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Mckinsey approach to problem solving.
McKinsey and Company is recognized for its rigorous approach to problem solving. They train their consultants on their seven-step process that anyone can learn.
This resource guides you through that process, largely informed by the McKinsey Staff Paper 66. It also includes a PowerPoint Toolkit with slide templates of each step of the process that you can download and customize for your own use.
You can click any section to go directly there:

Overview of the McKinsey Approach to Problem Solving
Problem solving process.
	Problem Definition & Problem Statement Worksheet

Stakeholder Analysis Worksheet
Hypothesis trees, issue trees, analyses and workplan, synthesize findings, craft recommendations, distinctiveness practices, harness the power of collaboration, sources and additional reading, download the umbrex toolkit on the mckinsey approach to problem solving.
Problem solving — finding the optimal solution to a given business opportunity or challenge — is the very heart of how consultants create client impact, and considered the most important skill for success at McKinsey.
The characteristic “McKinsey method” of problem solving is a structured, inductive approach that can be used to solve any problem. Using this standardized process saves us from reinventing the problem-solving wheel, and allows for greater focus on distinctiveness in the solution. Every new McKinsey associate must learn this method on his or her first day with the firm.
There are four fundamental disciplines of the McKinsey method:
1. Problem definition
A thorough understanding and crisp definition of the problem.
2. The problem-solving process
Structuring the problem, prioritizing the issues, planning analyses, conducting analyses, synthesizing findings, and developing recommendations.
3. Distinctiveness practices
Constructing alternative perspectives; identifying relationships; distilling the essence of an issue, analysis, or recommendation; and staying ahead of others in the problem-solving process.
4. Collaboratio n
Actively seeking out client, customer, and supplier perspectives, as well as internal and external expert insight and knowledge.
Once the problem has been defined, the problem-solving process proceeds with a series of steps:
	Structure the problem
	Prioritize the issues
	Plan analyses
	Conduct analyses
	Synthesize findings
	Develop recommendations

Not all problems require strict adherence to the process. Some steps may be truncated, such as when specific knowledge or analogies from other industries make it possible to construct hypotheses and associated workplans earlier than their formal place in the process. Nonetheless, it remains important to be capable of executing every step in the basic process.
When confronted with a new and complex problem, this process establishes a path to defining and disaggregating the problem in a way that will allow the team to move to a solution. The process also ensures nothing is missed and concentrates efforts on the highest-impact areas. Adhering to the process gives the client clear steps to follow, building confidence, credibility, and long-term capability.
Problem Definition & Problem Statement Worksheet
The most important step in your entire project is to first carefully define the problem. The problem definition will serve the guide all of the team’s work, so it is critical to ensure that all key stakeholders agree that it is the right problem to be solving.
Problem Statement Worksheet
This is a helpful tool to use to clearly define the problem. There are often dozens of issues that a team could focus on, and it is often not obvious how to define the problem. In any real-life situation, there are many possible problem statements. Your choice of problem statement will serve to constrain the range of possible solutions.
	Use a question . The problem statement should be phrased as a question, such that the answer will be the solution. Make the question SMART: specific, measurable, action-oriented, relevant, and time-bound. Example: “How can XYZ Bank close the $100 million profitability gap in two years?”
	Context . What are the internal and external situations and complications facing the client, such as industry trends, relative position within the industry, capability gaps, financial flexibility, and so on?
	Success criteria . Understand how the client and the team define success and failure. In addition to any quantitative measures identified in the basic question, identify other important quantitative or qualitative measures of success, including timing of impact, visibility of improvement, client capability building required, necessary mindset shifts, and so on.
	Scope and constraints . Scope most commonly covers the markets or segments of interest, whereas constraints govern restrictions on the nature of solutions within those markets or segments.
	Stakeholders . Explore who really makes the decisions — who decides, who can help, and who can block.
	Key sources of insight . What best-practice expertise, knowledge, and engagement approaches already exist? What knowledge from the client, suppliers, and customers needs to be accessed? Be as specific as possible: who, what, when, how, and why.

The problem definition should not be vague, without clear measures of success. Rather, it should be a SMART definition:
	Action-oriented

Example situation – A family on Friday evening
Scenario: A mother, a father, and their two teenage children have all arrived home on a Friday at 6 p.m. The family has not prepared dinner for Friday evening. The daughter has lacrosse practice on Saturday and an essay to write for English class due on Monday. The son has theatre rehearsal on both Saturday and Sunday and will need one parent to drive him to the high school both days, though he can get a ride home with a friend. The family dog, a poodle, must be taken to the groomer on Saturday morning. The mother will need to spend time this weekend working on assignments for her finance class she is taking as part of her Executive MBA. The father plans to go on a 100-mile bike ride, which he can do either Saturday or Sunday. The family has two cars, but one is at the body shop. They are trying to save money to pay for an addition to their house.
What is the problem definition?
A statement of facts does not focus the problem solving:
It is 6 p.m. The family has not made plans for dinner, and they are hungry.
A question guides the team towards a solution:
1. What should the family do for dinner on Friday night?
2. Should the family cook dinner or order delivery?
3. What should the family cook for dinner?
4. What should the family cook for dinner that will not require spending more than $40 on groceries?
5. To cook dinner, what do they need to pick up from the supermarket?
6. How can the family prepare dinner within the next hour using ingredients they already have in the house?
In completing the Problem Statement Worksheet, you are prompted to define the key stakeholders.
As you become involved in the problem-solving process, you should expand the question of key stakeholders to include what the team wants from them and what they want from the team, their values and motivations (helpful and unhelpful), and the communications mechanisms that will be most effective for each of them.
Using the Stakeholder Analysis Worksheet allows you to comprehensively identify:
	Stakeholders
	What you need from them
	Where they are
	What they need from you

The two most helpful techniques for rigorously structuring any problem are hypothesis trees and issue trees. Each of these techniques disaggregates the primary question into a cascade of issues or hypotheses that, when addressed, will together answer the primary question.
A hypothesis tree might break down the same question into two or more hypotheses. 
Example: Alpha Manufacturing, Inc.
Problem Statement: How can Alpha increase EBITDA by $13M (to $50M) by 2025?
The hypotheses might be:
	Alpha can add $125M revenues by expanding to new customers, adding $8M of EBITDA
	Alpha can reduce costs to improve EBITDA by $5M

These hypotheses will be further disaggregated into subsidiary hypotheses at the next level of the tree.
The aim at this stage is to structure the problem into discrete, mutually exclusive pieces that are small enough to yield to analysis and that, taken together, are collectively exhaustive.
Articulating the problem as hypotheses, rather than issues, is the preferred approach because it leads to a more focused analysis of the problem. Questions to ask include:
	Is it testable – can you prove or disprove it?
	It is open to debate? If it cannot be wrong, it is simply a statement of fact and unlikely to produce keen insight.
	If you reversed your hypothesis – literally, hypothesized that the exact opposite were true – would you care about the difference it would make to your overall logic?
	If you shared your hypothesis with the CEO, would it sound naive or obvious?
	Does it point directly to an action or actions that the client might take?

Quickly developing a powerful hypothesis tree enables us to develop solutions more rapidly that will have real impact. This can sometimes seem premature to clients, who might find the “solution” reached too quickly and want to see the analysis behind it.
Take care to explain the approach (most important, that a hypothesis is not an answer) and its benefits (that a good hypothesis is the basis of a proven means of successful problem solving and avoids “boiling the ocean”).
Often, the team has insufficient knowledge to build a complete hypothesis tree at the start of an engagement. In these cases, it is best to begin by structuring the problem using an issue tree.
An issue tree is best set out as a series of open questions in sentence form. For example, “How can the client minimize its tax burden?” is more useful than “Tax.” Open questions – those that begin with what, how, or why– produce deeper insights than closed ones. In some cases, an issue tree can be sharpened by toggling between issue and hypothesis – working forward from an issue to identify the hypothesis, and back from the hypothesis to sharpen the relevant open question.
Once the problem has been structured, the next step is to prioritize the issues or hypotheses on which the team will focus its work. When prioritizing, it is common to use a two-by-two matrix – e.g., a matrix featuring “impact” and “ease of impact” as the two axes.
Applying some of these prioritization criteria will knock out portions of the issue tree altogether. Consider testing the issues against them all, albeit quickly, to help drive the prioritization process.
Once the criteria are defined, prioritizing should be straightforward: Simply map the issues to the framework and focus on those that score highest against the criteria.
As the team conducts analysis and learns more about the problem and the potential solution, make sure to revisit the prioritization matrix so as to remain focused on the highest-priority issues.
The issues might be:
	How can Alpha increase revenue?
	How can Alpha reduce cost?

Each of these issues is then further broken down into deeper insights to solutions.
If the prioritization has been carried out effectively, the team will have clarified the key issues or hypotheses that must be subjected to analysis. The aim of these analyses is to prove the hypotheses true or false, or to develop useful perspectives on each key issue. Now the task is to design an effective and efficient workplan for conducting the analyses.
Transforming the prioritized problem structure into a workplan involves two main tasks:
	Define the blocks of work that need to be undertaken. Articulate as clearly as possible the desired end products and the analysis necessary to produce them, and estimate the resources and time required.
	Sequence the work blocks in a way that matches the available resources to the need to deliver against key engagement milestones (e.g., important meetings, progress reviews), as well as to the overall pacing of the engagement (i.e., weekly or twice-weekly meetings, and so on).

A good workplan will detail the following for each issue or hypothesis: analyses, end products, sources, and timing and responsibility. Developing the workplan takes time; doing it well requires working through the definition of each element of the workplan in a rigorous and methodical fashion.
This is the most difficult element of the problem-solving process. After a period of being immersed in the details, it is crucial to step back and distinguish the important from the merely interesting. Distinctive problem solvers seek the essence of the story that will underpin a crisp recommendation for action.
Although synthesis appears, formally speaking, as the penultimate step in the process, it should happen throughout. Ideally, after you have made almost any analytical progress, you should attempt to articulate the “Day 1” or “Week 1” answer. Continue to synthesize as you go along. This will remind the team of the question you are trying to answer, assist prioritization, highlight the logical links of the emerging solution, and ensure that you have a story ready to articulate at all times during the study.
McKinsey’s primary tool for synthesizing is the pyramid principle. Essentially, this principle asserts that every synthesis should explain a single concept, per the “governing thought.” The supporting ideas in the synthesis form a thought hierarchy proceeding in a logical structure from the most detailed facts to the governing thought, ruthlessly excluding the interesting but irrelevant.
While this hierarchy can be laid out as a tree (like with issue and hypothesis trees), the best problem solvers capture it by creating dot-dash storylines — the Pyramid Structure for Grouping Arguments.
Pyramid Structure for Grouping Arguments
	Focus on action. Articulate the thoughts at each level of the pyramid as declarative sentences, not as topics. For example, “expansion” is a topic; “We need to expand into the European market” is a declarative sentence.
	Use storylines. PowerPoint is poor at highlighting logical connections, therefore is not a good tool for synthesis. A storyline will clarify elements that may be ambiguous in the PowerPoint presentation.
	Keep the emerging storyline visible. Many teams find that posting the storyline or story- board on the team-room wall helps keep the thinking focused. It also helps in bringing the client along.
	Use the situation-complication-resolution structure. The situation is the reason there is action to be taken. The com- plication is why the situation needs thinking through – typically an industry or client challenge. The resolution is the answer.
	Down the pyramid: does each governing thought pose a single question that is answered completely by the group of boxes below it?
	Across: is each level within the pyramid MECE?
	Up: does each group of boxes, taken together, provide one answer – one “so what?” – that is essentially the governing thought above it?
	Test the solution. What would it mean if your hypotheses all came true?

