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Malpani began to shed her own expectations of her 
entrepreneurial path—that she’d follow her family 
into real estate. As it happened, she had that in 
common with Mitteness. And though it’s not off the 
table as a future venture, real estate took a back 
seat so that Skinvest could soar.

Malpani has combined her skincare passion with 
her strong family network and now operates out of 
their headquarters in India. She’s grown her team 
from a “one-woman army” to include colleagues 
tasked with everything from orders and operations 
to graphic design and performance marketing. The 
warehouse that stores her products—like the mem-
orable “Bomb Bum” cream Mitteness once heard 
about in class—is just a 10-minute drive away. 

Charisma and professionalism, far more than famil-
ial ties, have propelled Malpani and her business, 
says Mitteness.

“Without those family connections, she’d still be 
wildly successful. She’s one of those people that 
you meet and you think, ‘She’s going to go places.’ ”

Skinvest’s topical solutions are just the start. 
Dietary factors, environmental conditions, and 
stress levels all contribute to skin health, explains 
Malpani. Her latest brand extension, SkinVision, is 
a service that connects customers with a certified 
cosmetologist for personalized lifestyle recom-
mendations. It empowers customers to reduce 
toxins and boost their “good dopamine” endor-
phins, Malpani says.

From clinical to calm, cool, and collected. Just like 
Skinvest.

“EVERYONE HAS SKIN, SO SKINCARE 
IS FOR EVERYONE.” 

—Divya Malpani, Founder, Skinvest

and immerse herself in U.S. business practices 
while on co-op certainly drew her to the university.  
After all, her family’s endeavors in real estate, 
entertainment, and chewing tobacco back home 
in India meant that entrepreneurship was already 
in her DNA. But Malpani credits her success with 
Skinvest in large part to Cheryl Mitteness.

“She changed the whole game plan for me,”  
Malpani says of the associate teaching professor of 
entrepreneurship and innovation at Northeastern’s 
D’Amore-McKim School of Business. The pair first 
connected for a Dialogue of Civilizations program 
that brought them to Sicily, where students like 
Malpani acted as consultants for local entrepre-
neurs eager to expand across the world. Soon 
after, Malpani enrolled in Mitteness’s course on 
marketing strategies for startups.

When Mitteness asked her students to reflect on 
what makes them passionate, what makes them 
get up in the morning, Malpani had her answer. She 
shared her vision for Skinvest, and her classmates 
decided to pursue it as one of their projects that 
semester.

“They were a dream group,” remembers Mitteness. 
“And I think that’s because Divya was the leader.” 
As she explored the Skinvest voice and developed 
brand guidelines with her group members,  
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ents, inspired by Melwani’s travels to farms and 
vineyards across the globe, are the foundation for 
her collaborations with chemists in South Korea, 
where Cleyo products are developed and manu-
factured. Once she’s got samples in hand, Melwani 
tests them with real clients—young people be-
tween 23 and 38 whom she hopes will relish both 
a streamlined routine and the “natural glow that 
[they] deserve” with Cleyo.

Melwani first launched Cleyo in her home country 
of Chile in 2021, and in just two years, she’s al-
ready experienced a major “pinch me” moment as 
she expands: her products are now available for 
purchase online at Sephora U.K. In the saturated 
beauty market—often dominated by the incessant 
rollout of celebrity- and influencer-backed prod-
ucts—such expansion and scale are particularly 
impressive, says Melwani, who currently lives in 
the United Kingdom. She considers her ingre-
dient-forward brand and affordable price point 
among the factors that make Cleyo stand out. 

Business runs in the Lakhwani family. It all started 
with Melwani’s father, she says, who left school 
in India and embarked for Chile when he was just 

Cleanse. Exfoliate. Tone. Oil. Moisturize. And then 
some.

“So many beauty brands tell you that you should 
use 10 beauty routine steps every day,” says 
Chahhat Lakhwani Melwani, founder of Cleyo 
Beauty. But often, she explains, the chemistry of 
those many products and their unique ingredients 
doesn’t quite gel. In fact, competing formulations 
can react poorly and damage your skin, Melwani 
says. Not to mention the daily time investment 
required of a multi-step routine.

Cleyo is Melwani’s antidote to complexity. The 
super minimal skincare brand is all about quality 
ingredients, rather than steps, she says. Currently 
on the shelf: rose cream cleanser, milky toner, and 
banana softy moisturizer, which contains turmeric 
and squalane (both anti-inflammatory agents that 
soothe and nourish skin).

