
  

 

  

Guide to Consulting Case Interviews  

  
A guide to the structure, expectations, and preparation material for Consulting Cases 

  

CAREERS IN BUSINESS  

What is a Consulting Case?  

 

A consulting case (or case interview) is a simulated business problem used as an interview exercise. Instead of standard 

questions, the interviewer presents an ambiguous business scenario – similar to a real client problem – and asks the candidate to 

analyze and propose a solution. Case interviews usually last around 30 minutes and can span various industries and topics (e.g. 

from a healthcare strategy to a manufacturing issue). According to Boston Consulting Group, case interviews “simulate real-world 

client problems” that consultants tackle. McKinsey likewise explains that in a case (or problem-solving) interview, they “present a 

business case to evaluate your analytical thinking and approach to solving complex problems”. In short, a consulting case interview is a role-

play where you act as a consultant solving a client’s problem in a structured discussion with the interviewer. 

Key features of a case interview: 

• It is interactive – a dialogue between you and the interviewer, not a scripted Q&A. You are expected to ask clarifying 

questions and work through the problem out loud. 

• It simulates the process of consulting work, including understanding the client’s situation, structuring the problem, 

analyzing data or performing calculations, and making recommendations. 

• It tests both problem-solving approach and communication: you must break down the problem logically and clearly explain 

your thinking as you go. 

Why do Consultants Use Cases to Evaluate Students?  

Case interviews are used because they are one of the best predictors of a candidate’s ability to do consulting work. 

They serve as a “test run” for the job, allowing firms to see candidates in action. Just as pilots train in flight simulators, case 

interviews are a safe trial for the high-pressure, analytical work of consulting. 

Beyond simulating the work, case interviews effectively differentiate great candidates. They force applicants to demonstrate 

critical consulting skills in real-time. Consulting firms have found that cases reveal candidates who excel in critical thinking, 

creative problem-solving, communication, and organizational skills. In other words, doing well in a case requires the same 

skills consultants use on the job – understanding complex problems, breaking them down, analyzing data, thinking logically 

under pressure, and communicating insights clearly. 

Consulting is a talent-driven business, so firms invest heavily in recruiting those who can excel in ambiguous problem-solving 

situations. The case interview is a key tool to assess whether a candidate has the analytical abilities and composure to deliver 

value to clients in the way consultants do. 



What are Consultants Looking for Throughout a Case?  

During a case interview, consulting interviewers evaluate a broad range of skills and traits. It’s not just about getting the 

“right answer” – in fact, many cases don’t have a single correct answer. Interviewers are far more interested in how you think 

and communicate. Here are the main things consultants look for throughout a case, and how you can demonstrate them: 

• Structured Problem-Solving: Perhaps the most critical skill is the ability to bring order to a complex problem. 

Interviewers look for a structured approach – breaking the problem into logical components (often called an issue tree 

or framework). A strong candidate takes a “big, messy problem and break[s] it down into manageable chunks”, following the 

principle of being MECE (Mutually Exclusive, Collectively Exhaustive) so that all key areas are covered with no 

overlap. This means your framework’s branches should not overlap and together they should consider the full scope of 

the problem Showing a clear structure from the start (e.g. laying out a few primary areas to examine) signals to the 

interviewer that you can tackle problems methodically. In fact, candidates are typically expected to “develop a framework” 

for the case early on. 

• Analytical and Quantitative Skills: Case interviews will test your comfort with numbers and analysis. You may be 

asked to perform quick calculations (market sizing, breakeven, growth rates, etc.) or interpret data from charts. 

Interviewers observe whether you can use data to drive insights. Mental math is often deliberately tested – for 

example, estimating market size or computing profitability – as a proxy for your general quantitative reasoning. Being 

quick and accurate with numbers helps show that you can handle the analytical rigor of the job. Beyond arithmetic, you 

should also be able to interpret graphs and extract the “so what” from data presented, since consultants routinely 

analyze data and present findings visually. 

• Business Acumen and Creativity: Interviewers assess your business judgment – do you understand which factors might 

be most impactful for the client’s situation, and can you generate logical hypotheses or ideas? They appreciate candidates 

who show insight into the broader business context, not just rote calculations. For example, if profits are down, do 

you consider industry trends or consumer behavior changes, not just internal costs? Good candidates exhibit a balance 

of creativity and practicality: they explore options “creatively, and generate a hypothesis” about what’s going on. When making 

recommendations, your prioritization and reasoning matter. Even a clever idea needs sound justification. Interviewers 

may ask probing questions like “Would you invest your own money in this project and why?” to gauge your risk 

awareness and judgment in final recommendations. 

• Communication and Presence: Throughout the case, communication skills are key. Consultants must convey 

complex ideas clearly to teammates and clients, so interviewers want to see if you can explain your thought process in an 

organized way. Strong candidates “think before speaking” and articulate their approach step by step. You should “listen to the 

interviewer, ask questions” when appropriate, and verbalize your logic so the interviewer can follow your thinking. Being 

conversational and engaging is important – treat the case as a collaboration to solve a problem together.  

