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With our collaborative, full-time team of experienced advisors, mbaMission has elevated and professionalized 

the world of MBA admissions consulting, earning the exclusive recommendation of the world’s leading GMAT prep 

firms, Manhattan Prep and Kaplan GMAT, and hundreds more verified five-star reviews on GMAT Club than any 

other such firm. mbaMission prides itself on its high-touch client engagement model and robust library of free 

content that includes these Insider’s Guides as well as our Complete Start-to-Finish MBA Admissions Guide. Hav-

ing already helped thousands of aspiring MBAs from around the world gain entry into elite US and international 

business schools, mbaMission continues to grow and improve in our quest to “graduate” additional classes of 

satisfied clients.

mbaMission offers all candidates a free half-hour consultation (www.mbamission.com/consult/).

About mbaMission

http://www.mbamission.com/consult/
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After more than a decade helping MBA applicants get 

into top business schools, we have learned what can 

compel an admissions committee to send that cov-

eted letter of acceptance. Selecting the right MBA 

program for your needs and developing a true un-

derstanding of and familiarity with that program are 

crucial in crafting a successful application. We have 

therefore invested hundreds of hours into research-

ing and examining the leading business schools—in-

cluding speaking with students, alumni, and other 

representatives—to construct these guides, with the 

express goal of helping applicants like you make in-

formed decisions about this important step in your 

education and career.

We hope you enjoy this guide and encourage you to 

visit us at www.mbamission.com for complete and de-

tailed analysis of the leading schools’ essay questions, 

weekly essay-writing tips, MBA news and trends, and 

other valuable free information and resources. And 

for any advice you may need on applying to business 

school, please contact us for a free 30-minute consul-

tation. Our consultants are extensively trained to help 

applicants present themselves in the most interesting 

and compelling way and take advantage of every op-

portunity that might increase their chances of being 

admitted to their target MBA program.

Jeremy Shinewald

info@mbamission.com

www.mbamission.com

646-485-8844 

Skype: mbaMission

Over the past six years, Poets&Quants has become 

the foremost authority on the top business schools. 

Our mission has always been to help young profes-

sionals with one of the most important—and po-

tentially most expensive—decisions of their lives: 

whether to pursue an MBA.

This Insider’s Guide is part of a new editorial part-

nership between Poets&Quants and mbaMission, 

the world’s leading MBA admissions consulting firm. 

We closely evaluated all such guides currently on the 

market, and I am confident that you will not find a 

more thorough analysis of an MBA program than 

mbaMission’s. These in-depth reports are well re-

searched and well written, offering the detail and 

examination applicants need to really understand 

a school’s culture, offerings, and outcomes. We are 

thrilled to offer these guides to our readers for free, 

thanks to our new partnership.

Moreover, the guides are a great complement to the 

daily coverage of MBA news, students, programs, 

and admissions practices on PoetsandQuants.com. 

We hope you will visit our site often to stay informed 

about the programs that interest you and the one you 

ultimately attend. We will continue to provide the 

most relevant and current resources on the MBA world 

to help you make the best possible decisions on your 

path from school selection to career advancement.

I wish you the best of luck on your journey to what will 

undoubtedly be a transformational experience.

John A. Byrne

Founder & Editor-In-Chief 

PoetsandQuants.com

Introduction

http://www.mbamission.com
mailto:info%40mbamission.com?subject=
http://www.mbamission.com
http://www.poetsandquants.com
http://www.poetsandquants.com
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The following guides are also available from mbaMission (online at https://shop.mbamission.com/collections/

guides), and more are being added regularly:

Admissions Guides
mbaMission Complete Start-to-Finish MBA Admissions Guide

mbaMission Brainstorming Guide

mbaMission Essay Writing Guide

mbaMission Fundamentals of an MBA Candidacy Guide

mbaMission Interview Guide

mbaMission Letters of Recommendation Guide

mbaMission Long-Term Planning Guide

mbaMission Optional Essays Guide

mbaMission Personal Statement Guide

mbaMission Resume Guide

mbaMission Selecting Your Target MBA Program E-Book

mbaMission Social Media Primer

mbaMission Waitlist Guide

MBA Student Loan Reduction Primer

Insider’s Guides
mbaMission Insider’s Guide to Columbia Business School

mbaMission Insider’s Guide to Cornell University’s Samuel Curtis Johnson Graduate School of Management

mbaMission Insider’s Guide to Duke University’s Fuqua School of Business

mbaMission Insider’s Guide to the Haas School of Business at the University of California-Berkeley

mbaMission Insider’s Guide to Harvard Business School

mbaMission Insider’s Guide to the Kellogg School of Management at Northwestern University

mbaMission Insider’s Guide to the MIT Sloan School of Management

mbaMission Insider’s Guide to New York University’s Leonard N. Stern School of Business

mbaMission Insider’s Guide to the Stanford Graduate School of Business

mbaMission Insider’s Guide to the Stephen M. Ross School of Business at the University of Michigan

