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Investing in Gender Equality Podcast 

EPISODE 2 (Dr. Sara Saeed Khurram/Sehat Kahani) 

 

 

INTRO NARRATION 

 

Shannon  0:09   

Hello, and welcome to the investing in gender equality podcast. I'm your host Shannon 

vandermark.  

 

Each episode of this podcast features an entrepreneur who is running a social enterprise, which 

is benefiting from investment that has been through gender lens considerations. Let's break that 

down a bit.  

 

A social enterprise is a business that purpose [00:30] lies beyond profit. So with aims that are 

socially or environmentally driven, rather than just existing to make money. Gender lens 

investing, or GLI, is the practice of investing for financial return while also considering the 

benefits to women, both through improving economic opportunities and social wellbeing for girls 

and women.  

 

In this podcast, we will share interesting stories with some really inspiring people doing great 

work within their separate social enterprises. Dr. Jodi York gender lens [01:00] expert will join 

me later to delve a little deeper into points raised in this episode, so that she can help us to 

further understand gender lens impact on a practical level.  

 

GENDER LENS FOR THIS EPISODE NARRATION 

 

Today, we are focusing on women's access to capital and why this is an important factor to 

consider within gender lens investing there exists unconscious bias which could be clouding the 

intuition of many investors once they learn that they could be investing in a woman. And this 

unconscious bias is [01:30] real, because at the moment, only 6% of venture capital goes to 

women led companies, more of us need to start asking why this is because statistically 

speaking, investing in women is actually less of a risk. 

 

JODI HIGHLIGHT CLIP 

 

Jodi  1:44   

One of the things that we know is that women led companies, investors think, oh, they don't 

take enough risks. That may be true. They also don't fail as profoundly, they might not take as 

many big risks. They also don't take on as much capital. So [02:00] the impact you get for the 

capital you invest is generally better. They tend to be much more solid performers, and they are 

very rarely caught up in the like really profound business failures that end up on the front page. 
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EPISODE INTRO NARRATION 

 

Shannon  2:16   

In this episode, I had the great pleasure of speaking with Dr. Sara Saeed Khurram, who is 

based in Karachi, Pakistan. 

 

GUEST HIGHLIGHT CLIP 

 

Sara  2:25   

Hi, my name is Dr. Sara Saeed Khurram I'm the CEO and co founder of [02:30] Sehat Kahani, 

which in English means story of health. I'm speaking today from Karachi, Pakistan. And what's 

Sehat Kahani does is we connect a large pool of underutilized and untapped female doctors to 

patients who need health care using a telemedicine based solution, which is accessible in low 

income communities through clinics and for urban users through a smartphone application. 

 

GUEST INTRO NARRATION 

 

Shannon  2:56   

The inspiration for Dr. Sara's business was born out of cultural pressures [03:00] she witnessed 

and experienced as a married woman to abandon a career as a fully qualified doctor. And the 

urgency she felt to break free from these constraints.  

 

Tell me where you grew up and what it was like being being little young Sara? 

 

GUEST INTERVIEW  

 

Sara  3:18   

I've grown up in Karachi, Pakistan, which is the city I live today, my father was a police officer. 

And my mother was a homemaker. And I belong to a very traditional middle class family in 

Pakistan. My [03:30] father had a very set plan for his children. So when I was growing up, I 

think I always knew that I had to become a doctor and I studied all my education was focused 

on getting to that point where I enter into the medical college. My parents were hard on me that 

you have to study and I also was a studious kid in my own self. So nothing very nothing very 

special. One thing was that I from inside, I was a rebellious child, but I was groomed so 

properly, that I didn't let that side out when I was growing up.  

 

Shannon  3:59   

So you have this rebellious [04:00] side, but how were you conflicted on the inside? 

 

Sara  4:03   

I never understood why my mother couldn't work. Why she couldn't drive, why couldn't go out of 

the house at night, as my brothers did, why I didn't have the freedom. I didn't have the liberty to 

question a lot of things. My parents were traditional, like, middle class, Pakistani parents were 
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and they were always telling me like girls should do this. And girls shouldn't do that. And girls 

should do this. And girls shouldn't do that. So it was all always you know, what girls do and what 

girls don't do. And [04:30] I was like, stuck in the middle of these two things. For a long time in 

my life, actually, until I went into medical college when I was 19. 

 

Shannon  4:39   

Where did your imagination come from, to imagine kind of a future for yourself as a woman that 

wasn't the life that you were being trained to live?  

