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The road to launching the business has 
not, however, been without a few bumps. 
“Things have taken much longer than 
anticipated,” Mahallati admits. “The good 
news is that I have put together my team, 
developed the brand and brand identity, 
completed an alpha Web site and, most 
important, filmed two pilot episodes.” 
The pilot episodes have opened doors for 
Mahallati, including landing his first real 
investment.

We recently caught up with Mahallati on 
campus to learn more about his experience 
with the Entrepreneurship Program and the 
challenges he faced in making RightPedal 
a reality. 

To watch the interview, log on to  
www.gsb.columbia.edu/entrepreneurship.
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Have you ever been in this situation: 
you’re in the market for a new car and 

just can’t decide which one fits your needs 
and lifestyle? If you’re lucky, you have a 
friend to turn to who knows all about cars and 
can help you decide. If not, well, you may 
have to try figure it out for yourself and hope 
you do not drown in the jargon that many 
dealers will throw your way—or do you? If 
you think you do not have that friend who will 
help you navigate the sometimes-intimidating 
car-purchasing experience, think again.

For the past year, Hootan Mahallati ’07, 
founder of RightPedal, has been working 
hard, turning his passion into a business. 
RightPedal, is an online show focused 
on test-driving and comparing cars in an 
entertaining format. Each episode leaves 
viewers with an evaluation of the featured 
car, explained in plain English and deliv-
ered by an honest and friendly voice. 

Hootan Mahallati ’07, RightPedal
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Chris Relyea ’08
EduStor is an automatic online data backup 
for student laptops and schools.

Yasmina McCarty ’08 & Nandini Narula
GreenMango is an affordable, accessible 
marketing platform that helps low-income 
entrepreneurs in developing countries grow 
their businesses locally.

Jeffrey Sherwin ’08 (EMBA)
This Technology is licensing software that 
enables television suppliers to sell advertis-
ing through both traditional and advanced 
platforms.

To learn more about eligibility require-
ments and criteria for an investment by the 
Eugene M. Lang Entrepreneurial Initiative 
Fund Board, please visit www.gsb.columbia.
edu/entrepreneurship/initiatives/langfund. 
And watch for the fall issue of Columbia 
Entrepreneurship Update for more on the 
progress of these entrepreneurs.

In its 12th year of funding student-led 
businesses, the Lang Fund invested in 

these five in April:

Camron Moradi ’08
Avenida

 
is an apparel brand targeting 

Hispanics.

Maria Isabel Serra ’08 & Daniel Swift ’07
Croc Pies is a franchise of stores selling 
 delicious Aussie-style pies.

The Lang Fund Board Invests in Five Companies
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Entrepreneurship Program, visit www.gsb.columbia.edu/entrepreneurship/initiatives/ 
partnership.We are pleased to welcome Abigail 

Barrett as program coordinator. She 
has an event-planning background 
and has worked with private and cor-
porate clients ranging from Chanel 
to Mercedes Benz. Abigail is respon-
sible for the Global Social Venture 
Competition, the Sounding Board and 
the Lang Fund process. She graduated 
from Brown with a BA in religious 
studies. Welcome, Abbey!

The Entrepreneurship 
Program Welcomes a 
New Member
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David Abelson ’83

James Elkus ’01

Derek Fitteron ’97

Denise Harrison ’95

Keith Lanton ’91 

John W. Payne III ’77

Lawrence Spokony ’86

The Entrepreneurship Program also wishes to thank the following for their support:

Log on to our Web site at www.gsb.columbia.edu/
entrepreneurship to read our newly published report 
on a survey of alumni and their entrepreneurial 
career paths. 
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On Wednesday, April 23, more 
than 100 students from around the 

Columbia University campus arrived at 
the Business School to participate in the 
first annual Columbia-wide Pitch Fest, 
an event designed to bring together 
 students from across Columbia’s 
schools in the spirit of community and 
entrepreneurship.

Cohosted by the Entrepreneurship 
Program, the Pitch Fest drew participants 
from the Business, Law, Medical, Engi-
neering, Computer Science, Continuing 
Education, Arts and Sciences, Teachers 
College, SIPA, Public Health and Film 
programs.