“I try to be as purposeful as possible with the 
formulas, using ingredients that are really effec-
tive for sensitive skin,” says Melwani, who earned 
her bachelor’s degree in business administration 
from Northeastern University. Those ingredi-

Chahhat Lakhwani Melwani built her beauty brand, Cleyo Beauty, on a 
foundation of minimal steps, quality ingredients, and effective formulas 
to treat all skin types.

Want your beauty product 
stocked by Sephora? Ask 
Chahhat Lakhwani Melwani 
how it’s done.
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her banana softy moisturizer, for example, may 
not be common in skincare—but it’s something 
Chilean clients were eager to experience in Cleyo 
formulations, Melwani says. It’s also a tribute to 
India, she adds, where bananas are among “the 
most famous fruits.” 

Melwani’s ongoing dialogue with customers man-
ifests in transparent and informative marketing 
campaigns. She embraces digital content cre-
ation, primarily video tutorials, as tools for both 
selling products and raising awareness about 
her quality ingredients and their related health 
benefi ts. As the only full-time employee at Cleyo, 
Melwani spearheads both her organic and paid 
strategies, supplementing her eff orts with help 
from freelance creators who contribute to Cleyo’s 
design aesthetic and website presence. 

Melwani’s ambition and perseverance have fueled 
her mission to add value to beauty consumers’ 
lives, says Lakhwani, who doubles as brother and 
industry mentor. The CEO of Sokobox says he’s 
encouraged Melwani to “believe it before you 
see it,” a mantra that keeps them both going in a 
competitive international market.

16 years old. Before long, he’d found a fresh start 
in textiles and began distributing clothing around 
Latin America. His entrepreneurial mindset likely 
inspired his son, Jiten Lakhwani, on what would 
become a transformative trip to South Korea.

There, Jiten Lakhwani discovered that K-Beauty, a 
category of skincare products derived from South 
Korea, was an “untapped market segment” in 
Chile, says Melwani. Research on Chilean clien-
tele to match their needs with K-Beauty off erings 
came next, then the fi rst Sokobox beauty shop 
opened its doors.

Now, the family business—which imports, rep-
resents, and distributes more than 20 K-Beauty 
brands, including Cleyo, at 10 locations—is “domi-
nating” the beauty market in Chile, Melwani says. 
In six years of business, the Lakhwanis have
continued to prioritize and collect customer 
research as Sokobox grows. The same is true for 
Cleyo, the family’s fi rst skincare product of its own.

“Our approach is to create a community,” says 
Melwani. “[We] ask what they’re looking for and 
create what they want.” The titular ingredient in 
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“OUR APPROACH IS TO CREATE A COMMUNITY. 
[WE] ASK WHAT THEY’RE LOOKING FOR AND 
CREATE WHAT THEY WANT. 

—Chahhat Lakhwani Melwani, Founder, Cleyo Beauty

“I see the constant hard work and passion,” 
Lakhwani says of Melwani. “[It’s] something I really 
look up to.”

Melwani’s ability to balance skills and passions 
simultaneously, shifting as beauty trends and life 
circumstances change, is perhaps most apparent 
in her major career pivot from hospitality to skin-
care. In 2019, she decided to pursue her master’s 
degree in hospitality administration and manage-
ment, honing her customer service skills while 
she and her family considered opening their own 
hotel. Her studies brought her to Europe, where, 
in 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic took hold. 

“If COVID hadn’t happened, maybe I would’ve 
had a different career,” Melwani says now. She’d 
decided to return home to Chile as people around 
the globe reckoned with the rapidly spreading 
disease, and she began working for Sokobox. She 
says a notable side effect of constant mask-wearing  
was the spark for Cleyo: dry lips. She met the 
needs of the moment and launched her brand 
with a lip care line for the Chilean market.

“[Chahhat] managed to create a brand from zero,” 
says Lakhwani. “She [also] created wonderful 
products with excellent active ingredients which 
have our customers extremely engaged and  
passionate about her brand.”

With Sephora U.K. shoppers now among them, 
Melwani is as focused as ever on her global  
expansion. Her new relationship with Beauty and 
the Boutique, which offers curated beauty recom-
mendations, will allow Melwani to reach buyers  

in the U.K., U.S., Canada, New Zealand, 
and Australia. 

