Three Daysin the Life.

What isit really like to work in consulting?

We asked three alumni to share the intimate details of
their 24-hour day ... togiveusareal life glimpse of
the real world of consulting. Read on.

Rulesof Engagement

Stephen Pidgeon T°07
Associate McKinsey &
Company London,
England

6:35 a.m. I’'m in the shower and the bath-
room door opens. My two kids are up and
want to say hi. | try to listen to my eldest
daughter’s monologue about the relative mer-
its of Polly Pocket vs. Barbie but I’m not sure
| catch every nuance. After awhile | tell them
to go back to bed, and that I’ll come and wake
them up once I’m out of the shower and
dressed.

7:00 a.m. Finally dressed and ready for the
day, | go and get the girls and they come
downstairs with me, giving my wife an extra
few minutes of sleep before she has to get up
and start getting the girls ready for school.
Since | don’t often get home before the girls
get to bed (7 p.m.) thisis my main opportuni-
ty to see them during the week. Often | stay
home longer and have breakfast with them,
before heading off towards the office at about
8:15, but today 1’ve got a breakfast meeting in
town, so | tak to them while | put on my
shoes and check my Blackberry. A few rounds
of goodbye kisses and I’m out the door at
7:10.

7:10 a.m. | have a short drive to the station
car park. We livein a small village (similar in
sizeto Norwich, VT) outside London. It looks
like it’s going to be a nice day (not always
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guaranteed in summer in the U.K.l)—the sky
is blue, the trees are green, I’m beginning to
wake up, and life is good!

7:25 a.m. Strange how the train at thistime
is never particularly busy. If this was forty-
five minutes later | wouldn’t get a seat, but
now | manage to find a space next to the win-
dow and al of a sudden | have 22 minutes of
undisturbed ‘me time’. Often | use thistimeto
get in a little more sleep, but today I’m in the
middle of an intriguing book, The End of Mr.
Y, which | eagerly dive into.

7:47 am. Walking through the newly
refurbished St. Pancras International station is
always uplifting. It was opened earlier in the
year and is now London’s terminal for the
Eurostar. It’s one of the most, if not the most
beautiful public spaces I've ever seen — an
immense Victorian gothic station with a glass
roof, now filled with upscale bars and restau-
rants like the food court of an expensive mall.
| get a particular childish thrill about walking
past the Eurostar departure board which is
listing the next train with its destination of
Disneyland Paris. Not for me today though,
I’m off to the tube station.

7:50 a.m. It’s incredible how so many peo-
ple can fit onto such a small underground
train. Everyone is incredibly polite, ignoring
the fact that we are pressed up against each
other in a way that doesn’t ordinarily happen
without alcohoal.

8:00 am. I’'m having breakfast with my

“Summer Buddy”. He is a Summer Associate
(our term for summer intern) and | have been
assigned to him as someone to talk to during
his time here. Since | was a ‘summer’ two
years ago | have afairly good idea of what he
is going through, and so am able to help steer
him through some of the challenges of being
dropped into McKinsey after a year of busi-
ness school (he is not a Tuckie—but goes to
another school down the road in Cambridge).

After aweek or so of trying to get together
for dinner, we have decided that breakfast isa
better bet-less likely to get cancelled by last
minute team or project demands. Also, this
means | have an excuse to come to the restau-
rant at Forthum and Mason for breakfast. |
like this restaurant primarily because it’s the
only place in England I’ve found so far that
can make pancakes well, thus satisfying my
craving for areminder of breakfast at Lou’s.

My ‘Summer Buddy’ talks to me about his
experience so far. He is keen to find out from
me whether his team and his project are ‘typ-
ical’—i.e., is he getting a good sample of life
as aMcKinsey consultant that will enable him
to make an informed choice about whether to
return next year. We talk about the fact that
while there are many ‘typical’ ways of work-
ing, there are also many nuances that are
unique to each team and project. In many
ways | think thisis why | like consulting (at
least what I’ve seen of it in my 15 months so
far)—there is a definite underlying skill set to
build and rely on, but then each project and
each team has its own quirks which keep me
on my toes.

8:50 a.m. Breakfast over, | have a ten-
minute taxi journey to the client office. The
route takes me past Buckingham Palace,
where tourists are aready gathering to take
photos of their “holidays of a lifetime’.

