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The power of vulnerability: My HBS alumni forum journey 
Bob Halperin – HBS MBA reunion talk – October 14, 2017 

 
In the summer between my first and second years at HBS, I got what I considered a 
plum job -- as a summer associate at McKinsey in their Chicago office.  
 
At the end of my last week there, I was called into the partner’s office.  The message 
was simple: Bob, we’re not making an offer for you to return as a fulltime associate 
when you graduate from HBS.  Within a few hours I found out that I was the only HBS 
summer associate in Chicago who did not get a fulltime offer.  Everyone else went out 
that night to celebrate, and I felt completely miserable.   
 
I was disappointed, angry, and sad.  Maybe, I thought to myself, I was the one mistake 
who somehow slipped through the HBS admissions process.  
 
That was 36 years ago. Fast forward to just a few weeks ago. 
I’m sitting at the kitchen table with my wife Wendy discussing how to invest some of our 
retirement money.  We went back and forth trying to make a decision. 
 
Finally, Wendy looked at me, a bit exasperated, and said: “Bob, you’re the one who 
went to Harvard Business School!”  She might have meant this as a compliment, but I 
heard her words as a cutting rebuke of my competence.  
 
I was the Harvard MBA in our family, and in Wendy’s eyes, that conferred on me an 
awesome power to make brilliant financial choices. 
 
For over 20 years after I graduated, I didn’t feel I had a place, a peer group where I could 
share these kind of personal or professional stories.  But something important had 
changed between that summer in Chicago and my recent conversation with Wendy. 
 
In 2006, I became Chief Education Officer at Young Presidents Organization, an 
international association of CEO’s.   
 
Shortly after joining, I was invited to attend a YPO training program, to learn how to 
participate in and lead YPO forums.  These forums are small peer groups that meet 
monthly for confidential discussion of important business and personal issues.  YPO 
members consider forum the most valuable benefit of their membership. 
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In the training, I sat for two days with a group of CEOs who shared intimate details of 
their personal and professional lives, and I shared my own stories, including the 
disappointing experience at McKinsey.   
 
I could see that Forum was not therapy, but it could be therapeutic to find that I’m not 
the only one who sometimes questions my competence, my priorities, and my 
decisions.   
 
And no matter my role, title or degree, it was transformative to have a place where I 
could take off my mask, be vulnerable, and discuss what really matters.   
 
After the training, I really wanted to join a YPO forum, but I wasn’t eligible because I was 
on the staff, not a YPO member. 
 
That’s how the idea came to me: Why not create YPO-style forums for myself and other 
HBS alumni so we could benefit from a similar peer learning experience? 
 
Several other alums and I approached the HBS Club of Boston, and in 2009 we launched 
the first HBS alumni forum.  Since that small beginning, the Boston club plus ten other 
HBS clubs across the US and Canada have launched over 50 forums, and hundreds of 
HBS alumni have benefitted from the unique power of forum.  
 
Participating in my own forum, and helping to launch others, I’ve come to appreciate 
that the HBS alumni experience is not just what is reported in the section notes.  Like 
the rest of humanity, we have our fair share of disappointments and regrets, dilemmas 
– and dare I say it, failures.   
 
Over the last eight years in my forum, I have shared my toughest professional challenges 
and my highest personal aspirations.  I’ve wrestled with complicated, no-win team – and 
family dynamics.  On a deeply personal note, in the last seven years, Wendy and I have 
buried three of our four parents.  
  
My HBS alumni forum has been with me every step of the way. 
 
In conclusion, I am so, so grateful that I have been able to bring an HBS forum into my 
life.    Thank you. 


