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The following case is an interviewer-led case format, so it’s a little bit 

different than the traditional case interview. And as you listen to this, be 
prepared to do a lot of math. This is the kind of case where you’ll actually get the 
most value out of it, particularly the middle section of the case, by actually 
getting out a piece of paper and doing the math along with the candidate that’s 
being interviewed. So on that note, let’s go ahead and get started. 

The following candidate is an undergraduate or a soon to be college 
graduate with a business degree, so that gives you a little background on this 
particular candidate’s background.  

I should also mention that the expectations I have of candidates does not 
differ that much by their education background. So whether they are a college 
graduate, a PhD graduate, an MBA or an experienced hire, the standard is largely 
similar where people from different backgrounds will have a difference in 
expectation. It will generally be around their career experiences, the amount of 
client interaction skills that they have and demonstrate. There I would look for 
something a little bit different. I would expect more from an experienced hire or 
an MBA, and expect a little less polish, let’s say, from a PhD grad student or in 
some cases an undergrad, although not necessarily by that much. 

Let’s go ahead and get started with this particular candidate. 
 
Interviewer: This client is a carwash business; they run 100 different locations. These carwash 

facilities are located near residential areas. It is partially a self-service business, 
partially an automated business, and partially a labor-oriented service business.  

 
 The customer arrives at the facility; they vacuum their cars themselves. There is 

an operator that helps guide the car into the carwash facility, and there is some 
prep work that that employee does to clean the car.  And a machine basically 
completes the rest of the cleaning job and finishes the job. 

 
00:02:04 
  
 The client’s primary objective is to grow its profits, and as a part of this effort, 

they are considering one particular strategy, which is to upgrade all of their 
facilities to new equipment as a way to grow profits and to increase its capacity to 
handle more business. And their definition of new business is more carwashes per 
day, per week, and per month. 

 
Candidate: Okay. 
 
Interviewer: Any questions on the background, before I ask you some more specific questions 

about this? 
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Candidate: I just want to make sure I’m understanding this problem accurately. The client is a 
carwash company; the major objective here is to grow their profits. One of the 
ways they’ve actually identified that they will be able to potentially grow their 
profits, or at least is considering to do so, is by upgrading their equipment to 
handle more customers.   

 
 So the carwash location is in 100 locations, mostly in residential areas, and the 

way the business works is partially self-service. So the way I understood it was 
there was a labor-oriented portion, where the customer would vacuum the car 
themselves.  They would then proceed to go through and take the machine 
through the operations. Was that correct? 

 
Interviewer: There is an employee that sort of directs traffic, tells them where to go – “Drive 

into the machine, park.” The employee will clean the tires, scrub the windows – 
some of the harder-to-reach areas the machine can’t do. But the machine washes 
80% of the car. 

 
Candidate: So just to get a bit more out of the process here. The customer comes in, they 

vacuum out the car and then they give it to the employee, who then keeps driving 
it through.  Is that right? 

 
Interviewer: Actually, the customer will drive it through, and the employee directs and 

basically works on cleaning the exterior. 
 
Candidate: Okay, and the customer then puts it through the machines, and it gets finished up. 
 
Interviewer: Yes, correct. 
 
Candidate: Cool, I think I understand it. 
 
Interviewer: In helping the client determine whether this technology investment is a useful one 

in terms of growing profits, what would be the most important factors to consider 
in making that determination? 

 
00:03:54 
 
Candidate: I guess to determine— if the question you asked is whether or not this is probably 

the most useful investment with technology, I think the questions I would want to 
ask is whether or not this is something that can actually speed up the amount of 
business the client can generate, and do so in a profitable manner? So does it 
make sense from an economical standpoint, as well as does it make sense from a 
business standpoint? That would be the two areas I probably would like to 
examine there. 
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Interviewer: Are there specific pieces of information in those two areas that you think would 
be important to look at? 

 
Candidate: Absolutely.  I suppose I would want to understand whether or not this is 

something that would make sense from a customer’s point of view. So, when they 
customers are coming to the carwash – do they want to have something that is 
faster? Do they like vacuuming the car themselves? Is it speedy enough?  Then 
I’d probably want to look at if the competitors are doing something similar to this, 
or how their position in the market is versus our current client. 

 
 And whether or not the company has the capacity to do this anyway.  Does it 

make sense economically?  Then I suppose lastly, it would be an idea about 
understanding whether or not there is anything to do with our product that makes 
the most sense, and if we can do anything more with it. 

 
 So those would be the four areas I would probably want to look at. 
 
Interviewer: Okay. I’m curious – why would the customer’s point of view be important in 

considering a capacity expansion through this technology? 
 

Here again, I’m challenging the candidate for their rationale around what 
areas they want to look at. Again, to emphasize, we don’t want candidates who 
are just looking, or fishing, for information. The whole purpose of having a 
problem-solving structure or an issue tree or framework is to test the hypothesis. 
So the real question here is: what is the hypothesis? What will test the hypothesis? 
And can you justify why you (or the candidate) needs a particular piece of 
information to test that hypothesis? So that’s what I’m doing here. 

 
Candidate: I suppose the goal of the company is to grow its profits. I guess to grow its profits, 

it is best to look at it from a profitability framework as well. But I guess the 
reason I chose to look at it from a bit of a holistic standpoint first, and why I want 
to include the customers in that, was to get a bit of a feel for the situation before 
we really went and delve in there. 

 
00:06:03 
 
Interviewer: And why would the competitors’ perspective be one of the more critical factors, 

in your opinion, in analyzing this technology investment? 
 
Candidate: The competitors’ perspective would be interesting because I would like to 

know— if this is something that they are going to be investing in that’s a new 
technology, it is obviously going to have some pretty important costs associated 
with it, and pretty massive costs to the company. 
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 So I think it is important for us to really understand what our competitors are 
doing in the space, and whether or not this is something they are already doing. or 
if this is going to give us a competitive advantage in the market.  Or even – at 
least if nothing else – we need to understand if we do invest in this, how we’re 
going to be able to position ourselves against them, and if they are going to do a 
similar thing. 

 
 I know the objective is to grow profits, but I suppose I was trying to get a bit of an 

understanding of the overall situation first. Would it be your opinion that we 
proceed and look at it from a monetary focus first? 

 
Interviewer: I think it’s up to you. I’m just trying to understand how you think about the 

problem. So what is your hypothesis in this particular case? And how would the 
key points that you’ve mentioned support or disprove your hypothesis? 

 
Here again, I’m pushing the candidate to justify his rationale around 

testing a particular hypothesis and what information is needed. Ideally, the 
candidate should be proactively volunteering this information; here, I’m trying to 
draw it out. As an interviewer, sometimes we’re faced with the challenge of: 
perhaps the candidate has the ability to do the kind of problem solving we want, 
but they’re not articulating and communicating it.  So to the extent I have the 
time, I will try to help the candidate by phrasing certain questions that are explicit, 
because sometimes they don’t realize they need to be communicating this. 

The downside of this is: it takes more time. So to the extent the 
interviewer is helping you by doing things that frankly, you should be doing 
yourself, then you waste a lot of time and sometimes you run out of time. So that 
is sort of the tradeoff here. 

So here because I have the luxury of having a longer interview, longer 
than you typically see from the major firms— because I’m trying to introduce 
certain points and trying to give examples where I can teach around, I tend to 
have a longer interview, which you should not take that as an indication that they 
will be this long in real life. I’m just trying to make certain points in these 
teaching examples. 

00:08:08 
The big point here is: the candidate really isn’t stating a clear enough 

hypothesis and putting together a logical argument to test that hypothesis, and 
isn’t necessarily communicating why each piece of that argument is going to be 
necessary to test that hypothesis.  I’m challenging the candidate here on that. 

 
Candidate: My hypothesis here is: I think investing in new technology is one way to grow 

profits, I guess. But I probably would like to get a bit of an understanding of the 
company’s situation financially before I make any more assessments. I think that 
is the best way to proceed. 
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Interviewer: Do you have a hypothesis to start? 
 
Candidate: Yes, I guess the hypothesis is: will the company be able to afford this new 

technology to grow its profits? 
 
Interviewer: Is that a question or is that a hypothesis? 
 
Candidate: Oh sorry. My question is— yes, I guess it’s a question. So my hypothesis is: what 

aspects of the company— yes, well the question is: will the company be able to 
afford it? 

 
Here I think the candidate is being a little wishy-washy. A hypothesis is a 

definitive point of view. It doesn’t have to be right. It doesn’t have to be accurate. 
It just has to be concrete. Again, the purpose of a hypothesis is to prove it or 
disprove it. Sometimes it’s easier to think of a hypothesis as something you try to 
disprove, because then you’re not as emotionally wedded to it. So here, the 
hypothesis is a bit wishy-washy; it’s extremely hard to pin down one. And you 
can see me trying to pin the candidate down on a specific hypothesis, and 
unfortunately it’s a little bit challenging to do so. 

Your ideal hypothesis should be concrete, definitive and stated up front. 
Then that should drive the rest of your process. 

 
Interviewer: Okay. What information would you need to know to answer your question that 

you just stated? 
 
Candidate: In order to do that, I would like to have a look at the profits, and break them down 

by revenues and costs. 
 
Interviewer: Which one would be more important to you? 
 
00:09:55 
 
Candidate: I think right now I want to have a look at what the revenues currently are. To give 

you a bit of an idea, I’ve just drawn out the box, and I have broken that box out on 
the next layer by revenues and costs. I think the area I want to focus on firstly is 
revenues, just because I would like to know how much money this company is 
bringing in before I understand how they are going to… and whether or not there 
is an ability for this new technology to really build and grow their profits. 

 
Interviewer: Let’s say this technology did grow profits, in what way do you think it would 

grow profits? 
 
Candidate: I think it would probably grow profits by enabling them to get more customers 

through in a quicker manner. By the looks of this, there seems to be a lot of time 
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getting held up in customers vacuuming the car…I don’t know this, but I’m 
guessing there probably would be some time taken up by customers vacuuming 
the car. Then the fact that the employee then goes and cleans the car for them and 
then takes it through to the machines. 

 
 I guess my hypothesis is: this technology would speed up the number of 

customers who could go through in one day and therefore, it would encourage 
more volumes of business. 