Among her offerings for them will be 
the second generation of the Cleyo lip 
product that started it all. Her all-in-one 
solution to exfoliate and hydrate launches 
in 2024.
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my digital marketing knowledge to impact Black 
lives,” Ajao says. 

Ajao is currently balancing three jobs. During the 
day, she works at Brookline High School as a 
project manager, helping students explore their 
entrepreneurial opportunities and secure college 
scholarships. At night, she works as an adjunct 
professor at Northeastern, teaching in the same 
program she earned a degree from. 

In between, Ajao works on her business. She has 
a team of six people located all over the country. 
BDY Consult works to help small business owners 
see themselves as marketers. “My slogan is, ‘if 
you’re in business, marketing is your business,’” 
Ajao says. “It’s essential for every small business 
owner to have a working, walking knowledge of 
marketing at all times.”

The internet provides boundless opportunities to 
grow a business, Ajao says. Even brick-and-mor-
tar businesses are digital. What a business does 
online shadows what it does in person, she says. 
Having an online presence allows people from 
around the world to touch a business. 

Adebukola Ajao is an online digital marketing guru 
equipped to help small businesses with the tools 
to compete. 

A 2021 graduate of Northeastern, Ajao was 
recently honored with a Women Who Empower 
Innovator Award in the young graduate alumnae 
category for her creation of For All Things Digital.

Born and raised in Boston, Ajao grew up across 
the street from Northeastern’s campus. As an un-
dergraduate student, she worked with the univer-
sity’s John D. O’Bryant African American Institute 
to start a social justice activist coalition.

During that time, she also started BDY Consult, 
an online marketing company. But she quickly 
realized she needed to further her education if 
she wanted to grow her business. So she applied 
to Northeastern’s graduate program in digital 
marketing. She was accepted and received a 
scholarship. 

That program allowed Ajao to combine her pas-
sion for marketing and helping underserved Black-
owned businesses. “During my time as a business 
owner, as a student, I also wanted to leverage 

Adebukola Ajao combines her passions for social justice and for marketing to help 
elevate underserved Black-owned businesses. She’s also a mentor, a professor, and 
a role model for small-business owners from disadvantaged communities. 

She’s giving underserved 
small-business owners the 
marketing tools they need 
to succeed.
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“DURING MY TIME AS A BUSINESS 
OWNER, AS A STUDENT, I ALSO 
WANTED TO LEVERAGE MY DIGITAL 
MARKETING KNOWLEDGE TO IMPACT 
BLACK LIVES.” 

—Adebukola Ajao, Founder, For All Things Digital

BDY Consult, unlike larger online companies, 
helps clients build a business concept from the 
ground up—from brainstorming a name to regis-
tering the company to even legal paperwork.

Once the foundations are in place, BDY Consult 
helps build a marketing campaign, social media, 
and personal relationships. 

In seven years, Ajao has had about 150 clients. 
Her projects range from one-offs to regular work 
for long-term clients. The Women Who Empower 
grant will help Ajao expand her business and take 
her marketing campaigns to the next level.

Working with small business owners can be lim-
iting, but very rewarding, Ajao says. Small busi-
nesses often can’t afford a marketing team. That 
is why she started a platform with free tips to help 
them find grants to support their efforts. 

“I fundamentally believe that to create an equita-
ble, accessible world, small-business owners, es-
pecially from disadvantaged communities, need 
the tools, capital, funding, and support to even be 
able to compete,” Ajao says. “It’s not a good level 
playing field if people don’t have that.”



91	 Second Place | Young Graduate Alumnae

versary of the United States in view, museum 
leaders around the country realized they needed 
a convener—some force to bring their abundant, 
but siloed, information together at such a pivotal 
moment. Enter Klibanoff. Her pitch to build a coali-
tion of institutions to combine and distribute their 
trusted resources began to take shape. But not 
without some lumps and bumps in the clay.

“There aren’t collaborative projects in the mu-
seum world,” explains Klibanoff, who has prior 
experience at museums and historical societies. 
“Museums just typically don’t work that way.”

It didn’t take them long, though, to appreciate 
strength in numbers. Kate Doak-Keszler, part-
nerships and communications director at Made 
By Us, remembers the early days—when many 
museum leaders began to rethink their roles not 
just as keepers of collections, but as guardians of 
shared civic spaces. 