mbaMission Insider’s Guide to the Tuck School of Business at Dartmouth

mbaMission Insider’s Guide to the UCLA Anderson School of Management

mbaMission Insider’s Guide to the University of Chicago Booth School of Business

mbaMission Insider’s Guide to the University of Virginia’s Darden School of Business Administration

mbaMission Insider’s Guide to the Wharton School of the University of Pennsylvania

mbaMission Insider’s Guide to the Yale School of Management

Free Resources from mbaMission

https://shop.mbamission.com/collections/guides
https://shop.mbamission.com/collections/guides
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Interview Primers
mbaMission Chicago Booth School of Business Interview Primer

mbaMission Columbia Business School Interview Primer

mbaMission Dartmouth Tuck Interview Primer

mbaMission Duke Fuqua Interview Primer

mbaMission Haas School of Business Interview Primer

mbaMission Harvard Business School Interview Primer

mbaMission INSEAD Interview Primer

mbaMission London Business School Interview Primer

mbaMission Michigan Ross Interview Primer

mbaMission MIT Sloan School of Management Interview Primer

mbaMission Northwestern Kellogg Interview Primer

mbaMission NYU Stern School of Business Interview Primer

mbaMission Stanford GSB Interview Primer

mbaMission Wharton School of the University of Pennsylvania Interview Primer

mbaMission UCLA Anderson Interview Primer

mbaMission UVA Darden Interview Primer

mbaMission Yale School of Management Interview Primer

B-School Primers
mbaMission Cambridge Judge Business School Program Primer

mbaMission ESADE Program Primer

mbaMission HEC Paris Program Primer

mbaMission IE Business School Program Primer

mbaMission IESE Business School Program Primer

mbaMission INSEAD Program Primer

mbaMission Ivey Business School Program Primer

mbaMission London Business School Program Primer

mbaMission Rotman School of Management Program Primer

mbaMission Saïd Business School Program Primer

The mbaMission blog is updated daily and offers a plethora of MBA admissions tips, business school news, company 

updates, event listings, and other valuable information. Be sure to also follow us on Twitter (@mbaMission), 

Facebook, and Instagram (@mbaMission)!

https://www.mbamission.com/blog
https://twitter.com/mbamission
https://www.facebook.com/mbaMission
http://www.instagram.com/mbamission
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The MBA Program in Context: 

Choosing Harvard 

Over the years, we have met many aspiring MBA students who have tried to 

identify their target schools and quickly become overwhelmed, wondering, 

“How are the top MBA programs really different?” and “How do I choose the 

one that is right for me?”

Frustrated, some applicants ultimately choose schools based simply on 

rankings or the opinions of friends or alumni. Although these inputs have a 

place in your evaluative process, you should also do the necessary research 

to find the program that is truly best for your personality and professional 

needs. In doing so, you will find significant differences between, for exam-

ple, programs that have a class size in the low 200s and those that have classes of more than 900 students. As you 

are undoubtedly already aware, an MBA is a significant investment in the short term and a lifetime connection to 

an institution in the long term. We therefore strongly encourage you to take time now to think long and hard about 

this decision and thoroughly consider your options. We hope this guide will prove helpful to you in doing just that.

At mbaMission, we advise candidates evaluating their potential target schools to consider the following eight 

specific characteristics (in no particular order) that shape MBA programs: 

1. Location: Urban Campus Versus College Town

2. Class Size: Smaller Versus Larger

3. Curriculum: Flexible Versus Mandatory Core 

4. Pedagogy: Lecture Versus Case Method

5. Academic Specializations/Recruitment Focus: Resources and Employers

6. Alumni Base: Opportunities to Engage

7. Facilities: Shaping the Academic/Social Experience

8. Rankings and Reputation: Important Metrics or Arbitrary Measures?

You will not likely find a single MBA program that meets all your needs and preferences across these eight criteria, 

but you should be able to identify schools that fulfill the factors that are most important to you. Although this 

guide is intended to familiarize you on a deeper level with this particular school, nothing will prove more valuable 

in your decision making than visiting the programs that appeal to you and experiencing them firsthand. Inevitably, 

no matter what your research may reveal, some schools will simply “click” with you, and others will not.

You may not find a 
single program that 
meets all your needs 
and preferences, but 
you should be able to 
identify ones that fulfill 
the factors that are 
most important to you.
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Note: The authors and editors at mbaMission have made every effort to ensure the accuracy and timeliness of the 

information included in this guide. However, some discrepancies may exist or develop over time between what is 

presented here and what appears in the school’s official materials, as well as what may be offered by other content 

providers in print or online. For the most up-to-date information, always check with your target school directly. The 

opinions expressed by the people interviewed are those of the attributed individuals only and may not necessarily 

represent the opinion of mbaMission or any of its affiliates.

We also wish to thank the students, alumni, faculty members, and administrators who gave generously of their time 

to provide valuable input for this guide.

1. Location: Urban Campus Versus College Town

Pursuing an MBA can be quite intense, and the environment and community 

surrounding the campus can profoundly affect and even shape your MBA 

experience. For example, imagine stepping out of a class at New York Univer-

sity’s (NYU’s) Stern School of Business and into the energetic bustle of New 

York City’s West Village. Now imagine walking outside after a course at the 

Tuck School of Business at Dartmouth and being surrounded by the tranquil-

ity and natural beauty of New Hampshire’s Upper Valley. Neither scenario is 

necessarily “better” than the other, but one might appeal to you more.