• Leadership and Drive: Interviewers pay attention to your approach and attitude during the case. They prefer 

candidates who take ownership of the problem – driving the analysis forward, rather than taking a non-proactive 

approach. This is often referred to as “case leadership” or leadership ability in the interview. It means being proactive in 

suggesting a direction (“Let’s examine the customer segment first, because I suspect demand might be an issue”) and 

staying organized. At the same time, leadership in a case means bringing the interviewer along with your reasoning – 

effectively guiding them through your problem-solving process. Interviewers quietly note whether you remain focused 

and calm under pressure, especially if faced with a difficult question or an unexpected twist. Importantly, interviewers 

are assessing your approach, not just the final answer, so showing resilience and logical thinking when challenged earns 

high marks. 

• Team Skills and Coachability: Consulting is a team sport, so interviewers also gauge how you interact. Are you 

collaborative and coachable? If the interviewer provides a hint or correction, a strong candidate integrates it and 

adapts. Likewise, being open to discussion – not overly defensive about your ideas – is viewed positively. If an 

interviewer points out a flaw, it’s okay – they want to see you acknowledge it and adjust course. Show that you value 



input and can incorporate new information, much as consultants must do with client feedback. A bit of humility and 

ease in the conversation goes a long way. In fact, many interviewers will favor a candidate who is engaging and 

coachable over one who is technically perfect but rigid.  

In summary, consulting interviewers are looking for a combination of analytical rigor, structured thinking, business 

insight, and interpersonal skills. They want to see the complete package of a future consultant. As long as you demonstrate the 

core competencies – a clear structure, solid analysis, strong communication, and poise – you can succeed even if you don’t solve 

every aspect of the case. 

What is a typical Case Like?  

While every case is different, most case interviews follow a similar structure and flow. A typical case might proceed through 

the following stages: 

1. Prompt and Clarification: The interviewer begins by outlining the business problem or prompt. For example: “Our 

client is a retail bank experiencing a drop in customer satisfaction. They want us to figure out why and how to improve it.” You, as the 

candidate, are expected to listen carefully and then ask clarifying questions. This might involve confirming the client’s 

objective, timeframe, or any definitions. For instance, you might ask, “Has the drop in satisfaction been sudden or long-term?” 

Clarifying the problem ensures you fully understand the context before rushing in.  

2. Devising a Structure (Framework): After understanding the problem, you will take a moment (often with pen and 

paper) to outline a structured approach – essentially a framework or issue tree of what to analyze. You might say, “To 

tackle this, I’d like to examine three areas: (1) the customer experience (e.g., product offerings, service quality), (2) competitor benchmarking 

in customer satisfaction, and (3) internal operations affecting service (like wait times, technology).” This framework acts as your 

roadmap. In a typical case, the interviewer will agree and then prompt you to start with one part of your structure. 

Developing a good framework upfront is crucial to guide the discussion (we discuss frameworks in detail later). Most 

case interviews allocate a few minutes for the candidate to structure their thoughts before diving in. 

3. Analysis and Exploration: This is the core of the case interview – an interactive analysis of the problem. You will 

work through each branch of your structure, often prompted by questions or data from the interviewer. The format can 

be candidate-led (you decide which area to examine next) or interviewer-led (the interviewer directs you to specific 

questions in a sequence). Either way, expect a mix of qualitative discussion and quantitative problems. For example: 

o You might analyze why something is happening (e.g., “Our profits are down – is it due to lower revenue or higher costs?” 

leading you to explore revenue and cost drivers). 

o You will likely perform quantitative analysis at some point. The interviewer might provide a chart or some 

figures and ask you to calculate a metric or interpret the data. For instance, you could be given sales data and 

asked to compute the profit margin, or be asked to estimate the market size for a new product. You’ll do math 

on paper and explain your calculations out loud. 

o You may need to brainstorm possible solutions or ideas. For example, “What are some ways the bank could improve 

customer satisfaction?” Here, you should give structured, thoughtful ideas (e.g., improve online banking interface, 

reduce branch wait times, launch a loyalty program), explaining each briefly. 

o Throughout the analysis, the interviewer may give additional information or steer you to the next topic. It’s a 

back-and-forth process. A typical case might have 2–4 key analytical questions or exhibits to work through. 

4. Synthesis and Recommendation: In the final phase, usually the interviewer asks you to summarize your findings 

and make a recommendation. This is your chance to demonstrate structured thinking in communication. A strong 

conclusion will sum up the key insights (e.g., “We found that customer satisfaction dropped mainly due to long wait times and slow 

digital platforms, while product offerings and pricing are competitive.”) and then recommend a clear course of action (e.g., “Thus, 

we recommend the bank invest in streamlining branch operations and improving the mobile app. Specifically, hire 50 more frontline staff to 

cut wait times by half, and revamp the app UI to reduce login issues. Based on our analysis, these steps should restore satisfaction to top-three 



levels within a year.”). It’s important to also mention any risks or next steps (for instance, note if further analysis is 

needed, or suggest a pilot program). This conclusion is typically 1-2 minutes of you speaking in a structured manner, as 

if delivering a brief to a client executive. 

Throughout the case, time management is implicit – a standard case (~30 minutes) will spend the first ~5 minutes on setup 

and framework, ~20 minutes on analysis discussion, and ~5 minutes on the conclusion, though this can vary. As a candidate, 

you should be mindful of time, but if you’re working systematically through your framework, you will naturally cover the 

required ground in the allotted time or the interviewer will move the case along. 