“We all have limited resources,” she says, recalling 
conversations with cultural institutions affiliated 
with Made By Us. “We’re stronger when we’re 

The yellow flag on Caroline Klibanoff’s home office 
wall commands space in the room, as if joining her 
in conversation. Its capitalized font harkens back 
to the bold women who fueled the American suf-
fragist movement more than a century ago. And 
today, its message conveys another turning point.

The young are at the gates. 

Or, as Klibanoff describes it, the young are at the 
proverbial table. As executive director of Made 
By Us, a national network of history organizations 
and civic leaders committed to serving the next 
generation, Klibanoff strives to crack the code 
for an engaged public. The winning combination? 
Museum resources in accessible formats. (Yes, 
that means Instagram.)

Klibanoff, who’d previously examined digital news 
literacy as part of her undergraduate thesis, stud-
ied commemoration while a graduate student at 
Northeastern University. She earned her master’s 
degree in public history and completed a certifi-
cate in digital humanities in 2018.

Back then, Klibanoff says, with the 250th anni-

Past, present, and future. It’s all Made By Us. That’s why Caroline 
Klibanoff launched a nationwide coalition of museums and other  
cultural institutions to crowdsource the American story for young 
people across the U.S. 

She makes history  
education look like 
the ‘hottest Instagram 
channel out there.’
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directly with, but she’s investing in an entire gen-
eration right now.”

That’s because Klibanoff and her team don’t 
believe in history for history’s sake. They be-
lieve in history that’s relevant and actionable for 
the inheritors of the country. For the new voter 
who’s reading the latest in a partner series from 
Made By Us and Teen Vogue; for the social media 
scroller who’ll stop for a timely, 60-second histo-
ry; for the librarian who’s eager to bridge the gap 
between Juneteenth and July Fourth, but isn’t sure 
how to get started. At the heart of it all is the often 
untapped potential of 18- to 30-year-olds across 
the U.S., says Doak-Keszler.

“There’s always an assumption that young people 
are uninterested, unengaged, uninformed,” she 
explains. “And it’s really never true.” 

Instead, the work is about tapping that potential 
and getting real about how to do it. Because what 
a curator, donor, or board member looks out 
for isn’t necessarily what an audience member 
wants, Klibanoff says. She knows, because she 
and the Made By Us team ask them. 

Above all, Klibanoff says, these curious citizens 
want credible material that they can bring to their 
next conversation or next big decision.  

sharing our resources and working together.” 

Since Doak-Keszler joined Made By Us as its 
second employee in 2020, the nonprofit organiza-
tion has grown its network of partners from 47 to 
more than 400. 

While a graduate student at Northeastern,  
Klibanoff remembers, she was encouraged to “try 
a job and not just write a paper.” That hybrid of 
experiential and academic growth, often achieved 
through the co-op program and once explored by 
Klibanoff in her 2018 Commencement address at 
Northeastern, laid the foundation for all Made By 
Us is today.

“Northeastern brought us these opportunities to 
go out into the community and work on different 
projects that make a difference,” says Megan  
Barney, Klibanoff’s former Northeastern class-
mate and now digital operations manager at 
Facing History & Ourselves. Barney remembers 
working with Klibanoff at the university’s Our Mar-
athon archive of the Boston Marathon bombings. 
From the start, Barney says, her friend’s thought 
leadership was evident.

“What sets leaders apart generally is that they’re 
willing to invest in people,” says Barney. “[Caroline] 
not only invests in the people that she works  
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Because many of them have long since left their 
history classrooms and civics courses, they crave 
renewed access to information that reflects and 
informs their realities. And their digital lives are 
certainly a part of that.

“We’re trying to get history education to look like 
the hottest Instagram channel out there,”  
Klibanoff chuckles. “It’s very hard to do that!” 

As they gear up to commemorate the 250th 
anniversary of the U.S. in 2026, Klibanoff and the 
Made By Us team acknowledge it as a massive op-
portunity to prioritize the young adult experience 
and present an honest retelling of the American 
story. It’s one step toward a more perfect union 
and, Klibanoff says, a more informed public.

With its four full-time staff members, dozens of 
fellows, and combined reach of around 20 million, 
Made By Us is growing. But in the ideal scenario 
for Klibanoff, it won’t be for long.

“I hope that Made By Us will be out of business,” 
she says. “Our hope is that history museums 
are the go-to resource for younger generations 
who are out of school and finding their way in the 
world.”

She’s gone from a team of one to “out of many, 
one”—the Made By Us motto that’s helped it grow. 
“You start to see that the room is actually full of 
torches,” Klibanoff says. “It’s lighting the way, and 
you’re not alone.”