Three Horizons of Engagement Planning
It’s useful to match the workplan to three horizons:
	What is expected at the end of the engagement
	What is expected at key progress reviews
	What is due at daily and/or weekly team meetings

The detail in the workplan will typically be greater for the near term (the next week) than for the long term (the study horizon), especially early in a new engagement when considerable ambiguity about the end state remains.
It is at this point that we address the client’s questions: “What do I do, and how do I do it?” This means not offering actionable recommendations, along with a plan and client commitment for implementation.
The essence of this step is to translate the overall solution into the actions required to deliver sustained impact. A pragmatic action plan should include:
	Relevant initiatives, along with a clear sequence, timing, and mapping of activities required
	Clear owners for each initiative
	Key success factors and the challenges involved in delivering on the initiatives

Crucial questions to ask as you build recommendations for organizational change are:
	Does each person who needs to change (from the CEO to the front line) understand what he or she needs to change and why, and is he or she committed to it?
	Are key leaders and role models throughout the organization personally committed to behaving differently?
	Has the client set in place the necessary formal mechanisms to reinforce the desired change?
	Does the client have the skills and confidence to behave in the desired new way?

Great problem solvers identify unique disruptions and discontinuities, novel insights, and step-out opportunities that lead to truly distinctive impact. This is done by applying a number of practices throughout the problem-solving process to help develop these insights.
Expand: Construct multiple perspectives
Identifying alternative ways of looking at the problem expands the range of possibilities, opens you up to innovative ideas, and allows you to formulate more powerful hypotheses. Questions that help here include:
	What changes if I think from the perspective of a customer, or a supplier, or a frontline employee, or a competitor?
	How have other industries viewed and addressed this same problem?
	What would it mean if the client sought to run the company like a low-cost airline or a cosmetics manufacturer?

Link: Identify relationships
Strong problem solvers discern connections and recognize patterns in two different ways:
	They seek out the ways in which different problem elements – issues, hypotheses, analyses, work elements, findings, answers, and recommendations – relate to one another.
	They use these relationships throughout the basic problem-solving process to identify efficient problem-solving approaches, novel solutions, and more powerful syntheses.

Distill: Find the essence
Cutting through complexity to identify the heart of the problem and its solution is a critical skill.
	Identify the critical problem elements. Are there some issues, approaches, or options that can be eliminated completely because they won’t make a significant difference to the solution?
	Consider how complex the different elements are and how long it will take to complete them. Wherever possible, quickly advance simpler parts of the problem that can inform more complex or time-consuming elements.

Lead: Stay ahead/step back
Without getting ahead of the client, you cannot be distinctive. Paradoxically, to get ahead – and stay ahead – it is often necessary to step back from the problem to validate or revalidate the approach and the solution.
	Spend time thinking one or more steps ahead of the client and team.
	Constantly check and challenge the rigor of the underlying data and analysis.
	Stress-test the whole emerging recommendation
	Challenge the solution against a set of hurdles. Does it satisfy the criteria for success as set out on the Problem Statement Worksheet?

No matter how skilled, knowledgeable, or experienced you are, you will never create the most distinctive solution on your own. The best problem solvers know how to leverage the power of their team, clients, the Firm, and outside parties. Seeking the right expertise at the right time, and leveraging it in the right way, are ultimately how we bring distinctiveness to our work, how we maximize efficiency, and how we learn.
When solving a problem, it is important to ask, “Have I accessed all the sources of insight that are available?” Here are the sources you should consider:
	Your core team
	The client’s suppliers and customers
	Internal experts and knowledge
	External sources of knowledge
	Communications specialists

The key here is to think open, not closed. Opening up to varied sources of data and perspectives furthers our mission to develop truly innovative and distinctive solutions for our clients.
	McKinsey Staff Paper 66 — not published by McKinsey but possibly found through an internet search
	The McKinsey Way , 1999, by Ethan M. Rasiel
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McKinsey Problem Solving: Six steps to solve any problem and tell a persuasive story

The McKinsey problem solving process is a series of mindset shifts and structured approaches to thinking about and solving challenging problems. It is a useful approach for anyone working in the knowledge and information economy and needs to communicate ideas to other people.
Over the past several years of creating StrategyU, advising an undergraduates consulting group and running workshops for clients, I have found over and over again that the principles taught on this site and in this guide are a powerful way to improve the type of work and communication you do in a business setting.
When I first set out to teach these skills to the undergraduate consulting group at my alma mater, I was still working at BCG. I was spending my day building compelling presentations, yet was at a loss for how to teach these principles to the students I would talk with at night.
Through many rounds of iteration, I was able to land on a structured process and way of framing some of these principles such that people could immediately apply them to their work.
While the “official” McKinsey problem solving process is seven steps, I have outline my own spin on things – from experience at McKinsey and Boston Consulting Group. Here are six steps that will help you solve problems like a McKinsey Consultant:
Step #1: School is over, stop worrying about “what” to make and worry about the process, or the “how”
When I reflect back on my first role at McKinsey, I realize that my biggest challenge was unlearning everything I had learned over the previous 23 years. Throughout school you are asked to do specific things. For example, you are asked to write a 5 page paper on Benjamin Franklin — double spaced, 12 font and answering two or three specific questions.
In school, to be successful you follow these rules as close as you can. However, in consulting there are no rules on the “what.” Typically the problem you are asked to solve is ambiguous and complex — exactly why they hire you. In consulting, you are taught the rules around the “how” and have to then fill in the what.
The “how” can be taught and this entire site is founded on that belief. Here are some principles to get started:
Step #2: Thinking like a consultant requires a mindset shift
There are two pre-requisites to thinking like a consultant. Without these two traits you will struggle:
	A healthy obsession looking for a “better way” to do things
	Being open minded to shifting ideas and other approaches

In business school, I was sitting in one class when I noticed that all my classmates were doing the same thing — everyone was coming up with reasons why something should should not be done.
As I’ve spent more time working, I’ve realized this is a common phenomenon. The more you learn, the easier it becomes to come up with reasons to support the current state of affairs — likely driven by the status quo bias — an emotional state that favors not changing things. Even the best consultants will experience this emotion, but they are good at identifying it and pushing forward.
Key point : Creating an effective and persuasive consulting like presentation requires a comfort with uncertainty combined with a slightly delusional belief that you can figure anything out.
Step #3: Define the problem and make sure you are not solving a symptom
Before doing the work, time should be spent on defining the actual problem. Too often, people are solutions focused when they think about fixing something. Let’s say a company is struggling with profitability. Someone might define the problem as “we do not have enough growth.” This is jumping ahead to solutions — the goal may be to drive more growth, but this is not the actual issue. It is a symptom of a deeper problem.
Consider the following information:
	Costs have remained relatively constant and are actually below industry average so revenue must be the issue
	Revenue has been increasing, but at a slowing rate
	This company sells widgets and have had no slowdown on the number of units it has sold over the last five years
	However, the price per widget is actually below where it was five years ago
	There have been new entrants in the market in the last three years that have been backed by Venture Capital money and are aggressively pricing their products below costs

In a real-life project there will definitely be much more information and a team may take a full week coming up with a problem statement . Given the information above, we may come up with the following problem statement:
Problem Statement : The company is struggling to increase profitability due to decreasing prices driven by new entrants in the market. The company does not have a clear strategy to respond to the price pressure from competitors and lacks an overall product strategy to compete in this market.
Step 4: Dive in, make hypotheses and try to figure out how to “solve” the problem
Now the fun starts!
There are generally two approaches to thinking about information in a structured way and going back and forth between the two modes is what the consulting process is founded on.
First is top-down . This is what you should start with, especially for a newer “consultant.” This involves taking the problem statement and structuring an approach. This means developing multiple hypotheses — key questions you can either prove or disprove.
Given our problem statement, you may develop the following three hypotheses:
	Company X has room to improve its pricing strategy to increase profitability
	Company X can explore new market opportunities unlocked by new entrants
	Company X can explore new business models or operating models due to advances in technology

As you can see, these three statements identify different areas you can research and either prove or disprove. In a consulting team, you may have a “workstream leader” for each statement.
Once you establish the structure you you may shift to the second type of analysis: a bottom-up approach . This involves doing deep research around your problem statement, testing your hypotheses, running different analysis and continuing to ask more questions. As you do the analysis, you will begin to see different patterns that may unlock new questions, change your thinking or even confirm your existing hypotheses. You may need to tweak your hypotheses and structure as you learn new information.
A project vacillates many times between these two approaches. Here is a hypothetical timeline of a project:

Step 5: Make a slides like a consultant
The next step is taking the structure and research and turning it into a slide. When people see slides from McKinsey and BCG, they see something that is compelling and unique, but don’t really understand all the work that goes into those slides. Both companies have a healthy obsession (maybe not to some people!) with how things look, how things are structured and how they are presented.
They also don’t understand how much work is spent on telling a compelling “story.” The biggest mistake people make in the business world is mistaking showing a lot of information versus telling a compelling story. This is an easy mistake to make — especially if you are the one that did hours of analysis. It may seem important, but when it comes down to making a slide and a presentation, you end up deleting more information rather than adding. You really need to remember the following:
Data matters, but stories change hearts and minds
Here are four quick ways to improve your presentations:
Tip #1 — Format, format, format
Both McKinsey and BCG had style templates that were obsessively followed. Some key rules I like to follow:
	Make sure all text within your slide body is the same font size (harder than you would think)
	Do not go outside of the margins into the white space on the side
	All titles throughout the presentation should be 2 lines or less and stay the same font size
	Each slide should typically only make one strong point

Tip #2 — Titles are the takeaway
The title of the slide should be the key insight or takeaway and the slide area should prove the point. The below slide is an oversimplification of this:

