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    To the partners who turned buzzwords into billions,the analysts who turned caffeine into capabilities,and the clients who turned confusion into cash flow.

None of this would be possible without your mutual delusions.
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This book was born during a particularly uncomfortable Tuesday afternoon in Minneapolis, when I found myself in a conference room being questioned by the Chief Merchandising Officer of a major retailer about why our strategic sourcing project had only delivered $1.2 million in savings versus the $25 million we had confidently projected six months earlier.

"So you're telling me," she said with the kind of calm that precedes volcanic eruptions, "that after eight months and half a million dollars in consulting fees, we've saved enough money to cover about two weeks of your team's expenses?"

I smiled the consultant smile—the one they teach you in orientation, somewhere between confidence and constipation. "Change takes time. We're navigating tariff headwinds, vendor transition complexities, and stakeholder alignment challenges. But we're building sustainable capabilities for long-term value creation."

Translation: Your merchants hate the new vendors. The vendors aren't that good. The high-savings items would require your investment in service network. And the $25 million? That was what we call "proposal math"—technically possible if everything goes perfectly in a universe where physics doesn't apply.

She knew I was bullshitting. I knew she knew. She knew I knew she knew. But we both needed this dance—her to show the board she was "taking action," me to justify why three MBAs had spent six months discovering that buyers prefer working with suppliers they trust.

This moment crystallized everything beautiful and absurd about management consulting: the gap between what we promise and what we deliver, cushioned by enough PowerPoint slides to paper over reality.

From East to West: Same Circus, Different Tents

Split between the "dream big" strategic moonshots of China and the "squeeze harder" margin optimization of America, I’ve discovered that consulting absurdity is remarkably consistent across cultures.

In Shanghai, I helped a fishing bait manufacturer craft a five-year plan to dominate the “China angling ecosystem" – establishing national fishing tournaments, luxury fishing resorts (the "Club Med of catfish," if you will), and OEM dominance. Their PowerPoint deck could have convinced Warren Buffett to retire and take up competitive bass fishing. In Chicago, I helped a fishing retailer agonize over improving margins by 1.7%. We spent three months debating whether to switch some plastic worms from brand to private brand...

The cultural differences are real:


•  Chinese clients need you to dream the impossible dream (then rationalize why 300% growth is conservative)

•  American clients need you to cut the uncuttable costs (then explain why firing people is "transformation")



The frameworks? Identical. The PowerPoint colors? Different (and always customized to client logo). The bill rate? Higher for the English version.

The fundamental request? Consistent - when faced with hard truths, every culture prefers to buy confidence rather than earn clarity.

Why Write This Now?

As generative AI gets increasingly good at producing consulting-speak—those perfectly rational, emotionally vacant paragraphs that say everything and mean nothing. Soon, machines will generate frameworks faster than humans can pretend to understand them.

But before AI completely master the art of articulated emptiness, someone should document what this deeply human circus was actually like. The 3 AM Excel modeling fueled by vending machine dinners. The partner who believes every problem is a 2x2 matrix waiting to be discovered. The beautiful moment when a client says "that's exactly what we were thinking" after you present their own ideas back to them with better fonts.

Don't mistake this for cynicism — I adore this work. There's poetry in how A Shanghai factory owner and a Chicago exec will both nod gravely at the same 2x2 matrix, and "Synergy" means nothing in any language, but gets approving murmurs in every boardroom.

What This Book Will Do

Think of this as a reunion tour for:


•  The over-caffeinated road warriors living on airline peanuts and false promises

•  The spreadsheet poets who can make any number tell any story

•  The masters of making "try harder" sound like strategic transformation

•  The partners who've forgotten what "implementation" means

•  The analysts who still believe the frameworks might work



You'll discover:


•  Why American clients hire consultants to say "no" for them

•  Why Chinese clients hire consultants to say "yes" for them

•  Why consultants everywhere answer "it depends”

•  How to spot when you're the smartest person in the room (and when to hide it)



Most importantly, you'll learn to appreciate the magnificent absurdity of an industry built on the premise that external MBAs understand your business better than you do — and the even more magnificent fact that sometimes, somehow, we actually help.

So pour yourself something strong (bill it to professional development), and join me in the consultant circus.

Where every problem has a framework, every framework has a fee, and every fee has a story worth telling.
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​PART 1: WELCOME TO THE CIRCUS
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​CHAPTER 1: Welcome to the Matrix
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Your first day at a consulting firm is like being inducted into a secret society, except the secrets are all about Excel shortcuts and the initiation ritual involves memorizing 47 different ways to say "I don't know, but I'll find out.”