 
So far, this opening is unfortunately not very strong. The hypothesis and 

the subsequent problem-solving structure to test that hypothesis is fairly weak. 
And the rationale around the key areas needed to test the hypothesis is not clearly 
articulated.  

I think there is an alternative way of thinking about the issue tree and the 
hypothesis that I want to convey. It is something that I have gravitated towards 
more recently as a way to better explain the role of hypothesis and the issue tree. 
Here is the structure I’ve been going with. If you think of the opening of a case as 
a logical argument, think of it as an “if / then” statement argument – if the sun is 
shining and if there are no clouds in the sky, then it must be a sunny day. So that 
would be the logical argument. 

And when you open a case, whether it’s the interviewer-led format or the 
candidate-led format, I think it is very useful to think of your hypothesis and your 
issue tree, or your hypothesis and your framework, as a logical argument. So what 
you’re basically saying is: if X, Y and Z are true, then your hypothesis is true.  

00:12:08 
That’s the structure, only you want to flip it around – you state the 

hypothesis first, so it’s more like a “then / if” statement, rather than an “if / then” 
statement. You say, “My hypothesis is ‘X,’ and I believe it is true if X, Y and Z 
are proven to be true.”  

So when an interviewer talks about “structuring your problem,” 
“structuring a case,” what they are really saying is: fill in the blanks for the “if / 
then” statement. Under what conditions would the hypothesis be true? So your 
responsibility is to come up with a hypothesis, and then come up with the “if” 
conditions that would make that hypothesis true. 

Then as you solve the case, particularly in the candidate-led format when 
you have the most flexibility, you go and try to look at each of those conditions to 
see if they’re true. And to the extent they are true or not true, then you would 
potentially revise your logical statement. So: if X and Y are true but Z is not true, 
then it disproves your hypothesis, and now you need to think about a better 
hypothesis that better matches the data that you’ve discovered so far. 

So that’s a useful way I find of explaining the role of the hypothesis and 
the issue tree, or the hypothesis and the framework. And I think it’s better to say  
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it’s the hypothesis and the logical argument that supports it. Again, it’s not 
important necessarily that the initial hypothesis is correct. It’s only important that 
you can disprove it – or it’s concrete enough that you can disprove or prove it.  

In this case, this particular candidate did not do a very strong job in 
articulating the hypothesis and articulating the logical argument – those “if” 
conditions that would validate that particular hypothesis. Again, that’s something 
you want to strive for to do more correctly in your interviews. 

 
Interviewer: So it sounds like volume is a key factor. Also, I should clarify that this technology 

would not impact the vacuuming. So it’s not related to the vacuuming; it’s only 
related to the actual washing of the exterior of the car. 

 
00:14:02 
 

Here what I noticed was: the candidate was what I call “assuming facts not 
in evidence.” So he had made some assumptions around what the technology 
would do and really probably should not have, and probably should have asked a 
clarifying question.  

For example, this candidate assumed that the new technology would 
somehow automate the vacuuming process of vacuuming a car. First of all, I don’t 
know of a technology that can do that. Most of the things I’ve seen involve a 
human being – either the customer or an employee within the organization 
vacuuming the car – because each car is so different. So to the extent you’re 
making an assumption like that, it’s better to verify what the technology actually 
does, rather than assume. So you want to be very careful with that because you 
can give the wrong answer.  If you assumed incorrectly, then you can get the 
wrong answer. 

 
Candidate: Okay, so only in the final process, out of those three? 
 
Interviewer: Yes. 
 
Candidate: So is this related only to the final stage of the process? 
 
Interviewer: Correct, yes, so just washing the exterior. Basically, the machine today is slow; 

the new one is faster. 
 
Candidate: I would need an idea of how long it takes the machine to…I’m jumping around a 

little bit here, but I guess— what you said is quite interesting. I probably should 
have clarified earlier. How long does it take from the beginning of this carwash to 
the end? 
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Interviewer: Actually we’ll get to that in one second, so you’re anticipating some of the data 
I’ll be sharing. What I would like to do now here is just clarify, because you 
mentioned a couple different things.  What would be the four or five most 
important factors you would want to know in order to determine whether this 
investment made sense or not? 

 
Candidate: I think it definitely has to make sense in terms of its ability to impact on profits. I 

guess the major things I would want to look at would be whether or not it made 
sense from a potential revenue standpoint, so: will this actually be able to generate 
more volume per day than what it currently stands? Whether or not this actually 
makes sense from a cost side, so: is the amount of volume that we’re generating 
able to be offset by the amount of cost? Sorry, is the amount of cost able to be 
offset by the amount of volume that we’re generating from it? So does it make 
sense economically? 

 
00:16:04 
 
 Then I guess the other things I’d probably want to touch on would be getting an 

idea on how this impacts the market overall.  But in terms of the company’s 
objective, the main thing here is: does it make sense from a revenues and costs 
point of view? 

 
Interviewer: Okay, and what do you think the major cost components would likely be for a 

business like this? 
 
Candidate: The major costs I’m seeing would be the cost to actually own and operate that sort 

of machinery, and keeping it up to date, and in terms of actually making sure it 
functions properly. There are a lot of costs in maintenance. I think for a carwash, 
obviously the rent and the land itself that the business is on will probably have 
quite a bit of costs as well, providing they don’t own the land that they’re leasing, 
or even if they do. 

 
 So just boxing these out… I’ve got labor, rent, utility (I think would be also 

another major cost), and then… I don’t know if they are using a license or a lease 
agreement, but some sort of— like to use a carwash brand name. I don’t know 
any U.S. carwash companies, but I’m assuming this is a brand the company owns. 

 
Interviewer: Yes, let’s assume they own it. 
 
Candidate: Okay, so I think the three main costs then would be labor, rent and utility. 
 
Interviewer: Of the four or five things you mentioned, which do you think would be the most 

important cost that you would want to look at, in terms of determining whether 
this would be a good investment or not? 
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Candidate: The idea is to look at a new technology investment; I probably would want to 

have a look at what it costs to maintain the current equipment. 
 
Interviewer: What would the second most important cost be, in your opinion? 
 
Candidate: With regards to this, I think the second most important cost would be labor.  I’m 

not too sure exactly how much labor is used in operating these particular 
machines, and whether or not these would be automated. I think there is a 
potential to offset the labor as well. 

 
Interviewer: Okay, fair point. Could you now refer to Exhibits 1 and 2 and I’ll do the same. 

There is a fair amount of data there, so why don’t you take a few minutes to take a 
look at that very carefully, and in particular as you do that – I’ll give you a minute 
to look at it overall, take a look at it – and then the question I’m going to ask you 
first is: what interesting observations or insights have you noticed in looking at 
those two exhibits? 

 
00:18:06 
 
Candidate: Okay.  
 
Interviewer: As you go through that, if you notice anything interesting, feel free to think out 

loud, and point out anything interesting you notice. Then after you’ve had a 
chance to go through the whole thing, I would love to get your key thoughts on 
the top three or four most interesting observations. 

 
Candidate: Something I have just noticed is that with the new technology, or at least one of 

the major costs with the older technology, is that the labor is actually the highest. 
That to me was quite a shock. I would normally assume with most businesses, the 
biggest costs would be the rent.  

 
 So the fact that labor is the highest out of all of them, from what I can see, is 

actually quite an interesting observation. So if we’re looking at how to assess this 
new technology within the current situation of the company, I think that it does 
solve one of the major problems of the company, with costs being that $2,100 and 
essentially halving it, because the cost of labor is so much lower. So that is the 
first thing I’ve noticed. 

 
Candidate: What I’m noticing is that there are obviously a lot more carwashes on the 

weekends. So— there seems to be a lot more.  So for Saturday and Sunday, there 
are 100 carwashes per day, which is equal to the total number of carwashes in one 
week. Which suggests to me that the business has quite a lot more customers on 
the weekend. 
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 And if we introduced some new technology that could get through more 

carwashes, there is a potential to actually generate a lot more revenue for the 
weekend.  So maximum capacity at the current structure of the company is 100 
cars, and the labor cost seems to be per employee, at $2,100, which is over the 
course of a week.  And rent seems to be at $4,800, and so it seems like – as I 
pointed out before – there are a lot of costs on the labor side, which I think 
presents a bit of a problem for the company. I think it makes it quite an interesting 
proposal to introduce something that actually reduces the amount of costs per 
labor by half. 

 
Interviewer: Any other observations that you notice from Exhibits 1 and 2? 
 
00:19:58 
 
Candidate: I notice there are no maintenance costs, which I found quite interesting. I would 

have thought there would have been costs associated with maintenance, but it 
seems like that doesn’t happen.  There is also no loan costs for the equipment, 
which suggests to me either the company must produce it, or they own the 
equipment currently, which is a bit of an advantage because if you’re looking at 
introducing new equipment, you’re probably going to have some costs associated 
with— I’m not too sure, either loaning the equipment or having to maintain it. I 
don’t know how they’re getting around this currently, but it seems like that’s one 
major cost that would be facing the company, if they introduce a new system, that 
isn’t actually facing them now. 

 
Interviewer: Okay. 
 
Candidate: Yeah, I found that quite interesting. 
 
Interviewer: Anything else you noticed before we move on? 
 
Candidate: Nothing aside from— I mean the costs that I mentioned to you before seem to be 

there. It surprises me that real estate is so cheap, but it seems like the major costs 
facing the company is labor. 

 
Interviewer: Okay, great. The next question, related to Exhibits 1 and 2: is this business 

profitable? 
 

Here I asked explicitly the question whether this business is profitable or 
not. Frankly, for an A-level performance, someone who could get a job offer at 
one of the top firms, I would expect this person – this kind of candidate –to notice 
that the business was or was not profitable. The information is in the exhibits. It’s  
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not stated explicitly, so you have to do one relatively simple calculation – actually 
two calculations that are pretty minor. And considering that the candidate opened 
by saying he wanted to look at costs and revenues and I just gave him costs and 
revenues, then it’s not that much of a stretch to expect that person to calculate the 
actual profits of the business. 

Here he got the right computation, but it didn’t occur to him to actually 
look at that from the outset. And for a candidate that actually goes all the way 
through the final round and gets an offer, I would very much expect the candidate 
to have noticed that. Incidentally, when I created the case, I deliberately did that. 
Rather than say, “profit equals (whatever the profit is),” I gave revenues, or what 
you could use to compute revenues, as well as expenses. Again, an A-level-type 
player would calculate the profit because they would be curious; they would be 
wondering, “Geez, is this business actually profitable or not?”  