9:00 a.m. My current project (’study’
in McKinsey parlance) is Top-Team
Effectiveness for a large government organi-
sation (at McKinsey we don’t disclose the
identities of our clients). Our usual working
practice is to spend Monday thru Thursday at
the client which ensures we bring the client
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along as we develop the solution, then Friday
at our office to ensure we aso have an oppor-
tunity to connect with each other, attend train-
ing, etc. Since my current client is ten minutes
from our office, we are a lot more flexible,
and often my day can involve severa trips
back and forth, depending on what we are
doing and who we are meeting.

We start today with a ‘team huddle’—the
three of us who form the core McKinsey team
[Engagement Manager, Associate (me) and
Business Analyst] get together over a coffee
for ten minutes to discuss the day ahead. We
each define what success will look like by the
end of the day, and talk about some of the
challenges we foresee.

9:30 am. Our study is focusing on the
ways that the top leaders of this organisation
work together, and how this has an effect on
the functioning of the entire organisation. It
has been a fascinating opportunity to work
closely with the Chief Executive and her top
team, particularly as we have been working
with very sensitive areas like the way the staff
perceive their leadership.

Last week we hosted a day-long workshop
for the top team in which we presented infor-
mation we’d collected from the rest of the
organisation. Some of this was very challeng-
ing, and the day was very powerful, with alot
of soul-searching. It ended with some very
clear resolutions that will mean large changes
for the way the organisation works.

My task right now is to draft a memo from
the Chief Executive to the staff, to let them
know what was decided at the workshop and
what will be the next steps.

10:00 a.m. When I’ve finished my first
draft, | send it on to the Engagement Manager,
who makes some edits and then sends it out to
the partners who are overseeing our study.
They will all send their comments back to me,
and I’ll assemble them into afinal draft.

10:20 a.m. A lot of my timeis spent check-
ing and sending emails, either by my
Blackberry or while I’'m at my computer.
Most are related to the current study, but a
couple are worth mentioning to give an idea
of the other ‘ongoing issues’ I am thinking
about.

1. We have been running a ‘summer exhi-
bition” of artwork created by consultants
and support staff. Our work has been
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Our study is focusing on the ways that the top leaders of this

organization work together, and how this has an effect on the
functioning of the entire organization.

displayed in the restaurant at our office,
and | entered two photos | took during
my time at Tuck. Those of us who
entered photos have been emailing each
other about setting up a photo club, and
we are going to meet tomorrow to dis-
cuss the next steps.

2. Next week | am off to Austria for two
weeks’ training. This is a course that
consultants are sent on after approxi-
mately one year of experience. One
thing I’m particularly looking forward
to—one of the other attendees will be a
classmate who was in my first study
group at Tuck!

3. Each year the London office chooses an
‘office challenge’—something that
everyone can get involved in. This year
we are making a feature film about char-
ities, and bearing in mind film produc-
tion was my former professon | am
arranging a meeting with some of the
film-makers to offer advice.

11:10 a.m. I’m having a meeting with the
client’s Director of Communications, to dis-
cuss the draft letter from the Chief Executive.
Over the past few weeks we have built up a
good relationship, and the meeting is fairly
relaxed and enjoyable. He has some concerns,
though, about the correct way to get the infor-
mation contained in the letter out to the staff,
and we debate the relative merits of a memo
from the Chief Executive versus a ‘cascade’
of more personal communications from each
director to their direct reports, and so on down
through the organi sation.

12:30 p.m. | am having a ‘problem-solv-
ing’ session with the Business Analyst (At
McKinsey, BA’s are younger team members
hired from bachelors degree level) on our
team. Problem Solving is the term we use to
cover a number of ways of team working, not
unlike the way we work in study groups at
Tuck.

One of the outcomes of last week’s work-
shop was that a key area of the business needs

extra staff resources. The BA on our team has
been tasked to build a baseline understanding
of how many staff members are currently
engaged in this activity, and how many would
be required to do it at a ‘best practice’ level.
This sounds simple, but is proving very diffi-
cult as many people in this organisation do
many tasks, so the BA is finding it hard to get
concrete information on who does what, and
for how much of their time.