Students had one minute to pitch their 
business concept and announce to the 
group what type of expertise they were 
looking for to help launch their business. 
Some pitched their expertise as a poten-
tial asset to fellow Columbians’ ventures. 
The event concluded with an open-floor 
networking opportunity. A contact sheet 
capturing the pitches from the evening 
was circulated later to all participants. 

Alison Lindland ’08 was instrumental 
in publicizing the event, which proved 
to be a roaring success. “The event 
demonstrated the vitality of Columbia’s 
entrepreneurship program—not just 

within the Business School, but through-
out the University,” CEO member Arlyn 
Davich ’09 said. “Several dozen people 
stayed well after it concluded to continue 
discussions spurred on by the structured 
portion of the evening. It was wonderful 
helping make this happen.”

The Pitch Fest will be added to the 
CEO’s roster of annual events. 

About the Columbia Entrepreneurs 
Organization (CEO)
As the largest student club at Columbia 
Business School, the CEO provides 
MBA students with opportunities to develop 
their entrepreneurial talents, network with 
other students and start their own businesses. 
Its many activities include student-consulting 
services—linking students with small busi-
nesses to give students experience with 
start-up and early-stage companies—guest 
lectures and community projects.

Columbia Business School students 
can become members of the CEO, gain-
ing access to nuts-and-bolts workshops, 
exclusive speaker-series events, the inside 
track on business-plan competitions, 
entrepreneurship-related event notices 
and career-planning advice, and other 
resources. Students can sign up by logging 
on to https://my.gsb.columbia.edu.

CEO Club Launches the First Campuswide Pitch Fest

An unprecedented 33 students 
 representing 27 ventures were 

admitted into this spring term’s 
Entrepreneurial Greenhouse Program, 
demonstrating Columbia’s commitment 
to aspiring entrepreneurs. They met 
regularly and found the support network 
very helpful as their businesses got off 
the ground. 

Designed to prepare second-year 
students to launch their businesses 
after graduation, the Entrepreneurial 
Greenhouse Program is among the most 
popular Master Classes offered to entre-
preneurs at Columbia. Peer support, 
access to experts in key fields and 
opportunities to present to professional 

Admission into the Greenhouse 
Program is highly selective and competi-
tive. Nearly 50 students submitted an 
 application in hopes of securing a seat. 
Students are required to present their 
 business plan and be evaluated by a 
committee of judges made up of faculty 
members, venture capitalists and talented 
professionals from a range of industries. 

Many of the business concepts of this 
year’s admitted students were in the 
socially conscious, luxury, technology 
and healthcare industry sectors. To read 
about some of the graduating students 
and their concepts, visit www.gsb.
columbia.edu/entrepreneurship/ 
studententrepreneurs.

investors are features of the action-learning 
approach that the Entrepreneurship Program 
believes in.

Professor Clifford Schorer, entrepreneur 
in residence, developed the Greenhouse 
Program and has taught the class for the 
past seven years. “I have witnessed a sig-
nificant boost in both the quality of the 
creative business ideas generated and the 
commitment level of the students in the 
past couple of years,” Schorer says. “Our 
goal is to provide aspiring entrepreneurs at 
Columbia with the platform and support to 
‘hit the ground running’ upon graduation. 
We have a portfolio of companies that have 
been effectively started right out of the 
 program that we are very proud of.”

Congratulations to the Greenhouse Program Class of 2008 

“The event demonstrated 
the vitality of Columbia’s 
entrepreneurship 
program—not just within 
the Business School, 
but throughout the 
University.” 
Arlyn Davich ’09
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Second place went to Prasetiya Mulya 
Business School in Indonesia for  
Bio Power Technology, and third place 
went to MIT Sloan School of Manage-
ment for BioVolt. Thammasat University 
in Thailand took the prize for Social 
Impact Assessment with SMART.

The GSVC is an innovative partnership 
between Columbia Business School, the 
Haas School of Business at UC Berkeley, 
London Business School, Yale School of 
Management and the Indian School of 
Business. The competition aims to foster 
a new generation of business leaders 
who value the social as well as the profit 
potential of business. For more informa-
tion, please visit www.socialvc.net. 