Even in consulting, I found that people struggled with simplifying a message to one key theme per slide. If something is going to be presented live, the simpler the better. In reality, you are often giving someone presentations that they will read in depth and more information may make sense.
To go deeper, check out these 20 presentation and powerpoint tips .
Tip #3 — Have “MECE” Ideas for max persuasion
“MECE” means mutually exclusive, collectively exhaustive — meaning all points listed cover the entire range of ideas while also being unique and differentiated from each other.
An extreme example would be this:
	Slide title: There are seven continents
	Slide content: The seven continents are North America, South America, Europe, Africa Asia, Antarctica, Australia

The list of continents provides seven distinct points that when taken together are mutually exclusive and collectively exhaustive . The MECE principle is not perfect — it is more of an ideal to push your logic in the right direction. Use it to continually improve and refine your story.
Applying this to a profitability problem at the highest level would look like this:
Goal: Increase profitability
2nd level: We can increase revenue or decrease costs
3rd level: We can increase revenue by selling more or increasing prices
Each level is MECE. It is almost impossible to argue against any of this (unless you are willing to commit accounting fraud!).
Tip #4 — Leveraging the Pyramid Principle
The pyramid principle is an approach popularized by Barbara Minto and essential to the structured problem solving approach I learned at McKinsey. Learning this approach has changed the way I look at any presentation since.
Here is a rough outline of how you can think about the pyramid principle as a way to structure a presentation:

As you build a presentation, you may have three sections for each hypothesis. As you think about the overall story, the three hypothesis (and the supporting evidence) will build on each other as a “story” to answer the defined problem. There are two ways to think about doing this — using inductive or deductive reasoning:

If we go back to our profitability example from above, you would say that increasing profitability was the core issue we developed. Lets assume that through research we found that our three hypotheses were true. Given this, you may start to build a high level presentation around the following three points:

These three ideas not only are distinct but they also build on each other. Combined, they tell a story of what the company should do and how they should react. Each of these three “points” may be a separate section in the presentation followed by several pages of detailed analysis. There may also be a shorter executive summary version of 5–10 pages that gives the high level story without as much data and analysis.
Step 6: The only way to improve is to get feedback and continue to practice
Ultimately, this process is not something you will master overnight. I’ve been consulting, either working for a firm or on my own for more than 10 years and am still looking for ways to make better presentations, become more persuasive and get feedback on individual slides.
The process never ends.
The best way to improve fast is to be working on a great team . Look for people around you that do this well and ask them for feedback. The more feedback, the more iterations and more presentations you make, the better you will become. Good luck!
If you enjoyed this post, you’ll get a kick out of all the free lessons I’ve shared that go a bit deeper. Check them out here .
Do you have a toolkit for business problem solving? I created Think Like a Strategy Consultant as an online course to make the tools of strategy consultants accessible to driven professionals, executives, and consultants. This course teaches you how to synthesize information into compelling insights, structure your information in ways that help you solve problems, and develop presentations that resonate at the C-Level. Click here to learn more or if you are interested in getting started now, enroll in the self-paced version ($497) or hands-on coaching version ($997). Both versions include lifetime access and all future updates.
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"The McKinsey Way" Book: A Comprehensive Summary
The McKinsey Way is a book by Ethan M. Rasiel , published in 1999, about what McKinsey&Company does, how McKinsey organizes and what working at McKinsey is like.
20 years after publication, the book still holds significant value, offering timeless insights into the world’s most prestigious management consulting firm: McKinsey&Company. In this article, we’ll provide a detailed summary of all the lessons and insights from The McKinsey way . We’ll re-organize the content and occasionally insert supporting insights to make it more friendly to the reader.
The McKinsey Way has 5 Parts (Sections) with 180 pages:
	Part 1: The Problem Solving Methodology of McKinsey

Part 2: Logistics of how a McKinsey project works
Part 3: insights into the actual works of consultants, part 4: how to excel as a junior consultant, part 5: exit opportunities and life after mckinsey.
Table of Contents
Part 1: The McKinsey problem-solving methodology
The McKinsey problem-solving process can be summarized in the 5 steps: define the problems, find the root cause, use “hypothesis-driven” process, analyze with “issue tree” and propose solutions.
1. Define the problem: Every consulting project revolves around a “problem”. But the “problem” is NOT always the problem!
One symptom may have different causes and we as doctors should never rely on the patient to diagnose.
So, always dig deeper. Get facts. Asks questions. Poke around. Challenge the client… until you find the real problem.
2. Find the root cause: Don’t jump straight to the solution, because you might just be fixing the symptoms. The problem will come back if the root cause is not properly dealt with.
3. Use “hypothesis-driven” process: Make educated guesses of possible root-cause A B C and test with data (a.k.a: facts). We’ll sometimes call this a fact-based process.
4. Break down and structure the analysis with the “ issue tree ” framework: A “hypothesis-driven” process may take forever as there are millions of possible root-causes. We need to test hypotheses from the top to the bottom of the issue tree – a top-down fashion. These issue trees need to be MECE.
5. Propose solutions: When the root causes are identified, consultants propose solutions targeting them directly.
A few notes when using this methodology
No.1: Don’t force the facts to say what you want.
When you propose or work extensively with a running hypothesis , it’s easy to get emotionally attached and turn the problem-solving process into a proving exercise. So keep an open mind and listen to what the data have to say.
No.2: Let the hypothesis come to you naturally.
You will not be able to form an initial hypothesis every time. The clients may not even know their problems. The scope of the project is often large and vague. So, dive in, gather facts, conduct analyses, and the hypotheses will show themselves.
No.3: Don’t reinvent the wheel.
Business problems often resemble each other more than they differ. With suitable techniques, you can apply what you and the firm learned from other projects. After all, one of the values consulting firms bring is to provide the “best practice” – what the top players in the game are doing
No.4: Make sure your solution fits your client.
The most brilliant solution is useless without proper implementation. So know your client’s weaknesses, strengths, and capabilities and tailor your solutions accordingly.
No.5: Be mindful of politics.
There are always politics in projects. Many times, McKinsey gets involved in fights between corporate factions. This creates friction that prevents you from doing your job (late data; rejected interviews, etc.).
So think about how your solutions affect the players in an organization and always build a consensus along the way. If consensus requires you to change your solution, try to compromise. It’s no good devising the ideal solution if the client refuses to accept it.
It’s highly recommended that you refer to the following video for a general view on how McKinsey organizes and a better understanding of the insights from this part.

There is a whole system behind how McKinsey solve a business problem. In this part of The McKinsey Way, Ethan Rasiel describes how the company sells their projects, builds a team and manages its hierarchy.
Selling a study/project
McKinsey typically does not sell. The firm does marketing through a constant stream of books, articles, and scholarly journals like the McKinsey Quarterly, etc. The Firm also invites organize press releases and generates quite some coverage by journalists.
These publications help McKinsey Partners build and nurture a vast network of informal contacts with potential clients. And when a problem arises, the client knows who to contact.
Assembling a team
Almost all projects need a full-time team of consultants. Typically, the process goes like this:
	The ED (a.k.a: Project Owner) signs a contract with the client
	The ED hires an EM from within the McKinsey network, from any offices (a.k.a: Project CEO)
	The EM then hires a group of staff, consisting of BAs (a.k.a: Business Analyst) and Associates.

It’s solely the EM’s responsibility to keep the team happy and functional. McKinsey projects have a few common practices to do so:
	A monthly “team-bonding”. 
	A “team temperature” (a.k.a: morale) weekly survey.

The hierarchy
The chain of command in McKinsey is very clear and strict. So is the responsibility funnel. In the ED’s eyes, the EM is responsible for everything in the project. In the EM eyes, the BA is responsible for everything within the assigned workstream. Even when a BA messes things up, to the ED, it’s not the BA’s fault, but the EM.


To provide the best solution for the clients, consultants need tons of skills in preparing presentations; conducting researchs and interviews; presenting the final products in a simple structure; communicating with clients; and brainstorming.
Making presentations, a.k.a: the final deliverable documents
Most consultants spend a big portion of their time making presentations (often in PowerPoint). Utilize the support team! Keep it structured, from top to bottom, from end to end.
Note that there are diminishing marginal returns to your effort, meaning that the last miles toward perfection are always much harder than the beginning. So, resist the temptation to tweak your presentation at the last minute. Try to assess its gains vs those of a good night’s sleep for you and the supporting cast.

Visualizing data with charts and exhibits
We subconsciously admire the people who talk in sophisticated language, so we make complex charts. However, simple and easy-to-follow charts go a long way in consulting. Charts are just a means of getting your messages across, not a Ph.D. project.
Also, don’t forget to:
	Write clear chart titles
	List out units of measurement in all axes
	Mark legends and side notes
	Provide data sources

Managing internal communications
	Over-communication is always better. Keep that information flowing. Make sure that your team is up to date with at least the broad outlines of your workstream and your boss up to date with your team’s progress. There are many channels for this: email, voicemail, messaging, small talks during cigarette breaks, meetings, etc.
	Keep your communication brief, yet comprehensive and structured.
	Look over your shoulder – always. You never know who is listening. Remember that your client’s confidentiality is a must.


Working with clients
This is a big one as the true hierarchy at McKinsey is “Client -> Firm -> and then You”. The client is your biggest boss.
There are many tips on client management, but the general principle is to bring the client to your side. You never win by opposing the client. Remind them about mutual benefits. Do it everyday!
Some of the client members can be “liabilities”. There are 2 types of them:
	the merely “useless”.
	the hostile ones. 

With both types, the number 1 option is to subtly trade them out of your realm. When that is not possible, the next best option is to play ignorant. Leak out information only with the right “secret audience”.
No matter what, engage the client members in the process. The more they feel everybody is on the same boat, the more they would support you.
You should also get buy-ins throughout the organization along the process. Every important party has to agree with you. Ideally, the final document has already been discussed many times through many rounds with the client before the official presentation.
Doing research
Don’t reinvent the wheel! Whatever you are doing, chances are that someone, somewhere has done something similar. Building upon someone’s work is the best way to save time and energy while achieving the highest standard.
Besides, here are some research tips:     
	Start with the annual report. All public companies have them available on their website.
	Look for abnormal patterns (things that are especially good or bad). That’s where all the insights lie.
	Last but not least, look for the best practice. Find out what the best performers in the field are doing and learn from them.

Conducting interviews
This is one of the most effective ways to gather qualitative facts during a project. You will find yourself interviewing multiple industry and function experts as well as key client leaders.
Here are a few tips:
	Be prepared. Know exactly what you want to get out of it. Know as much as you can about the interviewee. Writing an interview brief for yourself is not a bad idea.
	If possible, have the interviewee’s boss set up the meeting.
	Start with some general and open-ended questions then move on to specific ones. Let the content flow naturally.
	Sometimes, it’s useful to use the indirect style. Take time to make the interviewee comfortable with you and the interview process.   
	Include some questions you know the answer to. This gives insights into the interviewee’s style, knowledge, and honesty.   
	Don’t ask too much. Focus on what you really need (what you prioritize in the interview brief).
	Listen and let the interviewee know you are doing so. 
	Paraphrase what you hear in your own words. Confirm whether you understand correctly. This also gives chances for the interviewee to add or amplify important points.
	Near the end, use this last trick to flush out any possible missing insights: “Is there anything else you would like to tell or any question I forgot to ask…?”.       
	Adopt the Columbo tactic. Wait until a day or two passes, then drop by the interviewee’s office. “I was just passing by and remembered a question I forgot to ask”. This is a less threatening way to keep the conversation going.
	Lastly, always write a thank-you note. A short and sincerely one always does the work.

