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UNDERSTANDING THE MCKINSEY
PROBLEM SOLVING TEST: A
COMPREHENSIVE GUIDE WITH
SAMPLE QUESTIONS

The McKinsey Problem Solving Test (PST)
is a critical assessment used by
McKinsey & Company during its
recruitment process for consultants and
interns. Designed to evaluate a
candidate’s ability to analyze data, think
logically, and solve complex business
problems under time pressure, the PST is
often the first major hurdle after
submitting an application. For aspiring
consultants, practicing with a McKinsey
Problem Solving Test sample is not
just helpful—it is essential. This article
provides an in-depth look at the PST,
explores sample questions, and offers
strategies to excel.

What [s the
McKinsey
Problem Solving
Test?

The PST is a multiple-choice, pen-and-
paper test that measures your
quantitative reasoning, logical
deduction, and data interpretation skills.

It typically consists of 26 questions
based on three to four business
scenarios, each of which includes a set
of exhibits (charts, tables, and text). You
have 60 minutes to complete the test.
Unlike the GMAT or other standardized
exams, the PST is tightly integrated with
the kind of analytical work McKinsey
consultants do daily. For this reason,
reviewing a genuine McKinsey
Problem Solving Test sample can
give you a realistic sense of the difficulty
and format.

The test is not about memorizing
formulas or business theory. Instead, it
assesses how well you can break down a
problem, identify relevant data, and
draw accurate conclusions quickly.
McKinsey uses the PT to screen
candidates for further interviews; strong
performance indicates you possess the
structured thinking and numerical
comfort that the firm values.

KEY COMPONENTS OF A
MCKINSEY PST SAMPLE

To understand what a McKinsey
Problem Solving Test sample looks
like, it is helpful to recognize its core
question types. The PST includes four
main categories:

e Reading and Comprehension:
Questions that test your ability to
extract information from written
passages.

e Data Interpretation: Questions
requiring you to read tables,
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graphs, and charts to derive
insights.

* Mathematical Calculations:
Simple arithmetic, percentages,
ratios, and averages applied to
business contexts.

e Critical Reasoning: Logical
deduction and identifying
assumptions or flaws in an
argument.

Each scenario mimics a real consulting
case. For example, a scenario might
describe a retail chain exploring market
expansion. The exhibits could include
sales data by region, customer
demographics, and competitor pricing.
The questions then ask you to calculate
market share, evaluate a potential
investment, or determine which product
line to discontinue.

Sample McKinsey

PST Question
(Abbreviated)

Let us walk through a simplified version
of a McKinsey Problem Solving Test
sample question. While the actual test
uses more complex exhibits, the
following example captures the essence.

Scenario: A beverage company,
DrinkWell, wants to launch a new energy
drink in a major city. They have
conducted a survey of 1,000 consumers
and collected data on taste preferences,
price sensitivity, and brand awareness.
The exhibit shows that 60% of
respondents prefer a citrus flavor, 25%
prefer berry, and 15% prefer tropical.
The average price consumers are willing
to pay is $2.50 per can, and 40% of
respondents have heard of the DrinkWell

brand.

Question: If DrinkWell targets the citrus
flavor segment, what is the maximum
number of potential customers for the
new drink, assuming the survey is
representative of the total population of
5 million people?

Answer Options: (A) 2 million, (B) 3
million, (C) 1.5 million, (D) 2.5 million

Solution: First, identify the segment
interested in citrus: 60% of respondents.
Then, account for brand awareness: only
40% know DrinkWell. To estimate the
number of potential customers, multiply
the total population by both
percentages: 5,000,000 x 0.60 x 0.40 =
1,200,000. None of the options match
exactly? In a real PST, you might need to
round or the answer could be 1.2 million,
but options often have close values. This
simple example highlights the type of
stepwise reasoning required.

WHY USE A MCKINSEY PROBLEM
SOLVING TEST SAMPLE FOR
PRACTICE?

Preparation is key to performing well on
the PST. Many candidates underestimate
the test’s time pressure and the need to
switch between question types rapidly.
By working through a McKinsey
Problem Solving Test sample, you
gain several advantages:

e Familiarity with format: You
learn to scan exhibits quickly and
identify where relevant data
resides.

* Time management: Practicing
with a timer helps you allocate
minutes per question and avoid
getting stuck.

 Identifying weak areas: You
may discover that you struggle
with percentage calculations or
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logical deduction, allowing
targeted improvement.

e Building confidence: Repeated
exposure reduces anxiety and
sharpens your analytical instincts.

McKinsey does not release official past
tests widely, but several reputable
sources offer sample PSTs. Some are
available through consulting prep
websites, former consultants, or in some
MBA career offices. Always ensure the
sample you use is as close to the real
test structure as possible.

Tips for
Approaching a
McKinsey PST
Sample

When you sit down with a McKinsey
Problem Solving Test sample, adopt
a strategic approach. Here are practical
tips:

1. Read the scenario, not the
exhibits first. Understand what
the business problem is before
diving into numbers. This saves
time.

2. Skim exhibits for key labels
and units. Notice the axes of
graphs, the column headers of
tables, and any footnotes. These
often contain critical qualifiers.

3. Estimate before calculating.
Many PST questions are designed
So you can eliminate obviously
wrong answers through rough
estimation. Only compute exact
numbers when necessary.

4. Avoid overspending time on a

single question. If you are stuck,
make an educated guess and
move on. You can return if time
permits.