We spend our ‘problem solving’ time on
two issues:

First we debate the actual methodology he
is using to get the information—is he asking
the right questions? Are the answers he’s get-
ting going to tell us what we need to know? Is
there a better way of approaching this issue?

Second we lay out the PowerPoint pages
that we’ll use at the end of this process to tell
the story of what we have found. This is a
common way of working, to start with ‘ghost
pages’ that we think we’ll end up using, then
to gradually fill them in with information as
the study progresses. This way everyone on
the team, including the partners, can get
engaged from the beginning in both the ‘what’
and the ‘how’ of what is being worked on,
rather than having it al in the head of the per-
son doing the analysis until the last minute.

We find that drawing out the pages on a
whiteboard throws up a number of questions
that mean we have to re-evaluate the actua
methodology, and this in turn changes the
pages we think we’ll end up with. In this way,
we gradually iterate our way towards some-
thing we’re happy with. At this point we get
the Engagement Manager in and talk her
through our thinking. She too has questions,
and we spend another half an hour iterating
further until we are all convinced that we’ve
got it right.

1:45 p.m. The lead partner on our project
has been in a meeting with the Chief
Executive, and now has fifteen minutes free
before he has to head back to the office, so we
all head out to grab some lunch. We choose
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sushi (London seems to be experiencing a
sushi boom at the moment) and end up sitting
on a wall on a quiet residential backstreet,
enjoying the sunshine and talking about our
summer holidays.

2:00 p.m. After the success of the top team
workshop, one of the directors has asked us to
run a similar workshop for his department.
The difference with this one is that I’ll be
leading it.

For the top team workshop, the
Engagement Manager and | prepared the
materials, and worked with the partners on the
facilitation guide for the day. We then attend-
ed the day, taking notes and helping out where
required, while the partners led the actual
activities.

For this next workshop, however, it turns
out that al the partners, as well as the
Engagement Manager, will be presenting a
paper at an international conference and will
be unable to attend, so this will be up to me.
Needless to say, this is quite a challenge for
meand | have afew butterflies, aswell asalot
of excitement, at the prospect.

Right now we have a meeting with the
director and two of his staff. The Engagement
Manager and | lay out our initial thoughts for
the day, and listen to their ideas. Together, we
combine our ideas, creating some new poten-
tial activities, and end up with a plan that we
are all happy with. At the end of the meeting,
they mention that this workshop will be taking
place at a hotel outside of London, and that
they will all be staying there the night before.
They invite me to join them for the night
before and | accept their invitation—it will be
a great opportunity to get to know them
socially before the day itself.

3:15 p.m. As we didn’t have any more
client meetings scheduled, we have relocated
back to our office at Picadilly Circus. Other
than writing up my notes from the previous
meeting and creating a new plan for the work-
shop, | am free until 5, so decide to squeezein
asession at the gym.

3:30 p.m. My New Year’s Resolution,
amost nine months ago, wasto get to the gym
at least once a week. Since we have a gym at
our office therereally isn’t any excuse. It took
me until June to venture in there, but recently
I’ve been managing to get in at least once a
week. Today | ask the instructor for atutorial
on how to use the rowing machine properly. |
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find out what | had suspected, that my ama-
teurish efforts weren’t the correct way to use
the machine, but at least now | know. As |
row, | tell myself off for never once getting
out on the river during my two years at Tuck.
Mind you, with my (now corrected) technique
| probably would have crashed into Ledyard
Bridge or sunk the boat.

4:45 p.m. A quick cal with my wife to
say hi.

5:00 p.m. | have a meeting with the com-
munication specialist assigned to our team.
He is an expert in designing and running
workshops, among other things, and we talk
through my thoughts for the workshop | will
be running. He has difficulty understanding
one of the games | have created, so he makes
me stand up and talk him through it—exact-
ly what I'll say and exactly what | want
everyone to do. This certainly focuses me on
the pros and cons of what I’ve been thinking
about. We find some problems and talk them
through, and in the end design a game that
we are both really excited about. Most
importantly, he also agrees to accompany me
to the workshop and to co-host with me. We
will tag-team, taking it in turns to run a ses-
sion. It is good to know I’'ll be able to draw
on his experience and have something of a
‘safety net’.

