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Sometimes things just fall into place.
For Luis Villanueva ’02, a string of events unfolded that put him in

the right place at the right time — seated in a Thunderbird Executive
MBA classroom every other weekend — just minutes from his new
workplace in the Arizona skies surrounding Luke Air Force Base. 

When Villanueva, an F-16 instructor pilot, was transferred to Luke
Air Force Base in Phoenix, he knew it was time to consider a career
change. After 12 years stationed in five countries, he had hoped to
transition out of the military and into a civilian role. “If I didn’t make
a change, I saw myself in the military for 10 to 12 more years with four
or five moves all over the world,” said Villanueva, who admits he has
always been drawn to things international. Born in the United States,
but raised in his mother’s native Spain since age 8, the father of two
decided it was time to take the leap. 

What he didn’t know was that an international business school,
with Air Force roots and a founding mission based on training officers
in international business, was located only 20 minutes from his new

assignment. The EMBA program also offered
a flexible Friday-Saturday schedule that didn’t
interfere with flying and complemented the
master’s degree in international relations that
Villanueva had earned from Boston Uni-
versity’s European Campus in 1996.

“I thought, this was just meant to be,” said
Villanueva. But the uncanny coincidences
didn’t end there. In his Thunderbird classes,
he met Brian DeBruin ’02, a classmate with
whom he had an instant connection; DeBruin
had graduated from the Naval Academy in
1991 — the same year Villanueva graduated
from the Air Force Academy.

Today, both work for Marsh Inc., a Fortune
200 global risk management consulting firm.
“We worked on a project together throughout
the EMBA program, and in the interim, I got
exposed to Brian’s employer, Marsh,” said
Villanueva. “I knew I wanted to work with a
professional services firm with a global pres-
ence.”

As luck — or fate — would have it, Villa-
nueva deftly landed his first position with
Marsh  and earned the corporate title, ACE, an
acronym that, coincidentally, has military
connotations. According to Webster’s, an ace is
a combat pilot who has destroyed enemy
planes. Although Villanueva has lived the mil-
itary definition — flying in combat with night
vision goggles and teaching students to com-
mand laser guided bombs — his current posi-
tion stands for Associate Client Executive. 

ACEs are high-potential MBAs, fast-tracked within Marsh and men-
tored by senior management. Villanueva’s mentor is T-bird Greg
Martin ’84. “Luis brings a unique combination of life experiences and
skills to the firm, including the leadership experience, team focus and
global perspective that are so important in helping our clients navigate
the new realities of risk worldwide,” said Martin.  

Villanueva credits high-caliber professors, coursework and curricu-
lum for making the transition less difficult. “I needed exposure to peo-
ple with business experience,” he said. “The ability to interact with exec-
utives with up to 10 years of professional experience in various fields
really contributed to the EMBA learning experience.” Class case studies
also taught relevant lessons that Villanueva uses in his current role as
he analyzes, quantifies and solves company risks from a financial, oper-
ational and strategic perspective. 

And, of course, Villanueva says that military training also prepared
him for the business world. “If you are faced with a challenge in the
military, you develop a structured plan to resolve it,” he said. “These
skills are very transferable to the business world.”

Villanueva will apply these skills to another personal challenge he
faces: a yearning to soar through the skies — one that began when he
was a young boy. “I definitely plan to do some civilian flying,” he
said. “This time it will be for pleasure — not part of work.”     ■

Villanueva, pictured with 
wife Margarita of Spain, and 
children Alex and Cristina, enjoys
a final Air Force tradition — a
fire truck hose-down — on the
day of his last F-16 flight in
December 2002.

Villanueva, pictured 
during the EMBA trip to

China is no stranger to
overseas experiences.
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