An urban campus can undoubtedly offer social and cultural opportunities that a college town simply cannot match. 

This is not to suggest, however, that college towns are devoid of culture—indeed, intense intellectual and cultural 

programs exist in college towns precisely because the academic institution is at the core of the community.

While schools in college towns tout their close-knit atmosphere and the tight bonds classmates form in such a 

setting, this environment can be welcoming for some students and overwhelming for others. In contrast, urban 

campuses are more decentralized, with students often living in various parts of a city and even in the surrounding 

suburbs. Someone who has a greater need for privacy or personal space might therefore prefer an urban environ-

ment. In addition, in major urban centers, some students—particularly those who lived in the city before enrolling 

The environment 
and community 
surrounding your 
chosen school can 
profoundly affect and 
shape your MBA 
experience.

Urban Campus Schools Urban/College Hybrid Schools College Town Schools

Chicago Booth
Columbia Business School
Harvard Business School
MIT Sloan
NYU Stern
UCLA Anderson
UPenn Wharton

Northwestern Kellogg 
Stanford GSB
UC Berkeley Haas
Yale SOM

Cornell Johnson
Dartmouth Tuck
Duke Fuqua
Michigan Ross
UVA Darden
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in business school—may already have well-developed social groups, and this scenario may again be better for 

those who find an academically and socially all-encompassing environment less attractive.

One aspect of the MBA experience that candidates often fail to consider when evaluating their school options is 

weather. Although factoring climate into your school choice may initially seem superficial, if you know you cannot 

comfortably manage frigid conditions or soaring temperatures, certain programs should be stricken from your 

list. We encounter many applicants each year who wisely stave off a potentially miserable experience by choosing 

to not apply to certain schools in locations they just do not feel are “livable” for them.

In addition, housing costs are one expense that many applicants do not stop to consider before choosing a school 

to target. By researching real estate prices at the top programs, we found that the cost differential between rent-

ing a one-bedroom apartment in a Midwestern college town and renting one in New York City, for example, can 

be quite significant—adding up to tens of thousands of dollars on a cumulative basis across two years. This is an 

important factor to include as you weigh your options and calculate your projected budget.

In summary, a college town can be appealing for some candidates because its smaller size tends to create strong 

bonds within the business school’s community, though for others, the lack of privacy could be undesired or over-

whelming. Furthermore, some find a slower pace of life calming and comfortable, whereas others crave the energy 

and bustle of a city. If you strongly prefer one or the other, you should be able to quickly eliminate certain schools 

from your list.

Average Monthly Rent for a One-Bedroom Apartment

NYU Stern New York, NY $3,395 within .27 mile radius of campus

MIT Sloan Cambridge, MA $3,149 within .49 mile radius of campus

Harvard Business School Cambridge, MA $2,631 within .59 mile radius of campus

Columbia Business School New York, NY $2,563 within .54 mile radius of campus

Stanford GSB Stanford, CA $2,521 within 1.15 mile radius of campus

UCLA Anderson Los Angeles, CA $2,336 within .96 mile radius of campus

UC Berkeley Haas Berkeley, CA $1,984 within .57 mile radius of campus

Northwestern Kellogg Evanston, IL $1,772 within .69 mile radius of campus

Dartmouth Tuck Hanover, NH $1,727 within .38 mile radius of campus

UPenn Wharton Philadelphia, PA $1,418 within .78 mile radius of campus

Yale SOM New Haven, CT $1,232 within .30 mile radius of campus

Chicago Booth Chicago, IL $1,222 within 1.05 mile radius of campus

Cornell Johnson Ithaca, NY $1,092 within .58 mile radius of campus

Michigan Ross Ann Arbor, MI $976 within .46 mile radius of campus

Duke Fuqua Durham, NC $916 within 1.8 mile radius of campus

UVA Darden Charlottesville, VA $827 within 1.26 mile radius of campus

According to Rentometer.com, accessed April 2017.
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Harvard Business School (HBS) is located in Boston, Massachusetts, across the Charles River from Cam-

bridge, where most of Harvard University’s historic campus is located. Approximately 80% of HBS students 

live on campus in dorms or apartment complexes, including One Western Avenue, a LEED Silver-certified 

tower that offers views of Boston, Cambridge, and the Charles River.

Because of the high demand for on-campus housing, spaces are assigned via a lottery. Boston’s housing 

market can be quite expensive, and on-campus housing is no different. For example, rents for a one-bed-

room apartment in One Western Avenue range from just over $2,000 to approximately $2,300 per month.

Although Boston is a major city with a large, diverse population, most HBS students, particularly during 

their first, or Required Curriculum, year, spend their time socializing almost exclusively with classmates. 

Between preparing for daily case discussions, participating in student club activities, applying for intern-

ships or full-time jobs, and getting to know classmates, students find that the HBS experience can truly be 

all-encompassing.