6:00 p.m. We have a team meeting in the
lead partner’s office. Aswell as our core team
of three and the lead partner, we have two
other partners closely involved with this
study, so there are 6 of us gathered round a
conference table, each with a print out of a
PowerPoint document in front of us.

We are talking through a meeting we will
be having with the Chief Executive and the
leadership team tomorrow morning. We’ll be
taking them through what we have found so
far, and what we think the next steps should
be. We’ll be using a PowerPoint pack to guide
the meeting, so now we are talking through
this document.

There is some disagreement about one of
the priority areas that was raised in the previ-
ous workshop, both in terms of how we pres-
ent the outcome of the workshop, and what we
think they should do as a result. We end up
redesigning a number of key pages in the
PowerPoint pack, and agree that with these
changes done we should be in good shape for
the meeting tomorrow. The result is that the
core team will have to edit the PowerPoint

this evening and send it out to the partners to
read tonight.

6:50 p.m. A quick call home to talk to my
daughters and say goodnight to them. | tell my
wife it looks like I’ll be home at a fairly sen-
sible time today.

7:15 p.m. The EM, the BA and | have a
quick huddle to ensure that we all have the
same understanding of what we just agreed.
We work at a whiteboard and draw out the
new slides, debating each one until we are
happy. When each one is finished, we print
out a copy, scan it, and email it to our visual
graphics production office in India. They
will produce the slides and send them back
ASAP.

8:00 p.m. The dides have al gone out to
India, and we agree to cal it a day. The fin-
ished dlides will come back by the time we
have got home, and we’ll each log on, check
the produced versions, and then send them to
the EM, who will collate them and send them
out to the partners.

As afinal end of day ‘ritual’, we sit down
in three bizarrely designed chairs (they look
like donuts on legs, and it is not at al clear
how best to sit on them!) in a corner of our
open plan office. We spend 5 minutes on a
team ‘check-out’, referring back to the goals
we’d discussed at the beginning of the day,
and talking about whether or not we’ve
achieved them. Everyone has had a successful
day, so we say goodnight and head off home.

9:00 p.m. After another 22 minutes reading
on the train, and the short drive back to my
village, I’m home. | open the laptop and log
on to the network. The pages are back from
India, so | check them against the paper print-
outs, make some small adjustments, and send
them on to the Engagement Manager.

9:10 p.m. Dinner with my wife at home.

9:30 p.m. Sitting on the couch with a beer,
watching an episode of The West Wing. We
didn’t catch it when it was on TV, and lots of
our friends recommended it, so recently |
bought all 7 seasons on DVD on eBay, and
now the adventures of President Bartlett and
his team are in danger of overtaking our life!

10:10 p.m. The episode finishes, and my
wife and | look at each other, then at the
DVD box. We are both thinking the same
thing. Time for one more episode!

Page 3



Houston to Boston

Gautam Bellur T°03
Principal (Partner)
Mercer Management Consulting
Boston, M assachusetts

Midnight: A few more pages, | promise
myself. Joshua Fisher is about to break into
the top-secret lab. This can’t possibly end
well for him but | HAVE to find out. A few
more pages. If | fall adeep by 12.30, | can still
wake up at 6.30 (six hoursis plenty, I’ll make
it up tomorrow), get ajog in, and be ready to
head out by 7.30. Yeh, that’s it.

6.30 a.m. | suppose | could aways get a
jog in before dinner. Oh wait, it’s Thursday.
I’m flying back to Boston later today and
won’t get in till 9.30 p.m. Hmmm, maybe I’ll
just do an extra mile tomorrow morning — it’s
a Friday anyway. The Westin Heavenly Bed is
just that. and it’s still dark outside. | hit the
snooze button.

7.06 a.m. After four hits of the snooze but-
ton (a record low for me), I’'m finally up.
Damn, have to rush now to get ready, check
out, AND make it to the lobby by 7.30. Can’t
keep the team waiting again — at some point,
they’re going to do an intervention for my
chronic |lateness.