To illustrate, consider a “typical case” example: 

• Prompt: “Our client is a mid-sized airline experiencing falling profits. They ask us to identify the cause and suggest a turnaround strategy.” 

• You clarify the scope (domestic flights? recent trend? etc.), then outline a framework: “I’ll look at (1) revenues (pricing, 

passenger volume, ancillary sales), (2) costs (fuel, labor, maintenance, etc.), and (3) external factors (competition, regulation, economy).” 

• The interviewer leads with revenue analysis: you find load factors (occupancy) are down. You calculate the impact on 

revenue. Next, you examine costs: fuel prices have spiked. You discuss competitive dynamics: perhaps a low-cost rival 

entered the market. Finally, you conclude: “The profit drop is due to lower passenger volume (market share loss to a competitor) and 

higher fuel costs. To turn it around, the airline should consider a pricing promotion to win back customers or add routes in underserved areas, 

and hedge fuel costs or optimize fuel usage. We recommend a two-pronged strategy… [etc.], with expected financial improvements of XYZ.” 

• The interviewer might then ask a final question like “What risks would you consider?” to test your holistic thinking. You 

respond accordingly (e.g., risk of competitor matching price cuts, implementation cost of strategy). 

This example shows how a case flows from problem to hypothesis to analysis to recommendation. Every case is unique in 

content, but if you practice many cases, you’ll recognize this general cadence. By the end, the interviewer has seen how you 

structure a problem, handle data, reason through issues, and communicate a solution – all the things a consultant does in real 

client engagements. 

What are the main major archetypes of Cases?  

Not all case interviews are run the same way. You’ll hear about two primary styles: interviewer-led and interviewee-led (also 

called candidate-led) cases. It’s important to understand the difference so you can adapt to the format your interviewer uses. 

• Interviewee-Led Cases: In an interviewee-led case, you, the candidate, drive the problem-solving process. After the 

problem is presented, you propose a structure for the analysis and decide which aspect to tackle first. You will largely 

guide the discussion, asking the interviewer for data or exploring specific ideas in your framework. In other words, you 

lead the case from start to finish, from structuring to analyzing to recommending. Most consulting firms (including 

BCG, Bain, and many others) favor this style. It mirrors the actual consulting job where you often have to determine the 

approach to an open-ended problem. How to handle it: In a candidate-led case, focus on being structured and 

hypothesis-driven. Clearly outline your plan, then proceed step by step, verbalizing where you’re going. You’ll need to 

be proactive: decide which branch of your framework to probe first (“Let me start by looking at the client’s revenue 

streams...”) and request information to support your analysis. Practicing cases with peers can help you get comfortable 

taking the initiative, since in the real interview the onus is on you to drive forward. 

• Interviewer-Led Cases: In an interviewer-led case, the interviewer controls the flow of the discussion. You still 

begin by structuring the problem, but after that the interviewer will steer you towards a particular question or area to 

analyze next. Essentially, the case breaks into a series of smaller questions or prompts given by the interviewer. 

McKinsey is famous for this style – their cases are often designed by a firm-wide team and interviewers have a script of 

questions to cover, making the experience somewhat standardized. In this format, you might tackle one issue (say, 

“What’s the profit margin trend?”), complete that analysis, and then the interviewer will move you to the next issue 

(“Now, let’s analyze the competitor’s prices...”), and so on. How to handle it: In an interviewer-led case, your job is to 

answer each question or solve each mini-problem in a structured way. Even though you’re not deciding the sequence of 



topics, you should still communicate your logic clearly for each analysis. It’s important to stay flexible and listen carefully 

to the direction given. Don’t try to force your own agenda if the interviewer is pointing you elsewhere – trust that 

they’re guiding you to cover all the necessary aspects. That said, you still need to have a good initial structure (they often 

ask for it up front) and demonstrate insight in each piece of analysis. 

Which firms use which? McKinsey historically uses interviewer-led cases almost exclusively. BCG and Bain have traditionally 

used interviewee-led cases (the candidate drives), and so do many other firms. There have been recent trends of some firms 

adapting their styles – for example, Bain has introduced more interviewer-led elements in some offices to standardize the 

process. But you should be ready for either style regardless of firm. In fact, sometimes within the same firm it can vary by 

interviewer or region. The fundamentals of problem solving are the same in both styles, so if you practice diligently, you’ll be 

equipped for either. The key is not to be thrown off if an interviewer takes more control (interviewer-led) or expects you to take 

the reins (candidate-led). Stay adaptable. 

Preparation for each style: If you’re mainly practicing with peers in a candidate-led format, also try a few interviewer-led 

practice cases so you experience that Q&A-driven rhythm. For interviewer-led cases (like McKinsey’s), work on answering 

questions succinctly and doing analysis in a somewhat self-contained way, since each question can be a bit distinct. For 

interviewee-led, practice laying out your own roadmap and probing deeply into each branch of your framework. Ultimately, if 

you can structure a problem and communicate well, you will handle both styles confidently. 

What are the most common types of case interviews?  