Boston is a large city, characterized by numerous quaint old neighborhoods and historical monuments, 

many of which are showcased on the Freedom Trail, a 2.5-mile walk that leads followers past 16 historic 

sites that tell the story of the American Revolution. A day at Fenway Park—home of the Boston Red Sox 

baseball team since 1912—is not to be missed. Boston also boasts high-end shopping, rich culinary offer-

ings, and a vibrant club scene that caters to the city’s large student community. Other cultural amenities 

include the Boston Pops, the Museum of Science, and the New England Aquarium.

HBS students wishing to make the most of the school’s location can easily visit such places as New York 

City and Quebec City, and can take weekend trips throughout New England to ski, go whale watching, take 

a hike, or simply tour the region’s fall foliage. Most students are able to get around town without a car, 

thanks in large part to the easy availability of taxis, buses, and, especially, the “T” (short for MBTA, or Mas-

sachusetts Bay Transit Authority), Boston’s subway system.

2. Class Size: Smaller Versus Larger

Another element that affects the character of a school’s MBA experience is class size. You might want to reflect on 

your high school, college, and work environments to help you determine whether you would be more comfortable 

in a larger class or a smaller one—or whether this is even a consideration for you at all.

Students at smaller schools (which we define as having approximately 350 students or fewer per class) tend to 

interact with most of their peers and professors at some point during the typical two-year MBA period. Thus, the 

smaller schools are generally considered more “knowable,” and their communities tend to be quite closely knit. 

Also, consider that assuming a leadership position is easier in a smaller environment, because, for example, the 
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Finance Club may have only one president at both a small school and a large 

school, but competition for such a position would obviously be greater in the 

larger program.

Some individuals might prefer to be at a larger school where they can better 

maintain their anonymity if they so choose. A student at a school with close 

to 900 people or more in each class will not likely get to know each and ev-

ery one of his/her classmates by the end of the program, and some people 

might prefer this. Further, advocates of larger classes tout the advantage of 

being able to interact with more people during one’s MBA experience—and 

to thereby develop a broader and more robust network of peers. Note that 

many schools divide students into smaller groups—called “sections,” “clus-

ters,” “cohorts,” or even “oceans”—in which approximately 60–90 students take certain classes together, and this 

approach can help foster a stronger sense of community within the larger programs.

HBS is one of the country’s largest business 

schools, with an incoming class of more than 

900 students each year (934 in the fall of 

2016). One of the benefits of such a large class 

is that students can easily find others who 

share their personal and professional inter-

ests. A student at a school the size of HBS will 

not likely know all his/her 900 or more class-

mates by graduation day, but the school orga-

nizes students into smaller groups that allow 

them to get to know one another well. And 

the general interaction among students does 

appear to be positive. A first year we inter-

viewed reported that she wished more people 

knew about the school’s collaborative energy, 

saying, “The people here are not competitive. 

We support each other.” 

Most notably, HBS’s first-year class is divid-

ed into sections, each of which includes ap-

proximately 90 students of various ethnicities and nationalities and who have diverse professional back-

grounds. During the first year, students take all their courses exclusively with those in their section and 

always in the same classroom—professors rotate in and out. Students are given assigned seats at the 

beginning of each first-year semester. According to those we interviewed for this guide, rather than be-

Reflect on your past 
academic and work 
environments to 
determine whether 
you would be more 
comfortable in a larger 
or smaller class—or 
whether this is a 
consideration for you 
at all.

Class Size

900 to 1,000 Harvard Business School

800 to 900 UPenn Wharton

700 to 800 Columbia Business School1

500 to 600 Chicago Booth

400 to 500 Northwestern Kellogg
Duke Fuqua
Stanford GSB
Michigan Ross
MIT Sloan

300 to 400 NYU Stern
UCLA Anderson
UVA Darden
Yale SOM

200 to 300 Dartmouth Tuck
Cornell Johnson
UC Berkeley Haas

Schools are listed in order from largest class to smallest within 

each category.

1 Includes J-Term students.
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ing oppressive, this arrangement creates a kind of family environment within what might otherwise be an 

overwhelmingly large student body.

Sections are a large part of student identity at HBS; each one elects student representatives (akin to stu-

dent government) and develops section “norms” or protocol. This protocol addresses classroom issues 

such as what to do when a section mate is speaking too softly (knock on your desk) or how to signal the 

professor to indicate that you have a clarifying question, rather than a comment (wave your name card). 

Sections also plan group trips and compete against other sections to win the Student Association Cup. 

This competition—which entails such athletic activities as flag football, tennis, and ultimate Frisbee—is 

described on the school’s site as “a quest for year-round bragging rights” and culminates in the Section 

Olympics. Not at all academic, the one-day Section Olympics take place toward the end of the second se-

mester of the first year and include such events as Twinkie-eating contests, three-legged races, and dodge 

ball games. Some sections even arrange reunions during the second year, when students have split up to 

pursue their individual interests as a part of the Elective Curriculum.