00:22:02 
In particular, the rationale would be: they want to know if the new 

technology would change the profitability of the business. So to understand that, 
you kind of have to know what the profitability of the business is today. So it is 
something I would expect to be discovered in the process. In this particular case, I 
gave a chance for the candidate to mention it himself, and then ultimately ended 
up asking him, and realized that he had not noticed that beforehand. 

 
 
Candidate: Let me just have a quick look again. So it’s $10 per carwash, and there are 400 

carwashes, which indicates that you got $4,000 in revenue. Looking at costs, 
weekly costs, it seems like there are more costs...oh okay, so $4,200, which 
indicates that this actually isn’t profitable currently. In fact, it is negative $200 in 
weekly profits, which is quite concerning. 

 
Interviewer: And given what you have noticed so far, how might this impact your hypothesis 

or potential recommendations for the client? 
 

Here I’m asking the candidate, “Given this business is not profitable 
today, how does that change your thinking about the particular objectives the 
client has in mind?”  Ideally, the candidate should answer that question 
automatically. Whenever you discover new information about a case, you should 
constantly, constantly, constantly be asking yourself: how does this change the 
answer of my ultimate recommendation? How does this impact the client’s 
objectives? It’s constantly something you want to be thinking about. 

This is, I think, what makes case interviews sometimes a bit challenging. 
A lot of candidates are used to having what I call an “explicit test,” a math test 
with 20 problems, with definitive problems. A case interview has a lot of implicit 
aspects to it, where you’re expected to figure out the problem that you need to 
then answer. So it is more challenging.  
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00:23:50 
In this particular example, the fact that the business is currently 

unprofitable is significant I think, because the rationale for the technology is to 
make the business more profitable.  It’s kind of assumed initially that it was 
profitable, but now there is new information that shows it’s not profitable and so 
it would likely impact the overall approach, and at least should be highlighted as a 
significant concern, at a minimum. 

I point that out in terms of helping you better understand what 
interviewers are looking for and what types of things we expect candidates to say, 
and preferably say more proactively. So here in this particular example, it would 
have been better if I did not have to ask this question because the candidate’s 
prior answer already encompassed this question. This is the kind of situation 
where I had hoped the candidate would both ask the question of himself as well as 
answer it, before I even have to get to it. 

 
Candidate: I think now to me, it would make sense that if the company wanted to invest in 

new equipment, they would probably need to have some sort of capital reserved in 
order to purchase that new equipment. And given that the company is not running 
profitably, my hypothesis is – or the question I’m asking myself is – whether or 
not this is something they really need to be doing, or if they should potentially be 
looking at how they can grow their revenues first, or minimize that cost. 

 
Interviewer: Why don’t you go ahead and now refer to Exhibit 3.  And you can keep Exhibits 1 

and 3 handy because you’ll probably need to refer back and forth to those, but 
mostly Exhibit 3. Take a look at that for one second, and then I have some 
specific questions I would like your help on. It will involve some computation, so 
you will certainly want to get a piece of paper and a pen handy. No calculators 
permitted, but you’re welcome to do math on the paper. 

 
Candidate: Sure. 
 
Interviewer: Let me know if you have any questions around definitions or terms on Exhibit 3.  

Let’s get started. So assuming the current number of carwashes sold per week 
remains constant and does not change, the question is: should the client invest in 
this new technology? In particular, I would like to know: what is the weekly profit 
today, compared to what is the weekly profit with the new technology?  And 
which one would be more attractive? 

 
00:26:00 
 
Candidate: You said you want to understand whether or not this would be profitable, and 

what the profit was from the current technology and the new technology. Is that 
correct? 
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Interviewer: Yes, I want to know which one is more profitable, and by how much. 
 
Candidate: Okay. From what I’m seeing— well, both of them are not profitable from what 

I’m seeing. And the only reason that is, is because assuming the current number 
of people coming through remains the same, which is 40 people per day over the 
weekdays, and 100 carwashes per day on Saturday and Sunday, that gives you 
400 carwashes on a weekly basis. And given it is $10 per car, it means you got 
$4,000 in revenue maximum per week. 

 
 Given that remains the same, it would seem that with the current technology, you 

have got negative $200 profit on a weekly basis. If you kept all things constant 
with the new technology, from what I’m seeing here, it seems like even though 
labor does go down by $150 per day, you still have a total weekly cost of $4,550, 
which is still extremely high. That seems to be coming in from the equipment 
loan costs on a five-year loan, so that gives you negative $550. 

 
 But something that came to mind as I was looking at it was that even though 

we’ve got data that there are 100 carwashes per day on Sunday (this is getting a 
bit off the beaten track, but just to understand and make sure this is what is 
correct), are we turning people away on Saturday and Sunday, or are there only 
100 people coming in? Do we have underutilized capacity? 

 
Interviewer: That’s a great question. Let’s assume for the time being that people are not being 

turned away. My question then is: with the new technology, what is the breakeven 
point? How many additional carwashes need to be sold in a week for the new 
technology to be breakeven, for the business to be breakeven overall? 

 
Candidate: So that is a question of what would be profitable…and assuming by breakeven, 

you mean higher than zero, correct? 
 
Interviewer: Or just zero, let’s make it zero. 
 
Candidate: Okay. So we need to understand… was it how many carwashes we need to do, or 

how much the revenue needs to be? 
 
00:28:01 
 
Interviewer: How much additional carwashes would need to be sold at the current pricing in 

order for the new technology— for the business to have a profit of zero with the 
new technology? 

 
Candidate: Given what I’m seeing here, it seems like it would be 55 more carwashes on a 

weekly basis, in order for us to be at zero. 
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Interviewer: Great. Given this information, should the client invest in the new technology, 
given the information you’ve uncovered so far? 

 
What you see here is I’m trying to help the candidate out by constantly 

bringing him back to the original objective, which is: should the client invest in 
this new technology, yes or no? And what you always want to be doing in a case 
like this, actually any format, is: constantly, constantly go back to the original 
question – the original objective which you should have written down somewhere 
prominently – and ask yourself, “Okay, given what I’ve just discovered, how does 
this impact the client’s overall objective?” Again, it’s better for you to do this 
proactively, without the interviewer having to prompt you. 

I’ll tell you that I think in a lot of cases, a lot of interviewers won’t prompt 
you. In my case, I’m doing this for a very particular reason – both to give a 
practice interview, as well as to teach around it. So through the questions I’m 
asking (that a lot of interviewers will not ask), I’m sort of revealing the steps that 
the candidate missed. A lot of interviewers won’t do that. So just realize that’s 
why it’s important to be aware of how this process works. 

 
Candidate: If 55 new carwashes are necessary just to break even, to me that doesn’t seem 

like…I think I would need to do a bit more digging to understand whether or not 
there is any more demand currently coming through, which is why I asked the 
question of whether or not there were people being turned away. If we’re 
currently at capacity, then it would seem logical to invest in a new technology that 
enables us to get more. 

 
 However, if there are people coming in, and we don’t have more demand for what 

we do, it would seem that even though 55 customers isn’t too much greater, if you 
work it out over a week, it would be less than seven per day. In fact, even if you 
just shut out the weekend, you could probably do six customers a day and you 
would be fine. 

 
00:30:04 
 
 But I guess the problem is whether or not we can actually do that. I probably 

would want to have a chat with the client, and understand if there is any more 
demand out there before I determined if this was a bad idea. But from my first 
sense, this probably is not the best option for the client, as it currently stands, and 
we should probably be looking at how they can work their business to get more 
profits with what they currently have, and potentially look at the new technology 
later on. 
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The statement the candidate gives here is not terribly concise. The kind of 
statement I was looking for was something along the lines of, “No, the client 
should not invest in the new technology, based on what we’ve discovered so far, 
because they don’t have a capacity problem, they have a ‘not enough demand’ 
problem.” So a statement like that is about two or three sentences, and really gets 
to the point of what’s troubling about this particular situation. 

Again, it’s useful to be concise in making your statements, and I think it 
requires, as well as reflects, clear thinking, which is ultimately what these 
companies are looking for. If your communication is clear, the assumption is your 
thinking is clear. I think that’s a reasonable assumption. It’s very hard to be a 
clear communicator if your thinking is very unclear. At the same time, I think the 
reverse is not necessarily true; it’s possible you’re thinking very clearly, but if you 
are not accustomed to trying to communicate what you’re thinking, sometimes the 
communication can be a little more confusing. 

In this particular case, I’m not sure which one was the situation, but the 
end product of the communication was certainly unclear, from my standpoint. 

 
Interviewer: Okay, great. Let me give you a different scenario.  
 

Here I’m going to transition the case, and give the candidate a math or 
computation intensive problem. This type of problem is very common in the 
interviewer-led format, so it’s something you should be prepared for. If you’re 
listening in and are at a place where you can sit down and bring out a piece of 
paper, this would be a good time to bring out the piece of paper and follow along 
with the math.  

00:32:03 
I find the actual math is not that complicated, but the fact that it’s layered 

into a very natural type client situation makes it more confusing. So part of the 
exercise you’re going to see is figuring out what math needs to be done, and then 
actually doing the math. I find those candidates have a harder time figuring out 
the math that needs to be done and not getting confused in the process, then 
actually doing the math, which is sometimes fairly simplistic. 

 
Interviewer:  Let’s assume the client is able to increase prices by $2 per carwash, and the 

number of carwashes sold will decline by 10%. So a $2 price increase and a 
volume drop of 10%. What would the weekly profitability be with the current 
technology, and then what would the weekly profit be with the new technology? 

 
Candidate: So just to make sure I got that, it’s an increase in price of $2, and a drop in overall 

of 10%. Is that correct? 
 
Interviewer: Correct. 
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Candidate: Okay. So that gives us 180 carwashes on a weekly basis; however, that 180 now 
becomes (multiplied) by 8, which gets us to… by the looks of this, it seems to be 
$1,440, which gives us… so revenue wise, we have $1,440 per week, rather than 
$2,000, which to me indicates there is a drop.  

 
Here I want to do a quick “time out” and ask you a question. Did you 

notice the two math errors this candidate just made? If not, I would encourage to 
go back carefully, either in the transcript or the recordings, and see if you can spot 
the two errors that were made, and I’ll point them out in a second. But it’s a good 
time to take a “time out” and go back and check, to see if you notice them 
yourselves. 