Brainstorming at McKinsey
In McKinsey, we often use the word “Problem-Solving” interchangeably with brainstorming sessions. It’s a very topic-focus meeting within the McKinsey team, consisting of the consultant in-charge, the EM, and sometimes even the ED and experts.
Before the session, prepare in advance as much supporting data as possible. It will come handy in the process.Inside the White room: Start with tabula rasa — a clean slate. When you get your team into the room, leave your preconceptions at the door. Bring in only the facts, and find new ways of looking at them.
Management consulting is an interesting yet challenging job. To survive and thrive at McKinsey, here are some advices for you:
Tip 1: Find your own mentor
At McKinsey, every consultant is officially assigned a mentor, who may not be in the same office. How much you benefit from the official mentor is pretty much a matter of luck. If you want great guidance, you have to go out and get your own. Get a few too, don’t stick to just one.
Tip 2: Survive the road                                 
Business travel can be exhausting and difficult, here are some note you can take to deal with it:
	Look at business travel as an adventure.
	Do proper planning. These simple logistics can make a big difference
	Treat everyone with tremendous respect

Tip 3: Have a list of items to bring when traveling
Here is the list:
	Clothing: extra shirts or blouses, spare ties, spare shoes, casual clothes, cashmere sweaters
	Tools: writing pad, copy of whatever you send to the client, calculator
	Personal care Items
	Things to keep you organized and in touch

Tip 4: Treat your assistant well
Having a good assistant is a lifeline. Treat them well. Be clear about what you want. Give them room to grow. Take time to train them well. Answering their questions and showing them the ropes.
Tip 5: Have boundaries to keep your life balance
Since you have a large amount of work to cover as a consultant, there is almost no work-life balance. However, if you want a life, lay down some rules. For example:
	Make one day a week to be completely free of work, both physically and mentally. Tell your boss about it! He/she will respect it. And so should you.
	Don’t take work home. When you are home, you are home!
	Plan long ahead, especially when you travel.


Tip 6: The 80 / 20 Rule
80% of the wealth is owned by just 20% of the population. 80% of the output can be produced by 20% of the effort. 20% of the problems can cause 80% of the trouble.
So if you wanna save time and effort. Always try to find those 20% and act upon them!
Tip 7: Don’t try to analyze everything
If you don’t take shortcuts, there is simply too much to do. Be selective. Find the key drivers. Focus on the core problem, then apply analysis. This helps avoid going down blind alleys and boiling the ocean.
Tip 8: The Elevator Test                             
Concise communication is crucial in consulting. Anytime the EM asks you for your workstream status, you have to be able to give him a 30 seconds summary. Short yet insightful. This skill takes practice. Try doing it every day in various contexts!
Tip 9: Pluck the Low-Hanging Fruit 
Solving only part of the problem can still mean increased profits. Those little wins help you and your customers. Try to see such opportunities and grab them first.
Tip 10: Hit singles                           
Get your job and only your job done, don’t try to do the work of the whole team.
It’s impossible to do everything yourself all the time. Even if you manage to pull it off once, you raise unrealistic expectations and once you fail, it is difficult to get back credibility.
Tip 11: Look at the big picture
When you are feeling swamped, take a step back, figure out what you are trying to achieve, and then look at what you are doing. “Does this really matter?”
Probably not! All of these troubles will go away!