School (Class of 2018) Women International Minorities

Chicago Booth 42% 36% 29%1

Columbia Business School 38% 48% 31%1

Cornell Johnson 31% 33% 15%

Dartmouth Tuck 44% 30% 18%1

Duke Fuqua2 35% 40% 20%

Harvard Business School 43% 35% 25%1

Michigan Ross 40% 31% 24%

MIT Sloan 40% 39% NA

Northwestern Kellogg 41% 35% 26%1

NYU Stern 35% 31%4 30%

Stanford GSB 41% 40%3,4 29%1

UC Berkeley Haas 38% 38% 32%1

UCLA Anderson 32% 38% 25%

UPenn Wharton 44% 32% 32%1

UVA Darden 39% 33% 20%1

Yale SOM 43% 46% 28%1

1 Specified as U.S. minorities.

2 Fuqua had released no official figures for the Class of 2018 by the publication of this guide but offers statistics on its site to represent a 

“typical” class.

3 Includes permanent residents.

4 Includes dual citizens.
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Year-Over-Year 
Class Profile Data:
Harvard Business 
School

Class 
of 2018

Class 
of 2017

Class 
of 2016

Class 
of 2015

Class 
of 2014

Class 
of 2013

Class 
of 2012

Class 
of 2011

Number of 
Applicants

9,759 9,686 9,543 9,315 8,963 9,134 9,524 9,093

Number of Full-
Time Students

934 937 935 932 919 905 903 937

Median GMAT 730 730 730 730 730 730 730 719

GMAT Range 690–
7601

700–
7601

510–
790

550–
780

570–
790

490–
790

550–
790

670–
760

Average Age of 
Candidates

27 27 27 27 27 27 26 26

Female 
Representation

43% 42% 41% 41% 40% 39% 36% 36%

U.S. Ethnic 
Minorities

25%2 28%2 24%2 25% 24% 23% 23% 22%

International 
Representation

35%2 34%2 35%2 34% 34% 34% 34% 36%

1 Middle 80%.

2 Includes permanent residents.

Most Common Undergraduate Major for Incoming Students (Class of 2018)

Chicago Booth Business 28%

Columbia Business School Social Science 34%

Cornell Johnson NA NA

Dartmouth Tuck Humanities, Social Science, Economics 51%

Duke Fuqua1 Engineering/Natural Sciences 29%

Harvard Business School Economics/Business 41%

Michigan Ross Economics/Business 38%

MIT Sloan Engineering 32%

Northwestern Kellogg Economics/Business 45%

NYU Stern Business 29%

Stanford GSB Humanities/Social Sciences 48%

UC Berkeley Haas Business 24%

UCLA Anderson Business 28%

UPenn Wharton Humanities 46%

UVA Darden Business 25%

Yale SOM Humanities and Social Sciences 33%
1 Fuqua had released no official figures for the Class of 2018 by the publication of this guide but offers statistics on its site to represent a 

“typical” class.
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Several years ago, HBS established formal learning teams—also known as discussion groups, according to 

a second year with whom we spoke—organizing first-year students into six- to seven-person teams during 

orientation, before classes start. Each team is made up of students from different sections.

Students also interact outside the classroom through student club meetings and events, FIELD study re-

search, and Career Treks. And because most HBS students live on or very near the relatively compact urban 

campus, informal interactions take place daily in the dining hall, the Shad gymnasium, and the Spangler 

Center.

A second-year student we interviewed described his classmates as “tremendous people,” adding, “There’s 

a great sense of humility among the people here. Quite ambitious, incredibly intelligent, very social, very 

aware of the world. People you would see and think, ‘Hey, this is someone I could work with or work for.’ 

And I think people tend to be very humble and very nice and very welcoming and friendly.”

3. Curriculum: Flexible Versus Mandatory Core

Many business schools have a “core” curriculum—a standard series of cours-

es that all students must take. However, these core requirements can vary 

tremendously from one program to the next. For example, one school may 

teach its required curriculum for the entire first year, meaning that students 

will not take any elective courses until their second year, whereas another 

MBA program may stipulate only one or two required courses.

The rigidity or flexibility of a school’s required curriculum affects students’ 

education and socialization. Regardless of their professional experience, students at a school with a rigid core 

curriculum must all take the same classes. At some schools, for example, even CPAs must take the required foun-

dational accounting course, whereas at others, students can waive selected classes if they can prove a certain 

level of proficiency. Again, both approaches have pros and cons, and what those are depends on your perspective.

Proponents of a rigid core curricu-

lum would argue that academics 

understand what skills students 

need to become true managers 

and that when students “overspe-

cialize” in one area, their overall 

business education can ultimately 

suffer. A significant body of aca-

demic writing has been devoted 

The rigidity or 
flexibility of a school’s 
first-year curriculum 
affects students’ 
education and 
socialization.

Can Waive/
Test Out of Classes

Cannot Waive/
Test Out of Classes

Chicago Booth
Columbia

Dartmouth Tuck
Duke Fuqua

Michigan Ross
Northwestern Kellogg

NYU Stern
UC Berkeley Haas
UCLA Anderson
UPenn Wharton

Cornell Johnson
Harvard Business School

MIT Sloan
Stanford GSB
UVA Darden

Yale SOM
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to critiquing programs that give students a narrow view of busi-

ness, notably Henry Mintzberg’s Managers Not MBAs: A Hard Look 

at the Soft Practice of Managing and Management Development 

(Berrett-Koehler, 2004) and Rakesh Khurana’s From Higher Aims 

to Hired Hands: The Social Transformation of American Business 

Schools and the Unfulfilled Promise of Management as a Profes-

sion (Princeton University Press, 2007).

