
acebook faced an existential crisis dur-
ing its initial days in the mid-2000s.  
“Things weren’t really going well, we had 
hit a rough patch and a lot of people 
wanted to buy Facebook,” founder Mark 
Zuckerberg confessed last September 
when he hosted prime minister Naren-
dra Modi for a town-hall session in Cali-
fornia.

Zuckerberg, as it turned out, didn’t 
take the help of any technology geek nor 
did he sound off his investors to bail him 
out. Instead, he turned to his mentor, his 
guru. “I went and met Steve Jobs,” Zuck-
erberg recalled.

Jobs advised Zuckerberg to book a 
flight to India. After all, the founder of 
Apple had himself travelled as a back-

packer in the early 1970s, in search of 
enlightenment. He may have returned to 
the US with dysentery and lice, but the 
India visit also enabled Jobs to see his 
business through a fresh prism. Jobs told 
Zuckerberg to visit an ashram in India 
that he had been to during a similar pe-
riod in his career, when the idea of Apple 
was evolving. The visit to Neem Karoli 
Baba’s ashram in Pantnagar on the plains 
of Uttarakhand had helped Jobs crystal-
lise his vision for Apple. Zuckerberg let 
on that the visit to the baba helped him 
clear his head on FB’s vision.

Back home, not every entrepreneur 
can have a mentor like Jobs, but if finding 
gurus with that kind of pedigree and stat-
ure is a problem, they are making up for it 

with sheer num-
bers. Yes, found-
ers of fledgling 
startups are see-
ing virtue in hav-
ing multiple men-
tors, who come for free 
and have no strings attached — in terms of 
equity or investments — to the ventures.

Sharing Wisdom
Take, for instance, Swapnil Khandelwal, 
cofounder of alumni-based social net-
work startup AlmaConnect. If Zucker-
berg had Jobs, the 29-year-old rookie en-
trepreneur is at it with two “big shots” of 
his own: Amit Ranjan and Gokul Rajar-
am. Ranjan is the cofounder of Slide-

S h a r e ,  t h e 
world’s largest 
slide-sharing 
site that was 
b o u g h t  by 

p r o f e s s i o n a l 
networking site Linkedin for about ̀ 640 
crore ($119 million) in 2012. Gokul Rajar-
am, Khandelwal’s second mentor, is 
dubbed as “godfather of Google’s Ad-
Sense”, and is one of the most prolific 
angel investors in the Silicon Valley.  

 A year into the venture, in April 2014, 
Khandelwal hit a dead end in terms of 
user engagement. In sheer despair, he 
dropped a plea for help to Ranjan on 
Linkedin. “I never thought he’d reply the 
same day and also give an appointment,” 
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COFOUNDERS,  ALMACONNECT, an 

alumnus-based social network startup

FUNDING: ̀ 3 crore

KEY INVESTORS: TV Mohandas 

Pai; Varun Aggarwal of 

Aspiring Minds; CIIE, IIM 

Ahmedabad

How some of India’s 

hottest startups are 

finding big-hearted 

mentors among those who 

have been there, done that

“The magic works best 

when the mentor himself 

has been an entrepreneur 

and at some point of time 

received mentoring for 

his venture”

Swapnil Khandelwal

F
Rajiv Singh

Guru, It’s Cool

FAST FORWARD: 
Tapping into a 
wealth of knowl-
edge of the men-

tors can shorten the learning 
curve for an entrepreneur 

CONSTRUCTIVE 

CRITICISM: Men-
tors tend to be 
brutally 

honest and point out exactly 
how things are to be done 

STRICT DISCIPLI-

NARIANS: Mentors 
take on the role of 
parent to teach 

good work habits and provide 
boundaries to work within

STIMULATING 

GROWTH: Posing 
unrelenting and 
incisive questions 

nurtures personal growth as 
well as leadership abilities

INWARD INSPIRATION: 
Mentors allow you to 
see the hope inside 
yourself. They offer 

moral support and play 
cheerleaders when you are down

Why Mentors Matter…
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“Give a man a fish and feed him 

for a day. But if you teach him 

fishing, you will feed him for a 

lifetime. This philosophy drives 

my mentoring approach”

Amit Ranjan

MENTORS:

Amit Ranjan, cofounder, SlideShare

Gokul Rajaram, director at Square 

(ex-director of ads at Facebook, Google)

Ankur Warikoo, CEO, Nearbuy
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