Tip 12: Just say “I don’t know”
The firm pounds the concept of professional integrity: Honesty. If you don’t know something, just say “I DON’T KNOW” in an empowering fashion. Admitting that is a lot less costly than bluffing.
“Leaving McKinsey is never a question of whether—it’s a question of when”
There are not many people who stay with McKinsey for their whole career life. In the last part of The McKinsey Way , Ethan Rasiel and other ex-McKinsey consultants share their valuable lessons and memories from working at the company.
	“Structure, structure, structure. MECE, MECE, MECE. Hypothesis-driven, Hypothesis-driven, Hypothesis-driven.” – Former associate in Dusseldorf and San Francisco offices
	“The quality of the people. In the corporate world, the average-caliber employee is far below McKinsey’s least intelligent.” – Wesley Sand
	“What stays with me is the rigorous standard of information and analysis, the proving and double-proving of every recommendation, combined with the high standard of communication both to clients and within the Firm.” – Former associate in the Boston and New York offices
	“When faced with an amorphous situation, apply structure to it.” – Kristin Asleson, New York office, 1990-93; now working in Silicon Valley
	“Execution and implementation are the key. A blue book is just a blue book, unless you do something with it. Getting things done is the most important thing.” – Former EM in the New York office
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THE MCKINSEY APPROACH TO PROBLEM SOLVING
Problem solving – finding the optimal solution to a given business opportunity or challenge –is the very heart of how we create client impact, and the most important skill for success inMcKinsey. The best problem solvers continually develop innovative and impactful insights andsolutions; they are comprehensive, fact-based, accurate, flexible, creative, and pragmatic. Howdo they do this? And how do we, as a Firm, continuously reaffirm problem-solving distinctive-ness at the center of our practice?
There is a characteristic “McKinsey method” of problem solving that every associate must learnfrom his or her first day – a structured, inductive approach that can be used to solve any prob-lem. Providing a standardized process saves us from reinventing the problem-solving wheel,and so allows for greater focus on distinctiveness in the solution.
This paper sets out what we regard as the four fundamental disciplines of the McKinsey method.It is mostly aimed at early-tenure associates. However, building on many years of collectivepractice and experience, it also provides mental models, practical “how to” guides, and tipsand tricks to help those of all tenures – from “Day 1” associates to partners – master each ofthe disciplines. These disciplines are:
1. Problem definition. We problem-solve to deliver distinctive client impact. We cannotdeliver this unless we start from a thorough understanding and crisp definition of the prob-lem. The definition should go beyond analysis to encompass capability building, changingmindsets, and, where necessary, implementation. For example, a client may ask us whichmarket it should enter. The client may fail to ask what capabilities it must build within theorganization to enter that market; what mindsets are required to support the building ofthose capabilities; and how the current mindset can be shifted accordingly. But these mustnevertheless be part of the answer, and we must work with the client to develop a sharedunderstanding of the true nature and scope of the problem.
2. The problem-solving process. Once we have defined the problem, the McKinsey methodproceeds with structuring the problem, prioritizing the issues, planning analyses, conduct-ing analyses, synthesizing findings, and developing recommendations. In some cases, expertexperience or engagement guides allow us to shortcut certain steps. In others, alternativeproblem-solving methods may also be appropriate.1 In general, however, disciplinedapplication of this fundamental process will allow us to solve problems of any kind and todeliver distinctive client impact from first principles.
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3. Distinctiveness practices. Method alone is not sufficient. The strongest problem solvers arehighly creative and insightful. They generate creativity and insight by constructing alternativeperspectives; identifying relationships; distilling the essence of an issue, analysis, or recom-mendation; and staying ahead of others in the problem-solving process.We have included tech-niques to help with each of these, but one of our most powerful tools is time – i.e., taking thetime to step back from the process and reflect on the problem and the developing solution.
4. Collaboration. We improve the speed, agility, and innovativeness of our problem solving whenwe actively seek out client, customer, and supplier perspectives, and internal and externalexpert insight and knowledge. In particular, working with our clients offers many benefits –from unique knowledge to a push toward greater focus, pragmatism, and innovation indeveloping solutions, and to stronger client ownership of the whole process and finalrecommendations.
Although we are at our most distinctive when Cq, Rq, and Iq2 are all brought to bear on a prob-lem, it is Iq – the raw problem-solving power to identify root causes precisely and developthe optimal solution creatively – that is the essence of our client mission, our practice, and ourreputation. Developing Iq is a journey. It takes time, training, apprenticeship, and practice. Read-ing this paper is a first step on this journey; mastering and applying its contents, whether at thelevel of a single element of a problem or of an entire engagement, is the goal.
RIGOROUS PROBLEM DEFINITION
Distinctive problem solving begins with rigorous definition of the client problem and of howwe will create and deliver “only McKinsey”-level client impact. Sometimes it is temptingto skip this step because we believe we know the solution to the problem; or we believe wehave clearly defined the problem in our letter of proposal; or our clients push us to move on,believing that they have already defined the problem sufficiently. Any of these may be true;however, many “bad” engagements are rooted in a lack of common understanding of success.Good problem solvers take time, before doing anything else, to establish a precise, compre-hensive, well-articulated definition of the real problem that needs to be solved, and to ensurethat this definition is understood and agreed upon by all the appropriate people at the client andby all team members.
It is increasingly important that teams define the nature of the problem comprehensively.Sometimes, the best approach is to frame the problem in analytical terms, and so to develop apurely analytical solution. More and more, however, a purely analytical solution is not enough:Seizing the opportunity may require building organizational capabilities or transforming anorganization’s mindset. It is critical that, in defining the problem, we consider its full nature:What does delivering client impact require in terms of analysis, capability building, changingmindsets, and implementation across businesses, functions, regions, and so on?
Page 4 The McKinsey Approach to Problem Solving
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Suppose a team is launching aplant-improvement program.Consider three different waysthe client problem or opportuni-ty may be defined – and theimpact each has on the work ofthe team. First, the client mayneed to find a way to remove$300 million in plant cost asrapidly as possible. Here, theteam would need to identify anddeliver areas of opportunity(such as line bottlenecks) thattotal at least $300 million.Alter-natively, the client may need toimprove plant cost performanceby at least 10% over each of thenext three years. This presentsmore of a capability-buildingchallenge, which would requirethe team to train and apprenticea set of plant leaders on leantools, and strengthen the client’sability to identify and realizeplant-improvement opportuni-ties on an ongoing basis. Finally,the client opportunity may be tobuild market leadership byensuring that the plant performscontinuously at world-class standards of cost, quality, speed, and service.This situation would requirethe team to transform not just the way the plant operates and the skills and capabilitiesof its workforce, but the mindsets and culture of the plant workforce as well. These are all validproblem definitions for a team facing the plant-improvement challenge. To be effective, the teamneeds to make sure it addresses the right one.
The Problem Statement WorksheetWe recommend that teams use the Problem Statement Worksheet to aid in problem definition(Exhibit 1, overleaf). One EM pays testament to the value of this process: “It was unbelievablypowerful. The client ended up quoting from the worksheet every time we grappled over whethersomething was worth doing to make sure we were staying true to the problem we were tryingto solve. Any time I have not been clear about an element of the Problem Statement Worksheetat the start of a study with the client, it always results in scope creep.”
WHAT IS ‘DISTINCTIVE’?
Ask colleagues or clients how we define a distinctive solution, andyou will hear, most commonly, that “every situation is different, butyou know it when you see it.” Indeed, there is no single answer. Butwe believe there are themes that recur in the kinds of solutions towhich we aspire. Distinctive solutions go beyond good solutions inthat they truly drive IMPACT. As such, they are:
� Insightful. Distinctive solutions are highly creative and high impact.They uncover new and unique views of the problem, the situation,and the solution to create significant improvements in perform-ance.
� McKinsey. Distinctive solutions unlock more of the power of theFirm’s geographic, functional, and practice capabilities. They aretrue to our values of putting client interests ahead of our own, ofindependence, and of integrity.
� Pragmatic. Distinctive solutions are not just good on paper, but fitthe realities and complexities of the client situation. They definecrisply what must get done in simple language the client canunderstand, even when what must get done may be complex andtake many years.
� Aspirational. Distinctive solutions do not accept today’s situation– internal or external – but prompt reasonable stretch by the clientto capture a richer vision of success. They don’t accept that some-thing can’t be done; rather, they lay out the path to get it done.
� Catalyzing. Distinctive solutions are energizing. Clients across alllevels of the organization believe in them, are proud to own them,and work aggressively to implement them.
� Transformational. Distinctive solutions deliver significant, sus-tained improvement to the long-term health of the client organi-zation in addition to its short-term performance.
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Much of the value in completing the worksheet comes from the thought processes and discus-sions generated as the team develops it. There are several ways to maximize this value:
• Basic question. Make the basic question SMART – that is, specific, measurable, action-oriented, relevant, and time-bound. “How can Pioneer Bank close the $100 millionprofitability gap in two years?” is a SMART question.
• Context. Spend time discussing the environment.What are the internal and external situationsand complications facing the client, such as industry trends, relative position within theindustry, capability gaps, financial flexibility, and so on?
• Success criteria. Make sure you understand how the client and the team define success andfailure. In addition to any quantitative measures identified in the basic question, you will wantto identify all other important quantitative or qualitative measures of success, includingtiming of impact, visibility of improvement, client capability building required, necessarymindset shifts, and so on.
• Scope and constraints. Scope most commonly covers the markets or segments of interest,whereas constraints govern restrictions on the nature of solutions within those markets or
Problem Statement WorksheetExhibit 1
BASIC QUESTION TO BE RESOLVEDDefines what must be resolved to deliver “only McKinsey”-level client impact. The question should beSMART: specific, measurable, action-oriented, relevant, and time-bound
1. CONTEXT Sets out the situation and complication
facing the client – e.g., industry trends,relative position in the industry
2. CRITERIA FOR SUCCESS Defines success for the project. Must be
shared by client and team, and must includerelevant qualitative and quantitative
measures – e.g., impact and impact timing,visibility of improvement, client mindset shifts
3. SCOPE OF SOLUTION SPACEIndicates what will and will not be included
in the study – e.g., international markets, research and development activities, uncontrolled corporate costs
4. CONSTRAINTS WITHIN SOLUTION SPACE Defines the limits of the set of solutions
that can be considered – e.g., must involve organic rather than inorganic
5. STAKEHOLDERS Identifies who makes the decisions and who else could support (or derail) the study
– e.g., CEO, division manager, SBU manager, key outside influencers
6. KEY SOURCES OF INSIGHT Identifies where best-practice expertise,
knowledge, and engagement approaches exist (internal and client) – e.g., practice
experts, EM guides, practice databases
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segments. For example, for a growth strategy study, the scope may be the U.S. market, and theconstraint may be that the solution must involve organic rather than acquisition-drivengrowth. Start by defining the scope. One way to sharpen the discussion is to ask what is notin scope. Once the scope is clarified, define the constraints within the solution space. Teamsoften become confused trying to be precise in sorting through the difference between scopeand constraints. Be wary of getting too bogged down here.
• Stakeholders. Explore who really makes the decisions. This is the first step in a stakeholderanalysis, discussed later in greater detail, which will continue throughout the problem-solving process. It is illuminating, even at this early stage, to explore who decides, who canhelp, and who can block.
• Key sources of insight. What best-practice expertise, knowledge, and engagement approachesalready exist? What knowledge from the client, suppliers, and customers needs to be accessed?Make this discussion as specific as possible: who, what, when, how, and why. For example, ina sourcing engagement, the team should, at a minimum, identify the PSM engagement EMguide, the Firm’s PSM experts, and the PSM savings database as sources to be drawn upon.
TIPS FOR THIS STAGE
� “Get to paper” quickly. Almost inevitably, the first cut at any element of the problem state-ment will be imperfect. There is interplay between all the elements of the Problem State-ment Worksheet: Addressing the success criteria, for example, will force you to go back andrefine the basic question. The art here is to get something down on paper and cycle amongall the elements with the team and the client until the problem definition is robust andsharp, and most important, has been embraced.
� Think “opportunity.” Our goal is to uncover possibilities and opportunities. Beware falling intothe trap, sometimes created by our choice of language, of focusing on a client’s problems.Distinctive problem solving comes from an expansive rather than a reductive mindset.
� Be thorough. Getting this step right takes time – half a day, sometimes a whole day. Itrequires us to release our incoming beliefs, often set by the hypotheses contained in theletter of proposal. It also requires us to avoid confusion stemming from concerns aboutworkload and delivery. These are best dealt with separately: Get the question right first, andonly then take into account workload issues.
� Capture hypotheses as you go. Hypotheses about the solution are likely to unfold asyou wrestle with the Problem Statement Worksheet. Be sure to capture these, but at thisstage, don’t follow the path they lead down. They will become useful at later stages ofproblem solving.
� Revalidate as problem solving progresses. Sometimes, changes in the business environment,such as a merger of competitors – or indeed, changes to any of the elements of the ProblemStatement Worksheet – change the problem at hand. It is important to revalidate the problemdefinition regularly throughout the process to ensure that the team’s focus is correct.
� Don’t skip this step! Taking for granted that you or the team understands the problem tobe solved – and neglecting to articulate it explicitly – is a recipe for disaster.
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Basic problem-solving processExhibit 2
PRIORITIZEISSUES
CONDUCT ANALYSES& WORK
PLAN ANALYSES& WORK
COMMUNICATIONS
Think ANSWERS NOT ANALYSIS:What is the simplest fact-based approach that will prove or disprove each issue?
Think “SO WHAT?”:Do the findings tell a crisp, rigorous, compelling story?
Think BUY-IN: How should we connect to stakeholders at every step?
Think EFFECTIVENESS:How can we best align all available resourcesagainst the problem?
Think ACTIONFOR IMPACT: Is itclear what theclient should doand how?
PROBLEMSOLVING
DEFINEPROBLEM
STRUCTUREPROBLEM
Think IMPACT: Will our definition of the problemdeliver “only McKinsey”-level client impact?
Think RIGOR AND INSIGHT: Are the key elements of the problem structure MECE, and do they create early insightinto the answer?
Think IMPACT ANDEFFICIENCY: Whatquestions are most critical? What do we not have to answer?
CLIENT PROBLEM
Think RAPID CYCLES: Are wefunnelling down toward the answer?
DEVELOPRECOMMENDATIONS
SYNTHESIZEFINDINGS
MASTERY OF THE BASIC PROBLEM-SOLVING PROCESS
Once the problem has been defined, the problem-solving process proceeds with a series of steps,rapidly iterated, revised, and repeated, buttressed by active and ongoing communication:Structure the problem, prioritize the issues, plan analyses, conduct analyses, synthesize findings,and develop recommendations (Exhibit 2).
Not all problems require strict adherence to the process. A number of steps can sometimes betruncated, such as when specific knowledge or analogies from other industries make it possibleto construct hypotheses and associated workplans earlier than their formal place in the process.Nonetheless, it remains important to be capable of executing every step in the basic process forthree reasons.