Advocates of the core curriculum approach would also argue 

that having all students take the same classes creates a common 

language and discussion among the classmates because of the 

shared experience. In addition, proponents contend that a rigid 

core curriculum facilitates learning, because students who have 

applicable direct experience bring that knowledge and insight 

into the classroom and can thereby help teach others. Finally, 

schools with mandatory cores generally keep students together 

in their sections for several months, if not an entire academic 

year, and students who interact every day in this way ultimately 

forge strong bonds. This sustained contact and connection can 

create a deep sense of community among the students.

In contrast, those who would argue in favor of a more flexible curriculum feel that students benefit from the op-

portunity to specialize immediately—that time is short, and students need power and choice in preparing for their 

desired careers. So if, for example, a student intended to enter the world of finance, an advocate of flexibility 

would argue that the student should be able to study finance in depth throughout the MBA program, possibly even 

from day one, so as to gain as much experience as possible in this area—especially before interviewing for a sum-

mer internship. Furthermore, proponents for flexible curricula caution that experienced students could end up 

“wasting” hours taking courses in subjects in which they already have expertise. Finally, they would assert that a 

flexible schedule allows students the opportunity to meet a greater number and wider variety of their classmates. 

The academic year at Harvard is divided into two semesters (fall and spring). As mentioned earlier, the 

first-year curriculum at HBS is called the Required Curriculum (RC), because students must take all the 

same classes, without exception. The RC consists of the following 12 courses:

Term 1

 � “FIELD Foundations”

 � “Finance I”

 � “Financial Reporting and Control”

 � “Leadership and Organizational Behavior”

Average GMAT of Incoming Students
(Class of 2018)

Chicago Booth 726.3

Columbia Business School 717

Cornell Johnson 700

Dartmouth Tuck 717

Duke Fuqua NA

Harvard Business School1 730

Michigan Ross 708

MIT Sloan 724

Northwestern Kellogg 728

NYU Stern 710

Stanford GSB 737

UC Berkeley Haas 717

UCLA Anderson 715

UPenn Wharton 730

UVA Darden 712

Yale SOM1 730

1 Represents median rather than average.
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 � “Marketing”

 � “Technology and Operations Management”

Term 2

 � “Business, Government, and the International Economy”

 � “The Entrepreneurial Manager”

 � “FIELD Global Immersions”

 � “Finance II”

 � “Leadership and Corporate Accountability”

 � “Strategy”

The HBS Web site states that the first semester of the RC focuses on giving students “a firm grasp of broad-

based fundamentals” and that the second-semester RC courses allow students to “acquir[e] specific ana-

lytical and quantitative skills, ... become acclimated to MBA Program standards of communication and col-

laboration, and develop strong, lasting relationships with one another.” Although some might bemoan the 

lack of choice with respect to first-year courses, one of the school’s stated goals is to foster leadership—

and this begins in the RC classroom, as students provide their insight and share personal lessons based 

on their professional experience. A second year with whom we spoke appreciated the school’s emphasis in 

this area, saying, “Leadership is fascinating to study, and HBS does a great job of driving the discussion.”

HBS’s use of the case method allows for nuanced discussion of business problems and of all possible so-

lutions, so even students who have years of experience in one or two particular areas can ultimately be 

exposed to new angles and approaches on otherwise familiar topics and subject areas. One first-year stu-

dent with whom mbaMission spoke said, “Even though I worked in finance for four years, the first-year 

finance courses taught me things I didn’t know … different ways to approach the same problem and the 

thinking behind formulas that I had used for years but didn’t really understand.”

In the 2009–2010 academic year, the previously required “Negotiation” half-course was eliminated and 

the “Leadership and Corporate Accountability” course, formerly a half-course, was lengthened to a full 

semester. In addition, the school began experimenting with longer RC cases taught by multiple professors. 

For instance, in an interview with mbaMission, one first-year student said, “We did a case on online retailer 

Zappos. We had three professors who led the case discussion, one each hour for a three-hour class—we 

had a short break, though. The case discussion included leadership, operations, and finance, one discipline 

discussed per hour. The school is trying to integrate subjects, which is really interesting. When one profes-

sor is teaching, the others are in the room.” The student continued, “The finance professor can relate to 

what you said about operations and ask about the implications for the company’s financial situation, or 

the leadership professor can ask about how it will affect employees, so you can’t just say anything without 

thinking through all of the implications. In the first semester we had three of these classes. It was really 

fun to look at business holistically.” 
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In 2011, HBS announced the addition of Field Immersion Experiences for Leadership Development (FIELD) 

as part of the RC. FIELD spans the full academic year and is broken into two course components, each of 

which is meant to complement the school’s use of the case method. Workshops held in interactive, flex-

ible classrooms called “hives” comprise the FIELD Foundations portion, in which students explore their 

personal leadership styles and develop team-based skills. The second component, FIELD Global Immer-

sions, occurs during spring semester and challenges students to develop a service or product for a real 

international organization.