 

Sara  4:47   

I saw woman walking around with parents of my friend, other people that I saw and I got really, 

you know, it really attracted me that a woman worked because my mother didn't work and she 

always was resentful about it's not like she was happy that she wasn't [05:00] 

 working. She always mentioned that, you know, she did not have the same opportunities as my 

father did to explore her career, she didn't have the opportunity to simply start she was always 

expected to be at home and raise children. So I think that impacted me when I was growing up 

as she because as she started aging, she started to realize this more and more that she has not 

done enough in her life. And whenever she said it, I always thought that this is not what I want 

for myself. 

 

Shannon  5:28   

Did you know that there was an expectation that you would be [05:30] trained to become a 

doctor, but that you wouldn't actually work as a doctor. 

 

Sara  5:34   

The only time I saw my parents really happy is the day my result came out, or, you know, of my 

medical college. They were so happy, they distributed sweets all over the relatives, and they 

were really proud. And I understood that this is something that gives them a lot of pride. It 

makes them successful as parents that they have made their daughter, a doctor, for a female to 

be a doctor in Pakistan, it’s considered really noble, it's considered really [06:00] prestigious, it 

raises your social stature. All parents want their daughters to become doctors so that we can 

have this additional token of respect attached to us. And later on, I realized that that has another 

side, that women who become doctors in Pakistan, they also get the best hand in marriage.  

 

Shannon  6:17   

When you finished your education at Medical College, had you been set up with your husband? 

 

Sara  6:22   

So I got married three months into my graduation. And you know, I, I feared that I was becoming 

this doctor bride also like all my peers [06:30], and I didn't want to get into the circle, vicious 

circle, but I don't work. So I started working one month after my marriage just to make a point to 

everyone to my parents to my parents in law to my husband that I will work. So I joined a 

residency program in radiology, and it was a two year program to do my post graduation. I 

started out nicely and in my 13th month, 11 months to go, I got pregnant. Because it was a 
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radiology program. They couldn't let me continue because radiations hurt early pregnancies. 

[07:00] The day I quit, and I came home, I didn't know what to do. And I was pregnant and I was 

feeling very demotivated that you know, I had to quit my residency. A friend of mine was 

working in an organization that had a clinic in a low income community in Karachi. And they 

wanted someone to sit at the clinic and do clinics for low income community. So I said I'll do it 

because I it was a eight hour a day job I had to get out of the house. I liked seeing patients. So I 

started that job. And I resigned [07:30] just two weeks before my delivery thinking that once my 

baby is there, I'll just restart my clinical practice again. Or I'll retake my exams or something. 

One month after my baby was born, my husband got promoted at his job and his job his 

promotion took us to a new city. And you know, he disappeared from 8am in the morning till 

8pm in the night and I didn't know what to do. And that is the moment I realized that to my god, 

you know I've become a doctor bride now. 

 

Shannon  7:59   

[08:00] Dr. Bride is a term used to describe a woman who has been trained as a doctor and can 

practice medicine and might even do so for some time, but gives up once she's married. Add to 

that phenomenon the following because of trained doctors leaving to practice medicine in other 

countries. And largely due to the doctor bride phenomenon. Pakistan is left with roughly 90,000 

doctors for 200 million people. That's one doctor to every 2222 people [08:30]. To give that a bit 

of context, in Australia, it's 241 people per doctor. The large majority of these doctors work in 

urban areas where they can earn more money so there are very few doctors or resources in 

primary health care at the village level. 

 

Sara  8:47   

I've really become this doctor bride and I won't be able to work and I've been- I'm stuck in this 

eight room horror house and I have this baby to take care of. In a couple of months I realized I 

was battling postpartum depression because it came to a point that I didn't [09:00] like my 

house I had a lot of issues with my husband. I didn't like my child at that time, I couldn't enjoy 

being with her. So in the middle, the nurse of that clinic; she called me and she said that we 

can't find another doctor to come and sit at the clinic because it's a very low income community 

so female doctors don't feel comfortable going there. So when a patient comes to the clinic just 

take me on call on speaker I'll talk to them and I'll see if there's something that I can solve and 

I'll do it. In my mind it was just too you know, it was just a way to get back to work [09:30] 

somehow. Then after a month she told me that okay, you know this is not working because 

patients need to see you when you need to see what they look like. So she suggested that what 

I'll do is I'll put a camera on my laptop and he started doing video calls and that you know really 

made a lot of difference and I started enjoying it I you know that is when I realized okay, this can 

actually work if I can work from home and see patients online. Why doesn't other female doctors 

in the same situation [10:00] do the same? I mean, this can help so many patients. When we 

initially started the company, I wanted to replicate what I had done in that one clinic. We started 

upgrading nurse led clinics in low income communities. So we were making clinics all across 