First, when a team is confronted with a new and complex problem, the process establishes apath to defining and disaggregating the problem in a way that will allow the team to move to asolution. Second, the process ensures nothing is missed – particularly in the early stages of a study,where full exploration of the issues is necessary – and requires that you formulate and prioritizehypotheses rigorously, thus focusing your efforts on the highest-impact areas. Third, and perhapsmost important, adhering to the process gives the client, and particularly full-time client teammembers, clear steps to follow, which in turn builds early confidence and credibility, and long-termcapability in client team members.
In working through the process, bear two factors in mind:
• Iteration. For simplicity’s sake, the basic problem-solving process discussed in this paper ispresented as a linear one. It is not. A central facet of the way McKinsey solves problems isto develop an early solution and approach and to iterate them, as the looping arrow depic-tion of the process in Exhibit 2 indicates. The early solution will typically take the form ofa “Day 1” or “Week 1” draft storyline that the team will revisit and iterate – testing andadjusting both answer and approach at each phase of the process, and at least weekly.Regular, thoughtful iteration saves time and produces a stronger solution.
• Communication/syndication. Communication, syndication, and problem solving areinextricably interlinked. All the time you are working on the problem, you should becommunicating with the client, the ED, and others; and you should be syndicating theemerging solution to ensure that it goes beyond being sound on paper to having impact inpractice. Moving beyond simple communication or syndication to “cocreate the solution”with senior clients and any relevant client stakeholders at all stages of the problem-solvingprocess will sharpen the solution, alert you to any problems, and also ensure client owner-ship of the final recommendations. In completing the Problem Statement Worksheet, you areprompted to define the key stakeholders. As you become involved in the problem-solving process, you should expand the question of key stakeholders to include what theteam wants from them and what they want from the team, their values and motivations(helpful and unhelpful), and the communications mechanisms that will be most effective foreach of them (Exhibit 3, overleaf).3
Structure the problemThe two most helpful techniques for rigorously structuring any problem are hypothesis trees andissue trees.
Each of these techniques disaggregates the primary question into a cascade of issues or hypothesesthat, when addressed, will together answer the primary question. For example, if the primaryquestion is,“How can Pioneer Bank grow at least $100 million over the next two years?” an issuetree may break it down as follows: “What is the currently anticipated organic growth?” “Whatadditional organic growth can potentially be stimulated?” “How much growth can be capturedthrough acquisitions?”
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A hypothesis tree might break down the same question into three matching hypotheses: “Pioneeris expected to grow organically by $50 million,”“Pioneer can stimulate an additional $20 millionin growth from current businesses,” and “Pioneer has opportunities to capture $200 million ingrowth through acquisitions.”These issues or hypotheses will themselves be further disaggregatedinto subsidiary issues or hypotheses at the next level of the tree.
Any problem can be broken down in different ways. The aim at this stage is to structurethe problem into discrete, mutually exclusive pieces that are small enough to yield to analysisand that, taken together, are collectively exhaustive (MECE: mutually exclusive, collectivelyexhaustive). Here, the art lies in identifying an efficient and effective structure – one that canbe worked through in a minimum number of steps and that will yield a sound and relevantanswer. Acquiring and mastering this art comes from apprenticeship and practice.
Hypothesis treesArticulating the problem as hypotheses, rather than issues, is the preferred approach because itleads to a more focused analysis of the problem (Exhibit 4). What makes a hypothesis powerful?Questions to ask include:
• Is it testable – can you prove or disprove it?
• It is open to debate? If it cannot be wrong, it is simply a statement of fact and unlikely toproduce keen insight.
• If you reversed your hypothesis – literally, hypothesized that the exact opposite were true –would you care about the difference it would make to your overall logic?
Stakeholder analysis worksheetExhibit 3
▪ Who will be affected?
▪ Whom do we need to engage?
▪ Whom do we need to inform?
STAKEHOLDERSWHAT DO WENEED FROM THEM?
▪ What do we want this group or individual to think or do?
▪ What can they do to support our objectives?
▪ How can we minimize any potentially negative impact?
WHERE ARE THEY?
▪ What issues do they have regarding the project/business?
▪ What values and motivations can we build on?
▪ What values and motivations may cause conflict?
WHAT DO THEYNEED FROM US?
▪ What could we do or say that would resolve their issues?
▪ What communication approaches would work best with them?
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Hypothesis trees use the minimum necessary number of hypothesesto drive insight
► Postulates an overall hypothesis asto the solution, with the minimum
efficient rationale to validate it► Each hypothesis ● Can be proven right or wrong ● Is not obvious
● Points directly to an action oractions the client can take
Pioneer Bank canincrease sales-forceproductivity
Pioneer can increase sales volumes fromavailable selling time
Pioneer can improvethe sales conversionskills of the salesforce
Pioneer can increase selling time as aproportion of totalavailable time
Pioneer can providethe sales force withbetter tools for leadconversion
Pioneer can improvegeneration of sales leads
Pioneer can increasethe proportion of leads converted to sales
Pioneer can transferor outsource manynon-value-added tasks(e.g., administration)
Pioneer can reduce or eliminate many non-value-added tasks (e.g., travel, error correction)
• If you shared your hypothesis with the CEO, would it sound naive or obvious?
• Does it point directly to an action or actions that the client might take?
A storyline is a complement or alternative to the hypothesis tree approach. Forcing the hypothesesinto storyline format – a dot-dash memo of hypotheses – typically drives an additional level ofprecision in language and logic. Done well, this dot-dash memo is also a simpler and more robustway of communicating – it will become the preliminary outline for the final progress review and willsimply grow to encompass the insights that emerge from subsequent analysis. Teams often call thisthe “Day 1” or “Week 1” answer or draft storyline. We strongly recommend this technique.
Quickly developing a powerful hypothesis tree or draft storyline enables us to develop solutionsmore rapidly that will have real impact. But be aware that our hypothesis and storyline approachcan appear premature and arrogant to clients; it is not unusual for clients to distrust what looksto them like an answer reached after just 24 hours, and to want to see all the analysis behind it. Inthese situations, we must take care to explain the approach (most important, that a hypothesisis not an answer) and its benefits (that a good hypothesis is the basis of a proven means of successfulproblem solving and avoids “boiling the ocean”). We should also be aware that the approach canindeed trap us in a limiting frame of mind, reinforcing beliefs that are not justified by the facts andreducing the opportunity for an “outside the box” solution.
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Issue treesOften, the team has insufficient knowledge to build a complete hypothesis tree at the start ofan engagement. In these cases, it is best to begin by structuring the problem using an issue tree(Exhibit 5).
An issue tree is best set out as a series of open questions in sentence form. For example, “Howcan the client minimize its tax burden?” is more useful than “Tax.” Open questions – questionsthat begin with “what,” “how,” or “why”– produce deeper insights than closed ones, whichtypically start with “can” or “does.” In some cases, an issue tree can be sharpened by togglingbetween issue and hypothesis – working forward from an issue to identify the hypothesis, andback from the hypothesis to sharpen the relevant open question.
Prioritize the issuesOnce the problem has been structured, the next step is to prioritize the issues or hypotheses onwhich the team will focus its work.
When prioritizing, it is common to use a two-by-two matrix – e.g., a matrix featuring “impact”and “ease of impact” as the two axes. Our focus on client impact makes it extremely likely thatimpact will form part of any prioritization. Other prioritization criteria include urgency (butbeware the danger of being drawn into firefighting), fit with values and mission, strategic align-ment, fit with capabilities, and option value. Applying some of these prioritization criteria willknock out portions of the issue tree altogether. Consider testing the issues against them all,albeit quickly, to help drive the prioritization process.
� Tackle one level at a time. Be sure to complete each level of the hypothesis or issuetree before moving deeper into the structure. This allows you to verify that the issues ateach level of the tree are MECE.
� Develop a first draft quickly. It is tempting, especially when working with clients, tospend a great deal of time agonizing over the precise way in which to split issues orgroping for the perfect storyline wording. Instead, it is usually better to iterate rapidly andtry out different ways of constructing issue or hypothesis trees as a way of feeling yourway into the problem.
� Be aware that a first draft may already exist. Functional or industry practices, orteam members who have worked on engagements similar to yours, may have issue orhypothesis trees that reflect their experience in structuring and solving the kind of prob-lem you face. These trees offer a starting point that will speed and strengthen the team’swork in this phase.
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� Keep it simple. The key to making the prioritization process effective is to avoid com-plicating the prioritization criteria.
� Recognize that impact is not always quantifiable. Quantifying impact is not always easy.Be wary of ignoring aspects of impact such as client competitiveness, which cannot eas-ily be quantified.
� Bring the client along. One way to bring the client along with the team is to write theissues or hypotheses on Post-it notes and, working together with the client, to movethem around on the chosen prioritization matrix, discussing each move. Typically, all thePost-it notes start off in the top right-hand corner because every issue will have a cham-pion. But when forced to make trade-offs, people will do so. By going through this exer-cise, the team will not only complete the prioritization but will also generally uncoverfurther insight into the issues and the problem.
Issue trees are deductive and cover the full problemExhibit 5
► Starts with the basic question and breaks it downinto components
► Has a MECE set of complete questions at each level► Uses sub-issues to drive answers at higher levels► Consists of open questions (“What?” “How?”)
What additionalorganic growth can potentially be stimulated?
What is the currently anticipated organic growth?
How can Pioneer Bank grow its business by$100mn over the next two years and create asustainable economic platform for the future?
How muchgrowth can becaptured throughacquisitions?
How can we integrateforward?
How can we integratebackward?
How can we integrate witha financial company?
How can we integrate witha nonfinancial company?
How canPioneer Bank grow organically?
How can weintegratevertically?
How can weintegratehorizontally?
What are the opportunities for geographic expansion?
What are the new productopportunities?
How can we increasesales productivity?
What new channels canwe leverage?
Once the criteria are defined, prioritizing should be straightforward: Simply map the issues tothe framework, and focus on those that score highest against the criteria.
As the team conducts analysis and learns more about the problem and the potential solution,make sure to revisit the prioritization matrix so as to remain focused on the highest-priority issues.
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Workplan worksheet with exampleExhibit 6
TIMING/RESPONSIBILITY
Defines completiondue date andresponsibilities
July 1, John
An issue is typically animportant,unresolved question,phrased so that it can be answered yes or no
Should PioneerBank invest$200mn topurchase Shanghai Bank?
The hypothesis is a statement of the likely resolution of theissue. It includes the reasons foranswering yes or no
Yes. ShanghaiBank is the best option forPioneer toestablish criticalskills andassets quickly, compared withboth organic growth andother acquisition options
The analysis defines the work necessary and sufficient to prove ordisprove thehypothesis orresolve theissue
▪ Assessmentof organic
options forgrowth – time,risk, etc.
▪ Comparisonof other localbanks in
market asacquisitionoptions
▪ Cash flow, NPV
END PRODUCT
The end product is a statement of the outputfrom the analysis
Financialforecast andvalue ofinvestment
Provides a list of potentialMcKinsey,client, andexternalsources ofinformation, e.g., experts,databases
▪ Analyst reports on Chinesebanking
landscape▪ LocalMcKinseyFIG experts
▪ M&A practicevaluation
methodology
Plan analyses and workIf the prioritization has been carried out effectively, the team will have clarified the key issuesor hypotheses that must be subjected to analysis. The aim of these analyses is to prove thehypotheses true or false, or to develop useful perspectives on each key issue. Now the task is todesign an effective and efficient workplan for conducting the analyses.
Transforming the prioritized problem structure into a workplan involves two main tasks. First,define the blocks of work that need to be undertaken: Whether you are starting from issues orhypotheses, articulate as clearly as possible the desired end products and the analysis necessaryto produce them, and estimate the resources and time required. Next, sequence the work blocksin a way that matches the available resources to the need to deliver against key engagementmilestones (e.g., important meetings, progress reviews), as well as to the overall pacing of theengagement (i.e., weekly or twice-weekly meetings, and so on).
A good workplan will detail the following for each issue or hypothesis: analyses, end products,sources, and timing and responsibility (Exhibit 6). Because of the many considerations involved,developing the workplan takes time. However, doing it well mostly requires working throughthe definition of each element of the workplan in a rigorous and methodical fashion. Involving
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Three horizons of engagement planningExhibit 7
è Take time to reflect on study progress at least weeklyè Define actions required to keep the problem-solving process moving (e.g., interviews,
information requests, involvement of McKinsey or client resources)
CURRENT WEEK: INTERNAL MEETINGS, TO-DO LISTS
3August September October
CW 30 CW 31 CW 32 CW 33 CW 34 CW 35 CW 36 CW 37 CW 38
è Regroup and plan for next cycle after every team review and client progress reviewè Determine responsibilities for key analyses and balance workload, ensuring that
the critical path of work is sequenced
CURRENT CYCLE: DOCUMENT FOR PROGRESS REVIEW
The project workplan is the key instrument used to control the progress of the studyè It should be reviewed often to ensure direction remains sound and deadlines are not missedè It should be updated after key progress reviews or team discussions
ENGAGEMENT HORIZON: PROJECT WORKPLAN
more experienced colleagues and experts will help make sure the workplan and its elementsare properly thought through.
� Tie issues, analyses, and end products. When you define and create blocks of work,make sure there is a one-to-one linkage between your issues or hypotheses and yourend products and analyses.
� Ensure a balanced workload. Take care to balance the workload, carefully consideringthe difficulty of each analysis and the variety of resources available (e.g., McKinseyteam members, client team members, experts, R&I groups, our “McKC” globalknowledge centers, and our Analytic Services group).
� Consider workplan horizons. Your team may find it useful to match the workplan tothree horizons: what is expected at the end of the engagement, what is expected at keyprogress reviews, and what is due at daily and/or weekly team meetings. The detailin the workplan will typically be greater for the near term (the next week) than for thelong term (the study horizon), especially early in a new engagement, when considerableambiguity about the end state remains (Exhibit 7).
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Conduct analyses and workThe bulk of an engagement generally consists of gathering facts and conducting analyses tosolve the problem.
It is not the aim of this paper to educate you in how to conduct analysis. However, it is worthreiterating that numbers are primary in any hierarchy of facts and analyses at McKinsey. Anysolution that is not borne out by quantitative facts immediately bears a heavy burden of proof.Thatsaid, among the real strengths of McKinsey problem solving are its willingness to take its factswhere it finds them; where facts are not available, to develop them (for example, by conductinginterviews and surveys, or by building models); and to draw inferences from the eclectic mixof information that results.
Synthesize findingsThis is the most difficult element of the problem-solving process. After a period of beingimmersed in the details, it is crucial to step back and distinguish the important from themerely interesting. Distinctive problem solvers seek the essence of the story that will underpina crisp recommendation for action.
McKinsey’s primary tool for synthesizing is the pyramid principle. Essentially, this principleasserts that every synthesis should explain a single concept – the “governing thought.” The sup-porting ideas in the synthesis form a thought hierarchy proceeding in a logical structure from themost detailed facts to the governing thought, ruthlessly excluding the interesting but irrelevant.While this hierarchy can be laid out as a tree – just as with issue and hypothesis trees – the bestproblem solvers capture it by creating dot-dash storylines (Exhibit 8, on p. 16).
� Focus on answers, not analysis. Always be end-product-oriented. You should never findyourself just “running the numbers.”
� Understand that simpler is sometimes better. Our solutions must always be rigorous.However, rigor in problem solving does not mean supporting every proof through weeksof fact finding. Often, speedily reaching a “directionally correct” solution is more valuablethan refining a perfect answer over a longer period. Similarly, completing order-of-magnitude and back-of-the-envelope analyses will help guide more detailed solutionswhen they are necessary. In general, apply the 80/20 rule when a full fact base is notnecessary – focus on the 20% of analysis that gives you 80% of the solution.
� Watch out for data paralysis. A lack of data – or too much data – can leave a team scram-bling. Pay attention to working within both data and time constraints, so that you candevelop solutions in time to do the reality checks necessary before fitting the analysiswithin the bigger picture/storyline.
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Powerful synthesis is an art and takes lots of practice. But there are habits that can help:
� Focus on action. Articulate the thoughts at each level of the pyramid as declarative sen-tences, not as topics. (“Planning” is a topic and not a declarative sentence; “The plan-ning system needs to become lean” is a declarative sentence.) If you were to articulatea governing thought to a client and the client’s first reaction were to ask what the com-pany should do, you would know that your governing thought was incomplete.
� Use storylines, not PowerPoint. PowerPoint is not a good tool for synthesis: It is poorat highlighting logical connections. A storyline will clarify elements that may be ambigu-ous in the PowerPoint presentation and even bring to the surface hidden contradictionsthat often survive between, say, pages 3 and 26 of a PowerPoint pack.
� Keep the emerging storyline visible. Many teams find that posting the storyline or story-board on the team-room wall helps keep the thinking focused. It also helps in bringingthe client along.
� Try SCR. A powerful way to synthesize a story is to use the situation-complication-resolution structure. The situation is the reason there is action to be taken. The com-plication is why the situation needs thinking through – typically an industry or clientchallenge. The resolution is the answer. Any synthesis that does not fit into this formatcan probably be made clearer and more insightful by being modified accordingly. Forexample: The retail bank market in China is profitable at 15% EBIT and is rapidly grow-ing at a 12% CAGR (situation). However, Pioneer Bank is poorly positioned to share in thisgrowing profit pool (complication). Pioneer needs to acquire Shanghai Bank and invest$60 million in building capabilities to establish a winning position (resolution).
� Test the pyramid. You can assess the rigor of your pyramid using three simple tests:
• Going down the pyramid. Does each governing thought pose a single question (usual-ly “why” or “how,” but not both) that is answered completely by the group of boxesbelow it?
• Going across. Is each level within the pyramid MECE?
• Going up. Does each group of boxes, taken together, provide one answer – one “sowhat?” – that is essentially the governing thought above it?
� Test the solution. What would it mean if your hypotheses all came true? One team work-ing for a regulated utility thought it had identified the perfect set of hypotheses on whichit could base delivering the right strategy for its client. But when the team asked, “Whatwould happen if everything worked out?” the answer clearly posed serious anticompet-itive issues. Had the team not thought through the implications of the “perfect strate-gy,” it would not have had the opportunity to readjust the question it was trying to solve– which of course changed the answer.
Although synthesis appears, formally speaking, as the penultimate step in the process, it shouldhappen throughout. Ideally, after you have made almost any analytical progress, you should attemptto articulate the “Day 1” or “Week 1” answer. Continue to synthesize as you go along: This willremind the team of the question you are trying to answer, assist prioritization, highlight thelogical links of the emerging solution, and ensure that you have a story ready to articulate at alltimes during the study.
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Attributes of pyramid structure for grouping argumentsExhibit 8
COMMUNICATION
A logical structure to the supportingarguments
“So what?” to builda governing thought
Majorarguments
Governingthought
Logical sequence ofarguments, e.g.:• Situation• Complication• Resolution Logical grouping of
similar arguments, e.g.:• Reasons• Examples• Actions
Develop recommendationsIt is at this point that we address the client’s questions: “What do I do, and how do I do it?”Elegantly synthesized analytical solutions are often not sufficient for client impact. Our clientstell us that we create great solutions and identify unique opportunities, but that we need topush our recommendations to a more actionable level. In addition, our own research suggeststhat clients often fail to capture the full benefits of our work, largely because of lack oforganizational commitment and the skills required for execution. Therefore, our work isincomplete until we have actionable recommendations, along with a plan and client commit-ment for implementation.
The essence of this step is to translate the overall solution into the actions required to deliversustained impact. A pragmatic action plan must be developed and communicated in a tailoredmanner acceptable to the client organization. First, it must include the relevant initiatives, alongwith a clear sequence, timing, and mapping of the activities required to realize them – taking intoaccount not merely the need for sustained impact but also the effect of visible “quick wins,” theresources available, and any competing priorities. Second, it must set out clear owners for eachinitiative. Third, it must include the key success factors and the challenges involved in deliveringon the initiatives – including, for example, identifying change agents and change blockers.