You arrive at the gleaming office tower at 8:47 AM, which you'll later learn is considered "banker's hours" in consulting time. The real action starts at 6 AM and ends sometime around when the cleaning crew arrives. But nobody tells you this on day one. Day one is about optimism, branded notebooks, and the delicious illusion that you'll have a normal work-life balance.

The receptionist, who somehow knows your name before you introduce yourself, hands you a badge that will become more important than your driver's license. 

Your journey to this moment began months earlier during Recruitment Season, when consulting firms descend upon business schools like extremely well-dressed locusts. The recruiting process involves enough alcohol to float a yacht and promises of "unparalleled learning opportunities" that technically aren't lies if you consider learning to function on three hours of sleep a valuable life skill.

The recruitment events blur together: open bars where partners pretend to find your internship at your uncle's accounting firm fascinating, case study workshops where you learn to estimate how many ping-pong balls fit in a Boeing 747, and "coffee chats" that determine your career trajectory based on your ability to seem both brilliant and teachable in fifteen-minute intervals.

"We work hard and play hard," every recruiter announces, which roughly translates to "We work constantly and occasionally drink expensive wine while working.”

"Welcome to the family," says Emily from HR, using the kind of enthusiastic tone typically reserved for game show hosts. "Your onboarding buddy will be Brad. He's our synergy specialist.”

Brad appears as if summoned by the mere mention of synergy. He's wearing a navy blazer that looks suspiciously identical to the navy blazer worn by every other male consultant in the building.

"Ready to ideate some game-changing solutions?" Brad asks, extending a hand with the enthusiasm of someone who genuinely believes buzzwords are a form of poetry.

Brad leads you through the office, pointing out the various habitats of consultant subspecies.

"That's the Strategy practice," he says, gesturing toward a cluster of people hunched over laptops, frantically creating PowerPoint slides about other PowerPoint slides. "They're working on a three-year roadmap for a client who changes their mind every three weeks.”

You pass the Operations team, who are optimizing something that was optimized last quarter by a different consulting firm. The Digital Transformation group occupies the corner with the best natural light, which seems ironic for people who spend their days staring at screens.

"And over there," Brad whispers conspiratorially, "is the Innovation Lab.”

The Innovation Lab turns out to be three guys with MacBooks and a whiteboard covered in sticky notes. One of them is explaining to the others why blockchain is the solution to employee parking assignments.

Your desk is in what Brad calls "the bullpen," which sounds dynamic and exciting until you realize it's just consultant speak for "open office with no privacy." Your workspace consists of a standing desk, a monitor larger than most television screens, and a drawer full of branded pens that will mysteriously disappear within a week.

"Now," Brad says, settling into mentor mode, "let's talk about your career path. In consulting, we like to think of professional development as a journey.”

He produces a chart that looks like it was designed by someone who confused organizational hierarchy with a board game. There are levels, bands, and what appear to be bonus rounds. Senior Associate leads to Principal, which leads to Director, which eventually leads to Partner, which Brad explains is "basically like tenure, but with more frequent flyer miles.”

"The key," Brad continues, "is to think horizontally before you think vertically. You want to build T-shaped skills.”

You nod knowingly, practicing the very first consultant skill - Nodding confidently while completely confused. You'll use this 847 times per day.

Your first assignment arrives via email before you've even figured out how to adjust your chair. The subject line reads: "Urgent: Client Deliverable - Due Tomorrow." The timestamp shows it was sent three weeks ago, but somehow it's your fault that it's late.

The project is for MegaCorp Industries, a company that makes things. What things? The brief isn't entirely clear, but it involves "leveraging core competencies to drive sustainable growth initiatives." You'll learn that this phrase describes roughly 73% of all consulting projects.

Your task is to create a "strawman framework" for their "value proposition optimization." In normal human language, this means "make a PowerPoint about how they could theoretically make more money." The strawman, Brad explains, is intentionally wrong so the client can fix it and feel smart. It's like consulting therapy.

You spend your first afternoon learning the software that runs the consulting universe: PowerPoint, Excel, and something called "the shared drive" which appears to be where good ideas go to die in folders with names like “Archive_Final_FINAL_v2_ACTUAL_FINAL."

Your computer comes pre-loaded with templates for everything: project timelines that assume clients make decisions quickly, budget spreadsheets that assume nothing goes wrong, and presentation slides that assume your audience enjoys reading 47 bullet points about "actionable insights.”