7.36 a.m. Ah yes, the entire team is present
and accounted for; they all look pointedly at
their watches. | try a cheerful grin and a
“sorry” but they’re not buying it. Apparently
being a partner doesn’t get you much slack
these days. We’re in Houston for the project
and the drive to the client is relatively peace-
ful (if stony silence qualifies as peaceful).
How does a six-lane highway (in a city with
nothing but six-lane highways) still resemble
a parking lot at 7.30 in the morning? Is there
time for a drive-thru Starbucks? Apparently
not, due to some.unforeseen delays.

8.15 a.m. We’re firmly ensconced in our
cubicles at the client site. Thisproject isarar-
ity — the client has actually given us a set of
cubicles in a separate area with its own con-
ference room. It’s not often that happens. |
check my calendar — three separate client
meetings are on the schedule today as well as
a couple of calls. Looks pretty full — | tend to
feel extremely productive when the calendar
is full, even if one of the items takes up four
hours and is called “on the plane to Boston.”
Outlook points out to me that | have conflict-
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ing appointments — a client meeting at the
same time as an interna partner cal. Guess
which one takes precedence?

A pause for context: We have been working
for the last six weeks on restructuring the
client organization and key processes in
preparation for an IPO. Thisis a company that
went from $3 billion in revenues to $12 bil-
lion in the space of three years. As a result,
there has been no time to pay close attention
to strategic and organizational issues— alot of
flying by the seat of the pants. | need to get a
few documents together for the discussion and
get sign-off from a senior VP at the client. |
realize that | only have one hour scheduled
with him when | probably need three but
that’s always how it is. How do | get him to
focus in on the key issues and make some
tough decisions in that short a time? Think,
man, think.

10.10 a.m. I’m back from my first meeting.
It went relatively well. | think | got the client
to commit to four out of the six decisions that
I was hoping for — not too shabby. Of course
this means | need to set up more face-to-face
time to finish up. Whatever happened to
“everything’s electronic, people can work
remotely with anyone in the world, this is a
global workplace, etc.?” In the world of strat-
egy consulting, sitting down across a desk is
apparently till how things get done. It’s prob-
ably my favorite aspect of the job — solving

Gautam Bellur T°03, on assignment in Dubai (August 2006)

often complex problems by working with the
most senior people at the client. | see my pri-
mary task as being able to channel the existing
wealth of client knowledge (subject matter
expertise) into a set of clear decision-making
frameworks so that “impactful” decisions are
made. Sorry. | was trying to see how many
“consulting-ese” words | could get into a sin-
gle sentence.

11.10 a.m. The analyst looks like she’s
either ready to cry or to throw the telephone at
the wall. | should check up on her. She’s been
trying to set up interviews with high-level
industry personnel as part of a benchmarking
exercise on best practices. And | suspect she’s
getting one too many rejections. | sit down
with her and go through the script she’s been
using. It happens all the time and, for some-
one new, it’s a baptism by fire. I’ve been
through it and it’s a skill set that one just
develops over time. Most of us, and most cer-
tainly not me, are not naturals at this kind of
thing. It’s 30% science and 70% art. | change
a few things in her script and give her a pep
talk, one that I’ve given a few times before —
I’ve got that part down to a science anyway!

11.45 a.m. One of the clients calls fifteen
minutes before 1I’m due to meet with him and
tells me that he has to deal with an emergency
“safety-related” issue and can we push back
our meeting to tomorrow.at 7 am. Everyone
at the client organization starts at 6.30 — | sup-
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I’m back from my first meeting. It went relatively well. | think

| got the client to commit to four out of the six decisionsthat |

was hoping for — not too shabby.

pose it makes sense in Houston if you
want to limit your commute to under two
hours. At least it’ll be 8 am. on the East
Coast.

12.30 p.m. At least now | can make
the partner cal. The head of the
operations prac- tice, which I’'m part of,
wants to know the sta- tus of some of the
“leads” that we’ve been working on. | try
to stay silent while some of the others talk
about how they’ve set up meet- ings, put
together proposals, and, in one case, that
they’re close to a “win.” Thankfully, as a
new partner, | get cut some dack. |
promise myself I’ll spend at least 8-10
hours next week on making some
progress. | have no idea when or how
but I’ll figure it out.

Juggling multiple roles and tasks is a
fact of life in consulting. Some may find
this stress- ful but it’s another huge reason
that I’'m still here after three years.
There’s never a dull moment and for
someone who'’s easily bored, that’s realy
important. Oh sure, it all gets to be a bit
much at times but at least it keeps things
interesting.