In the end, all our work boils down to change and how to help clients achieve it. Organizationalchange is the hardest challenge a client can take on. Crucial questions to ask as you buildrecommendations for organizational change are: Does each person who needs to change (fromthe CEO to the front line) understand what he or she needs to change and why, and is he or shecommitted to it? Are key leaders and role models throughout the organization personally com-mitted to behaving differently? Has the client set in place the necessary formal mechanisms(evaluation processes, compensation, etc.) to reinforce the desired change? Does the client havethe skills and confidence to behave in the desired new way? If the answer to any of the aboveis no, you should ensure your recommendations appropriately support successfully addressingthese challenges.4
DISTINCTIVENESS PRACTICES
Thus far, we have covered the basics of first-class problem solving. This process will yield sound,logical answers. Nevertheless, they can sometimes be incremental. Great problem solvers iden-tify unique disruptions and discontinuities, novel insights, and step-out opportunities that leadto truly distinctive impact. This is not a matter of instinct, although watching skilled practition-ers may suggest otherwise. Rather, they apply a number of practices throughout the problem-solving process to help develop these insights. As you iterate the problem definition and the steps
� Be SMART again. As with the basic question in the Problem Statement Worksheet, therecommendations should be SMART – specific, measurable, action-oriented, relevant,and time-bound.
� Expand your view of winners and losers. Think hard about how to turn the losers intowinners. Influencing those who stand to lose the most often makes the differencebetween recommendations that sit on a shelf and those that are deeply and broadlycommitted to.
� Don’t wait until the end of the study. As with all other stages, recommendations shouldbe part of problem solving from the outset and should be revisited throughout.
� Test the recommendations with the client. We noted earlier that cocreating the solutionwith the client across all stages of the problem-solving process greatly increases thelikelihood that your recommendations will gain client buy-in. Whether you have achieveda great deal of client collaboration throughout the process or only a little, now is the timeto ensure that the relevant client stakeholders agree with the recommendations. They willinclude client team members and senior client leaders, but might also extend to a juniormanager likely to be affected by part of the solution, a client employee who has providedlots of data or other input, or a key influencer in the organization.
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that follow, we recommend that you reflect explicitly on each of the following practices anddraw on them in seeking creative breakthroughs (Exhibit 9).
Expand: Construct multiple perspectivesThe first practice is to expand your thinking by constructing multiple perspectives. Identifyingalternative ways of looking at the problem expands the range of possibilities, opens you up toinnovative ideas, and allows you to formulate more powerful hypotheses.
Begin by reframing the problem from different perspectives or roles, and by testing solutions orapproaches from other industries. Questions that help here include: “What changes if I thinkfrom the perspective of a customer, or a supplier, or a frontline employee, or a competitor?”“How have other industries viewed and addressed this same problem?”“What would it meanif the client sought to run the bank like a low-cost airline or a cosmetics manufacturer?” Draw-
Four distinctive capabilitiesExhibit 9
The ability to see aproblem and its aspects from many angles• Change the point of
view (e.g., what would a customer see?)
• Change elementsof the problem (e.g.,what changes if your client acquiresa competitor?)
EXPAND: Constructmultiple perspectives
LINK: Identifyrelationships
The ability to discern connections among elements of the problem and elementsbeyond it. Consider:• Hierarchy (e.g., cause
and effect, sequence,priority)
• Groupings (e.g., size,common themes,common drivers)
• Analogies fromother situations
DISTILL: Find the essence
The ability to cut through complexity to reveal theheart of the problem• Identify critical
problem elements• Advance simpler
parts of the problemto inform more complex ones
• Assemble the problemelements into a story:If it doesn’t fit, itdoesn’t matter
The ability to think ahead of the team andsimultaneously step back from the problem• Spend time specifically
thinking ahead• Challenge the rigor
of the analysis atevery stage
• Stress-test theemerging recommen-dation for feasibilityand common sense
• Test solution fordistinctiveness
LEAD: Stay ahead/Step back