C ompeting as one of a record 
245 teams from 23 countries, the 

Columbia Business School team of 
Matt Roach ’08, Aynsley Toole ’08, 
Evan Berger ’09 and Hillary Garris ’09 
captured the first-place award, along with 
a $25,000 prize, at this year’s Global 
Social Venture Competition (GSVC).  

Their winning concept, MicroEnergy 
Credits (MECC), was announced at 
the GSVC awards ceremony on Friday, 
April 18, at the Haas School of Business 
at UC Berkeley. MECC offers micro-
finance institutions a technology that 
comprehensively tracks and aggregates 
high-quality carbon-offset credits, allow-
ing MECC to then sell the offsets to 
institutional buyers. 

Columbia Team Takes First Prize at the GSVC Finals

The Winning Team: Hillary Garris ’09, 
Evan Berger ’09, Matt Roach ’08 and 
Aynsley Toole ’08.

 packaging. E.c.o is market-
ing its first product, the 
“Green Box” (U.S. Patent 
7,051,919), a pizza box 
manufactured from 100 per-
cent recycled material.

• Third Prize ($1,900): 
Aimthy Thoumoung ’09 
(EMBA) and Sanjay Goel, 
for healthEnkoi, an online 
platform that connects con-
sumers of healthcare across 
the world to the power and 
utility of second medical 
opinions through a global 
network of healthcare 
 providers. 

• Fourth Prize ($1,850): Howard 
Renensland, Mitch Marovitz and Anna 
Pakman ’09, for [with]tv, a television 
channel dedicated to the views and stories 
of people with disabilities and their friends 
and families.

• Fifth Prize ($1,450): Sree Vijaykumar ’09, 
Vikas Goel and Vinit Srivastava, for 
IndiaRetailCentral, an online portal serv-
ing the Indian retail industry, comprising 
consumers, retailers, professionals and 
 suppliers.

The Most Outrageous Elevator Pitch 
award of $500 went to Sonja Kosman ’08, 
Adam Birnbaum ’08 and Nir Bruner for 
Turn Off, Inc., a plan to market a drug 
that temporarily halts the production of 
 pheromones.

The ninth annual A. Lorne Weil 
 Outrageous Business Plan Competi-

tion attracted a record 46 submissions 
in the spring semester. The competition, 
organized by the Columbia Entrepreneurs 
Organization and the Entrepreneurship 
Program, encourages students to develop 
and present creative entrepreneurial ideas 
that are sufficiently ambitious in scope 
and scale to be considered “outrageous.”

The title of Most Outrageous 
Business Venture—accompanied by a 
$4,575 prize—was awarded to Geoffrey 
Reed ’09 and Eric Chesin ’09 for 
Bluepak, a system by which local phar-
macies can package all of a person’s 
prescription drugs in a single, easy-to-
use package, with the goal of increasing 
prescription compliance.

The judges awarded funding to 
four additional ventures based on the 
ambition, innovation, creativity and 
 persuasiveness of the presenters:

• Second Prize ($3,775): Jennifer 
Wright ’09 (EMBA) and William Walsh, 
for Environmentally Conscious 
Organization Inc. (e.c.o.), a design, 
licensing, manufacturing and subcontract 
management firm dedicated to improving 
outmoded, outdated and wasteful food 

Congratulations to the 2008 Outrageous Business Plan 
Competition Winners
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The annual Ecademy Awards are a celebration of the creativity, spirit and diversity of the 
School’s Entrepreneurship Program. The ceremony is held during the School’s open 

house for admitted students, and the program’s entrepreneur in residence, Professor Clifford 
Schorer, serves as the master of ceremonies. 

Although the event is meant to be entertaining and lighthearted, the message is a serious 
one. “We provide our students with the academic content, skills and hands-on support 
needed to build and sustain their business,” Schorer says. “The event demonstrates what a 
special and unique place Columbia Business School really is. We strongly support our stu-
dent and alumni entrepreneurs, whatever their passion may be.” 