 
Interviewer: Let me clarify.  By week, I mean a seven-day week, and so let me repeat the 

question to make sure it’s clear. Let’s assume prices increase by $2, and that 
volume drops by 10%. What is the weekly profitability under the current 
technology, and then compared with the new technology? 

 
00:34:10 
 
Candidate: Okay. So it seems like the calculation I need to be doing is 180 times (multiplied) 

by 12, rather than (multiplied) by 8, which seems to be… 
 
Interviewer: Where are you getting the 180 figure from? 
 

Here the candidate notices his first error, which is: we talked about 
changing the price by increasing the price by $2, and his initial computation 
involved making a new computation based on reducing the price by $2, rather 
than increasing it. So this is an example of him just getting confused and probably 
not writing down the information. If you go back and look or listen to the prior 
few minutes, you’ll notice he did summarize what he thought the question was, 
and said, “Just to make sure I got that, it’s an increase in price of $2.” So he 
clearly understood it the first time, but as he went to go do the computation, he 
flipped it and made a mistake. That’s his first mistake. 

 
Candidate: Just to clarify I understood you correctly, it seems like from what I understood, 

the weekly number of carwashes from Exhibit 1 seems to be 200, and so if we 
dropped that figure by 10% it would be 180. Is that… 

 
Interviewer: That’s not the number I get. 
 
Candidate: Oh, okay.  
 
Interviewer: I see weekly carwashes of 400. 
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Candidate: Where am I getting this from? Okay 400, my apologies. I’ve only been looking at 

one of the totals.  
 

Here is his second mistake. We’re looking for the carwash count for the 
entire week, all seven days, and he originally used only the carwash count for the 
first five days of the week, rather than doing both. So his number was incomplete. 
Here he notices the problem and notices the mistake, and tries to correct it. 

00:35:53 
That being said, I would say at this point, given the two logical math 

errors combined with the poor structuring up front, I probably would have 
mentally rejected this candidate certainly at this point without having to continue 
further. Even arguably, I would probably be inclined to reject this particular 
candidate right after the opening, because the opening was pretty weak. I may not 
even mentally have gotten this far into the interview with an open mind, and may 
have judged early on that this candidate was not going to pass. 

I want to give you some insight as to when this decision is made. I think it 
would largely depend on how many other candidates I was interviewing on a 
particular day. If I had a lot of people who opened very strongly on that particular 
case, so I was pretty comfortable the case was fair, and this particular candidate 
didn’t open strong, then I probably would mentally reject them right on the spot. 
If this was my first candidate of the day, I might sort of just do a “wait and see” 
approach. But clearly the candidate did not start off strong, and at this point in the 
case, he had made a couple of logical errors and that, I think, would ultimately 
cost this candidate the case. 

 
Candidate: So if we dropped 400 by 10%, it would seem that we then get a drop of 40, which 

gets you to 360. So if you times 360 “by 12,” rather than what I was talking about, 
which seemed to be very off, we have $4,320, which would indicate that that’s 
actually, given the new figure, it still would be unprofitable if we introduced new 
machinery, which looks like it would unprofitable by…so the costs are $4,550 
and the revenues now, based on this new calculation (providing everything is now 
correct), is $4,320. 

 
 So from a drop of minus $550 to begin with, it now seems to be something that 

would be 170 I would say… 230. So $230 negative profit, rather than the negative 
$550. 

 
Interviewer: Then what would the profit level be for under the current technology? 
 
Candidate: The profit level under the current technology, it looks like it would be…is that if 

we introduced the increase in price, minus 10%? 
 
00:38:04 
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Interviewer: Correct. 
 
Candidate: Okay, so assuming $4,000 again is the current maximum revenue, and so that’s 

400 and so the same thing, and a price increase by $2, so 400 carwashes 
increasing by $2 additional…so to make sure I’m getting this right, it’s still 400 
carwashes for the weekly and weekend washes, is that correct? 

 
Interviewer: I’ll restate the question. If prices increase by $2 and volume drops by 10%, what 

would the weekly profitability under the current technology be? Basically, which 
one is more profitable is my question. 

 
Candidate: Okay. So if we have 400 current carwashes and they are currently “by 10” and 

they increase “by 12,” that gets you to $4,800 in revenues. Then if we drop the 
10% it is 380, 360 rather. What I’m doing here, just so you can see what I’m 
calculating on paper, I’m just calculating through the number of customers, and so 
that’s 360 carwashes by a price of $12, and that’s what I’m calculating currently. 
Then I’m going to proceed and calculate what the…I’m assuming the costs stay 
the same, is that correct? 

 
Interviewer: Correct. 
 
Candidate: Okay, so it seems like from what I have here, there is an increase of $120 in new 

revenue, not $120 but $320. So it seems to be $4,220, $4,320 is the additional 
increase in revenue. So that means there is $120 in negative profit. So the profit 
has gone down, but it is still unprofitable. 

 
Interviewer: I’m sorry, can you walk me through the math again on that last piece? 
 

Here the math I found very difficult to follow. If you go and read the 
transcript or listen again, and see if you can follow and reproduce the steps that 
this particular candidate is going through.  

00:39:55 
Ultimately, I think the better approach is to state what you intend to do 

mathematically with words. So: “To calculate total sales, I intend to multiply total 
volume shipped times the average price.” What that means is since total volume 
shipped is 100 units, price is 4 units (or whatever the numbers are – I’m making 
this up), then go into the math. 

When you explain what you’re about to do before you actually do it, it 
allows the interviewer or the client to agree or disagree with your approach. And 
then if you do the math, then it’s a question of whether you did the math 
accurately or not. In many cases, candidates will immediately just jump into the 
numbers, and it’s very hard for an interviewer to follow. So it’s important that you  
state what you intend to do first, before you actually do it. So if there was a  
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mistake, if you would, that would be the mistake of not showing your steps in 
advance of actually doing it. Otherwise, it makes it very hard for the interviewer 
to follow. 

Here I’m basically asking the candidate to repeat the steps very slowly so I 
can do the math with him, and double check it to make sure he did it correctly. By 
the way, interviewers actually do this, and so— it’s important that we verify your 
math and agree with your process and approach, so it’s important that you do that 
and show that very explicitly up front. 

 
Candidate: Sure. 
 
Interviewer: What are the sales and what are the costs? 
 
Candidate: I’ve looked at – the sales were 360 carwashes, because if it goes down by 10% 

you get 40… 
 
Interviewer: Yes, I follow that. What do you have for total dollar sales? 
 
Candidate: I’ve got $12 rather than $10. 
 
Interviewer: Okay. 
 
Candidate: So 12 x 36, providing my math was correct, was $4,320. 
 
Interviewer: Okay, and what is the cost? 
 
Candidate: Costs, assuming nothing new is implemented, was $4,200. 
 
Interviewer: Okay, and what is the net profit? 
 
Candidate: The net profit from that seems to be…oh, my apologies. It is positive $120. 
 

Here the candidate reversed the sign. So shifting profit from I believe it 
was a negative 120, or $120 loss, in his original computation to now realizing it’s 
a $120 profit – a positive net income, not a negative one. Again, that’s another 
logical error, and ultimately yet another reason to reject this particular candidate.  

00:42:07 
By the way, this might seem harsh, and it might seem like it’s just a 

careless error. What’s the big deal? I’ll tell you what is going through my head. In 
my head when a consultant, not a candidate, but when a consultant works with a  
client, particularly one where I have the relationship and it’s my reputation on the 
line, and the consultant makes a lot of these careless errors in front of the client, it 
really causes the client to question whether they made the right decision.  
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So it reflects poorly on the firm, it reflects poorly on the individual 
managers and partners involved, and it kind of casts doubt onto the relationship, 
and whether that relationship was ultimately a good idea. 

So in the consulting business, a big part of what you’re offering is 
certainty and reassurance around the direction you’re recommending. When a 
client notices that you’re constantly making mistakes or someone on your team is 
constantly making mistakes, they can’t help but wonder: are there other mistakes 
you’ve made I just haven’t noticed yet? And they start getting a little concerned 
and a little suspicious. 

That’s the mental story that, as an interviewer, I’m telling myself in my 
head that is prompting me to be inclined to reject a particular candidate. So it’s 
not necessarily me being hard or harsh or unfair, it’s that clients are harsh and 
sometimes a little unfair. So I’m just anticipating that uncomfortable meeting I’m 
going to have to have with this particular individual representing me or my firm, 
and so that’s the inner dialogue the interviewer has with him or herself. 

 
Interviewer: Okay, so what does this mean for the client? Given this information, what are the 

potential implications for the client? 
 
Candidate: From what I’m gathering here, it would seem that it would be unprofitable to look 

at investing in new machinery. Rather, they should be looking at increasing their 
price by a certain portion, whether or not that was $2. $2 was a good guessing 
point, but we want to look at what a good price point would be for them to 
increase their business, their carwashes to.  

 
00:44:04 
 
 Then look at what that would impact on the number of customers they had. It 

seems like it would make more sense from a profitability standpoint to use that 
measure, rather than looking at investing in a new technology. 

 
Interviewer: Okay, great. Let me give you a different scenario. Let’s assume prices decrease or 

go down by $1, and that the daily volume of carwashes sold increases by 30% on 
any day where there is sufficient capacity to handle the increased demand. What 
would the weekly profit be under the current technology, compared to the new 
technology? 

 
Candidate: So the price is now $9 and the volume went up by 30%, given its capacity.  Was 

that correct? 
 
Interviewer: Correct. 
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Candidate: So that would imply that it would only go up 30% when the carwash was at its 
full capacity.  Is that right? That would be 30% on the Saturday and Sunday. 

 
Interviewer: Sorry, the daily volume of carwashes sold will increase by 30% on days where 

there is enough capacity in the machine to actually wash the additional cars. 
 
Candidate: Oh okay, so it seems that it would go up by 30% on weekdays, given that 

Saturday and Sunday are at capacity? 
 
Interviewer: For the current technology, yes. 
 
Candidate: Okay, and I’m looking at this from a new technology and old technology? 
 
Interviewer: Correct, comparing the two. 
 
