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In spring 2007, Bryan Johnson, '07 (XP-76), entered the final round of the Edward L. Kaplan, '71, New 

Venture Challenge in the hope of advancing his fledgling company Braintree, a mobile-payment-processing 

business. 

  

He walked away with the top spot. Six years later, his company was sold to eBay's PayPal unit for $800 

million. 

  

One of many NVC success stories, Johnson had the opportunity to sit on the opposite side of the judging table 

for the 2014 NVC finals held at the Charles M. Harper Center on May 29. He was among more than 150 

professionals hailing from leading venture capital firms, private equity firms, start-ups, investment banks, and 

service firms who judged the NVC, the John Edwardson, '72, Social New Venture Challenge, the Global NVC, 

and College NVC (undergraduate) competitions. 

  

The NVC finals draw an all-star roster of judges from different parts of the country. For many alumni judges, 

participating in the NVC serves as a way to give back to Booth and help nurture entrepreneurship in the 

Chicago area. Among the most rigorous parts of the competition is the question-and-answer session that 

follows the formal presentation, in which judges act as potential investors and query the competitors, often 

offering feedback and insights. 

  

"I know what it's like to have a big dream," Johnson said, "and I know what kind of strength it takes to endure 

the relentless stream of obstacles that can get in the way of achieving those dreams. Being an entrepreneur can 

be isolating. It's important to share lessons learned through experience, and provide guidance and support to 

other founders." 

  

Founded in 1996, the NVC is one of the nation's top entrepreneurial business competitions. Winning teams 

receive cash and in-kind prizes such as legal, accounting, and consulting services. 

  

Venetia Kontogouris, '77, NVC judge and founder and partner of Connecticut-based venture capital firm 

Venkon Group, said the strongest teams consider ways to bolster their business amid fluctuating markets, 

using skills they gained as Booth students. 

  

"It's very interesting to see how the teams have identified new or existing market needs and how they propose 

to address them," she said. 

  

The judges agreed that competing teams have grown more sophisticated in recent years. This year's winners - 

Simple Mills, a maker of healthy baking mixes, and RoomVa, a room reservation service for couples in Latin 

America—were particularly well developed. (For more on Simple Mills, see "Building Brands, Gaining 

Market Share.") They had launched their start-ups before entering the New Venture Challenge and their 

presentations were supported by data and thorough analysis based on tangible market experience. NVC 

judge John Oxaal, '81, general partner of Sevin Rosen Funds in Palo Alto, California, who has been a judge for 

10 years, said this year's finalists presented evolved business plans. 
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"In the case of Simple Mills, they had a business model that had a very good contribution margin, and they 

looked like they had a good expansion strategy," Oxaal added. "RoomVa already signed up 42 or so hotels, 

and the usage rate in those hotels was going up substantially." 

  

The judges have empathy for the budding entrepreneurs, as they were once in their shoes. "Being an 

entrepreneur is hard, and sometimes passion is all we've got to pull us through those rocky days, weeks, and 

years," Johnson said. "Building a business is an extremely personal undertaking."  

 


