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Princeton, New Jersey. (There’s a picture 
of her at age two with a soccer ball.) She 
developed her skills in club soccer and at 
The Lawrenceville School. A history and 
literature concentrator, she’ll co-captain 
the team this fall with Gina Wideroff ’11; a 
talented group of freshmen should bolster 
the Crimson’s hopes of defending their Ivy 
League title.

When not taking free kicks, Nichols 
plays center back, a “quarterbacking po-
sition” where she is vocal in coordinating 
Harvard’s defense. “The attack starts at 
the back,” she says, “and defense starts 
with the forwards.” As a defender, of 
course, Nichols doesn’t accumulate flashy 
offensive statistics: she scored only two 
goals last year.  But one stat counts more 
than all the rest. On penalty kicks: one at-
tempt, one goal. vcraig lambert

against all advice,  Brian 
Mullaney ’81 left a secure Madi-
son Avenue career in 1990 to co-
found his own ad agency, target-

ing the high tech industry. Schell/Mullaney 
opened with Mullaney and one employee 
working out of his apartment; the partners 
were so successful that they sold the firm 
in six years. Suddenly, Mullaney was free to 
do anything he dreamed of. 

Ever the entrepreneur, he chose to focus 
on what had been a philanthropic pas-
time: correcting facial disfigurements in 
poor children. He became the co-founder 
of Smile Train, now the largest charity de-
voted to fixing cleft lip and palate injuries 
around the world. 

In just a decade, the New York City-
based organization has sponsored more 
than 500,000 surgeries throughout 76 
countries, with a primary focus in China 
and India. In the last fiscal year alone, 
Smile Train raised more than $100 million 
and sponsored about 110,000 operations—
with only 42 employees. Says Mullaney, 
“We basically found a better mousetrap, 
then scaled the hell out of it.” 

Cleft injury, the most common birth 
defect in the United States, affects one in 
every 594 newborns, or 6,800 infants per 
year, according to the Cleft Palate Founda-
tion. Most of these babies receive surgery 
within three to six months. In developing 
countries, however, such deformities are 
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Scaling up Charity
Smile Train’s Brian Mullaney 

The football team, which last year 
shared the Ivy League title with Brown 
(both had 6-1 Ivy records; Harvard was 
9-1 overall, Brown 7-3), sustained its only 
2008 loss to Brown early in the season. 
To defend their title, the Crimson will 
need to replace standouts like quar-
terback Chris Pizzotti ’08 (’09), the Ivy 
League’s Player of the Year last fall. There 
are several candidates for that job, includ-
ing junior quarterbacks Matt Simpson and 
Collier Winters. Expect significant yard-
age gains from running backs Cheng Ho 
’10 and Gino Gordon ’11. The offensive 

line graduated three all-Ivy players, but an 
able corps, led by offensive tackle James 
Williams ’10, remains in place. Various 
football media chose Williams, along with 
cornerbacks Matthew Hanson ’12 and 
Derrick Barker ’10 and wide receiver 
Matt Luft ’10, for preseason all-American 
teams. Hanson, who snaffled four oppo-
nents’ passes last fall, was the 2008 Ivy 
League Rookie of the Year. 

Gridiron Blogging
“Cleat,” Harvard Magazine’s canny foot-
ball correspondent, will blog about the fall 
season on the magazine’s website, http://
harvardmagazine.com/football. To receive 
e-mail notification of new posts, sign up 
at http://harvardmag.com/highlights. 

Fa l l  Prev iew—
and Blog

w w w . h a a . h a r v a r d . e d u

Brian Mullaney with 
a haitian patient be-
fore her surgery this 
past February. smile 
Train has provided 
roughly 160 surgeries 
in haiti and recently 
launched “Cleft-free 
haiti” to completely 
eradicate cleft there. 
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far more numerous, and typically go un-
treated: Smile Train estimates there are 
160,000 new cases a year and a 4.6-million-
case backlog. 

Though rarely life-threatening, clefts 
can lead to social ostracism and psycho-
logical scarring, as well as severe practical 
problems: the afflicted children often do 
not attend school, get jobs, or marry. “A 
lot of these kids can’t talk, or talk well,” 
Mullaney reports. “They sound retarded 
and they are treated like freaks, like the 
Elephant Man.” Cultural prejudices also 
abound, some linking the children to evil 
spirits or Satan, making the condition 
harder for entire families to bear; in India, 
Mullaney says, there have even been re-
ports of midwives being paid to smother 
such babies, especially girls, at birth.