The second-year curriculum is called the Elective Curriculum (EC) because it involves no required courses—

all courses are electives. Note that HBS does not offer concentrations or majors. Students take up to five 

classes per semester and so may choose, for example, to enroll in five finance classes in a single semester 

or to take a more diverse set of courses.

4. Pedagogy: Lecture Versus Case Method

Students will likely encounter multiple styles of learning while in business 

school—including participating in simulations, listening to guest speakers, 

and partaking in hands-on projects—but the two most common MBA learn-

ing styles are case method and lecture. 

Pioneered by HBS, the case method, or case-based learning, requires stu-

dents to read the story (called a “case”) of either a hypothetical or a real 

protagonist who is facing a managerial dilemma. As the student reads, he/

she explores the protagonist’s dilemma and has access to various quantita-

tive and qualitative data points meant to facilitate further analysis. (Cases 

can vary in length but are typically 10–20 pages long.) After reading and studying the entire case, the student 

generally understands the profundity of the problem and is typically asked a simple question: “What would you 

do?” In other words, how would the student act or react if he/she were in the protagonist’s place? What decision(s) 

would the student make?

After completing his/her independent analysis of the case, the student typically meets with the members of his/

her study group or learning team (if the school in question assigns such teams) for further evaluation. Together, 

the group/team members explore and critique one another’s ideas and help those students who may have had 

difficulty understanding particular aspects of the issue or progressing as far on their own. Often, though not 

always, the team will establish a consensus regarding the actions they would take in the protagonist’s place. 

Then, in class, the professor acts as facilitator and manages a discussion of the case. Class discussions can often 

become quite lively, and the professor will guide students toward resolving the dilemma. Sometimes, the pro-

Students will 
encounter many 
different styles of 
learning during their 
time at business 
school, but the two 
most common are case 
method and lecture.
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fessor will ultimately reveal the protagonist’s decision and the 

subsequent results—or even bring the actual protagonist into 

the classroom to share and discuss the case’s progression and 

outcomes in person.

In short, the case method focuses primarily on the analytical pro-

cess and illustrates that the problems presented have no clear-

cut right or wrong responses. For a student to disagree with the 

protagonist’s chosen path—even after it has proved to be suc-

cessful—is not unusual. After all, another approach (or even inac-

tion) may have produced an even better result.

Note that case-based learning is not specific to one academic 

discipline. Cases are available in finance, strategy, operations, 

accounting, marketing, and still other areas. Further, many cases 

are interdisciplinary, meaning that they address more than one 

area at a time, such as requiring students to think about how a 

financial decision might affect the operations of a manufactur-

ing company or the ways in which a marketing decision might in-

volve significant financial considerations. Importantly, students 

in case environments are often graded on their “contribution” 

to the class discussion (measured by the level of one’s partici-

pation in discussions and analysis, not on the frequency with which one offers “correct” answers), so the case 

method is not for those who are uncomfortable speaking in class. However, it can be incredibly helpful for those 

who want or need to practice and build confidence speaking publicly.

Lecture is the method of learning that is familiar to most people—the professor stands in front of the class and 

explores a theory or event, facilitating discussion and emphasizing and explaining key learning points. Often, stu-

dents have read chapters of a textbook beforehand and have come to class with a foundation in the specific area 

to be examined that day. Although the case method gives students a context for a problem, those who favor lec-

ture tend to believe that the case method is too situation specific and therefore prefer a methodical exploration 

of theory that they feel can be broadly applied across situations. In lecture classes, the professor and his/her re-

search or theory are technically paramount, though students still participate, challenge ideas, and debate issues.

Note that at some schools, professors may alternate between cases and lectures within a single semester of 

classes. 

HBS pioneered the case method, and its Web site explains that via this method, students find themselves 

“in the role of the decision maker. There are no simple solutions; yet through the dynamic process of ex-

Average GPA of Incoming Students
(Class of 2018)

Chicago Booth 3.6

Columbia Business School 3.5

Cornell Johnson 3.39

Dartmouth Tuck 3.5

Duke Fuqua NA

Harvard Business School 3.67

Michigan Ross NA

MIT Sloan 3.5

Northwestern Kellogg 3.6

NYU Stern 3.51

Stanford GSB1 3.73

UC Berkeley Haas 3.64

UCLA Anderson NA

UPenn Wharton NA

UVA Darden 3.5

Yale SOM2 3.65

1 U.S. schools, 4.0 scale only.

2 Median GPA listed.
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changing perspectives, countering and defending points, and building on each other’s ideas, students 

become adept at analyzing issues, exercising judgment, and making difficult decisions—the hallmarks of 

skillful leadership.” Students both learn from and teach their classmates, and although professors facili-

tate the discussions, they never provide “the answer”—especially given that simple or “correct” answers 

rarely exist for the problems presented. In some courses, students might be able to provide more insight 

or share more lessons, given their past experiences, but in others, these students will benefit more from 

the expertise of their section mates. Everyone is a teacher and everyone is a student.