“YOU START TO SEE THAT THE ROOM 
IS ACTUALLY FULL OF TORCHES.  
IT’S LIGHTING THE WAY, AND YOU’RE 
NOT ALONE.” 

—Caroline Klibanoff, Executive Director, Made By Us
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recipients are just that—recipients of, but not 
advocates in, their own fates.

“The whole premise [of ISS] is to make everyone 
feel empowered and part of the solution,” says 
Kozuszek, who earned her master’s degree  
in global studies and international relations at 
Northeastern University.

Autonomy is foundational to the ISS model. First, 
Kozuszek and Suddeth secure human and financial 
resources. Then, they work alongside specialists 
and locals as (in Suddeth’s words) “stewards of 
the Earth”—implementing agreed-upon solutions 
fit for both the place and the people. In the end, 
the ISS co-founders entrust their clients to carry 
the mission forward wherever they call home.

It’s a cycle that continuously builds momentum 
and pays reverence to community resilience. 
That’s because sustainability is as much about 
the workforce and its practices as it is about the 
environments they maintain, says Suddeth, a 
disaster response manager at the American Red 
Cross.

“We all need to own this solution together,” he says.
When she’s not tending her garden or beautifying 

Tall evergreen trees frame Laura Kozuszek as she 
sits behind her computer. Out of view are Ander-
son Island’s general store, vibrant wildlife in the 
surrounding Puget Sound, and Kozuszek’s spread 
of tomato seedlings—overzealous as harvest time 
nears. The surplus won’t be a bother, though. 
Kozuszek and her husband, Greg Suddeth, intend 
to gather up their freshly grown vegetables and 
make the rounds to share with their neighbors.

“Everybody leans on everybody,” says Kozuszek 
of life on Anderson Island, which sits off the coast 
of Washington. Its roughly seven square miles 
are quiet, peaceful, and idyllic—making it a fitting 
home office for Kozuszek and Suddeth, co-found-
ers of Island Sustainability Solutions (or ISS).

The pair’s shared experience in disaster man-
agement has played a key role in the inception of 
ISS, an early-stage environmental consultancy. 
Through ISS, Kozuszek and Suddeth serve as 
partners to coastal communities that are uniquely 
susceptible to climate change. They aim to am-
plify inhabitants’ needs and boost their access to 
subject-matter experts from near or far.

Too often, say Kozuszek and Suddeth, relief  

Coastal communities are the front lines of climate change—and Laura 
Kozuszek knows that firsthand. That’s why she co-founded Island 
Sustainability Solutions to ensure island inhabitants have a say in how 
to rebuild. 

She may live on an island. But 
isolation is the farthest thing 
from Laura Kozuszek’s mind.by
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Kozuszek, who was also recognized among North-
eastern’s 2022 Huntington 100.

“Women don’t talk about this enough, but we have 
to put ourselves in those types of rooms and not 
feel bad about it.” 

In those rooms and around those tables, says 
Suddeth, Kozuszek’s leadership style shines 
through. She’s a “sponge,” absorbing the per-
spectives and needs of all ages, backgrounds, 
and cultures present or reflected in her work.  
But far more than an empathetic listener, he adds,  
Kozuszek is an action-oriented “convener” of  
people and ideas for change. He’s not the only one 
who admires that kinetic energy. 

“[Laura is] the type of leader that gets down in the 
trenches with you,” says Courtney Kilway, who 
studied biology with Kozuszek while they were un-
dergraduate students at Walsh University. “She’s 
not afraid to do the dirty work.” 

In fact, Kozuszek considers dirty work to be the 
most important of all. She, of course, acquires 
new skills when she mobilizes with her colleagues 
and clients. But she also becomes keenly aware 
of the specializations she may lack. It takes humil-

her island home, Kozuszek spends much of her 
time behind the computer in search of fellow-
ships, grants, and connections to support ISS 
as it grows. And she’s got her sights set on an 
important client. (Hint: She won’t have to go far.) 

“If you don’t start where you are, how are you 
going to get anywhere else?” asks Kozuszek, who 
says she and Suddeth are already planning proj-
ects for their home on Anderson Island.

Suddeth says he knew from the start that  
Kozuszek was “somebody who wants to make  
an impact on the world.” 

