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Where it all started 

When I graduated from EPFL in 2007, and earned 

my first salary a couple of weeks later, I felt the 

excitement of independence, and soon enjoyed 

the comfort of the Swiss living standards, 

working as an engineer in quality assurance for a 

medical engineering company. Working 9 hours 

a day, I had all the time in the world to have a 

social life on the side, travel, and visit my family 

in Brussels several times a year. The separation 

between work and private life was clear and 

natural, and work was never prioritized over 

personal life. However, I soon felt that I was 

missing something. My creativity and critical 

thinking were not challenged to the extent I was 

hoping for. I decided to look for another job, one 

that would stimulate my curiosity, pull me out of 

my comfort zone.  

 

 

Xiaowan Dam, Yunan, China, 2010 

 

I applied for a position in the energy space and 

started working as a field engineer in power 

plants, travelling 75% of my time, often in 

countries where I would never have gone 

otherwise. The experience did more than meet 

my expectations, as I worked both with labors 

from a wide range of education levels, and with 

management teams. My responsibilities included 

performing diagnostics on generators, 

troubleshooting, and reporting results and 

recommendations to management teams. 

Travelling 400,000 km per year around the globe, 

with a comfortable salary, there was at first sight 

nothing to complain about in my professional 

life. Nevertheless, as I became familiar with my 

position and its technical intricacies, I realized 

that I wanted to be involved at a more strategic 

level of the industry. I wanted to think about 

business the way one thinks about a game of 

chess, anticipating other players’ moves. I 

wanted to be involved in the decision making 

that shaped the industry, in the transactions that 

defined its path. I wanted to bring my technical 

background to the executive level. And it became 

clear that these objectives required an education 

in finance and strategy, and a substantial 

improvement of my leadership abilities. One 

degree offered exactly that: the MBA. 

 

The practical 

There are numerous MBA programs, MBA school 

rankings, MBA durations and MBA geographies. 

What I wanted was very clear to me. A top 

business school, an American Campus 

experience, living in a financial hub located in a 

dynamic city. There was a perfect match to my 

criterias: Columbia Business School, in New York.  

I started looking at the application process in 

December 2009, as I was working on an 

inspection in the middle of the Saudi Arabian 

desert. The GMAT, the TOEFL, the transcripts, the 

recommendation letters, the essays: the MBA 

application’s to-do list is long enough to dissuade 

anyone not fully determined to reach their goal. 

While a lot of applicants come from consulting 

and investment firms, where managers are 

expecting analysts to eventually request their 

support for the application, I worked in a 

profoundly industrial environment where people 

were more familiar with medical imaging, high 



voltage, reactive power and grid stability, than 

they were with finance and leadership. But I had 

been fortunate enough to be supervised by great 

managers, who believed in both personal and 

professional development, and who were keen 

to give me their support. I was thus equipped 

with two solid recommendations, and although 

the to-do list was still long, the remaining items 

depended on me only. 

The TOEFL was a formality. I spent more time on 

the GMAT and did strong on the quantitative and 

poor on the verbal. Nothing too serious for a non-

Anglophone applicant. Essays, however, were by 

far the most important part of the application, 

and by far the most time-consuming. They also 

required a substantial analysis of personal and 

professional goals. Structuring my thoughts 

around my professional path and objectives, and 

putting words on the reasons why I wanted to 

follow such path, turned out to be a complicated 

but extremely valuable exercise. No matter what 

the outcome of my application would be, I was 

glad to go through that process. I submitted my 

application in October 2010, and it took about 7 

weeks after submission to hear back from the 

application committee. I was invited for an 

interview. The interview took place in Brussels, 

with a Belgian Columbia Business School Alumni. 

3 weeks later, as I was working on a project in 

Izmir, Turkey, Columbia Business School called 

me to let me know that I was accepted. Such 

moments of happiness are precious. I celebrated 

mine in the simplest way, with a kebab and a 

Turkish beer. 

Moving to New York 

Clearly, one of the exciting aspects of my MBA 

project was to live in New York, the World’s most 

dynamic and fast paced city, the big apple, the 

city that never sleeps.  

This also meant that I was going to live in one of 

the world’s most expensive cities with no income 

for 2 years. While 4 years of aggressive saving 

would contribute to a large part of my project, I 

needed additional financing and decided to 

reach out to Acube and apply for an Educational 

Loan, which the foundation thankfully agreed to 

provide. 

