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The old school ties that bind Babson
Two MBA classmates have created a thriving technology company, writes Sarah Murray

Stacked on the book-
shelves in his office
in Burlington, Massa-
chusetts, Bill Brod-

nitzki has folders containing
information on everything
from pricing to supply chain
management valuable
material that he acquired
while taking his MBA at
Babson College.

However, Mr Brodnitzki's
bulging business school
books and files are not the
only useful items that Silver-
link Communications - the
company he and his former
classmate Paulo Matos were
instrumental in building
inherited from Babson. Sil-
verlink's expanding team of
employees includes a grow-
ing band of Babson MBA
graduates.

Founded in January 2002
by Mr Matos and Stan
Nowak, a graduate of Har-
vard Business School, Silver-
link has grown from two lap-
tops, a table and an idea to a
rapidly expanding technol-
ogy company focused on the
healthcare industry, with cli-
ents that collectively repre-
sent more than 150m
patients and healthcare plan
members.

Silverlink provides auto-
mated voice applications
that allow its clients to com-
municate with their patients
and members. Patients can,
for example, be called auto-
matically with reminders to
refill their prescriptions 10
days before their drugs are
due to run out.

In the case of drug recalls,
healthcare companies can
send out thousands of auto-
matic voice messages by
phone telling patients what
to do about finding an alter-
native medicine rather
than waiting for thousands

of panicked callers who, hav-
ing seen news of the recall
on television, would call and
demand information.

Using voice recognition
technology, the system can
also call patients and
request information from
them since it recognises
words or numbers that have
been pre-programmed for
each question. Even free-
form responses to questions
such as "how are you feel-
ing?" can be captured by
being recorded and then
transcribed.

"Companies are interested
in maintaining good rela-
tionships with their patients
and members and so simple
things such as sending flu
shots or mammogram re-
minders is something they
have their eye on," says Kat
Eden, the company's market-
ing director. "This technol-
ogy allows them to be proac-
tive rather than reactive."

As Silverlink makes fur-
ther inroads into the health-
care sector, the Babson
alumni present in its team,
several of whom joined the
company early on, readily
acknowledge that, when it
comes to entrepreneurship,
business education is not
only about being exposed to
disciplines such as market-
ing, operations and finance -
it is also about the contacts
you make while in school.

"The relationships you
build as you go along in
your career can and should
be leveraged in other things
you do in your life," says Mr
Matos, now the company's
chief operating officer.

Mr Matos and Mr Brod-
nitzki, now the company's
vice-president of enterprise
services, met when they
were placed together in a
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team of six people at the
beginning of the MBA pro-
gramme. At Babson College,
which emphasises the entre-
preneurial focus of its MBA
programme, teams are set up
to resemble small consulting
firms and are then required
to work on projects for real
companies.

As with any group of peo-
ple randomly thrown
together, the mix is not
always an immediate suc-
cess. But that, say course
participants, is part of the
value of the exercise.

The relationships you
build as you go along
in your career
should be leveraged
in other things you
do in your life

"Bill Brodnitzki and I were
on the same team, with six
people, all of whom had type
A personalities, where no
one likes to listen to anyone
else and everyone is anxious
to show how good they are,"
explains Mr Matos. "So we
had to learn to work
together to deliver the type
of assignment we were
expected to deliver."

In this case, their task was
to examine a graphic imag-
ing software company that
was struggling to expand. In
doing so, the Babson team
was forced to establish a
hierarchy quickly, to learn
to co-operate and to divide
up tasks among the team
members. Looking back,
both Mr Matos and Mr Brod-
nitzki cite this element of
the course as providing one
of the most important les-
sons they learnt on the MBA
programme.

Ms Eden, also a Babson
graduate, agrees. "At Babson
there are a lot of team
projects, so there is an

opportunity to get a real
sense of what it would be
like to work with those peo-
ple," she says. "And the abil-
ity to work together smartly
and effectively in teams is
something I really see at
play here every day. In prior
lives, I have known execu-
tive meetings to be incredi-
bly painful as everyone has
an agenda and you can feel
the politics in the air - and
it is not that way here."