Candidate: So with the old technology, if it went up 30% on Monday and Friday, that would 

be…given there are 200 carwashes Monday through Friday, if it went up 30%, 
that would be 260 in volume for the week, plus another 200 for the weekends – 
that would be 460 in total volume sales. Therefore, the profit for, or the revenue 
rather, for the old technology would be 9 x 460, which gives us $4,140 in total 
profit. Then so profitability given… and at the cost, it seems to be $4,200 still, so 
that would give a negative figure of $60. 

 
00:46:13 
 
Interviewer: Okay. 
 
Candidate: Now from a new side, it would seem like there would be a price increase…am I 

assuming there would be a price increase for the new technology? 
 

Here the candidate has not really listened to the question very carefully, 
and is asking me to repeat the question on several different occasions. I should 
mention this particular candidate is in a time zone, and so when we did this mock 
interview, it was like 4:00 in the morning. So he’s very tired, and I think his 
performance shows that. So I do think his actual ability is higher than is being 
demonstrated, which also goes to show why you need to get a good night’s rest of 
sleep, particularly if where you are interviewing is in a different time zone than 
where you happen to live most of the time.  

So if you’re traveling to a different office for a final round, for example, 
it’s very important that you get good rest.  I had this experience myself when I’ve  
gone to a final round on the East Coast when going to school on the West Coast 
of the United States. I was tired, and because of the time zones, sometimes it’s  
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hard to get to bed early because your body isn’t used to going to bed that early. I 
was a little off the next day and not as quick on math, not as quick to notice the 
little things that I think if I was better rested, I would have noticed.  

So here this candidate, I think, is having some challenges not just on the 
case overall, but in addition to lots of little things – misunderstanding something 
or not hearing it correctly, inverting signs, adding instead of subtracting, and that 
kind of stuff that I think if he were better rested, he would not have missed.  

But in this particular case, he is looking to repeat the question. Sometimes 
you want to repeat it just to make sure you heard it correctly.  I think on this one, 
he truly did not know, and it shows he did not write down what problem he was 
trying to solve, and that’s usually a good step and habit to get into. 

 
Interviewer: I’ll restate the question.  If prices decreased by $1, and the daily volume of 

carwashes sold increases by 30% on days where there is sufficient capacity to 
handle the additional customer demand, what is the weekly profit under the 
current technology, compared with the weekly profit under the new technology?  

 
00:48:10 
 
Candidate: So with the new technology, prices will remain the same at $9, and there is a 30% 

increase on days they are able to have a 30% increase. Looking at Exhibit 1, given 
the capacity of the new technology allows them to have an increase in all days, 
that would see the total to be 400, an increase of 30%, so… 520 rather than the 
460 of the old customers, so 520 x 9 is $4,680. So costs, from what I’ve gotten 
down here originally, are $4,550 based on what Exhibit 2 says – I think it was 
Exhibit 2, no it was Exhibit 3. So $4,550, and that gives a total of what seems to 
be $130 in revenue, positive revenue – sorry, positive profit. 

 
Interviewer: What are the implications of this analysis for your client? What does it mean? 

What is going on here? 
 
Candidate: Now it would seem that given— it seemed like it didn’t make sense to invest in 

the new technology, when there was no changes made to the price and volume. So 
it seemed like you needed to adjust what you had in revenues to attract more 
customers, or make the business more profitable.  It seemed that it did, given the 
current technology. However, it didn’t for the new technology. 

 
 However, it showed there was a profit of $120 on a weekly basis. However, if you 

introduce the new technology and keep the new pricing structure, it would appear 
you get an additional $10 a week on profit, or given enough in changes, $520 
additionally per year.  
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 So it seems like the new technology makes more sense when put into the new 
situation of the changes to revenue, and the difference is $10. 

 
00:49:59 
 
Interviewer: Can you make any broader generalizations about how the client should be 

thinking about this particular investment? 
 
Candidate: It would appear that the new machines seem to add an additional $10 of profit on 

a weekly basis. So it would seem that it makes sense for the client…I mean the 
objective of the problem here is to grow profits. Now it seems like it makes sense 
to grow profits in the revenue side by upping the price by $2, and preparing for an 
offset of 10% in business. 

 
 However…and that seems to make sense without doing any, or without investing 

in new technology. What I would say to the client is: your business can be 
improved from where it currently sits at by increasing and changing your revenue 
structure, or the way the revenue is comprised to generate more money. 

 
 It seems like if they were still keen to introduce the new machine, potentially 

maybe a year later, they could do so and actually increase their revenue by an 
additional $10 a week again. 

 
Interviewer: Unfortunately, we don’t have time to run every possible scenario, which there 

could be dozens. Are there any broader generalizations you can make about how 
the client should be thinking about this investment, that you’ve discovered 
through this process of running only two or three scenarios? 

 
Candidate: It would seem that— I think the client needs to have a look at testing how their 

profitability would change if you changed two main inputs of revenue – that being 
price and volume. I think that in changing these, they might be able to get a better 
pricing mix that might allow them to be more profitable, without actually 
investing in new technology, as it currently sits. 

 
 But I think it is also worth doing a comparison as to how that technology could be 

aided, or could be better used within that pricing mix, to get more profits. So in 
terms of suggestions and other situations, it might be worth looking at what would 
happen if you decrease the price, but maybe looking at what a decrease in price of 
$2 would mean, and whether or not that would bring in more people, with the 
current technology and the new technology. 

 
00:52:00 
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 So I guess I would want to stress test this a little bit, and look at a low end of a 
pricing decrease, and $2 is quite a reasonable increase.  So maybe look at a higher 
end price increase of potentially maybe $5. Obviously, change demand 
accordingly, or change the number of customers that would come in accordingly. 
Then get an idea of whether or not those situations would work. 

 
Interviewer: Okay, got it. Now if we step back a second from all these various scenarios we’ve 

been running, and think more holistically about the business overall in deciding 
whether or not to make this investment in the new technology, other than potential 
cost savings, what other factors might the client wish to consider before making a 
final decision? 

 
Candidate: I think putting costing aside, there is probably a number of other things that would 

need to be considered. So we seem to have evaluated, at least from one sense, 
whether or not this makes sense economically by running a few various pricing 
scenarios and whatnot. However, I think the other things to consider would be 
whether or not there is the ability to actually fit this new technology in the store. I 
suppose, does it make sense to build this new technology within the shops itself? 
And whether there will be employee training costs involved in using the new 
technology – whether or not the company can afford it. 

 
 I suppose we would want to have a look at whether or not this will… yeah, be 

able to make sense via employee training, whether or not there are any potential 
issues of introducing the new technology, such as maybe employees don’t have 
the ability to run the technology – maybe it takes too much time.  And so whether 
or not this fits into the current business model of the company. 

 
 So yeah, I think there would be a number of different things with whether or not 

this actually can be fitted into the current structure. 
 
Interviewer: Okay, great. Let’s wrap up and say you run into the client’s CEO in the elevator. 

The client says, “Hi, I’m curious – what have you learned so far? More 
importantly, what do you recommend we do?” How would you respond to that 
question? 

 
00:53:50 
 
Candidate: We suggest the problem lies in how the revenue mix is comprised of your price 

and volume. So we do a number of different comparisons, and we believe the new 
technology does make sense in some situations. However, we need to investigate 
this further to determine the optimum pricing mix, in order to make sure this 
makes the most sense profitability-wise for your company. 
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Interviewer: So let’s say the client’s CEO says, “It sounds like you’ve been very busy. Should 
I buy the new technology or not?” What would you say? 

 
Here is a big hint. On cases like these, answer the client’s question. 

Answer the client’s overriding question, which was: should I invest in the 
technology, yes or no? The deliverable in this particular case is a one-word 
answer – yes or no. That’s it. Here the candidate is being extremely evasive, 
talking a lot but never actually answering the damn question. So when you are 
invited to synthesize or summarize your case, start off by answering the damn 
question. It’s just that simple. A lot of candidates will try to avoid it; will start 
talking for minutes on end and never getting around to answering that question. 
So just keep that in mind as something that is very important, and it really should 
be the first words out of your mouth when you close out a particular case. 

 
Candidate: We believe it makes sense from some pricing areas. So when we ran a pricing 

analysis, it seemed like it did make sense.  However, at this point in time, I would 
suggest focusing on changing your revenue structure. It seems to make the most 
sense currently. And we will determine whether or not it is worth investing in the 
new technology at a later date. 

 
Once again, it’s like pulling teeth trying to get the candidate to make a 

recommendation that’s concrete, rather than talk around the issue. Again, you 
need to answer the question, and if you feel like you don’t know enough to 
answer the question, what you should do is state what you know so far, based on 
the information provided so far. So you might say, “Based on the information 
provided so far, I’m inclined to recommend (yes or no) – you should do X,Y or Z 
decision.” 

 
Interviewer: How would you support that recommendation? 
 
00:55:59 
 
Candidate: Given how the business is currently run, we have worked out that there is $420 in 

revenue that we can attain, and the cost is $420. So by changing the price by 
increasing it by $2 and having an offset of 10% in the amount of volume, we 
believe that is a better way to up your profits in the short term. And depending on 
whether or not we can actually achieve a better pricing mix with changing our 
revenues, it would make sense to, I suppose, look at it from that side first, and 
understand that’s probably how the most change happens.  And making any 
additional changes at this point in time – it’s difficult to suggest whether or not 
we want to buy the new technology. 
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Interviewer: I’m confused. As I was looking through some of the numbers you mentioned, and 
you suggested that if— you mentioned if prices were to increase by $2 under the 
current technology, that’s $120 in weekly profit. 

 
Candidate: Yes, versus $130. 
 
Interviewer: Yes, so $130 seems larger to me. So why would you…is there any reason why 

you would take the lower profit? 
 
Candidate: Yes, I suppose I was reluctant to suggest that to the client based on one pricing 

situation. I wouldn’t want to tell them to invest in something that potentially could 
cost them a lot of money down the track, when I hadn’t done enough pricing 
analysis to confirm whether or not that would be the best option to go. 

 
Interviewer: Okay, what conclusions would you feel comfortable making? 
 
Candidate: I suppose I would feel comfortable in telling them that it does seem to make sense 

given some pricing situations, but I wouldn’t want them to rush into investing in 
new technology. 

 
Interviewer: Okay. Why don’t we wrap up here, and let me give you some feedback overall. 
 
Candidate: Okay. 
 