Although cases can cover any business question, most case interview problems fall into a few common categories or 

archetypes. Recognizing the type of case can help you recall which areas are likely important to examine. Here are the major 

case types frequently encountered in consulting interviews: 

• Profitability Cases: These are among the most common. The client’s problem is usually stated as declining profits or a 

need to improve profitability. Your task is to figure out why profits are down (or below target) and how to fix it. This 

involves examining revenue and cost components in detail. For example, a prompt might be “Our client’s profit fell 30% 

last year – identify the cause and recommend improvements.” Profitability cases typically require a deep dive into financial drivers: 

prices, volumes, product mix, fixed vs. variable costs, etc. (Essentially, a profitability framework is used – more on 

frameworks below.) These cases test your quantitative analysis and fundamental business understanding (since profit is 

revenue minus cost, you must be comfortable breaking those elements down). Example: A regional restaurant chain’s 

profits are shrinking; analysis reveals customer traffic is down (revenue issue due to new competition) and food costs 

have risen (cost issue), leading to recommendations to adjust pricing and renegotiate supplier contracts. 

• Market Entry Cases: In a market entry case, the client is considering entering a new market (could be a new geography 

or launching a new product line) and wants to know whether they should do it and how. The core questions are about 

market attractiveness and feasibility. You’ll examine the target market’s size, growth, competitive landscape, and any 

barriers to entry, as well as the client’s ability to compete (capabilities, distribution channels, brand fit) and the financial 

investment required. The recommendation often boils down to yes/no and under what strategy (e.g., joint venture, 

organic entry, acquisition). Example: “Should Company X (a consumer electronics manufacturer) enter the smart home devices market 

in Europe?” You would analyze the European market demand for smart home tech, competition (existing players, their 

market shares), the client’s strengths (tech expertise, supply chain), potential entry modes, and expected profitability. 

Based on the analysis, you might conclude the market is attractive and recommend entering via a partnership, 

highlighting that the client needs to localize products to European preferences and invest $Y million, with an expected 

ROI of Z%. Market entry cases are common and assess strategic thinking and breadth of analysis. 

• Growth Strategy Cases: These cases ask, in one form or another, “How can the client grow?” The objective might be 

to increase revenues, enter new segments, or achieve a certain growth rate. Often, growth cases overlap with market 

entry or new product cases. For instance, a new product launch case is essentially a growth initiative – the client is 

launching Product X and wants to know how to ensure it succeeds (which involves market analysis, marketing (4Ps), 

etc.). Another variant is increasing market share or expanding into new customer segments. Example: “Our client, a 



software company, wants to grow its annual revenue by 15%. What strategies can it pursue?” You might explore options like 

expanding into new markets, launching new features or products, pricing changes, marketing investments, partnerships, 

etc. Growth cases are quite open-ended; they test your ability to structure a broad problem and brainstorm effectively. A 

structured framework (such as examining internal growth avenues vs. external opportunities) can help ensure you 

cover all possibilities. 

• Mergers & Acquisitions (M&A) Cases: M&A cases involve evaluating a potential acquisition, merger, or investment. 

The client might be considering buying another company and asks you to assess if it’s a good idea. These cases combine 

elements of market and profitability analysis with additional layers like valuation and synergy assessment. A typical M&A 

case will have you examine the target company’s attractiveness (financial health, capabilities, culture fit), the market 

conditions (market size, growth, competition affecting the deal’s logic), the acquirer’s objectives and capabilities, 

and the potential synergies/risks of the deal (cost savings, cross-selling opportunities, integration challenges). 

Example: “Our client, a global pharmaceutical firm, is thinking of acquiring a smaller biotech company. Should they do it?” You would 

analyze the biotech’s product pipeline and financials, the pharma client’s strategic rationale (gaining new R&D (Research 

& Development) capability or products), how the pharma might integrate the biotech, and whether the price is justified 

given expected synergies. In your recommendation, you might say yes if the biotech fills a portfolio gap and offers high 

ROI (Return on Investment), but caution about integration of R&D teams. M&A cases test your ability to synthesize 

many factors – essentially a combination of a market entry (new market or product via acquisition) and a profitability 

analysis (does the deal create value?). 

• Operations and Cost Reduction Cases: These cases focus on improving the efficiency of a company’s operations or 

reducing costs. The question might be how to improve a certain process, how to increase productivity, or how to cut 

expenses to improve the bottom line. For example, a case could be “Our client is a manufacturer whose production costs are high; 

how can they reduce costs?” You may examine the value chain, identify bottlenecks or waste, consider outsourcing or 

automation, etc. These cases test your process thinking and sometimes require estimating impacts of changes. 

• Market Sizing & Brainteasers: Though slightly different from full business cases, market sizing questions 

(estimating a number, like “How many cups of coffee are sold in New York each day?”) are a common component of 

consulting interviews. They test your ability to make assumptions and do rough math in a structured way. Brainteasers 

or logic puzzles are less common at MBB nowadays, but sometimes appear to assess creative problem-solving. Both are 

usually short standalone questions, or a part of a larger case. 

In practice, many case interviews blend elements of multiple case types. For example, a growth case might involve exploring a 

market entry into a new region, or a profitability case might naturally lead to a cost reduction discussion. So these categories 

are not strict silos, but thinking in terms of archetypes can help you quickly orient to the kind of analysis needed. Being familiar 

with these common case types and their typical approaches will allow you to adapt on the fly even if a case takes an unexpected 

turn. 

What is a framework?  