Pakistan, it was going well, we were creating a lot of impact. We were a small company with 20 

doctors, eight clinics, 10 people staff. At this time, I realized that something was not right, in 

what we were doing. And we eventually realized  [10:30] that, yes, we are working in 
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communities in Pakistan. But impacting 10 communities in two years isn't going to solve the 

challenge for anyone. And if we have to impact 85,000 doctors and 100 million people you have 

to build for scale. We know it works for the most difficult population in Pakistan, because they 

are low income community dweller who is illiterate does not understand technology, and is 

scared of video consultations. If we can turn them into our patients, it shouldn't be too hard for a 

more urban population, which has smartphone [11:00] users already. So while the clinical model 

was expanding, the also started a model for the urban population in the form of a mobile 

application. We just took six months, analyzed every software company in Pakistan. But at this 

time, you know, we were very young company, we didn't have a lot of money. And every 

software house we reached out to it was very expensive. And then we eventually found the one 

that we wanted to work. And they said that they don't work with companies in Pakistan, 

especially startup companies in Pakistan [11:30]. And their reason was that startup companies 

in Pakistan or younger companies in Pakistan don't pay and don't pay on time. So they'll 

commit, they commit, and then they disappear. And this project manager calls me and he said 

we can't work for you. I'm sorry. Your budget does not suit us. We can't put a team behind it. 

We're very sorry, but we have to say no to you. And I could not take it. So the next day. I barged 

into the CEOs office, [12:00] I'm so not proud of myself doing it. But I went into his office and I 

said I need to talk to you. And then in an hour, I convinced the poor guy. I got him so much that 

he said okay, I'll make that for you. charge this amount. And you have to give me this and we'll 

split it over the year so that you can afford it. Because I gave him the whole picture you know 

and that this is going to pack so many patients and so many women and you know one day this 

is going to become this big company. [12:30] When I visited him the first time he got up and he 

said okay, you work for a woman in Pakistan. I'll tell you I have made a big nursery in my office 

so that woman developers can work for me it was a beautiful nursery and woman was sitting 

there and they were working on the laptops and babies on the side I was like okay, this is a guy 

who would understand woman empowerment and bringing women back to work. So then when 

we sold them the entire story, he somehow managed to make the app for us and later on 

became so interested that he is our investor. He is one of our [13:00] major investors in the 

company. Yeah. 

 

Shannon  13:02   

I was wondering what the realities were for you about accessing capital and the environment 

around women getting funding for a business 

 

Sara  13:12   

So when I started raising money for the first I think one or two years no one took us seriously 

also. But then we raised our seed round of $500,000. It took us a long time to right find the right 

investor because you know the investors we were getting interest from investors but those 

investors were like, you know, we walked into a  [13:30] meeting and this is my my co founder is 

also two months pregnant. And this guy tells us that okay, you know, I'll invest in you, but give 

me 70% of your company. And I'll --- you can keep 30% and as you perform, you can keep 

taking your equity back. from me. This is when we own 100% of the company. So we were like 

staring at his face like is he okay? And then and then we were fundraising our seed round and 

my co founder was two months pregnant and I found that I was pregnant. [14:00] And now 
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they're two pregnant ladies were fundraising a seed round in Pakistan. So my co founder hit her 

pregnancy till the end day. And I was eight months pregnant when we found an investor who's 

invest who agreed to invest in her and we went to his office to take the check and he looked at 

my co founder Then he looked at me and then he's like any asked me, we couldn't find he 

couldn't ask if because she was she's made in a way that didn't really show like you know, she's 

she's a little heavy on the sides didn't really show but for me, I was petite, and I was showing a  

[14:30] bump, like a real bump. And he was like, {are you are you are you have you gained 

weight? Or are you having a baby?” No, I was like, I have gained weight but I'm also having a 

baby. And that poor guy was like, you know, he thought his money had like now he's in 

restroom in the wrong company, and then he will not see us again after the baby and everything 

is doomed. But the second time we were raising a series A, that is when we realized that, you 

know, investing VC money in Pakistan for a female entrepreneur [15:00] is extremely 

challenging because when investors also talk, they don't have as much experience talking to 

Pakistani woman, there aren't many of us. I've seen it so many times, the actual conversations 

happen after dinner in Pakistan, and we don't drink so it happens over tea, or coffee, or Chai, or 

green tea. And for a woman in Pakistan, for me to sit with a man at 10pm at night is not a 

possibility. I can't do it, even if I'm sitting with him and talking [15:30] business. I can't me 

meeting a man for like investment opportunity at 11pm at night? Not possible. A man meeting 

another man at 11pm for our investment opportunity? Absolutely. After a few failures, we 

understood how to talk to investors, how to build decks, how to convince them, and eventually 

we ended up raising the noun up till now we've raised $3 million. And we're on our way to raise 

a series A round of at least $8 million now. 