Interviewer: Let me stop the time here; I’m trying to keep track.  When we opened the case, 

one habit you have that I noticed is: you need to listen a little better to the 
instructions and guidance the interviewer is giving. In particular, answer the 
client’s question. You have a tendency of answering the questions you prefer to 
ask, and you can do that sometimes, but not at the expense of ignoring the client’s 
question. 

 
 So the client’s question was— the client’s objective was to grow profits, and the 

client’s question was, “Should we buy this technology, yes or no?” 
 
00:57:59 
 
 The second point is: I think you can benefit from thinking a little more 

aggressively from a hypothesis standpoint. So you had a framework, and I think 
you mentioned customers and competitors and capacity and product, which is 
fine. And if you could show me how those four factors would change your 
hypothesis or disprove it, then I would give you credit for it. And I think I 
challenged you on it a little bit, and I don’t know if you just took that as a hint and 
just used the other one, or if you sensed it was difficult to actually prove. 

 



Case 6 – Car Wash – Ex 1 
 

 
 
© Victor Cheng Page 27 of 42 
All Rights Reserved 
 

Candidate: I wanted to just get a bit of a feel for it, but I didn’t want to commit to using it as a 
framework. I was concerned that if I challenged— I mean I did take your hint that 
it probably wasn’t the best time to do it, but I wanted to really…I guess I had a 
gut feeling that it would be something I would like to know. But as it turns out – 
because I didn’t see the exhibits, it turns out this purely was a profitability 
problem. And whether or not I knew how the customers reacted to it probably 
wasn’t too important at this point. 

 
Interviewer: Yeah, and that’s fine. But I think the question I came back to was: what was your 

hypothesis at the opening, and how would the customer’s point of view change 
whether this was a good technology decision or not? What specific data did you 
have in mind to test whether your hypothesis was correct or not? Did you have 
anything in particular? 

 
Candidate: I guess if I heard something like, “The customers hate you, and they think your 

carwash takes too long,” I think that probably would have added some evidences 
to maybe a need to improve the speed at which they can go through the carwash. I 
guess that’s where my head was at. 

 
Interviewer: Okay. 
 
Candidate: But I think it needed to be done on a pure numbers perspective first, and then 

maybe look at some of that stuff later on. 
 
Interviewer: Here would have been a better way to phrase it, because it is entirely possible that 

you have something different in mind. It is reasonable, but by preference, I may 
not want to go there, as the interviewer. And had you done that, I would have 
given you credit by saying, “Hey, that actually is a pretty good idea, but I want to 
go in a different direction – I’ll give you a hint. I won’t count it against you 
because you had an idea – it was structured; it just wasn’t my preference.”  

 
00:59:57 
 
 But I think the challenge I have with the way you structured it was: I didn’t think 

it was that structured, even in the direction that you were thinking of, and so I 
counted that against you. 

 
 A better way to say it would be, “Let’s assume this is a good idea, and one of the 

factors we need to test this idea is— my hypothesis is that customers would value 
perhaps a faster customer experience. So the data I would need to know are: does 
this improve speed of the customer experience? Do customers care about 
increased speed? If they do care, how many more customers would buy? Or 
would they support a pricing premium, due to the speed increase?” 
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 That would be very definitive, right?  Those key pieces of data would test that 
hypothesis. Then I could say, “Well no, no, and no, it doesn’t change the speed; 
the customers don’t care about speed.”  And then you would know the hypothesis 
is dead, and I would say, “What’s your next hypothesis?” So I can guide you 
indirectly back to the way I wanted you to head, but I would have given you 
credit for having thought through the structure appropriately. 

 
 Does that make sense – the difference between the two? 
 
Candidate: Yes, absolutely. 
 
Interviewer: Okay, good.  
 
Candidate: The other problem I had was framing it in a hypothesis way. I don’t know if you 

noticed, but I’m sure you would have. I guess what I want to ask you is: how 
could I frame what I was asking as a hypothesis? 

 
Interviewer: A hypothesis is a statement that you think could be true that you would like to 

prove. So I forget – what were your exact words? 
 
Candidate: Something about how can we make this more profitable, or something like that. 
 
Interviewer: Right. So a hypothesis would be that— “My hypothesis is that this technology 

investment is worth doing because it helps the company save more money in 
terms of the cars it does wash, therefore improving margins and improving 
profitability overall.” 

 
Candidate: Okay. 
 
Interviewer: Then the question next would be: what would you need to prove that?  
 
Candidate: Okay. 
 
Interviewer: Or you can go the opposite – “My hypothesis is that this is a bad idea, because it 

won’t improve the cost structure at all, and will actually be more expensive 
because it costs so much money, so it will compress margins and make it even 
more unprofitable.” 

 
 The key point is that by making such a strong tentative claim, it becomes much 

easier to figure out: what do you need to prove and disprove? 
 
01:01:59 
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Candidate: So what I should have said was, “My sense is this is a bad idea, and in order to 
look at it better, I want to look at how much they’re charging and how much 
volume they have.” Something like that? 

 
Interviewer: You could. Let’s try it. Say that again, as if you were saying it in a real interview. 
 
Candidate: It seems like this probably is not the best idea, and in order to look at that, I 

thought we would want to have a look at how this impacts the revenues, and 
understand whether or not it makes sense from a pricing and volume comparison. 

 
Interviewer: That’s too vague. Can you be more specific? Try it again with being more 

specific. 
 
Candidate: Okay. It seems like this new technology would be potentially a good thing, but I 

would like to have a look at whether or not it does make sense, by understanding 
whether or not introducing the new technology will allow them to have more 
volume and maybe charge more for it. 

 
Interviewer: That is sort of an awkward statement to make. We’re assuming you don’t know 

anything about the case, or what the answer is. The two parts of your statements 
were logically… 

 
Candidate: Yeah, a bit counterintuitive. 
 
Interviewer: Yeah, so they are not related, at least based on the available information. So most 

people would not normally make that, because it wouldn’t make much sense. 
Now can you think of a hypothesis, given you have no information, that would 
make logical sense – given the qualitative information provided, that we could 
logically test? 

 
Candidate: So, I suppose what I would like to understand is whether or not this technology 

makes sense, and whether or not it will enable them to generate more revenue. I 
guess what I would like to look at— from a perspective of whether or not we can 
increase the amount of volume we have when we keep our prices the same, so 
whether or not it allows us to get more people through. 

 
Interviewer: Let me rephrase what you said. Your hypothesis is that this new investment in 

technology would allow us to increase our volume, both our capacity as well as 
our sales volume. Is that right? 

 
Candidate: Yes. 
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Interviewer: And to test that, I would need to know if this technology actually does increase 
our capacity, and if there is sufficient demand to actually utilize that expanded 
capacity. 

 
Candidate: Okay. 
 
Interviewer: So both data points would prove your statement. So one habit you have is: you 

say things like “I would like to look at,” which is a little general. It is better to say 
something more specific. 

 
01:03:59 
 
Candidate: Okay, so something more like what you just said by looking at…I suppose it is 

looking how something changes as a result of what I’m assuming. I’m being very 
vague here, but yeah. Do you follow my point? 

 
Interviewer: Not entirely, why don’t you try saying that again? 
 
Candidate: Yeah, so it must be the time of morning. I guess what I’m trying to understand is 

you say, “I would like to look at how much of an impact the machine will have on 
revenues, and look at whether or not it will allow us to generate more volume and 
increase our capacity.” 

 
Interviewer: Yeah, you can say that. One thing too – also a lot of times in a case like this, the 

qualitative information – there are a lot of hints in there, and it is important to 
listen to them. So one of them clearly was: the prime objective was to grow 
profits, and the technology investment – technology investments typically are 
made to increase efficiency. That usually implies reducing labor costs, but not 
always, and/or increasing capacity. But basically, improve profits by being 
cheaper. 

 
Candidate: Yes. 
 
Interviewer: So that is why big factories usually have better economies of scale than little 

factories. So just based on how the case is opened, a reasonable hypothesis would 
be that this technology will make the cost structure more efficient somehow and 
therefore, it will increase profits because of the cost savings.  

 
 It’s a little counterintuitive to say you can make this technology investment to 

increase sales as your primary reason for doing it. But you could make that claim, 
and I could give you the data that proved it otherwise, and you come back to the 
other side. That would be perfectly okay. 
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 But the key is to have a hypothesis around your mechanism, and then structure 
how you’re going to prove or disprove that. 

 
Candidate: Okay. 
 
Interviewer: So when you looked over Exhibits 1 and 2, there was one insight I had to prompt 

you for, that would have been better had you noticed it. That was whether the 
business was profitable or not. 

 
Candidate: Yes. I realized when you said that; it was something I had overlooked. 
 
Interviewer: Yes. There are two reasons why this is a fair point. One is: I said the client’s 

objective is profit improvement, so that would be one big hint, right?  Listen to 
the question. And the second one is that I asked you: what is the most important 
factor in determining whether this technology makes sense? You said you wanted 
to look at profits, revenues and costs. I just gave you profits, revenues and costs. 

 
01:06:08 
 

One more point I want to add on this, and why I think a question like this 
is fair is: it tests the candidate’s ability to do data interpretation. For example, a 
lot of the firms will have some sort of quantitative assessment type test. The most 
well known one is probably the McKinsey Problem Solving Test, where a big 
section of that test is data interpretation to figure out what something means.  

In this particular case, I deliberately gave a set of exhibits that gave the 
candidate revenues, and gave the candidate costs. Now if you’ve been doing this 
for any amount of time, you realize that profit is equal to revenues minus costs. 
And considering the case has profit implications, and the client is asking a profit-
oriented question, it’s not unreasonable to expect the candidate to figure out: is 
this business profitable? And even if they did not do that initially, in the process 
of figuring out is this business more profitable or less with the new technology, 
you have to figure out the current profitability. So I think if they had missed it the 
first time around, but then caught it later, maybe I would give them credit.  

This is the kind of question, by the way, if it happened in a first round 
interview and they missed it but got everything else right, I would pass them. But 
my expectation is by the final round, the competitive pool is much stronger. 
You’re having only stronger candidates that make it to final round, and typically 
candidates that go through the process are improving with each week. So between 
first round and final round, many candidates are practicing their skills and getting 
better. So the performance you expect to see, as an interviewer in the final round, 
is much, much higher and so we can afford to be pickier on these things. 
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So this is one of those things that would be sort of a tipping point factor 
of noticing and inferring conclusions from data that was given, but required the 
candidate to do one or two very, what I consider very natural, reasonable steps to 
expect them to do. 