Some might think of it as stiff competition. But 
Kozuszek considers the Women Who Empower 
initiative an opportunity to validate her concept, 
build her confidence, and—this will come as no 
surprise—lean into community. She describes 
the benefits that come from the generosity of 
mentors who pay it forward for newcomers and 
industry peers alike. In just 15 minutes, she says, 
founders can take in 15 years of lessons learned 
and pitfalls to be avoided. That ability to over-
come gaps and expedite processes is something 
to be embraced by women entrepreneurs, says 
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ity to acknowledge those empty spaces and ask 
partners to fill them, says Kozuszek.

To illustrate, she raises her hands and brings them 
together, palms facing in. Like the smooth locking 
of zipper teeth, her fingers weave together as one. 
That movement inspires all Kozuszek does—so 
much so that she’s got a theory named after it.

While she was global research coordinator 
at Northeastern’s Global Resilience Institute, 
Kozuszek sought to establish a framework for 
collaboration between economists and disaster 
response managers before, during, and after 
crises. To the detriment of their collective efforts, 
she explains now, these responders operated in 
silos. Instead, by coming together early and often, 
says Kozuszek, preparedness for all people and 
all potential disasters increases. Her extensive 
research at the institute culminated in the Zipper 
Philosophy, a call for, above all, connection.

“That’s just how I see the world,” says Kozuszek. 
“Everything is connected to everything.”

Though her vocation often brings her face-to-
face with calamity and uncertainty, Kozuszek’s 
outlook is far from negative. Progress is progress, 
she says, even if “little by little.” It’s a galvanizing 
stance that inspires people in all of her circles, 
says Kilway, now among Kozuszek’s dearest 
friends.

“[Laura] changes minds, changes opinions. It’s 
been very incredible to watch.” 
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“THE WHOLE PREMISE [OF ISS] IS TO MAKE EVERYONE FEEL 
EMPOWERED AND PART OF THE SOLUTION.” 

—Laura Kozuszek, Co-Founder, Island Sustainability Solutions
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her Northeastern assignments. She also endured 
chemotherapy treatments for lupus. For Mayers 
Paulino, the autoimmune disease caused fatigue, 
inflammation, and extreme pain—symptoms her 
doctors addressed with immunosuppressants.

Mayers Paulino remembers her first Demo Day 
as a participant in the Husky Startup Challenge, a 
venture incubator and pitch competition hosted 
by Northeastern’s Entrepreneurs Club. While she 
presented her auction app, Trunkbook, the effects 
of her medications took hold. She grew increasing-
ly disoriented and struggled to read the note cards 
she’d prepared for her presentation.

So many emotional and physical stressors cul-
minated in that moment, extinguishing Mayers 
Paulino’s first chance at funds. But her ambition 
persisted. One year later, the self-proclaimed 
autoimmune warrior returned to Demo Day for her 
second pitch. And she won.

Mayers Paulino consistently turns headwinds into 
rising tides, says Tiye Cort Odima. The high school 
friend-turned-trusted colleague describes the 
entrepreneur’s lifelong commitment to “do more” 
and “do better.”

“She’s someone who has been through the lowest 
lows, but can definitely attest to the fact that the 

She didn’t know how to develop an app. She didn’t 
“speak tech.” And she didn’t—according to tired 
stereotypes—look the part of a coder. But despite 
all of those didn’ts, Denisse Esther Mayers Paulino 
pushed forward and did.

Mayers Paulino had joined Commonwealth Corpo-
ration, an agency dedicated to workforce equity 
in Massachusetts, as an art consultant while an 
MBA student at Northeastern University in 2014. 
The agency’s annual youth art auction with the 
Department of Youth Services was on the horizon 
again. As she planned for and branded the event, 
Mayers Paulino confronted what could have been 
a repeated setback for the fundraiser: an archaic 
bidding and selling system that too often resulted 
in limited sales. She grew determined to upgrade 
that manual process and streamline sales for agen-
cy staff members.

She brought her concept to Northeastern’s IDEA, 
where Mayers Paulino taught herself how to code 
and eventually developed her prototype. Before 
long, the app helped Commonwealth Corporation 
sell thousands of dollars of art in just hours. 

But that’s the short version of the story. Because 
behind the computer screen, Mayers Paulino did 
more than balance new technological skills and 

Artist. Entrepreneur. Autoimmune warrior. The roads that led Denisse Esther Mayers Paulino 
to DEMP, her brand strategy and design consultancy, were paved with determination. 