ing on experts, role playing, war gaming, and seeking analogies from other industries can allpush your thinking.
In addition to “flexing” your point of view, you can also flex the problem itself. Try relaxinggiven constraints, widening the scope, changing key elements or conditions, and testing againstextreme conditions. For example, what changes if your client acquires its largest competitor?What happens if the market grows at twice its current rate – or half? The easiest way to thinkthrough this approach is to examine the Problem Statement Worksheet for the constraints youare assuming, and then relax them. Scenario planning is a particularly useful tool in this regard.
Link: Identify relationshipsThe second distinctiveness practice is to identify relationships. Strong problem solvers discernconnections and recognize patterns in two different ways. First, they seek out the ways in whichdifferent problem elements – issues, hypotheses, analyses, work elements, findings, answers, andrecommendations – relate to one another. Second, they recognize analogous situations orproblems. They use these relationships throughout the basic problem-solving process to identifyefficient problem-solving approaches, novel solutions, and more powerful syntheses.
“What are the relationships within this set of problem elements?” is one of the most commonquestions asked by EDs. This question may manifest itself as, “In what sequence should weexecute these recommendations?” or “Why did you order this series of bullets on the page inthis way?” or “What is the rationale for a particular grouping of a set of elements of a work-plan?” One of the most common answers early-tenure associates give is “I didn’t think aboutit.” Considerations that can help answer these questions, before they are asked, are:
• Hierarchy. Is there a cause and effect between elements? Is there a sequence in terms oftiming or order of steps? Is there a natural prioritization within a list of elements?
• Groupings. Are there natural groupings by magnitude? Do elements share a common themeor nature, e.g., similar markets, similar capabilities, similar challenges? Is there a groupingimplied if you organize by common drivers?
Analogies can also offer insight at each step of the basic problem-solving process by helpingidentify the elements of a problem structure that are likely to have the greatest effect on theoutcome, challenging the typical way of thinking about the problem, and offering potentialsolutions or innovations. For example, many of the issues related to creating growth at a bankin China are analogous to growing within other industries in China. A team can understandwhich issues are most critical by understanding these analogies.
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Distill: Find the essenceThe third practice is to find the essence. Our clients ask us to address some of their most com-plex situations and problems. Cutting through complexity to identify the heart of the problemand its solution is a critical skill.
Start by identifying the critical problem elements. Are there some issues, approaches, or optionsthat can be eliminated completely because they won’t make a significant difference to thesolution? Even if nothing can be eliminated outright, assess the relative impact of the problemelements on the solution, and focus on those problem elements that will have the most impact.
You should also consider how complex the different elements are and how long it will take tocomplete them. Wherever possible, quickly advance simpler parts of the problem that caninform more complex or time-consuming parts.
As always, a good storyline is very useful in distilling things to their essence. If any of the elementsyou’re working on does not naturally find a place in the storyline, ask yourself why you areworking on it.
Lead: Stay ahead/step backThe final practice of the first-class problem solver is to stay ahead/step back. Without getting aheadof the client, you cannot be distinctive. Paradoxically, to get ahead – and stay ahead – it is oftennecessary to step back from the problem to validate or revalidate the approach and the solution.Becoming entangled in the weeds, or being reactive to the client or others, is a path to failure.
You can avoid these traps byusing a number of techniques:
• Spend time thinking one ormore steps ahead of theclient, the EM, the ED,and/or the rest of the team.Allocate time for this pur-pose at the end of everyday and every week.
• Constantly check and chal-lenge the rigor of theunderlying data and analy-sis, as well as the logic ofindividual elements of thesolution or hypothesis.Don’t spend hours on any
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THE OBLIGATION TO DISSENT
At the Firm, if you don’t agree with something, it is your obligation topresent your dissenting view, and the obligation of others to listen.You should, of course, support your dissenting position with logicand facts that prove it is worthy of investigation. But never forgetthat you may be the best person, and sometimes the only person, tosee a weakness or an opportunity.
The obligation to dissent is critical to ensuring our problem solving isrobust. It allows ideas and logic to trump tenure and real and per-ceived experience, as well as emotional attachment to any elementof the problem-solving process.
Behavioral economics has demonstrated that people readily acceptdata that supports their biases and are willing to overlook data thatchallenges them. It also demonstrates how willing people are to goalong with what everyone else appears to think is right. The obliga-tion to dissent is the best antidote we have for these phenomena,which otherwise lead to suboptimal solutions.

element unless it is critical to the solution. Rather, use back-of-the-envelope and order-of-magnitude checks, triangulation, and good judgment to assess quickly whether there maybe a mistake.
• Stress-test the whole emerging recommendation in several ways. Does it fit with the initialproblem definition? Does the overall answer meet the test of common sense? (Deeply counter-intuitive solutions can be right, but they must meet a high bar.) Is the solution feasible –i.e., can it be implemented, given internal and external constraints? Do all the puzzle piecesfit together?
• Similarly, challenge the solution against a set of hurdles. Does it satisfy the criteria for suc-cess as set out on the Problem Statement Worksheet? Does it meet the bar for distinctivenessoriginally set for the engagement – in terms of impact, of innovative or creative insight, andso on?
HARNESS THE POWER OF COLLABORATION
No matter how skilled, knowledgeable, or experienced you are, you will never create the mostdistinctive solution on your own. The best problem solvers know how to leverage the power oftheir team, clients, the Firm, and outside parties. Seeking the right expertise at the right time,and leveraging it in the right way, are ultimately how we bring distinctiveness to our work, howwe maximize efficiency, and how we learn. All of us have struggled over a problem at sometime. When you find yourself struggling, reach out.
When solving a problem, it is important to ask, “Have I accessed all the sources of insight thatare available?” Here are the sources you should consider:
• Your core team. Your team is likely to have at least some expertise in the problem at hand.Sitting down with the EM, ED, or another team member is often very helpful. Group problem-solving sessions, grounded in a sound framing of the question, can sharpen individual andcollective thinking.
• The client. Hesitate to draw on client team members and you will miss important inputs.The whole team should think broadly about whom to call on from the client and how todo it. For example, consider individuals identified in the stakeholder analysis – not justyour client “friends” but also those who stand to lose the most from the potential recom-mendations. The latter are certain to have perspectives that will challenge the team’s think-ing. Engage clients not only in progress reviews or problem-solving sessions but also inone-on-one interviews and discussions. Furthermore, always ask client team members ifthere is someone else within their organization who is a “must see” when rounding outyour perspective.
• The client’s suppliers and customers. This group can be a source of valuable insight and col-laboration. Interviews, workshops, focus groups, surveys, and so on often result in suppliers
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and customers identifying the client’s opportunities and challenges more clearly than anyother group.
• Internal experts and knowledge. Tap quickly and deeply into Firm expertise. Our clients, andeven our competitors, acknowledge the breadth and depth of McKinsey’s knowledge,resources, and experience. Today, it is quite unusual to conduct a study with regard to whichthere is no relevant sector or functional expertise in the Firm. At the same time, our clientsconsistently push us to bring more of our expertise to developing innovative, high-impactsolutions. Locate key knowledge and expertise early in the engagement, and decide whenand how to leverage this knowledge best. With a plan in hand for how best to use an expert’stime, pick up the phone and reach out – one of the strengths of the Firm is the number ofpeople able and willing to help.
• External sources of knowledge. External knowledge can complement and, sometimes moreimportant, challenge our internal sources. This can only further the problem-solving effort.An array of external research and information is now available through practice first alerts,R&I groups, and our McKC global knowledge centers, as well as directly from “Know,” theFirm’s intranet-based knowledge portal.
• Communications specialists. By nature and training, McKinsey communications specialists arelogical, structured thinkers who have great instincts and experience in a range of critical skills.From supporting storyline and document writing to stakeholder analysis and communicationsplanning, members of this group can often act as invaluable thought partners from the begin-ning to the end of a study.
The key here is to think open, not closed. Opening up to varied sources of data and perspectivesfurthers our mission to develop truly innovative and distinctive solutions for our clients.
Although delivering client impact involves Rq and Cq as well as Iq, it is Iq – the raw problem-solving power to develop distinctive solutions – that remains the sine qua non of a McKinsey career.
Developing distinctive solutions begins with a rigorous understanding of the real problem andproceeds by being meticulous about following the problem-solving process, from the “Day 1”problem definition and storyline to the final recommendation. This process will always generatelogical, impactful solutions.
Sometimes, however, the impact will only be incremental – and we seek creative solutions thatdeliver impact well beyond the incremental. So push yourself to expand, link, distill, and lead inorder to identify unique discontinuities and disruptions, novel insights, and breakout opportu-nities. Make sure to collaborate within and outside the team, involving the client appropriatelyat every stage – in the best case, cocreating the solution with the client. Above all, find time, dur-ing each day or at least each week, to step back from the daily churn and think about the prob-lem and the solution. These approaches, plus 30 minutes spent alone each day, or a
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couple of hours each week, can make all the difference in leading you to develop the “onlyMcKinsey” solution that delivers substantial, lasting improvement in client performance.
The art of distinctive problem solving evolves over time. We invite you to reflect on the messagesin this paper and encourage you to hone your skills where needed. Learn by practicing. Also, seekto learn from all your colleagues: You will find that they all have different approaches and thatyou have something to learn from each of them.
The reputation of McKinsey stands or falls on the way each of us solves problems every day onevery study. When we do this to the best of our abilities, we deliver “only McKinsey”-levelimpact, we attract great clients and great people, and we feel a profound sense of achievement.
ENDNOTES1 In operational and organizational studies, we sometimes adopt a problem-solving process based
on “diagnose-design-deliver” as a way to structure our work. We also sometimes apply approach-es such as appreciative enquiry, open systems solutions, and the Socratic method. When we useapproaches like these, we are in essence shortcutting or expanding steps within our universalapproach, e.g., leveraging pre-existing hypotheses or creating an environment for innovation with-in key elements of the process. More information on these techniques, including how and when touse them, can be found in papers in the bibliography.
2 The typography “Iq” is used to distinguish the set of core McKinsey problem-solving skills fromIQ, the well-known measure of general intelligence. For a full discussion of Iq (“Intellectual/Insight quotient”), Cq (“Capability quotient”), and Rq (“Relationship quotient”), see the “Learn-ing Staircase” page on the Firm’s Learn portal.
3 How best to influence individual stakeholders is a complex matter beyond the reach of this paper.A comprehensive discussion can be found in Lynette Gilbert, Hazel Holker, Nancy Sawyer Has-son, and Donald Simpson, “The Organizational Communication Toolkit” (ID# 606896).
4 These are the four elements of the influence model that lie at the crux of change management andperformance culture work. Readers may acquaint themselves with this model in many Firm doc-uments, including Staff Paper no. 65, “The Performance Culture Imperative,” by Carolyn Aiken,Scott Keller, and Michael Rennie, March 2007 (ID# 724599).
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