 
01:08:03 
 
Interviewer: And then you didn’t look at the big picture number. So there were two different 

hints we both agreed were important, and you kind of missed it. So that is useful 
to have picked up without me guiding you on that.  

 
 I think on one of the analyses, I forget which one it was – I think there 

was…which one was it? You essentially did the same math problem twice 
unnecessarily. 

 
Candidate: Yes I noticed as I was doing that, I went, “Hold on a second, that’s exactly what I 

said.” 
 
Interviewer: So I think two things would help in that. The interview took 50 minutes, and I 

probably would have preferred to do it in usually about 35, so you were about 10-
ish minutes. This one is a little long because you got a lot more math than you 
normally would get. You would probably have one less math problem in a case 
like this. 

 
 So we went a little long. And one of them was: if you do the same problem twice, 

you’ve lost like four minutes there. One way to be careful about that is listen 
carefully to the question being asked, and then think about how you’re going to 
approach solving and answering those questions.  

 
 The second is: when it comes time to translate a verbal question into a 

mathematical algorithm, I find it is useful to draw out your formula in words 
before you actually do the math. 

 
 So I asked two questions, and one was: what were profits under the old 

technology, and what are profits under the new technology? Profits = revenues – 
costs, and revenues are identical, so you only need to figure out revenues one 
time, and I would literally write out “old technology profits = current revenues – 
current costs”; “new technology profits = current revenues – new costs,” 
something like that. Then you can do each piece, and you won’t get lost. 

 
 One of the reasons I chose this case, with so many math layers and scenarios 

and— the actual multiplication is not very complicated, but there are so many 
pieces, it’s easy to get lost. It was to test people’s ability to stay organized. I’m 
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finding actually that it’s turning out to be a very good case in that way, because 
people who are very capable of math are getting confused and lost. It’s a good 
way to practice your organizational skills, in terms of keeping track of things. 

 
01:10:06 
 
Candidate: Yes, and something that helped me out later on was actually putting it onto a 

table, so breaking a table out by price, changing volume and then putting in 
another table row, and then costs and profits. 

 
Interviewer: Perfect. 
 
Candidate: But yeah, I think given the time of day, I think I was finding it quite difficult, 

more than probably some of your other people might be who are actually doing 
this, just because I found structuring it was really difficult to begin with, and I 
was writing all over the paper, rather than organizing it. 

 
Interviewer: Yes. Why don’t you scan it and send it to me, and I’ll do a comparison with 

alternative ways of taking notes. By the way, it’s very common, and actually one 
reason I wanted to do such a complicated math case is: I find that people tend to 
get lost in just the sheer volume of all the computations. 

 
 So one way I typically do it is I would write the formula – I usually like to write 

notes on two pieces of paper.  I have like my main formula in one area, which is 
very clean and so it’s “profits = current revenues – current technology costs.” 
Then I will do the actual computations off on the side, and then just put the 
answer on the clean sheet. 

 
Candidate: Yes. 
 
Interviewer: So it’s one way to do it. 
 
Candidate: Yes, it sounds like a much better way of doing it. 
 
Interviewer: Or you can split your page in half down the middle; put the computations on the 

right that tend to get messy, and the clean structure on the left. So that’s sort of a 
check; you have to maintain that structure, because otherwise it is too easy to get 
confused.  

 
Candidate: Yes, I started off with an issue tree with the profits and revenues, but I found we 

probably didn’t use it as much as I would have liked, which is why I’ve reverted 
to tables, which I found was probably a much easier way to answer your questions 
in a better fashion. 
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Interviewer: Okay. One point around this particular format – this format, you’ll notice it is a 
little more interactive than when you lead the whole case. That’s one difference. 
Second difference is: particularly in the first section where I asked, “What factors 
are important in answering this question?” Which is essentially an invitation to 
provide a framework or an issue tree. 

 
01:12:04 
 
 It’s important that whatever you state is important, and be prepared to justify why 

it is important. In particular, you want to start with what is most important. What 
we’re going for here— a lot of the interviewers – and now that I’ve actually done 
this a couple of times – the interviewers historically have been irritated by 
candidates who have memorized frameworks. 

 
Candidate: Yes. 
 
Interviewer: Had no concept as to why a particular piece of the framework might actually be 

relevant, and in some cases they weren’t. So they’ve invented this format so the 
interviewer can now challenge the candidate and say, “Why is that relevant? If it’s 
really high, what does it mean? If it’s really low, what does it mean? If you don’t 
know, why are you asking?” It is kind of the mentality of it. 

 
Candidate: Yes, sure. When you asked me that question, was the ideal answer, “I want to 

work with profits, revenues and costs,” or was there something more you were 
looking for? 

 
Interviewer: I would go a layer deeper. So the things that come to mind would be around 

ongoing operating costs. Is there a labor cost savings? I’m assuming it is more 
efficient, or is the cost of the equipment very, very high? I would drill your issue 
tree down to three layers probably, and I would highlight the specific pieces of the 
issue tree that you think would be the most important drivers. 

 
Candidate: Okay. 
 
Interviewer: I know you headed towards the revenue side, which would be fine, but a better 

way to say what you said would have been, “On the revenue side, revenue 
consists of price versus volume, and in particular I would like to know if…one 
area I would like to examine is whether or not this new technology would allow 
us to either increase prices, which would be better for profits, or to increase our 
unit volume, which would also be beneficial on profits. So those two would be 
important factors to determine whether this makes sense or not.” 

 
Candidate: Yes. 
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Interviewer: “On the cost side, I would be concerned about what the actual investment is. If it 
is too high, it may not be affordable, and then presumably there is some cost 
savings involved; otherwise, we wouldn’t consider it. I’m curious to know how 
large those savings would be. In particular, the three areas that come to mind are 
probably maintenance costs – maybe it is easier to maintain these.” You made a 
good point there, I just forgot about it when I wrote the case. 

 
01:14:09 
 
 “Labor costs – maybe it is easier to run with fewer people; that would be 

beneficial. And those were the two or three that come to mind. So I think knowing 
those four or five things, whether we can increase prices or increase unit volume 
on the revenue side, would be a favorable indicator. If the cost savings outweigh 
the cost investment, that would also be a favorable indicator.  Knowing those four 
or five things, we could make a determination as to whether this decision makes 
any sense or not.” 

 
Candidate: Yes, okay. I see what you mean. It makes it sound so much better. 
 
Interviewer: So I would suggest: after we finish up, you might want to go through this again 

and practice saying it out loud at each of the pieces. There definitely is a 
languaging aspect, and the languaging aspect is sort of a structured dialogue, if 
you would. It is very consistent across case formats. So the interviewer-led, which 
is today, you’ll benefit from that immensely, as well as the traditional case 
interview that you’re probably more familiar with. 

 
 It is largely same, speaking about setting up a structure or synthesizing at the end. 
 
Candidate: Yes, okay. It is definitely worth practicing. 
 
Interviewer: Okay. Let’s see, you made some math mistakes. Is it the middle of the night over 

there, or what time is it there? 
 
Candidate: We started this at about 4 a.m. 
 
Interviewer: So you’re probably tired. 
 
Candidate: I have to go to work straight afterward, so yeah, I only had about four hours sleep, 

so it’s probably not helping the situation. 
 
Interviewer: No problem, which is a great lesson for getting a good night’s rest before a real 

interview. I made a mistake for one of my interviews. I was really tired and I 
could tell I was a little off.  
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Candidate: Apologies for the math errors. They were really quite stupid mistakes, and I think 
it probably came down to lack of sleep but probably also lack of organization 
from my paper as well. 

 
Interviewer: Yes, exactly. So work on the paper – the sleep is easier to fix. So let’s power 

through here. At the synthesis at the end, always start with the big picture 
implications first, and then supporting details second. 

 
Candidate: Okay. 
 
Interviewer: So when I asked, “what have you learned,” it is kind of a little bit of a trick 

question.  Not really a trick question, but I don’t want to go through all the details.  
I just want to know, “what is the ‘so what?’” Remember, the question the client 
asked was, “Should I invest, yes or no, given my goal is to increase profits?” 

 
01:16:07 
 
Candidate: Yes, I felt really reluctant to tell you “yes.” I felt like it was almost telling them 

something too soon. I don’t know if that was the intention of the case or not, but I 
felt we had only done one pricing scenario, and I probably would never want to 
tell someone to buy something just because of one scenario. Am I taking it too 
realistically? 

 
Interviewer: No, and that’s actually very realistic. I think if you just said, “yes,” that would be 

incorrect, and if you just said, “no,” it would be incorrect. There are certain 
conditions, but I think you did not specify and delineate what those conditions 
were. 

 
Candidate: Yes, okay. 
 
Interviewer: So the insight I was looking for was that the decision to invest in this technology 

cannot be made on the basis of cost savings alone, because without changing and 
improving the revenue side, old technology or new technology – none of them 
make sense. The business is fundamentally losing money. 

 
Candidate: Yes. 
 
Interviewer: So this would essentially be a synthesis that reframes the problem as one 

including costs and revenues – not just including costs. 
 
Candidate: Okay, that is probably the words I was looking for but couldn’t work out how to 

say it.  
 
Interviewer: Do you want to give it another shot? 
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Candidate: Yes. So from the analysis, we’ve concluded that there is potential for this new 

technology; however, at this point in time, it doesn’t seem like it would make 
sense either from a cost side or a revenue side, until we work out what the 
optimum mix is. 

 
 So at this point in time, we would suggest holding off on purchasing the new 

technology, and we’ll suggest a better or more optimum way for you to do so. Is 
that sort of what you’re looking for? 

 
Interviewer: Definitely better, let’s see if I can make some slight refinements here. I would 

say, “Ms. or Mr. Client, you asked us to determine whether or not this would be a 
good technology investment to make, and our conclusion is: you’re asking the 
wrong question. Without changing and improving the revenue side, the current 
technology or the new technology – none of it makes sense because you’re still 
losing money in all scenarios unless you firmly change your pricing structure or 
the amount of demand that you are able to capture.” 

 
01:18:00 
 
 “Without changing those two, this decision can’t be made appropriately, and 

really has to be combined.” 
 