5. Use the answer choices.
Sometimes working backwards
from the options can be faster
than solving from scratch.

DEEP DIVE: SOLVING A COMPLEX
PST SAMPLE

Let us look at a more detailed McKinsey
Problem Solving Test sample
scenario to illustrate the integration of
multiple question types.

Scenario: AutoParts Inc. manufactures
two types of car batteries: Standard and
Premium. The company has three
factories (A, B, C) with different
production capacities and costs. The
exhibit provides: Factory A capacity
10,000 units/month, cost per unit $20 for
Standard, $30 for Premium. Factory B
capacity 15,000 units, cost per unit $18
for Standard, $28 for Premium. Factory C
capacity 8,000 units, cost per unit $22
for Standard, $32 for Premium. Demand
for Standard is 20,000 units and for
Premium is 12,000 units per month. The
company wants to minimize production
costs while meeting demand.

Question 1: If each factory can produce
any mix of Standard and Premium up to
its total capacity, what is the minimum
total monthly production cost to meet
demand?

This question requires optimization. You
need to allocate production to the
cheapest factories first. Factory B has
the lowest cost for both types. So
allocate as much as possible to Factory
B: produce all 12,000 Premium at B
(since Premium is higher margin or lower
cost relative to other factories) but



actually check costs. B's cost for
Premium is $28, cheaper than A’'s $30
and C's $32. For Standard, B is also
cheapest at $18. So prioritize B for both,
but B has only 15,000 capacity. If we
produce all Premium (12,000) at B, that
uses 12,000 capacity, leaving 3,000
capacity for Standard at B. Then we
need 20,000 Standard total; after B's
3,000, we need 17,000 more. Next
cheapest Standard is Factory A at $20,
capacity 10,000. So produce 10,000
Standard at A, costing $20 each.
Remaining Standard needed: 7,000.
Factory C at $22 per unit, capacity
8,000, so produce 7,000 Standard at C.
Total cost: Premium (12,000 x $28) =
$336,000; Standard from B (3,000 x
$18) = $54,000; Standard from A
(10,000 x $20) = $200,000; Standard
from C (7,000 x $22) = $154,000. Sum
= $744,000. Answer likely $744k. This
demonstrates the quantitative reasoning
needed.

Question 2 (Critical Reasoning): The
production manager argues that shifting
all Premium production to Factory C
would reduce overall costs because
Factory C specializes in high-end
products. Which of the following, if true,
most weakens the manager’s argument?

Options might include: (A) Factory C has
higher overhead for Premium than other
factories, (B) Factory B can produce
Premium with lower defect rates, (C)
Factory A has unused capacity, (D) The
cost per unit for Premium at Factory C is
$32. The answer would be D, because if
the cost is already higher, shifting would
increase costs, not reduce them. This
tests logical reasoning.

HOW TO FIND AUTHENTIC
MCKINSEY PROBLEM SOLVING

TEST SAMPLES

Given that McKinsey does not publish
official PST samples on its website,
candidates often search for reliable
alternatives. Some recommendations
include:

e Consulting prep books: Titles
like "Case Interview Secrets" or
"The McKinsey Edge" sometimes
include PST-like exercises.

e Online platforms: Websites such
as PrepLounge, CaseCoach, or
Management Consulted offer mock
PSTs that mimic the real test.

e University career centers: Many
business schools provide past PST
samples to students.

e Networking: Former McKinsey
employees may share unofficial
samples or tips.

When using any McKinsey Problem
Solving Test sample, be cautious
about quality. Look for samples that
include multiple exhibits, realistic
business contexts, and a range of
question types. The best samples come
with answer explanations so you can
learn from mistakes.

COMMON PITFALLS AND HOW TO
AVOID THEM

Even with practice, many candidates fall
into traps during the PST. Here are
common mistakes observed in
McKinsey Problem Solving Test
sample practice:

1. Misreading the question: Often
the question asks for a percentage
change, but candidates calculate
an absolute value. Always
underline keywords like "increase"
or "ratio."

2. Overlooking the units: Tables
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may be in thousands, millions, or
percentages. Check the headers
carefully.

3. Spending too long on
calculations: Remember, the test
does not require a calculator; you
must do mental math or use
estimation. If a calculation
becomes messy, you may be
overcomplicating.

4. Ignoring the context: Some
questions require combining data
from two different exhibits. If you
only look at one, you'll miss the
answer.

5. Falling for distractors: Answer
choices often include numbers that
you would get if you made a
common error. Double-check your
logic.

PRACTICE STRATEGIES FOR THE
PST

To maximize your improvement, follow a
structured study plan using a McKinsey
Problem Solving Test sample as your
cornerstone.

e Week 1: Familiarization. Take

one full-length sample without
timing to understand the question
styles and scoring.

Week 2: Timed drills. Work
through individual sections of a
sample with a strict timer. Aim for
2 minutes per question initially,
then 1.5 minutes.

Week 3: Full mock tests.
Simulate real conditions: 60
minutes, no interruptions, pen and
paper only. Review every mistake.
Week 4: Focus on weak areas.
If you struggle with data
interpretation, practice with charts
and tables from financial reports or
news articles. For math, review
quick calculation techniques like
cross-multiplication and
percentages.

Week 5: Final review. Take one
last sample PST, ideally a fresh
one, to gauge readiness. Focus on
test-taking stamina and
confidence.



