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>>

 “When you work in the content moderation 

space, you’re always catastrophizing, 

anticipating how bad-news cases could arise.”

—Adelin Cai ’05, head of policy, Pinterest

“I do think [tech innovations] are 

making the world a better place,”

—Alex Russell ’08, product manager, Google

>>
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>> >>

“You have to be prepared to do things for the first time 

over and over and over. You build up a lot of inner strength 

to look at something and go, ‘Wow, I’ve never done this 

before but I’m confident I can figure it out.’”

—Corley Hughes ’98, chief operating officer, Product Hunt

>>
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CONTINUED

Some, like 
Solar and 

Russell, start 
small and go 

big. Sue Gouws 
Korn ’91 has done 

the opposite, as her 
career has moved  from 

equity research to financial 
planning in traditional 

financial services to startups 
that cater to low-income and 

underserved populations. “I 
started on Wall Street and worked 

my way to Main Street, though it was 
really Market Street, because it was San 

Francisco,” Korn said. 

She recently took over as vice president of finance 
and planning and analysis at Opportun, a 10-year-
old financial technology company that serves “credit 
invisibles”—low-income customers who otherwise would 
tap payday loans and pawn shops. 

Before that Korn cofounded Vouch, a startup that served 
a similar population but asked borrowers to have family 
and friends guarantee portions of loans. The company 

recently shut down after two years when the concept 
proved successful but the company couldn’t raise 
enough operating capital.

“We never got big enough to make our conclusions 
statistically significant,” she said.

The experience of starting a company from scratch 
was very different from Korn’s earlier experience with 
Providian Financial and other big financial services 
firms, and she says it drew on her time as a philosophy 
and mathematics double major at Colby, with a ton 
of music thrown in. “There’s no jazz a cappella? Start 
one,” she said of her Colby experience. “A children’s 
theater? Start one. Trying to take risks. That’s how 
you become an entrepreneur.”

And how you set your sights on goals that may be as 
much altruistic as financial. 

At Oportun, Korn talks about how she and her 
20-something colleagues connect customers to their 
first affordable loans, money that may pay for a first 
car or relocate for a job. 

At Pinterest, Cai and Hale say they are getting people 
to improve their lives by helping them to pursue their 
passions and hobbies or adopt a healthier way of living. 
At Liftopia, the Colbians at the helm said their aim 
is to get people skiing—a healthy outdoor activity. 
“We’re not trying to get people to look at their phones 
more or be on the Internet more,” said Webb. 

Solar and Russell spoke of Google’s true meritocracy, 
a culture that accepts all kinds of people, including 
some who are “next-world brilliant.” And while some 
of the products coming out of tech these days may 
seem frivolous, many are life-changing, including 
those with groundbreaking medical applications. “I 
do think they’re making the world a better place,” 
Russell said.

That may be happening on a big scale, a small scale, 
and even in the work culture itself. Many of the Colby 
grads said their lives in tech in some ways mirror the 
way they chose to live on Mayflower Hill. 

“We treat people really well,” said Liftopia’s Reece, 
“kindly and respectfully, but we expect high 
performance from them ... . I think that was a lot of 
what Colby was for me.”  

Bryan Solar ’08 and Alex Russell ’08 
spoke of Google’s true meritocracy, 
a culture that accepts all kinds of 
people, including some who are “next-
world brilliant.” And while some of the 
products coming out of tech these days 
may seem frivolous, they say, many 
are life-changing, including those with 
groundbreaking medical applications.
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