The psychosocial impact of clefts is 
brought home in Smile Pinki, a 2008 film 
about the charity’s work in India that 
won an Oscar for best short documentary 
(a goal Mullaney had set out to achieve 
about three years earlier). “These surgeries 
transform these kids’ lives,” he says. 

Smile Train excels similar charities in 
sheer numbers not only by applying strict 
“best business practices” to its work, but 
by supplanting the traditional medical 
mission with a more efficient, “less im-
perialistic” system that has so far trained 
about 56,000 local medical professionals 
to perform cleft surgeries. “In the colonial 
model, foreign doctors get off the plane 
and act like Jesus Christ—‘Give me your 
crippled and I’ll heal them,’” says Mul-
laney. “They push the local doctors to the 
sidelines, have their press conferences, and 
then pack up every last Q-tip and leave. 
This was not only very demoralizing to 
the local staff, it was wrenching because 
they would operate on 100 kids, but break 
the hearts of 300 others. It made me very 
unhappy. What company turns away most 
of its customers?” 

Fostering enterprise while correcting 
a relatively finite, physical problem that has 
a huge emotional impact greatly appeals to 
Mullaney, who is both an empathic ideal-
ist and a ruthless pragmatist. “We know 
where the kids are, in every province of 
every country all over the world. We know 
what the cure is: it’s a simple, 45-minute 
procedure that costs donors as little as 
$250,” he says. “It just seemed so unfair that 
all these kids were suffering unnecessarily.” 

With economic con-
ditions improving 
in many places and 
more attention be-
ing paid to preven-
tion of birth defects 
(Smile Train also has 
an educational component), he says that “at 
this rate, in five to 10 years, we’ll have the 
backlog well in hand, and have facilities in 
place to address the new cleft cases in all 
the developing countries combined.” 

Mullaney first started caring about 
children with deformities long before his 
own kids were born. He was working 
on advertising accounts for Park Avenue 
cosmetic surgeons, he recalls: “I’d ride the 
subway to their offices and see all these 
kids, mostly immigrant and poor children, 
with giant port-wine stains or a hairy ne-
vus across their face, kids with six fingers, 
or missing an ear, or a scar that was wide 
open, or horrible teeth, and I knew my 
surgeons could fix those,” he says. 

In 1991, while running Schell/Mullaney, 
he founded a pilot program that offered 
free surgeries to city kids; ultimately, it 
grew to include the entire metropolitan 
school district. Surgeons did the work pro 
bono, while Mullaney raised funds to cov-
er operating expenses. One day, he saw an 
article in People magazine about a Virginia-
based charity with the same name as his: 
Operation Smile. He called them up, and 
by 1994 the two groups had merged to fo-
cus on cleft injuries internationally, using 
two-week medical missions. 

The impact of these surgeries hit Mul-
laney on his first of many trips to China, 
when he was allowed to scrub into an 
operation on a nine-year-old whose name 
meant Beautiful Cloud. “When she woke 
up in the recovery room, they brought in 
a mirror and handed it to her—and I will 
never forget how her hands were trembling 
and she stared into the mirror and didn’t 
say a word, and nine years of tears ran 
down her face.” He felt he had “witnessed 
a miracle” and returned to New York “like 
a man on a mission and began raising mil-
lions of dollars for Operation Smile from 

everyone and anyone I knew.” The expo-
sure to charity work in the world’s poorest 
corners “fundamentally reset” his values, 
he says: “I get the bends like a deep-sea 
diver going between” his two worlds.

Mullaney was so effective that within 
two years he, Charles B. Wang (his for-
mer client at Computer Associates), and 
DeLois Greenwood (now number two at 
Smile Train) had boosted contributions 
to the New York Operation Smile chapter 
from $60,000 to $1.2 million. Yet with each 
new mission, Mullaney says he “learned 
more about how this medical model from 
30 years ago was obsolete. The model of 
‘teach a man to fish’ is just so much more 
empowering locally, so much cheaper and 
more efficient and productive.”