In the context of case interviews, a framework is simply a structured approach to solving the problem. It’s a tool – often a 

logical template or model – that helps you break a complex problem into smaller, manageable components. Think of a 

framework as your game plan for analyzing the case. Instead of tackling a big question like “Why are profits down?” in an 

unstructured way, you apply a framework (e.g. split the problem into revenue and cost drivers) to ensure you explore all relevant 

areas systematically. 

According to one guide, “Case interview frameworks are templates used to break down and solve business problems in case interviews.” They can 

be well-known off-the-shelf frameworks or custom structures tailored to the specific case. In practice, a framework often 

takes the form of an issue tree – a hierarchical breakdown of the question into key issues and sub-issues. For example, a 

profitability issue tree might branch into “Revenue” and “Cost,” and each of those branches further into sub-components (like 

revenue = price × volume; cost = fixed + variable). 



It’s important to note that in modern case interviews, you are not expected to regurgitate textbook frameworks verbatim. In fact, 

interviewers discourage a one-size-fits-all approach. A good framework can be customized: you might combine elements of 

known frameworks or generate unique categories that fit the case at hand. The classic frameworks (which we will discuss shortly) 

are useful as starting points or checklists of factors, but candidates should adapt them. “Don’t use ... an artificial framework” rigidly – 

instead, structure your analysis in a way that makes sense for that particular problem. 

In summary, a framework = structured outline of your approach. It provides clarity and completeness. By explicitly laying 

out a framework, you demonstrate to the interviewer that you have a method to navigate the problem rather than randomly 

probing. It also keeps you on track during the analysis. A framework can be thought of as the skeleton of your problem-solving 

– you flesh it out with data and insights as the case progresses. Even if the term sounds formal, in practice it could be as simple 

as saying: “To answer this, I want to look at three areas: A, B, and C,” which instantly gives a structure to the discussion. 

Why are frameworks important?  

Frameworks are important because they embody the structured thinking that consulting demands. Top consulting 

firms expect candidates to approach problems logically and comprehensively – frameworks are the tool to do that. Here are a 

few key reasons why using frameworks (or structured problem-solving) is so critical in case interviews: 

• They ensure a complete, MECE analysis: A well-structured framework helps you cover all relevant aspects of the 

problem without duplication. As mentioned earlier, consultants strive to be MECE (Mutually Exclusive, Collectively 

Exhaustive) in breaking down issues. This means your framework’s branches should not overlap and together they 

should consider the full scope of the problem. By being MECE, you minimize the chance of missing a key driver of the 

problem. For instance, the profitability framework (Revenue vs. Cost) is MECE – any profit issue must lie in one of 

those two areas, and they don’t overlap. If you didn’t use that structure, you might analyze only costs and forget to 

examine the revenue side, thus missing the true cause. Frameworks impose rigor and completeness. 

• They break complex problems into manageable pieces: In consulting (and case interviews), problems are often 

large and multifaceted. A framework allows you to decompose the big problem into sub-problems that you can 

tackle one at a time. This approach is exactly how real consulting projects are handled: tackle workstreams separately 

(e.g., one team analyzes the market, another team analyzes internal costs) and then synthesize. As RocketBlocks (a prep 

platform) puts it, structured problem solving – i.e., applying a framework – is a “critical part of the consulting toolkit… the 

ability to take a big, hairy messy problem and break it down into manageable chunks”. It’s much easier to solve several small 

questions than a huge one. Frameworks give you a starting point on where to go first, second, third, rather than a 

random walk. 

• They communicate your approach clearly: Using a framework isn’t just an analytic tool, it’s also a communication 

tool. When you outline your structure to the interviewer, you are effectively telling them, “Here’s how I plan to solve this.” 

This is important in an interview setting, because it lets the interviewer in on your thought process. It turns a potentially 

chaotic problem into an organized conversation. The interviewer can see that you have a plan and can follow along as 

you work through it. Imagine an unstructured approach: the candidate jumps from one thought to another – it’s 

confusing and appears illogical. A framework, on the other hand, sets signposts for both you and the interviewer. 

• They reflect real consulting methods: Frameworks and structured thinking are not just for interviews – they are 

exactly how consultants approach client problems. In fact, the emphasis on frameworks in interviews is because it’s used 

“at all levels of the consulting career”. For example, a new Associate uses frameworks to structure their analysis, and a 

Project Manager uses frameworks to structure the team’s workstreams. So by using frameworks in a case, you’re 

showing that you can think like a consultant. Interviewers use cases to hire people who can do the job on Day 1; being 

structured is a strong signal of that capability. 

• They help with time management and hypothesis-driven problem solving: A good framework can also guide you 

to focus on the most likely areas (if you set it up in a hypothesis-driven way). This prevents you from wasting time on 

minor issues and keeps the analysis efficient. Moreover, as you progress, a framework helps you keep track of what’s 



been covered and what’s left, which is crucial in a timed interview. It’s easier to manage 30 minutes when you have, say, 

3 buckets to get through (about 10 minutes each), than if you just explore aimlessly. 

In essence, frameworks are important because they underpin structured thinking, which is the cornerstone of 

consulting problem-solving. MBB interviewers explicitly want to see this skill in action. BCG’s interview prep guidance 

succinctly says: “Do structure the problem [and] develop a framework” – it’s one of their top do’s. Without a framework, your case 

performance can quickly fall apart (you might go in circles or hit a dead-end). With a framework, you demonstrate clarity, 

thoroughness, and strategic thinking – exactly what the firms are seeking. 