 

Shannon  15:54   

I know you have a good partnership with IIX, can you tell me a little bit about how [16:00] you 

got set up with them and what your relationship is like with them? 

 

Sara  16:02  

So we discoveredIIX when you were fundraising, we asked them to help us raise a round. And 

because then impact focus company, the first impact assessment of ours, they created a report 

and then they in their circle of investors, they started finding investors for us, and they did a lot 

of help, initially in making our investor decks, getting our financials in order getting our data 

rooms in order with all the documentation. So we really, really helpful in that,  [16:30] they gave 

us an opportunity to pitch to an audience in an investor circle, a life pitch which caught attention 

of a lot of people. And eventually we found three investors through ix that became investors in 

our pre Series A round but I think the help that the little hand holding that they did, in terms of 

getting our documents ready, I think that was an exercise that was super helpful because it 

made it professional by international standards. 
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CONSORTIUM INSERT NARRATION 

 

Shannon  16:58   

IIX was founded in the [17:00] aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis with a mission to close the 

gulf between the amount of money in global markets, which at the time was $360 trillion. And 

the amount of money in philanthropy and development, which was $450 billion. IIX sought to 

close this funding gap and focused its attention on Asia, where the demand for investment from 

high impact enterprises far exceeded the supply of capital. IIX set up the platform [17:30] impact 

partners, which connects investors with businesses like Sehat Kahani and so far has supported 

over 140 Enterprises, impacting 24 million people, 57% of them being women.  

 

GUEST INTERVIEW  

 

Shannon 17:44 

I'm wondering what kind of advice you'd give to other young women who want to forge a path 

that might not align with social and cultural expectations, not necessarily in Pakistan, but 

anywhere? 

 

Sara  17:55  

What I've realized in my 30s, and this has made me a much better person than I was in my 20s 

[18:00]  is I listen to what, what my heart and mind tells me, I take advice, but I put it in this box. 

And then I then I listen to my what my heart and my mind is telling me and then I rationalize, 

okay, this this advice is good for me. This is why advice is not so good for me. And then I 

balance it out. And then I implement it. Women don't value the brilliance of their mind and the 

power of their emotional intelligence as much as they should. They think other people will tell 

them what is better for them. Any [18:30] woman in her correct mind and heart can decide what 

is better for her. 

 

  

GOODBYE TO GUEST 

 

Shannon  18:33   

Well, thank you so much, Dr. Sara. It's been my pleasure to hear your stories and all about sat 

county and good luck with everything in the future. 

 

Sara  18:42  

It was a pleasure. Thank you. Bye, bye. 

 

JODI SECTION 

 

Shannon  18:47   

Hello, Jodi. Good afternoon. 

 

Jodi  18:50  
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Good afternoon. 

 

Shannon  18:51   

Yeah, I just wanted to just dive right in and talk about women's access to capital and what you 

think in regards to Dr. Sara's story, and her business. 

 

Jodi  19:00  

The difficulty that women led companies have raising capital is profound. So there's a couple of 

things that go on there. Something like 6% of 6% of venture capital goes to women led 

companies. And one of the things that we know from from research is that men and women are 

asked quite different questions by investors. So women are asked a lot of risk oriented 

questions, sort of, well, what if you get pregnant and what are your plans at this point, and at 

that point, [19:30] and so they basically are setting setting women up to give reasons why they 

aren't assessed as high risk. Male founders are asked a lot - lot more questions around, it gives 

them the opportunity to promote themselves and say really amazing things about themselves. 

And so one of the things we were having to train women now and you know, as we go through 

Business School, is, here's how you pivot a question that wants to put you in a corner into 

something that [20:00] you can, you can say, better things about yourself. So in addition to both 

the founders themselves being assessed as greater risk, even though that's not what that's not 

what the data says, any business models that are aimed at women that are aimed at families 

are considered niche, rather than rather than universal. One of the things that we know is that 

women led companies, [20:30] investors think, oh, they don't take enough risks. That may be 

true, they also don't fail as profoundly. So they might not take as many big risks, they also don't 

take on as much capital. So the impact you get for the capital you invest is generally better. 