2.25 p.m. Of course, when you actually
want a client meeting to be shorter, it ends
up going long. Murphy’s Law, and it
means that | might actually miss my
flight back to Boston. And | haven’t
endeared myself to my team since this
affects them all.

3.30 p.m. We’re at the gate just about
in time, having run al the way through
the ter- mina and cut through the
security line. And wouldn’t you know it,
the flight is now delayed by two hours -
something about a mechanical problem
with the aircraft. Well, at least they
figured it out before we pulled out of the
gate. This is the third week in a row that
this has happened. | wonder who’s
responsible for arcraft maintenance at
Continental and what his performance
reviews are going to look like at the end
of the year. Time to find arelatively quiet
spot and try and do a little work — might
as well try and be productive.
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that house public transport as their personal
offices? They spread out their papers, open
up their laptop, pull out their cell phones
and proceed to yell extremely loudly at
someone about why revenues are down this
year? Well, I’'m sorry to say that, on
occasion, I’m one of these people. So |
apologize to anyone who’s been in the
unfortunate position of being forced to be a
part of my life story.

5.30 p.m. | have managed to organize
two calls, a team update and a Friday
dinner with friends — very productive. It
turns out that the two-hour delay is actually
a three-hour delay since they haven’t been
able to “isolate the problem.” And the
three-hour delay is a guesstimate at best, a
SWAG at worst.

Now | know why they haveBrookstone
stores at airports — for frustrated travelers
like me to use up some time by throwing
good money at completely unnecessary
travel-related products. Over time, | have
built a collec- tion of random Brookstone
knick-knacks - travel pillows, 4-in-1
chargers, extra batteries, neck massagers,
laptop bags. They invariably end up on
eBay within two months.

6.45 p.m. They’ve  apparently
exchanged the aircraft for one that
presumably will not come apart at the drop
of ahat. We’re board- ing at last.

7.10 p.m. OK, if there’s a cardinal rule
about aircraft travel etiquette, it is that you
cannot bring a bucket of spicy fried
chicken aboard a crowded plane. unless
you’re will- ing to share it with your fellow
passengers. My stomach is growling and |
know there will be nothing, or at least
nothing appetizing, to eat for the next four
hours.

7.30 p.m. Apparently, thunderstorms
are passing through Houston and
therefore we will hang out on the tarmac
until they have passed completely by and
air traffic control allows us to take off. |
have hit the travel mis- ery trifecta today
but I just laugh mirthlessly and take it with
admirable cam, even if | do say so
myself. Three weeks ago, | spent twelve
hours on a plane due to weather

problems, including six hours on
the tarmac in New Orleans, so |
consider three and four hour
delays as practically being on time
these days. It’s wonderful when
you have such low expectations.

8.45 p.m. (CST) We’ve been
in the air about half an hour and |
start feeling guilty that I’ve only
put in a seven hour day. Since

I’ve seen Click five times on the
plane aready, | pull out my laptop
and proceed to re-organize my
inbox — 400 emails in my inbox and
5,400 in my sent items. That should
take up an hour or two. | have an exit
row seat so | don’t have to worry
about the person in front of me
leaning their seat back and crush-
ing the laptop. | also have lots of leg
room - thank goodness for small
mercies.

10.00 p.m. (CST) | open up the
project work plan and modify it to
suit the realities of the project. | find
that the only time | have for “quiet
reflection” and forward planning is
when I’'m stuck on a plane with
nowhere to go and no one to talk to
for a few hours. For that reason, |
don’t as a rule chat up my fellow
passengers, who are also probably
equally happy not to be bothered by
yours truly.

12.57 a.m. (EST) We have findly
arrived. Everyone on the plane
reaches for mobiles and PDAs. It’s
like everyone is itching to get in
touch with someone — anyone — after
being cooped up in atin can for over
four hours. | have a couple of
voicemails from friends wondering
where I’ve been the last couple of
weeks. My mother wants to know
how | am and whether 1I’ve been
eating well.

1.45 a.m. Home sweet home, and
an inviting bed. | get under the
sheets. it’s very late but at least it’s
Friday. 1t’s time to see what Joshua
Fisher is up to now.
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