What are the characteristics of a strong framework?  

Not all frameworks are created equal. Some candidates memorize standard frameworks but apply them poorly, or they use a 

framework that doesn’t fit the case. A strong framework has several key characteristics: 

• MECE and Logically Sound: As highlighted earlier, a top-notch framework follows the MECE principle – its 

components are mutually exclusive (distinct, no overlaps) and collectively exhaustive (cover all relevant aspects). This 

logical rigor is crucial. For example, if you break a market analysis into “Customers, Competition, and Company,” are 

these categories distinct? Yes (external customers vs. external competitors vs. internal company factors) – that’s good. 

Do they together cover the key areas? Likely yes for a general business situation, though you might add a category if 

needed. Being MECE also means no important factor lies outside your framework – a strong framework won’t omit 

a glaring issue. As a test, if someone hears your framework and can easily ask “But what about X factor?”, then it might 

not be exhaustive. Good frameworks feel logically complete for the question at hand. 

• Tailored to the Problem: A strong framework is relevant and customized to the specific case question, rather than a 

generic checklist. This means you choose (or design) frameworks that make sense for the client’s situation. For instance, 

if the case is about a non-profit looking to maximize impact, a generic profit framework might not apply; you might 

instead structure around impact metrics, funding, and operations. Interviewers reward creativity and fit – they can tell 

when a candidate just force-fits a memorized framework versus when they’ve thought about what factors actually matter. 

Strong frameworks often mix elements from multiple known frameworks or add case-specific buckets. In short, 

flexibility and case-specific design are hallmarks of a good framework. 

• Clear and Prioritized Structure: A good framework is not overly complicated. It usually has a few (typically 2 to 4) major 

branches, each of which can be further broken down if needed. If you present an 8-bucket framework, it may be 

exhaustive but it’s likely too scattershot to be practical in a 30-minute interview. Strong frameworks identify a few key 

areas that will drive the solution. They also often have an implicit priority or logical order. For example, a market entry 

framework might start with “Market attractiveness” as the first and most important branch – because if the market isn’t 

attractive, other details are moot. A profitability framework might start with either revenue or cost depending on an 

initial hypothesis about which side is more problematic. Highlighting a hypothesis (“I suspect revenue decline is the main issue, 

so I’ll examine that first”) can show that your framework isn’t just a laundry list, but a thinking tool geared toward the 

likely answer. 

• Grounded in Core Concepts or Data: The best frameworks have a sound rationale behind each part. For example, 

the profitability framework is grounded in a simple equation: Profit = Revenue – Cost. That mathematical clarity makes 

it robust – you won’t forget to examine something like fixed costs, because the formula guides you. Another example: 

the 4Ps marketing framework (Product, Price, Place, Promotion) is grounded in the idea of a marketing mix – it ensures 

you examine a product from multiple angles of how it’s sold. A strong framework often leverages such core business 

concepts or structures (e.g. value chain steps, customer journey stages, etc.). This grounding also makes it easier for the 

interviewer to follow and for you to defend why each piece matters. 

• Produces Testable Hypotheses: A nuanced but important characteristic: a great framework not only lists areas to 

explore, but inherently suggests hypotheses that can be tested in each area. For instance, if your framework for a 

profitability case has “External factors” as a branch, that’s a bit vague. But if instead one branch is “Competition 

(market share loss)” – that suggests a hypothesis: perhaps competitors have poached our client’s customers, hurting 



revenue. Then you can seek evidence for or against that (market share data). Thus, phrasing and thinking in terms of 

hypotheses can strengthen your framework. It becomes not just a static outline, but a dynamic problem-solving 

guide. 

• Easy to Communicate: Practically speaking, your framework must be something you can explain clearly in the 

interview. This usually means using straightforward category names (e.g. “Customer Demand” instead of some 

convoluted label) and a structure that can be drawn simply on paper. If it takes you five minutes to explain your 

framework, it’s too complex. The interviewer should be able to grasp your plan quickly. Remember, the framework is 

also for the interviewer’s benefit to see your approach. So, clarity trumps fancy jargon. 

To give an example of a strong framework in action: consider the Market Entry framework. A strong version might include 

four areas: Market Attractiveness, Client Capabilities, Financial Feasibility, and Entry Strategy. This is MECE (covering 

external market, internal capabilities, financial considerations, and the implementation plan without overlap). It’s tailored to the 

entry decision (if this were a different problem, like profitability, these wouldn’t all apply). It’s logically ordered (you’d likely first 

confirm the market is attractive, then see if the client can compete, then crunch the financials, then outline the plan). And each 

piece is grounded in smart questions (e.g. Market: size, growth, competition; Capabilities: does the client have the needed 

strengths?). Such a framework would impress an interviewer as comprehensive yet focused. 

On the flip side, a weak framework might be something like just listing “Short-term vs Long-term” or dumping every business 

concept you recall without logic. Avoid vague or catch-all buckets like “Miscellaneous” or overly broad terms that don’t guide 

analysis. Every category in a strong framework has a purpose. 

In summary, a strong framework is MECE, relevant, concise, logically sound, and hypothesis-driven. It demonstrates 

structured thinking at its best. Interviewers often note that they prefer a simple but appropriate framework over a very elaborate 

but generic one. Quality over quantity! 