They tend to be much more solid performers. And they are very rarely caught up in the, like, 

really profound [21:00] business failures that ended up on the front page, the story of Sehat 

Kahani one of the things, you know, and then it's, it's, there's a cross section there, yes, you've 

got all the female founder problems, but then you're also doing it in Pakistan. where, you know, 

there's not the kind of casual conversations that might happen, the casual interactions that 

might happen between founders and investors, where investors are developing, you know, what 

we might think of as a gut feel, [21:30] are very, can be very stilted in cultures where unrelated 

men and women don't interact casually. 

 

Shannon  21:38   

It's a two pronged approach then isn't it, it's the access to capital, which might be societal or 

culturally challenged. And then it's the holders of the capital, which are limiting the access? 

 

Jodi  21:52 

Yes. And it's this, and this is the way unconscious bias works, right? If you're consistently saying 

no, when you look at a female run [22:00] company, you need to be turning the lens on yourself 

and say; Why do I think that's true? Why am I consistently making that decision? And we can, 

you know, we can look at that research on race and class as well, like people feel more 

comfortable with people who look and sound like them. 
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Shannon  22:17   

But that's what contributes to the gut instinct, isn't it? 

 

Jodi  22:20   

It is unconscious bias. 

 

Shannon  22:22  

Right? You can't admit it, because you don't even know you're thinking it. Sara, I mean, she 

seems like a real exception to the  [22:30] rule. She was able to go out there and invest being 

pregnant with her partner, but she was relentless. How can we give women greater access to 

capital. 

 

Jodi  22:41   

there's a bunch of actions, I think, for people at various parts of the ecosystem to do which have 

to do with moving capital, you know, and part of it is having this conversation. And if people 

aren't having this conversation, asking why. Doing the Gender Analysis, being [23:00] curious 

about why none of this money is going into women led businesses, but aside from that, 

celebrate the successes of those businesses, celebrate the successes of those women led 

investment funds, who are funding those businesses, connect them with your network. You 

know, there's there's things we can do across the whole ecosystem, there are actions for us to 

take. And a bunch of it is just about speaking up, speaking up about what's not happening, 

speaking up about what  [23:30] is happening. 

 

Shannon  23:31   

When you invest in women, you invest in the community, and its future. 

 

Jodi  23:36   

Yes, and I think we've got we've got data to back that up. So particularly in these in, in emerging 

markets in the smaller than the smaller businesses and small, grow small and growing 

businesses. You know, if you grow a business from five employees to 15 employees, that is 10 

new jobs that did not exist. So you know, in, in emerging economies, it's often these women led 

businesses that are [24:00] providing most of the livelihoods and therefore are really at the end 

of the day, they're actually the ones driving economic growth. And these days, economic 

recovery, you know, so it's jobs created at the bottom rather than jobs created in very flashy 

ways at the top like those things matter as well. But it's both and. 

 

Shannon  24:22   

Thank you very much, Jodi. It's been a pleasure.  

 

Jodi 24:25 

My pleasure. really lovely to talk to you all the time. Every time [24:30] 
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THROW TO NEXT EPISODE 

 

Shannon 24:35 

Join us next time when we are joined by the young woman in Jakarta who is helping build micro 

SMEs and speak up for women in business for all of Indonesia, Laura, Widyaputri. 

 

 

CLIP FROM NEXT EPISODE  

 

Laras  24:35   

In Indonesia, the gender lens and investment lens topics is still rare. So I hope that this podcast 

really let us as women in Indonesia to really have a voice. [25:30] This movement can be 

efficient, not only in business, but all areas in Indonesia. 

 

CREDITS NARRATION 

 

Shannon  25:08   

I'm your host, Shannon Vandermark. A very special thank you to our guests in this episode. Dr. 

Sarah Saeed Kurram and Dr. Jodi York. Thank you also to Diana Tjoeng, Alex Jarman, Simba 

Marakera, Tiurma Veronica, Matthew Newman, Jonathan Abeywickrema and Khairi Khalil, as 

well as IIX, [25:30] with the Frontier Brokers Network convened by Good Return.  

 

This has been an applied reality production produced by Shannon Vandermark, with associate 

producer George Powell, executive produced by Milly Chowles and sound engineering by John 

Scott. 

 

Please log your 5-star reviews, subscribe, share or follow the Investing In Gender Equality 

podcast wherever you get your podcasts.  And...you can learn even more about topics brought 

up in this episode by going to the website link in the episode description.  If you’d like to get in 

touch, you can find us on LinkedIn at Frontier Brokers Network.    

 

 

ENDS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


