a pitch and it was fascinating. He actually had stumbled into the space. He really wasn't
going after retail, but he was aware of just basically business operations and he got called by an
e-commerce site because one of their biggest costs was customer returns and it was a clothing
company. He looked at it and he couldn't believe how the e-commerce shopping experience had
not solved the problem of how to mitigate returns, because returns are so expensive for a
company. When you go on Amazon or if you're shopping for clothes on a Nordstrom I think a lot
of people have the habit, especially when it's clothes, to get a bunch of different things, have it
sent to the house, and as long as the shipping isn't too expensive and there's a free return policy
you buy things to try on at home and then you send it back. That processing for the company is
really expensive and is very hard for most startups to take into consideration. This guy was trying
to look at how do you build a better algorithm so that people aren't doing that? How can you
make it so that it's not just about the fit, but the selection, and that they're not just doing this
grab bag? I think especially for clothing that's a huge issue. 
 
Kelly: I like the in-person shopping experience to a certain extent, but I'm also very happy that 
there are online channels because I sometimes get exhausted by going into stores. I don't mind
that there aren't as many malls around anymore, I kind of prefer online, but I completely hear
what you're saying. It's not been done to the peak of its capacity. There's some real clunky stuff
and if you've ever gone on to a site, and shopped, and you're thinking about stuff, and you put
stuff in your cart, and if you wait too long your whole cart disappears and it's like now I have to
go back and find whatever it was I actually wanted. There's a lot of things like that, that I think
technology could do a better job of. I hope you see some more examples that are promising that
solve those issues. 
 
Sapna Shah: I think it's funny that you said it about the disappearing cart. It made me laugh
because it literally just happened to me last week because I didn't realize that I had actually put
things into my cart on my mobile browser. Then when I went to purchase them on my computer
at home they had disappeared. I was like, "Uh," who I am, why can't this transfer? Those are the
kinds of technologies that can make like a little easier for consumers, but then there are the
things that can make a much bigger difference for the retailers. I feel like our phones and our
computers know everything about us and if they know you're going to go to an event and it's in
your calendar why not suggest the things that you might want to wear to that event and buy
something new? Maybe it's a new dress, maybe a new pair of shoes, a clutch, whatever it is, kind
of integrating some of that stuff into our daily life. It's a little Big Brother, but I think it's going to
happen. I think those are the kinds of things that we're just really at the very early stages of
seeing in tech world and in the startup world. I think there's still so much more to be done there. 
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Kelly: That's really interesting too. I can think of so many events that I get invited to where the 
standard definitions of what to wear have changed and so there's so many times where you're
like, "Wait, what is business causal formal mean," or, "White tie, but not tail." There's just all these
levels so I swear there's got to be some influencers out there who could just have fun with
coming up with all the different ways you're supposed to dress for an event and then getting that
incorporated into the algorithm somehow. 
 
Sapna Shah: Yeah. 
 
Kelly: That's kind of needed probably. 
 
Sapna Shah: Yeah I think if somebody could come up with a consistent definition for festive attire
it would make my Christmas season a lot better. 
 
Kelly: Oh you want to get really creepy and Big Brothery. Imagine if the people hosting an 
event and regular attendees to an event, if there was an algorithm that could go through their
social media feed and see what they were wearing and be like, "This is what people usually wear
at this event. Here's what you should wear." That could be kind of creepy but fun. 
 
Sapna Shah: I would appreciate that actually. 
 
Kelly: Yeah, right. 
 
Kelly: Well Sapna, it was so much fun talking to you. Where can people go to find out more 
about all the cool things you do? 
 
Sapna Shah: I have two sites just to make it more complicated. My Angel investing site where my 
blog is and some of the resources that I have for early stage founders is on
redgiraffeadvisors.com. The hard thing there is spelling giraffe. I think everybody thinks they
know how to spell giraffe, but they don't. You can Google it. Redgiraffeadvisors.com. Then for the
Retail X Series I have a separate website that's retailxseries.com. Everybody can always follow me
on Twitter @redgiraffe as well. 
 
Kelly: Well thank you so much. I can't wait to talk to you sometime again in the future. 
 
Sapna Shah: Yeah, this was great. Thank you very much. 
 
Kelly: You can always find this episode and all the links and resources we talked about at 
seejaneinvest.com/podcast. While you're there check out some of our free resources like "What
Will Investors Think of Your Business" or "Is Seeking Outside Investment the Right Next Step for
You." 
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Kelly: We'd love to have you stay up-to-date by subscribing to the See Jane Invest newsletter.
We'll have events, happenings, we'd love to have you be a part of that. 
 
Kelly: As always, we'd love your review on iTunes. Your subscription, your review means the 
world to us, it helps our podcast get heard. It's really important, so thank you in advance and if
you've already left one, so appreciate it. 
 
Kelly: Until next time, see Jane invest in her idea, see Jane invest in her community. See Jane 
invest in her. 