In 1997, he and Wang (who is as high 
profile in his philanthropies as in his some-
times controversial business practices) 
devised the idea of Smile Train. Mullaney 
says Wang, who immigrated to the Unit-
ed States as a boy, still identifies strongly 
with China and questioned why Operation 
Smile did not utilize Chinese surgeons. 

Over time, Wang and Mullaney worked 
with then U.S. and Chinese presidents 
George H.W. Bush and Jiang Zemin to 
pave the way for training local surgeons 
and supporting hospitals in some of that 
country’s poorest regions. In 1998, they 
split from Operation Smile and established 
their own organization. Wang, as chair-
man of the board, put up the initial $70 
million: $30 million of his own, $40 million 
that he raised from friends. That money, 
Mullaney’s sweat equity, and their high-
level connections put Smile Train on track. 

“Most charities don’t see themselves as 
a business,” Mullaney says. They “can be 
terribly managed, pay people poorly, and 
yet never go out of business. They’re al-
most like churches; people say, ‘That’s OK, 

smile Train has been 
especially active in 
China. Mullaney met 
these four nurses 
from Jinzhong no. 
1 People’s hospital, 
one of its partner 
institutions, in 2005.

P h o t o g r a p h s  c o u r t e s y  o f  S m i l e  T r a i n
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because their hearts are in the right place.’ 
At Smile Train, we pay people market-rate 
salaries and if they’re really good, we give 
them a bonus, and if they’re not, we fire 
them—we don’t care where their heart is, 
it can go somewhere else.” 

Also parts of the Smile Train business 
model: donors are treated like sharehold-
ers; doctors are trained via groundbreak-
ing virtual-surgery software that Smile 
Train helped develop at New York Medi-
cal Center; capital investments align with 
strategic goals (the charity spent $1 mil-
lion on a digital medical-records system, 
instead of handling manila folders with 
more than five million paper documents 
and photos); surgeons and medical charts/
records are rated by outside reviewers to 
pinpoint problems; and Smile Train holds 
no direct fundraisers, which Mullaney 
says are “cost inefficient and wasteful.”

“What we’re doing differently,” Mullaney 
explains, “is more like franchising the Smile 
Train operations: financing and working 
with more than 1,000 local hospitals so that 
they can do this work themselves.” 

Since the “divorce” from Operation Smile, 

as Mullaney puts it, Smile Train’s clout and 
programs have both grown, attracting Hol-
lywood stars and prominent figures such 
as Colin Powell who provide testimonials 
and public-service announcements and 
often also donate to the cause. “One of the 
advantages I have over other charities is my 
marketing background,” Mullaney allows. 
In college, the economics concentrator who 
liked art and graphics joined Harvard Stu-
dent Agencies and produced marketing 
materials for various campus groups, in-
cluding the logo still used by the Din and 
Tonics. But he’s also “like a dog with a bone: 
to be successful in the charity world, you 
have to be incredibly thick-skinned and de-
termined, or else you’re going to burn out 
and walk around beating yourself over the 
head with a stick in frustration.”

He believes in operating a small, focused, 
creative group of people who brainstorm 
and daydream to generate “big ideas.” 
One such session spawned the notion of 
a feature film about clefts. So much of the 
health and medical news from “develop-
ing countries—malaria and AIDS—is bad 
news about diseases we still can’t cure, 

and here you have this little story about 
something really good that can happen 
so easily,” Mullaney says. When no one in 
Hollywood bit, he settled for a documen-
tary. He drew director Megan Mylan (Lost 
Boys of Sudan) into the cause, just as he had 
Wang—and they earned an Oscar.

With Smile Pinki’s win, he has refocused 
efforts on getting a feature film made, with 
a major star. And with help from surgeon 
and author Atul Gawande (see page 30), 
among others, he studies how to apply 
the Smile Train model to other conditions 
with surgical remedies: holes in the heart, 
club foot, burn wounds, and blindness. 
“All of these exist throughout the world, 
are as big as cleft, or bigger, and have in-
terventions that are similarly quick, cheap, 
and 99.9 percent reliable,” Mullaney ex-
plains. “We’re meeting with charities who 
do this medical work to educate ourselves 
and think about how to partner with do-
nors.” After a second, he adds: “Once you 
help 1,000 kids, then you want to help 
10,000 kids, then 100,000 kids. In a way, 
it’s a great addiction to have.”

 vnell porter brown
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