Congratulations to this year’s Ecademy Award recipients: 

Julian Cook ’00
Flybaboo (renamed Baboo in May) is a Swiss airline that 
offers low fares on flights between Geneva and destinations 
including Florence, Geneva, Lugano, Naples, Nice, Rome, 
Saint-Tropez and Venice. The airline aims to treat all its 
clients as VIPs in an understated way. By making clients feel comfortable and at-home, the 
airline provides a quality travel experience that leaves them with a smile.  
www.flybaboo.com

Shazi Visram ’04
HAPPYBABY offers organic dry cereals in 3 flavors and fresh frozen 
organic baby meals in 15 flavors with a great variety of meats, veg-
gies, grains and fruits for a baby’s budding palette. It is committed to 
making baby food that is as healthy and delicious as homemade and 
that has the essential nutrients a baby needs for optimal growth and 
development.  
www.happybabyfood.com

Julie Flakstad ’99
Blow is New York City’s premier “blow dry bar” for well-
groomed women on the go. The flagship salon opened its 
doors in February 2005 in downtown Manhattan’s meat-
packing district and is steadily building a loyal following of 
clients with its blow outs, Blow’s signature service. A second salon opened in spring 2008. 
Blow salons offer a full range of beauty services, including manicures, pedicures, waxing, 
cuts, color and makeup, and feature Blow’s own line of hair-care products.  
www.blowstylingsalon.com

Ntiedo Etuk ’02
Founded in Manhattan’s Silicon Alley in 2003, Tabula 
Digita is an educational gaming company focused on 
delivering innovative and effective educational games to 
students and institutions. The games offer all the action-
adventure fun associated with mainstream games while 
simultaneously providing an efficient learning environ-
ment to better prepare students for high-stakes exams. The fusion of entertainment and 
education offers an important new educational alternative for students who are having 
 difficulties thriving in today’s overwhelmed education systems.  
www.dimensionm.com

Family businesses face distinct 
challenges, including managing 

conflict within a family, implementing 
governance structures and developing 
effective compensation and retention 
strategies for both family members and 
nonfamily employees. To address this 
need, the Entrepreneurship Program, 
in partnership with the Columbia 
Entrepreneurs Organization (CEO), 
launched the Family Business Network, 
a forum designed to help support family 
businesses while providing members 
with opportunities to network and share 
experiences. 

The network had a very successful 
academic year, with interest coming 
from both students and alumni. Professor 
Michael Preston, who teaches the courses 
Managing the Growing Company and 
Family Business Management at the 
School, has witnessed a growing interest 
in family businesses among his students 
and alumni. “I was surprised at how 
many current and past students work in 
their own family business. The numbers 
have increased, especially in the past 
three to four years,” Preston says. “These 
students bring a fresh perspective to the 
classroom, with interesting situations 
 facing an expanding family company. 
This forum will allow like-minded indi-
viduals to come together to discuss issues 
that they have identified as important 
to them.”

A variety of topics were covered this 
academic year in a series of presentations 
by guest speakers and panel discussions, 
including sibling dynamics, estate 
planning, how to succeed in a family 
business as an outsider and the dynamic 
between money and family. The next 
event will take place during the summer 
 semester. 

If you would like to be notified of 
upcoming Family Business Network 
discussions and networking events at 
Columbia Business School, please  
e-mail Mayra Reyes at mr2017@ 
columbia.edu or call 212-854-4225.

It’s All Relative:  
The Family 
Business Network 
Gains Momentum

Ecademy Awards Celebrate Columbia’s  
Entrepreneurial Spirit



Columbia Business School’s new Master 
Class Entrepreneurship in Africa could 

just as well have been called Optimism 
About Africa. Led by Professors Paul 
Tierney, Jr., and Murray Low, a diverse mix 
of 35 graduate students spent the 2007 fall 
semester studying the current climate for 
doing business on the African continent.

Throughout the semester, we were visited 
by an impressive array of entrepreneurs, 
investors and nonprofit directors. They 
shared their experiences from years of 
working on the continent, along with their 
outlook for the future. The consensus was 
overwhelmingly positive: time and 
again, we were told that Africa lies 
on the cusp of an economic boom 
the likes of which it has never expe-
rienced before. As veteran Africa 
hands, many of our guest speakers 
offered sage advice for our business 
school teams as we worked to pro-
duce case studies about successful 
African entrepreneurs. 

In January 2008, all 35 students 
traveled in teams of five to complete case 
studies in Tanzania, Ghana, Nigeria or 
South Africa. The cases will be published 
by Columbia CaseWorks and made avail-
able to African business schools, where 
the cases will provide more locally rele-
vant points of departure for classroom 
 discussion.