 

One WTC, 2011 

I flew to New York in early August 2011, and 

rented an apartment in university housing, on 

112th street and Broadway. University housing 

offered the best combination of price and 

comfort, and was located near campus. As soon 

as I arrived in NYC, I felt that I was joining a team 

of 8 million people, living second by second, and 

I was amazed by the city’s diversity, its spirit of 

freedom, its excesses, and its pace. I quickly 

understood why people called it “the City that 

never sleeps” and knowing that I was going to be 

part of it for at least 2 years felt very exciting.  

Orientation and the beginning of classes 

The CBS MBA program is a 2-year degree 

attended by 1500 students. It starts with a two-

week orientation program that is intended to 

make students get to know each other. The first-

year class is divided into 8 different clusters and 



orientation is largely dedicated to connecting to 

classmates from your cluster. 

 

Even more importantly, because each student is 

assigned a learning team, on behalf of which 

most of the assignments are due, orientation was 

the time to get to know the 5 other members of 

my learning team: Joaquin, Brendan, Linda, Vi, 

and Bon-Jay. Orientation also included a busy 

party schedule and night events. After two weeks 

of intense socializing, classes started.  

During the first semester, all courses are 

imposed, although students can take a test to 

exempt certain classes where they already have 

enough knowledge from previous experience. 

This allows them to replace an exempted course 

with another one of their choice. I exempted 

from statistics (after re-opening some old books 

from EPFL), and instead took Capital Markets, the 

most fundamental course on the basics of the 

stock market, and a pre-requisite to many other 

finance courses. 

 

 
Columbia University Campus, 2012 

 

The recruiters’ invasion 

Three weeks after the beginning of classes, 

recruiting events for the summer internship 

(taking place the following summer) already 

start. Investment banks and consulting firms 

organize events on campus, and students aiming 

at these industries attend all the events and try 

to connect with recruiters. This was a main 

challenge for me, as I had no idea where I saw 

myself working after the MBA. Focusing on 

keeping all doors opened, I decided to attend 

both investment banking and consulting events. 

Soon, I had the unique but common experience 

of playing passionate and knowledgeable about 

sectors that were completely new to me, and 

making my way through the aggressive world of 

finance recruiting. 

I found myself in the offices of Morgan Stanley, 

Bain, Credit Suisse, BCG, Barclays, and other well 

established players in finance and strategy trying 

to explain them why they should hire me. I also 

started working freelance after classes for a 

Private Equity fund investing in Renewable 

Energies. This was a good way to get a first taste 

of this environment.  

The summer internship 

During the summer of 2011-2012, I interned at 

TTR Energy, a Brussels-based joined venture 

investment fund created a few years earlier by 

TPF, a Belgian engineering company, and CNP, a 

Belgian holding company. TTR, then a €100 

million fund, is investing in renewable energy in 

the European power market. It then consisted of 

9 people, engineers and financiers, able to 

design, build, finance, and operate renewable 

energy assets. Smart and simple people with an 

entrepreneurial mindset. 

During my 3 months at TTR, I had the chance to 

learn a tremendous amount by being initiated to 

some of the firm’s key activities. I took part in 

due diligence processes, project valuations and 

acquisitions, asset sales, and joint venture 

creation. The strong entrepreneurial mentality at 

the company pushed me to work proactively and 

independently.  



 

Brooklyn, 2013 

The second year 

While the first year curriculum is partially 

imposed, in order to make sure that students 

acquire fundamental knowledge in key business 

disciplines such as accounting and corporate 

finance, the choice of classes in the second year 

is 100% flexible. Students choose their classes 

through a bidding system: each student is given 

a certain capital of points, and bids these points 

on classes they wish to take. When a class 

reaches its maximum number of seats, the 

highest bidding students get allocated a seat. 

This offers an equitable, market-oriented way of 

allocating seats according to individual interest. I 

focused my second year on Energy and Finance. 

Among the classes that made a strong impression 

on me, I recall “Energy and Resource Economics” 

with Travis Bradford, and “Entrepreneurial 

Finance” with Dean Glenn Hubbard.  

The former was a compelling debate about 

energy, its stocks and flows, geopolitical and 

economic implications, with a diversified 

curriculum that also included quantitative 

analysis such as the calculation of the levelized 

cost of energy. As in most MBA classes, students 

were expected to participate in class, and grades 

were partially allocated to the level of 

participation in class discussions. Part of the 

course was case-based. 

The latter, Entrepreneurial Finance, was entirely 

case-based. Cases were real venture capital 

stories, where students analyzed what had 

driven success or failure of specific 

entrepreneurial projects. The analysis included 

financial modelling and business planning. The 

curriculum also included various valuation 

methodologies used in early stage businesses. 