 

What are the most common frameworks?  

Over the years, many frameworks have been popularized for case interview preparation. While we encourage customization, 

it’s useful to know the classic frameworks – both to practice structuring and to have a toolbox of ideas to draw from. Here we 

outline some of the most common frameworks and what types of cases they apply to. We’ll also provide a comparison table 

summarizing major frameworks across key use cases. 

1. Profitability Framework: The profitability framework is a go-to for any profit problem. It breaks down profit into its two 

basic components: Revenue and Cost. Further, revenue can be split into Price × Quantity sold, and cost can be split into Variable 

+ Fixed costs (or per-unit cost × quantity, plus fixed). This framework is powerful in its simplicity – by examining revenue and 

cost drivers, you can isolate whether a profit issue is due to falling sales, price pressure, rising costs, inefficient operations, etc. It 

is MECE by design (every profit issue must lie in either revenue or cost) and anchored in the common-sense equation Profit = 

Revenue – Cost. Use cases: Declining profit cases, margin analysis, cost reduction scenarios, and any case where financial 

performance is central. Example: If a publisher’s profits are down, the framework leads you to check if revenues dropped (e.g. 

fewer books sold or lower prices due to discounts) and/or costs rose (e.g. higher printing costs or royalty fees). Each branch can 

be explored for causes (maybe revenue fell because a competitor released a hit book stealing market share, etc.). 

2. The 4Ps (Marketing Mix) Framework: This framework focuses on four key dimensions of marketing a product: Product, 

Price, Place, Promotion. It is commonly used for product launch, marketing strategy, or growth cases. The idea is that to 

analyze why a product is succeeding or failing – or how to introduce a new product – you should examine: the Product itself 

(features, quality, how well it meets customer needs, lifecycle stage), the Pricing strategy (premium vs. low-cost, value to 

customer, competitor pricing), the Promotion (marketing messaging, channels, advertising spend, brand awareness), and the 

Place (distribution channels, sales outlets, online vs. retail, availability to customers). Use cases: New product launch cases, 

scenarios about declining sales (could be a marketing mix issue), market growth strategy (e.g. which lever to pull to increase sales 

– improve product vs change price vs more promotion, etc.). Example: If a beverage company launches a new soda that’s 



underperforming, 4Ps analysis might reveal the Product is fine (people like the taste) and Price is competitive, but Promotion has 

been weak (low brand awareness) and Place distribution is limited (not enough shelf space in stores). The recommendation could 

then focus on increasing advertising and expanding distribution partnerships. 

3. 3Cs Framework: The 3Cs stand for Customer, Competition, Company. This is a broad framework for strategy cases that 

looks at the external market (Customers and Competitors) and the internal situation (Company). It’s very versatile – essentially a 

simplified version of what Case in Point calls the “Business Situation Framework.” Under Customer, you examine who the 

customer is, what they need, segments, trends in demand, etc.. Under Competition, you look at the competitive landscape, market 

shares, what competitors offer, and competitive advantages. Under Company, you analyze the client’s own capabilities, products, 

costs, organizational strengths/weaknesses, financial performance. Many cases (especially growth or market strategy cases) can 

be tackled with the 3Cs as a starting structure, ensuring you consider market demand, competitive pressures, and the client's 

ability. Use cases: General business strategy cases, growth cases, new business or new product considerations (with some 

modifications, sometimes a 4th C for “Channel” or “Climate” i.e. environment is added, or splitting Customer into Customer & 

Collaborators in some versions). Example: If the case question is, “Our client’s sales are flat – what should they do?” a 3C 

analysis might reveal Customer preferences have shifted (maybe they want more digital options), Competitors have launched 

new offerings (stealing younger customers), and the Company’s product portfolio is outdated. That diagnosis covers all bases 

and leads to recommendations such as updating the product or targeting a new customer segment. 

4. Market Entry Framework: We touched on this earlier – it’s a specialized framework for deciding on entering a new market. 

A structured approach is to examine (a) The Market, (b) The Client’s Capabilities, (c) Financials, (d) Entry Strategy. 

Under Market, assess size, growth, customer segments, competition, and any regulatory or logistical barriers in that market. 

Under Client Capabilities, ask if the client has what’s needed to succeed there – technology, brand, distribution, expertise – and 

what gaps exist. Under Financials, consider the investment needed, projected revenues, profitability, and payback period. Under 

Entry Strategy, outline how to enter: e.g. start from scratch, acquire a local player, form a joint venture, timing and scale of entry. 

Use cases: Explicit market entry cases (“Should we enter China?”), but also applicable to launching a new product or opening a 

new business line (the “market” is the new segment). Example: “A regional US bank is considering entering the Canadian market.” 

Analysis: Market (Canadian banking industry size, growth, competition – e.g. dominated by a few big banks, heavily regulated), 

Capabilities (client’s strengths in the US, but lacks Canada branch network or brand), Financials (cost to acquire licenses, set up 

branches vs expected revenue), Strategy (maybe acquire a small Canadian bank vs. open own branches). The recommendation 

would weigh those factors and maybe conclude it’s tough due to entrenched competitors and suggest an acquisition for quicker 

entry if proceeds. 