The day ends with your first "team standup," which is neither quick nor does anyone actually stand up. It's a conference call where seven people spend 45 minutes discussing a project that could be summarized in one sentence: "The client wants us to tell them what they already know, but with more charts.”

As you pack up your laptop (which you'll learn goes home with you every night like a very expensive, very boring pet), Brad offers one final piece of wisdom: "Remember, consulting is about managing expectations. The client expects miracles, your manager expects billable hours, and you should expect to become very familiar with airport food courts.”

You leave the office at 8:30 PM, which Brad assures you is "pretty reasonable for a Tuesday." Tomorrow, you'll learn about client sites, expense reports, and why everyone in consulting has opinions about airline loyalty programs.

Welcome to the circus. The show never ends, the audience is always demanding, and somehow, everyone gets paid very well to juggle flaming spreadsheets while riding unicycles made of buzzwords.
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​CHAPTER 2: Road Warriors: Airports, Expenses, and the Art of Billable Survival
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Welcome to your new address: 30,000 feet above sea level, somewhere between the city you left this morning and the city you'll pretend to understand by tomorrow afternoon. Your mail still goes to your apartment, but your heart belongs to Terminal B — and your credit card statements read like a geography exam.

Your education in nomadic consulting begins Monday at 5:27 AM when Brad texts the client address, reminding you to be "client-ready" by 9 AM. Client-ready means showered, caffeinated, and capable of pretending you understand their business despite researching it during the Uber ride from the airport.

The Airport Ecosystem

Terminal B becomes your real office, except with worse lighting and a $4.99 surcharge for everything. You'll develop encyclopedic knowledge of airport survival:


•  Which coffee shop opens earliest (Starbucks, Gate B3, 5:15 AM sharp)

•  Which bathroom has inexplicably excellent WiFi (Gate B7, no one knows why)

•  Which charging stations actually work (23%, usually occupied by teenagers watching TikTok)

•  Which gate agents will take pity on consultants and open the jetbridge early



Your first business trip teaches consulting's physics-defying truth: everything takes longer than expected, costs more than budgeted, and somehow still qualifies as a "quick trip." Brad explains that client sites are black holes—they warp time and space, making Tuesday afternoon meetings stretch into Thursday evening presentations.

"Always book the Marriott," Brad advises during travel orientation. "Build your points in one program. Trust me, you'll hit Platinum by July."

He's not exaggerating. You'll accumulate hotel points faster than actual savings. Your elite status becomes a source of identity and pride that you can't explain to people who sleep in the same bed every night. The moment you hit Platinum, accessing the lounge feels like joining an exclusive club—until you realize it's just free pretzels and other dead-eyed consultants.

The Expense Report Saga

The Corporate Credit Card arrives with more ceremony than your college diploma. "This card," Brad explains with unusual solemnity, "represents trust. Also the ability to order room service without personal bankruptcy."

Your expense education begins immediately. That $28 airport Caesar salad wilted enough to count as archaeology? Legitimate business expense. The $14 sandwich that tastes like regret wrapped in plastic? "Meal during business travel." The $8 minibar water? Requires a written justification for why tap water was insufficient for maintaining peak consulting performance.

The expense management system appears designed by someone who's never traveled for business. It demands explanations for obvious purchases:


•  "Why did you purchase gasoline for your rental car?" (Because walking to Cleveland seemed impractical)

•  "Justify the business purpose of airport parking" (The alternative was abandoning the car)

•  "Explain the necessity of this taxi expense" (The client was 47 miles from the airport)



Meanwhile, it auto-approves mysterious charges like "$47 for business entertainment at gas station" without question.

Brad teaches you expense report poetry: "Client relationship building" (eating alone while reviewing slides), "Team alignment dinner" (drinking with other consultants while complaining about clients), "Strategic planning session" (airport bar during three-hour delay).

The Time Zone Tango

Your relationship with time becomes philosophical. Monday exists in three time zones simultaneously. "Sorry, I'm on West Coast time" becomes a universal excuse for everything from missed calls to late expense reports. You calculate meeting times across zones while forgetting what time zone you're actually in.

The Thursday night flight home becomes a weekly religious service. Terminal C transforms into a consultant congregation, all of us with identical roller bags, identical exhausted expressions, and identical Bose headphones drowning out identical regrets. We nod at each other with the recognition of shared suffering—the chosen people, chosen to live nowhere in particular.

The Human Cost

Your apartment becomes a glorified storage unit with rent. 

Your laundry develops a more interesting travel history than most people's vacations:
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