Again, class participation was a key driver of 

one’s grade. 

These two examples reflect the mentality that 

surrounds the MBA curriculum: students are 

expected to express views, challenge 

assumptions, and there is no such thing as a 

“stupid question”. Classes are a haven of 

freedom of speech, where the most diverse 

opinions are expressed, and prejudice carefully 

stays out of the classroom. It is a place where the 

most controversial issues can be discussed 

without the fear of being judged for an opinion. 

 

Rooftop concert, Brooklyn, 2012 

 

Preparing the post-MBA life 

Soon after the beginning of the second year, 

recruiting starts again, this time for a permanent 

position after the MBA. Again, banks and 

consulting firms organize recruiting events on 

campus, and people interested in these sectors 



attend these events and try to connect with firm 

representatives. At this point, it became more 

and more clear to me that, after my MBA, I saw 

myself in the Project Finance sector, as it seemed 

like an ideal way to develop financial knowledge 

while leveraging my field experience in power 

generation. My job search was therefore 

narrowed down to more specific firms and 

departments, and I decided to give myself time 

and not rush into the big corporate recruiting 

events organized on campus. In the fall, GE 

Energy Financial Services (a subsidiary of GE 

Capital), the superstar of Project Finance, made 

a presentation on campus. The firm had been 

repeatedly taken as example in various classes 

for its enterprise culture. 

 

Central Park, 2012 

And they had a team recruiting at CBS. After 

attending all the company presentations, I 

applied and was invited for a first round of 

interviews on campus. I started preparing my 

interview, doing some research about the 

company, repeating out loud, anticipating 

questions and preparing my own ones. What 

initially looks like a 45 min conversation to 

convince actually required a deep reasoning on 

how to best describe my goals and the 

motivations behind them. Someone was going to 

ask me “why are you here?” and I needed to 

make sure that I could fit my own story into a 

compelling answer. Part of that meant to 

leverage my international background, technical 

experience, and my internship in a renewable 

energy investment fund. Another part was to 

describe why, on a personal level, I would be a 

good element in their team. 

 
Top of The Rock, 2013 

The interview took place on a Tuesday morning 

of November 2012. It turned out to be a very 

entertaining conversation with two GE EFS 

Managing Directors about Project Finance and 

energy. I walked out of there with a good feeling, 

and that same afternoon, GE called me to invite 

me for a final round of interviews at GE EFS’s 

offices, in Stamford, CT. 

The final round consists of 6 interviews of 45 

minutes: 5 of them with senior team leaders, one 

with HR. It is a marathon through one’s 

background and skills, an intense dose of stress, 

and a good feeling of accomplishment (and 

exhaustion) once completed. As I walked out of 

GE’s building, I thought that I had given the best 

of myself, and no matter what the outcome 

would be, I knew that I would not have any 

regrets.  

Unfortunately, after a long wait, GE told me they 

could not extend me an offer.  



The disappointment was huge, but I blamed it on 

my lack of experience in finance, and decided to 

extend my focus on financial institutions active in 

energy project finance.  

Graduation 

Graduation took place in May 2013. While 75% 

of my peers already knew what firm they would 

join in the next few months, my short-term 

future was still undefined. I decided to put my job 

search concerns on the side and enjoy my 

American graduation to the fullest, and 

appreciate the show around it. 

 

 
Graduation, 2013 

 

I went home for a few weeks during the summer, 

and came back to New York end of July 2013, 

determined to find a job and experience the 

American working culture. I sent about 200 

applications, looked up hundreds of people on 

LinkedIn, called them, reached out to dozens of 

CBS alumni. My job search was more challenging 

than I had expected, and I was spending more 

and more energy muzzling rising doubts about 

myself.  

The interviews, the wait that followed, and the 

negative outcome all felt like a repeating bad 

story, and my determination was being 

challenged.  

I realized that, during this tough period, it was 

important to keep a sustained life rhythm and 

milestones. I gave importance to getting up early, 

exercising regularly, and decided to study for the 

CFA level I. The uncertainty around my 

professional path was such that I had to arrange 

short term accommodation plans in New York, 

and moved apartment 4 times in as many 

months.  

Empire State, lit for Columbia Grads, 2013 

In September, I was invited to yet another 

interview. This one was with Deutsche Bank. It 

was a follow up from a guy from London that I 

had contacted 6 months before. Again, I 

prepared thoroughly. The interview would 

include a case study that was sent to me 24 hours 

ahead, and I spent much of that time preparing 

accordingly.  