Columbia partnered with the African 
Association of Business Schools, a net-
work of top African business schools, to 
identify and address their most pressing 
needs. Columbia faculty members, includ-
ing Murray Low and Charles Calomiris, 
have led seminars for African professors 
to improve their ability to lead students 
through the case method of participatory 
learning.

As this initiative progressed, it quickly 
became apparent that the case method 
would be less effective without cases rel-
evant to local contexts. So Professors Low 
and Tierney created the Entrepreneurship in 
Africa course with the dual goals of provid-
ing Columbia students with greater insight 
into the opportunities of doing business in 
Africa and creating a series of exceptional 
business school cases about world-class 
African companies. In doing this, the 
School hopes to help dispel the myth that 

African businesses and their leaders are 
somehow less sophisticated than their 
counterparts in the rest of the world.

My own team worked with Lagos-based 
Computer Warehouse Group (CWG), the 
largest IT systems integrator in West Africa. 
We visited with many of CWG’s employees 
in Nigeria, including founder Austin Okere, 
to chart the firm’s success over the past 
two decades. With no substantial sources 
of external financing, CWG has reached 
$100 million in revenues, with a client base 
that includes some of the world’s biggest 
brands. 

As the first trip to Africa for many in 
the class, it afforded the opportunity to see 
for ourselves which is closer to reality: the 
hopeful picture of robust economic growth 
painted by African business leaders and 
New York investment professionals or 
the bleak image of nations devastated by 
poverty, disease, corruption and conflict 
presented by the mainstream media.

In this sense, our class offered a deeper 
perspective on the backlash against the 
more conventional view of Africa—a 
movement whose epicenter can be found 
in the now annual TED Africa Conference. 
Indeed, we were even fortunate enough 
to share the same kickoff speaker as last 
June’s TED conference in Tanzania, Euvin 
Naidoo, president and CEO of the South 
African Chamber of Commerce in America.

Naidoo was quick to point out that 
although AIDS, corruption and armed con-
flict remain serious impediments to Africa’s 
development, these are not the most inter-
esting stories emerging from the continent. 
Rather, what fascinates him most are the 
now common stories of resourceful entre-
preneurs with the tenacity to build thriving 
businesses within this context.

Although the run-up of commodities 
prices over the last few years can account 

for much of Africa’s growth, sectors other 
than natural resources are also booming. 
Scalable businesses in the telecommunica-
tions, construction, consumer-lending and 
retail sectors are appearing across the conti-
nent. For the first time since independence, 
international investors are actively seeking 
business plans targeting domestic markets 
as opposed to exports.

With a growing track record of steady 
economic growth across the continent, 
 foreign direct investment is surging. Among 
those attracted by domestic consumer mar-
kets is Kofi Bucknor ’79, managing director 

of Kingdom Zephyr Africa Management 
Company, a joint venture between the 
 private equity firm Zephyr Management and 
Prince Alwaleed bin Talal of Saudi Arabia. 
The group’s first fund, Pan-African Invest-
ment Partners, realized returns greater than 
300 percent over just a few years by invest-
ing in banking and cellular communications 
companies on the continent. Bucknor visited 
our class to demonstrate his investor pitch 
for Kingdom Zephyr’s newest fund.

Perhaps the most inspiring story to 
emerge from the class came from Isaac 
Shongwe, a black South African who scored 
a coveted scholarship to attend an American 
university in 1989. He later earned a Rhodes 
scholarship, completed his MBA at Oxford 
and returned to his native country, where 
he has become a leader in Black Economic 
Empowerment financing. Shongwe showed 
how the combination of humility, brilliance 
and determination can lead to success in 
even the most difficult of circumstances. 

For more stories on Petersen’s experience, 
visit his blog Play the Game of Life:  
www.playthegameoflife.org/2008/01/ 
entrepreneurship-in-africa-master-class.
html.
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Ryan Petersen ’08 on the Entrepreneurship in Africa Master Class

“We were visited by an impressive array of entrepreneurs, 
investors and nonprofit directors. They shared their 
experiences from years of working on the continent, 
along with their outlook for the future.”