There’s an art to the  
bottom line, says Denisse 
Esther Mayers Paulino. 
That’s by design.
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in authentic relationships with her clients and 
brings cultural sensitivity to all projects. “Not every 
marketing or business strategist does that.”

Odima was once a DEMP client when she launched 
Feminessay, an online community for Black women 
who share their own narratives through fiction, 
memoir, poetry, or other modes of storytelling. The 
initiative partnered with InnoPsych, a directory for 
therapists of color and fellow DEMP client, to cel-
ebrate Women’s History Month through a mental 
health lens in 2020. Mayers Paulino, says Odima, 
helped to create a safe space to speak openly and 
honestly about a topic that often feels out of reach. 
The InnoPsych team is among DEMP partners who 
presented at this year’s NAACP convention in  
Boston. As the founder spoke about health for 
people of color on a national scale, the organiza-
tion also announced the launch of its new tool for 
employers to provide workplace racial wellness.

The opportunity to establish and fortify diverse 
brands like InnoPsych with “everlasting” missions 
is what drives Mayers Paulino, whose initials com-
prise the DEMP name. The choice was intentionally 
agnostic of industry, she says. Though she, at the 
time, “didn’t want to be boxed in,” Mayers Paulino 
has embraced her gravitational pull for businesses 
in the social impact space. She continues to hone 
her client criteria and discovery process, ever 
willing to shift her vision and yield to the creative 
process.

She is a lifelong learner from Northeastern, after 
all.

“I HAVE A REALLY SOLID GROUP OF  
ENTREPRENEURS THAT I’VE BUILT OVER 
THE YEARS. I LOVE THE YEARS THAT 
I’VE SPENT BUILDING THAT COMMUNITY.” 

—Denisse Esther Mayers Paulino, Founder, DEMP

highest highs are possible, regardless of what’s 
going on in different areas of your life.”

Mayers Paulino, founder of and chief creative 
officer at the marketing and design agency DEMP, 
would go on to embrace her resilience and de-
termination as a solopreneur—taking on the risks 
and rewards of business when she first launched 
as a one-woman enterprise while enrolled in the 
D’Amore-McKim School of Business. Since 2016, 
Mayers Paulino has scaled the DEMP portfolio 
to include more than 50 clients. Her mission to 
empower companies dedicated to uplifting under-
represented communities across industries, from 
education to health, is fueled by her network of 
over 25 consultants from around the globe and five 
full-time creative strategists.

Mayers Paulino, who also earned her bachelor’s 
degree from the Massachusetts College of Art and 
Design, or MassArt, exemplifies the “business of 
art.” Because design, she says, always impacts the 
bottom line. 

Solidarity among peers is what Mayers Paulino 
strives for as she steers her clients and strength-
ens her own professional connections. She 
describes the illusion of competition that can loom 
over women and BIPOC business owners, but says 
that shared experiences can fuel shared progress. 

“I have a really solid group of entrepreneurs that 
I’ve built over the years,” says Mayers Paulino, who 
includes fellow 2023 Innovator Award honoree 
Adebukola Ajao—also an advocate for marketing as 
a tool to transform business—among her treasured 
contacts. “I love the years that I’ve spent building 
that community.”

Those relationships are proof of Mayers Paulino’s 
expert communication skills and emotional intelli-
gence, says Odima, high school teacher and DEMP 
consultant for clients such as The Teacher’s  
Lounge. Mayers Paulino, Odima says, invests time 



To support Women Who Empower and invest in future 
innovators, visit giving.northeastern.edu/wwe
or scan the QR code to learn more.

What better way to empower women than 
to give them a product that could help them 
solve real problems in this world.”
—Gina-Maria Garcia, AMD’15, Founder, BUYa Beauty

“I saw a social issue it could solve, and I 
wanted to emphasize in my venture how to 
uplift other women in tech and cybersecurity.”
—Alexis Musaekyan-Blackmon, S’25, Khoury’25,  
 Founder, Dephend

“

We’re in a new age, I think, of moving from 
describing the problem to actually working 
toward trying to solve it, and I believe that 
Health Equity Capital is poised to take a 
lead role in helping to address that.”
—Taja Lester, Mills College, MBA’11, Founder, 
 Healthy Equity Capital

“Shoerzo was a direct outgrowth of my belief 
that I could—even as a college student—
do something to help female patients and 
give them opportunities to feel beautiful 
and empowered.”
—Sajni Vederey, DMSB’23, Founder, Shoerzo
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