In addition, building
friendship and trust was cru-
cial, says Mr Matos. "Bill
was one person that, from
the time I left business
school, I knew I wanted to
work with again."

Mr Brodnitzki says that he
did not embark on the pro-
gramme with the idea of
finding a future business
partner. "But pretty quickly
you discover people you
might be interested in, and I
was very interested to meet
Paolo," says Mr Brodnitzki.
"One of the key reasons I
joined up with Paolo early
on was that I knew he was a
good guy, that he had a lot
of integrity and was some-
one who I would enjoy work-
ing with."

Silverlink Communica-
tions was not the first fruit
borne of this relationship
between the entrepreneurs.
During the heady days of the
dotcom boom, Mr Brodnitzki
and Mr Matos worked to-
gether on an internet busi-
ness called StorageNet-
works. Like many start-up
hopefuls on the scene at the
time, the company rose
quickly employing some
600 employees by 2000, after
only one year of operation -
and sank even faster, shrink-
ing rapidly to only 50
employees, at which point it
closed its doors in 2003.

StorageNetworks might
have been a failure but it
served its purpose by giving
Messrs Brodnitzki and Matos
a chance to see how they
could work together. It also
gave Silverlink Mr Nowak,
who is also a former Storage-
Networks executive.

Founding fathers: Paulo Matos (left) and Stan Nowak started Silverlink in 2002 CJ Gunther

The company now em-
ploys 37 people, has closed
two rounds of investment
and is engaged in raising a
third round of institutional
funding. Among its more
than 35 clients, it counts
industry names such as
Aetna, the leading US
healthcare insurer; Fami-
ly Meds, a speciality retail
pharmacy; GHI, a New York
State non-profit health
insurer; MSC, which delivers
medical products and phar-
macy services to the work-
ers' compensation industry;
and Pharma Care, a phar-

macy benefit management
company. As the company
expands, Silverlink execu-
tives are regular visitors to
the Babson campus, this
time as recruiters.

"We have hired a number
of Babson MB As," says Ms
Eden. "Knowing what that
person has gone through
and the education they have
- combined with their expe-
rience - is definitely at play
in the teams that we build."

Team building is not the
only reason the Babson cam-
pus is a regular destination
for Silverlink executives,

however. They also go back
to the business school to par-
ticipate in teaching sessions
because the experiences the
company went though in its
start-up phase have been
turned into a Babson case
study.

"It is a lot of fun to go and
study what you have done
right and wrong in an aca-
demic setting, so we are
planning on doing a follow-
on case that goes from our
pre-institutional to A-round
funding and B-round fund-
ing," says Mr Matos. "It has
all come full circle."
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Owen preps
future leaders
A leadership development
programme for MBA
students has been launched
by the Owen Graduate
School of Management at
Vanderbilt University.

In the first year the course
will focus on individual
strengths and weaknesses.
In the second, there will
be "more robust skills
development and training".

In developing the
programme, administrators
interviewed recruiters to
identify important
attributes companies seek
in potential leaders.

"We believe that by
focusing on the key five
areas of leadership the LDP
will provide the most
effective training available
at the MBA level," says Jim
Bradford, the dean of Owen.
www. owen. vanderbilt. edu

Manchester school
builds new MBA
An MBA designed
specifically for the
construction industry has
been launched by the
distance learning arm of
Manchester Business
School, in partnership with
CITB-ConstructionSkills.

The programme has been
designed in consultation
with leading institutions
and hopes to meet the need
for trained managers within
the construction industry.
www. mbs-worldwide. ac. uk

Said to host social
enterprise forum
The Said Business School,
Oxford will host the third
Skoll World Forum on
social entrepreneurship on
March 29-31.

Speakers include Al Gore,
former US vice-president,
and Ian Goldin, World Bank
vice-president.
www. sbs. ox. ac. uk/skoll/
forum/
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