5. M&A (Merger & Acquisition) Framework: For acquisition cases, a commonly taught framework is to evaluate The 

Market, The Target, The Buyer (our client), and Synergies/Risks. Under Market, examine the industry conditions of the 

target company’s market (Is it attractive? Growing? Competitive?). Under Target, evaluate the standalone attractiveness of the 

company to be acquired (financial performance, assets, capabilities, management, etc.). Under Buyer (Client), consider why the 

client wants to acquire – what’s the strategic rationale? Does it fit their strategy? Can they afford it? Do they have M&A 

experience?. Finally, Synergies and Risks – identify where value can be gained by combining the two (cost synergies like eliminating 

redundancies, revenue synergies like cross-selling products) and what risks exist (culture clash, integration difficulties, paying too 

high a price, etc.). Use cases: Any case where a client is contemplating an acquisition, merger, or investment in another 

company. Example: “Our client, a hotel chain, is considering acquiring a boutique hotel company. Should they do it?” Market: boutique hotels 

segment is growing 5% a year (attractive), but many competitors. Target: the target company has 20 boutique hotels, good brand, 

but moderate profitability; value lies in their locations and brand loyalty. Buyer: our client wants to expand into luxury segment, 

has funds, but limited experience with boutique style. Synergies: could combine loyalty programs (revenue synergy), eliminate 

back-office overlap (cost synergy); risks: different service culture might not mesh, integration of branding could confuse 

customers. The framework ensures all these considerations are addressed before recommending whether to proceed with the 

deal and at what valuation. 

These are by no means the only frameworks, but they are among the most common and foundational ones. The key is not 

to rigidly memorize dozens of frameworks, but to understand what each framework is meant to illuminate. In an actual 



interview, you might start with one of these structures or a hybrid. Interviewers appreciate when candidates adapt frameworks to 

the case’s specifics.  

A word of caution: While knowing these frameworks is extremely helpful, avoid the trap of being a “framework monkey.” As 

several experts note, blindly applying a memorized framework without tailoring it can hurt your performance. Interviewers can 

tell if you shoehorn a case into a framework that doesn’t quite fit. The best candidates use frameworks as guides, not strict 

formulas – they modify them, or even develop a custom structure on the spot, to suit the case. For example, in a nonprofit case 

you might need an entirely different approach focusing on impact and funding rather than profit or market competition. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, consulting case interviews are designed to evaluate the same skills consultants use on the job. The case is the 

vehicle, and your structured thinking is the engine that drives it. By understanding what a case interview entails, why firms use 

them, what qualities interviewers seek, and by mastering the use of frameworks and common case scenarios, you will be well-

equipped to navigate interviews at McKinsey, BCG, Bain, or any top consulting firm. Approach each case with a mix of 

analytical rigor and open-minded creativity. Listen to the question, structure the problem, dive into analysis, and always articulate 

your thoughts. With practice, you’ll develop the ability to crack cases in a way that showcases your consulting potential. Good 

luck with your case preparations! 

 
Call to Action and Recruiting Next Steps 
If consulting feels like a career that could interest you, you came to the right place! UChicago has a plethora of 
resources to help you secure a position in consulting. For internships, consulting recruiting typically starts during 
Winter and Spring quarter of Sophomore year and continues into the Fall quarter of Junior year. For full-
time positions, consulting recruiting typically starts during Spring quarter of Junior year and continues 
through Winter quarter of Senior year. Please see below for a checklist of next steps that will ensure you’re as 
prepared as possible to succeed in your consulting applications: 
 

1. Schedule a Resume Review with Career Advancement on Handshake or a Consulting Peer Adviser  using 
this link. 

2. Begin Networking: Effectively networking is a vital aspect of securing a consulting position. 

For strategies on how to effectively network, explore the resources available on Career 

Advancement’s Website. Consulting Peer Advisers are also a great resource for advice on 

networking! 

 

https://app.joinhandshake.com/edu
https://bookings.cloud.microsoft/book/ConsultingCareerPeerAdvisers@uchicagoedu.onmicrosoft.com/?ismsaljsauthenabled=true
https://careeradvancement.uchicago.edu/career-toolkit/grow-your-network/networking-101/
https://careeradvancement.uchicago.edu/career-toolkit/grow-your-network/networking-101/


3. Start Your Interview Prep: The consulting interview process is comprised of 

both behavioral and case (technical) interviews. Learning how to effectively 

navigate each of these two types of interviews will be crucial to securing a 

consulting position. 

i. Behavioral Interview resources can be found here: 

1. Interview Toolkit 

2. Practice Interview Program 

ii. Case Interview resources can be found here. In addition to the 

resources on the Consulting Website, we also recommend you 

read the following books: 

1. Case in Point by Marc P. Consentino 

2. Case Interview Secrets by Victor Cheng 

3. Crack the Case System by David Ohrvall 

4. Review and Learn: For a comprehensive suite of all of the consulting 

resources Careers in Business has to offer, check out the Careers in Consulting 

Website here. 

 
 
 

https://careeradvancement.uchicago.edu/career-toolkit/ace-your-interview/interview-toolkit/
https://careeradvancement.uchicago.edu/career-toolkit/ace-your-interview/practice-interview-program/
https://careeradvancement.uchicago.edu/careers-in/consulting/
https://careeradvancement.uchicago.edu/careers-in/consulting/consulting-career-resources/