I nailed the interview and, after a second round 

of conversations, I was offered a position in 

Deutsche Bank’s Infrastructure & Energy team, 

on 60 Wall Street. 

 

US Open, 2014 



Wall Street 

I was not only relieved to have found a job in 

Project Finance, but I felt that my patience and 

determination had paid off. In addition, I felt a 

deep excitement towards working on Wall 

Street, with all its controversies, and the 

opportunity to experience it with my own eyes, 

and build my own insider’s opinion.  

My excitement did not last long. 

The shock upon joining was substantial. I was 

entering a world crippled with conflicts of 

interests, particularly attached to hierarchy, and 

valuing assertiveness to its most exuberant 

levels. Attention to cosmetic details, and 

customer seduction were far more valued than 

technical, granular knowledge of the underlying 

assets that were financed. 80-hour weeks in a 

room filled with 200 people spending the first 8 

hours of the day on the phone. I told myself every 

day: “This is what you wanted, now deal with it”.  

I expressed concerns about the mentoring 

process that was supposed to give me the tools 

to learn fast, and eventually dealt with conflicting 

instructions and deadlines for deliverables that 

were deliberately unrealistic. In this 

environment, I was underperforming, and I knew 

it. 

I decided to grit my teeth, learn what could be 

learned, and get out. 

In August 2014, after 9 months in the banking 

industry, I told my boss that I was leaving. I 

almost felt surprised when he asked me to stay 

one more month to ensure a smooth transition 

of my projects to my colleagues. I was resigning 

with no backup plan, and felt great about it.  

Giving it another try. 

I had a month of employed status ahead. I 

reached out to the person with whom I had first 

interviewed at GE back in 2012, as she had clearly 

made the decision to invite me to the final round, 

and I thought that she would be of good advice. 

Equipped with 9 months of banking, I now had an 

additional card to play.  

One month and 6 interviews later, I had an offer 

from GE. 

GE EFS – A modern American working culture 

I started with GE Energy Financial Services on 

November 3, 2014 and joined the Associate 

rotation program. The program consists of 3 

rotations of 12 to 18 months each, in different 

teams of GE EFS. Its purpose is to give 

participants a strong skillset in each discipline of 

the energy investment industry, both on the debt 

and the equity side.  

 
Storm King, NY, 2014 

 

The first minute I arrived, I realized I was joining 

a whole different company culture, one that 

invests in its employees in the long term and 

continuously rethinks its objectives. I joined the 

debt portfolio team, and soon felt a real 

excitement about working for that company. My 

boss made it very clear that her goal was to give 

us the tools we needed to learn quickly, and to 

give us maximum exposure to the company’s 

senior management. She involved me in the 

team’s most critical projects from very early on, 



and I discovered a whole new approach to 

deadlines and accountability.  

 

 

Lincoln Center, 2014 

I was given maximum freedom in my work 

planning, and was entirely responsible for 

prioritizing my work effectively. While my work 

was substantial, I was also working more 

efficiently than ever before. I knew that my 

performance was assessed on two criteria’s: the 

quality of my work, and how I produced it. People 

around me, all challenged with diverse projects, 

always prioritized assisting a colleague with a 

request, giving an opinion, or attending a lunch & 

learn event where a peer was presenting a topic 

to his colleagues. I remember a colleague of mine 

making a lunch presentation on the intricate 

marriage between music, physics, and 

mathematics, a topic he had been studying since 

he was a kid. In addition to the quality of his 

work, the audience was also excited that the 

subject was somewhat different from our core 

activities. The room was packed, and our CEO 

was attending. 

In sum, I am immersed in an environment where 

initiative is rewarded, where challenging one’s 

views is expected, and where individuality is 

valued.  

The last 8 years have been the most intense in 

my life. It is no easy task to describe that in a few 

pages. I have discovered a number of new 

worlds, from a medical imaging company to GE 

Capital, via power plants and Wall Street. I have 

met unique people from various horizons, 

discovered a unique city, and absorbed 

numerous aspects of the American culture. I 

have been initiated to various notions of 

business, markets, and the world of finance. I 

have been tremendously fortunate to keep my 

dear friends from the other side of the pond, and 

keep ever closer ties to my family. Every moment 

was not easy, but I learned a little bit from every 

second. EPFL’s Acube contribution, through the 

Educational Loan, was crucial to my MBA project. 

I am and will remain extremely thankful to the 

Association for its tremendous support in this life 

project. 

Sébastien Huberti,  

EPFL Microtechnique, 2007 

Columbia Business School MBA, 2013 


