Mastering the Case Interview

Idea In Short

Treat the case interview as a business conversation, not an interrogation. Structure your
thinking, show your reasoning aloud, listen for clues, embrace the math and finish with a
clear recommendation.

Prepare Thoroughly Before the Interview

Case interviews dominate consulting recruitment every autumn. More than 14 percent of
Harvard undergraduates enter consulting, drawn by lifelong learning and strong
compensation. The firms themselves want you to succeed. McKinsey advises candidates to
understand the structure and rhythm of the interview before anything else. Bain warns that
ideas sound brilliant in your head but can sound different coming out of your mouth. BCG
urges candidates to research the firm and understand what differentiates each consultancy.
The takeaway is straightforward. Use the abundant preparation resources available, practice
with live partners and prepare answers to the inevitable questions about why consulting and
why this firm. 1

Create a Business Dialogue

McKinsey looks for a conversation, not a monologue about what you think the answer is.
Bain echoes this, telling candidates to make it a business discussion rather than an
interview. Think of yourself and the interviewer as executives collaboratively solving a
problem. The interviewer is not your adversary. Pretend you are the consultant and they are
the client. Clients often hold all the data but need coaxing, structured thinking and
persuasion. In the end, firms want young talent they can send to a client site and bill out at
significant rates. The core question is whether they can put you in front of a paying client.

Show Your Thinking Aloud

BCG states the goal plainly: we want to see you think. McKinsey adds that they are looking
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for how you approach, structure and communicate the situation. Accenture advises
candidates to inventory the information available and dive in where they can have the most
impact. Bain asks whether candidates can make a recommendation that demonstrates
business judgment at the end of the analysis. There are many ways to show your thinking.
Structure your ideas clearly, summarize findings as you go and explain what you have
covered so far. Transition between topics and draw linkage to relevant experiences from
your past.

Listen and Stay Present

McKinsey tells candidates to listen because the interviewer will give tips and leads toward
the right direction. BCG simply says be in the moment. Clues appear everywhere in what
interviewers say, what they infer and what they avoid saying. The more rapport you build,
the more likely you are to receive help. Be likable throughout the conversation. If you were
the consultant interviewing a client, you would remain hyper-aware of everything said and
unsaid. Active listening separates strong candidates from those who simply wait for their
turn to speak. 2

Expect Numbers and Embrace Them

Bain encourages candidates to use basic math to understand market size and company
prospects. McKinsey offers practical advice for tough situations: round numbers to a
comfortable point and wait for the interviewer to demand precision. They also advise
candidates to take their time and write out calculations clearly. Public math is brutal, so
embrace it. Use round numbers to get a sense for the order of magnitude. Determine
whether the opportunity is a $100K, $1M, $10M or $100M idea. Approximation reveals scale,
and scale informs strategy. Precision matters later, but magnitude matters first.

Communicate With Clarity and Simplicity

Deloitte tells candidates to ask specific clarifying questions and to stop and think before
talking. Consultants spend their careers thinking, reading, watching, writing and talking.
Imagine an impromptu hallway conversation with a client manager. You would work hard to
explain things simply and ensure the person never feels lost. The case interview is no
different. Show the interviewer the way through your logic. This is a discussion, not an
interrogation. The more natural it feels, the better the outcome. Clarity signals maturity and
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builds trust with the interviewer.

Craft a Compelling Story

McKinsey wants candidates to contextualize the problem within the specific industry and
weave in facts that emerged earlier. Bain asks whether recruits can frame the entire
qguestion and understand the situation that prompted the client to call. Do not be a business
robot. If the case involves manufacturing, think about factories. Consider semiconductor
fabrication, additive manufacturing or pharmaceutical outsourcing to India. Business
problems are often generic, but solutions are incredibly individualized. Consulting firms
pride themselves on providing realistic, implementable solutions. Show business maturity
beyond your years and get the interviewer nodding throughout.

Find Your Rhythm and Recover From Mistakes

BCG expects the interviewee to drive the conversation. McKinsey notes there will never be
an exact right framework, so remain open and use your own approach. BCG reminds
candidates that everyone makes minor mistakes and you cannot dwell on them. Early in your
consulting career, you will work routinely with people 20 years older than you. Are you
comfortable speaking with the chief financial officer and the warehouse worker alike?
Hypothesis-based consulting involves thoughtful experimentation with ideas. Even if you hit
a dead end, back up, make a three-point turn and keep going. 3

Finish Strong With a Recommendation

Bain looks for whether candidates can drive the conversation into two or three options, do
the supporting math and make a recommendation. PricewaterhouseCoopers tells candidates
to be prepared to take a stand despite limited data and time. Track your time throughout the
case, knowing you should deliver recommendations at the end. Ideally, the interviewer has
followed your logic from the beginning. Summarize the evidence you gathered along the
way and stitch it into a clear narrative. A strong recommendation ties together every insight
from the conversation and demonstrates sound business judgment.

Have Fun and Show Genuine Enthusiasm

BCG looks for enthusiasm to discover the case and visibly enjoying the process. Bain notes
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that the best candidates have fun and like having a business conversation. BCG warns that if
you hate cases, it may be a sign that consulting is not the right path. The core consulting
toolkit is what firms test: frameworks, analysis, hypothesis and synthesis. Show your
intellectual curiosity throughout. Consulting firms interview dozens of elite candidates for a
single spot. They want smart, eager, self-aware and engaging people. Remember that they
interview several candidates back to back on the same case. You want to crush the case
and be memorable.

e 1BCG Case Interview Preparation
e 2Bain Case Interview Guide
* 3McKinsey Interviewing Tips
Summary
Case interviews reward candidates who think aloud, listen carefully and communicate with

clarity. Treat the interviewer as a client collaborator, not an adversary. Practice enough to
feel natural, then bring genuine curiosity and energy to the room.
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