Candidate: Okay. 
 
Interviewer: Something like that. 
 
Candidate: It sounds better coming from you. 
 
Interviewer: Well, I’ve been saying it for the better part of two decades now. I’ve had a bit of 

practice. I would suggest practicing that, and you can practice this synthesis even 
reading like a business magazine or business article. Read each one, and tell me 
the implications.  

 
Candidate: Yes. 
 
Interviewer: And I think you sort of realized that there is this revenue component that was 

important, but perhaps it was being underappreciated or overlooked by the client. 
So generally, the things that are considered “insightful” would be things that are 
counterintuitive, unexpected, what I call a reframing of the problem – “we 
thought the problem was ‘x,’ and it is actually ‘y’” – that kind of thing. Those are 
all very useful things to include in the synthesis.  

 
Candidate: Okay. 
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Interviewer: One last tip that others have done is: as you’re going through this, there are two 

things – one is, you noticed there were probably like five or six sections of this 
case. One was the structure, the other was “why do you think certain things are 
important,” and then we had some exhibits, and I had some questions around the 
exhibits. 

 
 What you want to do is realize every step of this case, which is very abrupt 

because I’m always interrupting deliberately, realize it is one case, and not five 
separate mini-cases.  

 
Candidate: Yes. 
 
Interviewer: So just like you would in a traditional case interview, you want to synthesize back 

as you go and transition through each piece. 
 
Candidate: Okay. 
 
Interviewer: For example, we did a scenario – “if we increase prices and volume drops, what 

happens?” Basically the current technology becomes profitable and the new one is 
unprofitable. So a synthesis would be, “Hey, perhaps there is a better way to 
improve profits than considering technology alone. It sounds like the revenue side 
may be a more important factor than we previously assumed.” 

 
Candidate: Okay. 
 
Interviewer: That would be a reasonable synthesis. When I asked you about other factors…? 
 
01:19:54 
 
Candidate: Yeah, I didn’t know what you were looking for there, but I was trying to work out 

what would make sense, or if this would work practically or mathematically. But I 
couldn’t— I was searching my head for what other aspects I should be looking at, 
but the only thing I could think of was whether or not the new machinery would 
actually work in the current situation on the ground level, rather than on paper. 

 
Interviewer: There was probably a little confusion there, because I think you mentioned some 

of the points earlier, and I was hoping you would remention them. Perhaps you 
thought you already mentioned them so you didn’t bother, so I wouldn’t count 
that against you. 

 
 But the ones in particular I was looking for were: the big issue here is the 

weekday demand. The weekday demand is so low that all the technology is 
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massively underutilized, and the real lack of profitability – the root cause is the 
weekday demand is too low. 

 
 So one other factor would be: we have to fix weekday demand – otherwise none 

of it makes sense.  Or you can fix total demand, right? So you get the weekend 
volume up high enough, you can offset some of the weekday slow down. Then 
pricing would also improve margins overall.  

 
 So I think the other factors would be some of the stuff you mentioned earlier, but 

I was looking for more of a concise restatement of, “Hey, there are three other 
factors to consider. In order of importance, number one (this, this and that).” 
Those were the things I was looking for. 

 
Candidate: Sure, okay that makes sense now. Yeah I was trying to think of something new 

that I hadn’t actually already said. I suppose in my absentmindedness, I thought 
that because I had already mentioned them, you had taken that as already 
mentioned. So I was trying to think of new things, and it didn’t occur to me to 
circle back to what I already flagged earlier, and bring them back in. 

 
 I suppose in this situation, I was probably that stressed out that I was trying to just 

approach it like when I have the information in front of me, rather than 
remembering what I had mentioned earlier. 

 
Interviewer: No problem, and it was a little ambiguous, because you had just mentioned some 

of those points. The thing is: with this interview, there are certain sections and 
there are guidelines for what the interviewer needs to do at each section. So 
sometimes candidates will mention some things out of order that we wanted them 
to do it in, so we would give them credit typically, because they mentioned it. 

 
 But if you couldn’t think of anything else, I wouldn’t invent stuff, but it’s not bad 

to sometimes re-summarize some of the most important things. 
 
01:22:00 
 
Candidate: Yes, okay. The other thing you mentioned was: is there any other way that we 

could suggest to change the pricing structure to make it work better? I was trying 
to do a sensitivity analysis, but I didn’t want to tell you that I was doing a 
sensitivity analysis. I was trying to think of— I didn’t know how detailed you 
wanted me to get, but I was trying to say, “We want to test it at a low point, and at 
a really high point.” 

 
 I think what you gave us was a bit of a middle area – it wasn’t too much of an 

increase and it wasn’t too much of a drop. 
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Interviewer: Yes. You can say sensitivity analysis; you can say, “It sounds like the economics 
of this business is extremely sensitive to price and volume, not just costs. It 
sounds like we’ve tested a couple of combinations, and clearly we need to 
optimize across costs, volume and price – not just cost savings alone,” would be a 
way to say that. 

 
Candidate: Okay. 
 
Interviewer: I think those were the only comments I had. Any questions or observations you 

would like to make? 
 
Candidate: I thought it was definitely a different case than what I’m used to hearing from 

you. So it was quite good to get a bit of a change of situation, and approach it in a 
– I guess, a more sequential manner, rather than a holistic sense, which is how 
most of the other cases were done. 

 
Interviewer: Correct. 
 
Candidate: I did find I was in some ways approaching each new question from you as a new 

case, even though I wasn’t forgetting the additional information. It was hard to, I 
suppose, synthesize across the board as much as I would have liked. I suppose 
that comes down to practice. 

 
Interviewer: Yes, I think it is a couple of things. One is realizing they are typically very 

integrated.  The thing I find most candidates don’t do, or suspect they don’t do, is 
they tend not to synthesize from each mini-case back to the big picture. 

 
Candidate: Yes. 
 
Interviewer: And I have the suspicion – I haven’t collected the data to prove it, but I would be 

pretty sure this is true – that by the end of a case like this, because I interrupted 
you and your train of thought probably 20 times, by the end I’m not sure a lot of 
candidates can even remember what the client’s objective is. 

 
Candidate: If I didn’t write it down, I would have forgotten. 
 
Interviewer: So my habit has always been to make sure I confirm the precise description of the 

client’s objective, usually I box it, and I usually ask a clarifying question to test 
my understanding is actually correct.  

 
01:24:01 
 
 You’ll find a lot of – not a lot but a fair number of people – will not get passed in 

a case, not because they weren’t bright, but because they just forgot something.  
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Of all the things you cannot forget is the client’s objective. That is really… the 
client’s objective and/or the specific questions they are asking. That ends up 
guiding all the things you could do.  

 
 I think the challenge here was with how you started the case, and it got much 

better as you progressed – you weren’t really thinking very critically about: how 
am I going to answer the client’s question? How am I going to answer the client’s 
question? How am I going to answer the client’s question? So you were getting a 
little distracted around broader issues, when the client had a very specific 
question. 

 
This last piece of feedback I gave to the candidate is very important, and 

I want to emphasize this for your benefit. The only reason you do a case in real 
life with a client is to answer their ultimate question, which is, in this particular 
case, “Should I invest in the new technology, yes or no?” A lot of client questions 
are phrased like that. “Yes or no?” “Should I buy my biggest competitor, yes or 
no?” “Should I shut down a particular division, yes or no?”  

So as you go through the work, it’s very easy and I see candidates do this 
all the time, they forget the client’s question. They forget the client’s overall 
objective. The reason it’s important is that quite often, clients are usually pretty 
certain of their objective. But quite often, the most obvious way they see of 
achieving that objective is quite often not the best way to achieve their objective. 
So quite a lot of recommendations or syntheses will say, “We think your objective 
is achievable, but not in the way you originally thought. There is a better way or 
different way.” So that is quite common with clients. Therefore, anything that is 
common with clients, you should expect can be common with how consulting 
firms test candidates.  

Again, the premise behind the entire interviewing process and recruiting 
process at these firms is to replicate what clients demand of consultants, and by 
having consultants and interviewers demand that of candidates.  

01:26:05 
So if you understand what clients do, you can very much predict what 

interviewers will do, because they ask the same thing. They pretend to be the 
client, and ask you all the hard questions they normally get when they are 
consultants, and now they get to ask you the hard questions as a candidate, or as a 
future consultant. So just keep in mind, that it is very important to never, ever 
forget the objective. 

 
Candidate: Yes. 
 
Interviewer: And the hint for that, by the way, is: had I said the client just wants to improve 

profitability, I think your approach would have been fine. But I said specifically 
they want to improve profitability with a specific decision in mind, which is a 
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little bit of a twist, and then you would have to adapt what you’re used to, in 
terms of profitability, to answer the specific question the client has. 

 
Candidate: Yes, the twist was quite interesting, because I was also trying to work out how to 

not shut down their suggestion in a way that was friendly. So instead of saying, 
“It’s a bad idea, it doesn’t make sense unless you tweak things a little bit,” I was 
trying to work out how I would phrase that in my conclusion to come across in a 
way that… yeah, I guess when you don’t have the benefit of retrospect, it was 
quite hard…I thought I had to make a decision as to whether or not they should or 
should not invest in the technology. I didn’t know if there was middle ground. 

 
 I suppose internally, it was a struggle to work out what I should be saying. 
 
Interviewer: Yes, and the real world is all gray, and this is really black and white. Usually it is 

something like, “Under these conditions, it makes sense; but under these other 
ones, it wouldn’t.” That would be a more precise version of it, depends.  

  
 Another kind of conclusion structure is “yes” or “no,” and that’s more black and 

white. Another one would be, “You’re asking the wrong question. This is not the 
problem. The problem is not the problem you think; it’s actually a different 
problem. So we recommend you solve the other problem, because that is actually 
much more important than the one you’ve asked us to solve.” And that happens in 
real life a lot. 

 
Candidate: Okay.  That definitely was quite interesting, an interesting case to have. 
 
Interviewer: Well on that note, I want to thank you for participating. I’m sure you’re a little 

tired, and you have to get to work.  
 
01:27:58 
 

So overall, this candidate did not make it very far, from my standpoint. I 
would not have passed this candidate in any round of interview. I think he missed 
by a pretty significant margin. So that’s something I just want to give you some 
sense of calibration, particularly as we dive into the other candidates who solved 
the same case. 

 