A second year we interviewed offered this explanation about how class participation is valued: “Let’s say 

your class grade is 50% class participation and 50% final grade or some combination of a mid-term and a 

final, but mainly a final. Within that 50% class participation, that includes making quality comments that 

contribute to the discussion and show you’ve done the analysis. So if you don’t speak and you don’t make 

insightful, analytical, good comments, you’re not going to get a good grade.”

During their time at HBS, students will participate in more than 500 case discussions, and in a number of 

classes, participation accounts for 50% of a student’s final grade. In doing research for this guide, mbaMis-

sion learned that a hallmark of case discussions at HBS is participation by the case protagonist. Many 

professors invite case protagonists to class to observe the students’ discussion, answer questions, and 

share their perspective on the real-world business problem they faced and how it was resolved. Prospec-

tive students can learn more about the case study experience by visiting the HBS Web site (www.hbs.edu/

mba/academic-experience/Pages/the-hbs-case-method.aspx).

During their EC year, students can collaborate with professors to write cases for future classes—roughly 

350 new cases are produced each year. Approximately 33% of the new cases developed each year involve 

management issues that are international (non-U.S. based) in scope.

5. Academic Specializations/Recruitment Focus: Resources and Employers

Schools’ brands and reputations develop over time and tend to endure, 

even when the programs make efforts to change them. For example, many 

applicants still feel that Kellogg is only a marketing school and that Chi-

cago Booth is only for people interested in finance, even though both pro-

grams boast strengths in many other areas. Indeed, this is the exact reason 

mbaMission started producing these guides in 2008—we wanted applicants 

to see beyond these superficial “market” perceptions. Make sure you are 

not merely accepting stereotypes but are truly considering the breadth and 

depth of resources available at each school.

Do not merely accept 
stereotypes but truly 
consider the breadth 
and depth of resources 
available at each 
school.

http://www.hbs.edu/mba/academic-experience/Pages/the-hbs-case-method.aspx
http://www.hbs.edu/mba/academic-experience/Pages/the-hbs-case-method.aspx
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School Top Industry for 2016 Graduates % Entering the Industry 

Chicago Booth Financial Services 36.0%

Columbia Business School Financial Services 36.9%

Cornell Johnson Financial Services 32.0%

Dartmouth Tuck Consulting 36.0%

Duke Fuqua Consulting 32.0%

Harvard Business School Financial Services 28.0%

Michigan Ross Consulting 32.2%

MIT Sloan Consulting 30.5%

Northwestern Kellogg Consulting 32.6%

NYU Stern Consulting 35.3%

Stanford GSB Finance 31.0%

UC Berkeley Haas Technology/Telecom 38.8%

UCLA Anderson Technology 28.3%

UPenn Wharton Financial Services 35.1%

UVA Darden Consulting 38.0%

Yale SOM Consulting 30.8%

Most Common Pre-MBA Industry (Class of 2018)

Chicago Booth Consulting 21%

Columbia Business School Financial Services 25%

Cornell Johnson NA NA

Dartmouth Tuck Consulting 20%

Duke Fuqua NA NA

Harvard Business School Consulting 15%

Michigan Ross Financial Services 20%

MIT Sloan NA NA

Northwestern Kellogg Financial Services 22%

NYU Stern Financial Services 26%

Stanford GSB Investment Management/Private Equity/Venture Capital 20%

UC Berkeley Haas Consulting 22%

UCLA Anderson High Tech 26%

UPenn Wharton Consulting 23%

UVA Darden NA NA

Yale SOM NA NA
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We have dedicated the majority of this guide to exploring the principal professional specializations for which re-

sources are available at this particular school, and we encourage you to fully consider whether the MBA program 

meets your personal academic needs by supplementing the information here with additional context from the 

school’s career services office, by connecting with the heads of relevant clubs on campus, and perhaps even by 

reaching out to alumni in your target industry. 

Although most of HBS’s 2016 graduates took jobs in the financial services (28%) and consulting (25%) in-

dustries, the school provides a general management education. This is reinforced by the school’s decision 

to maintain a required first-year curriculum that includes a wide range of courses covering a variety of 

subject areas, including accounting, ethics, negotiations, marketing, and finance. Notably, the percentage 

of HBS graduates who took jobs in the financial services industry decreased to 31% for the Class of 2009 

after 45% of the Class of 2008 had entered this area. This was likely due to the reduction in hiring in this 

industry at the time, and although the percentage of graduates entering finance did show an uptick in 2011 

(to 39%), this figure clearly remains lower than pre-economic crisis levels. 

In addition, members of HBS’s Class of 2016 accepted positions in the functional areas of marketing (13%), 

general management (12%), and business development (7%). As a general management school, HBS has de-

veloped a number of targeted programs, many of them called initiatives, that coordinate research efforts 

and resources across academic disciplines. These are as follows:

 � The Business and the Environment Initiative

 � The Business History Initiative

 � The Digital Initiative

 � The Entrepreneurship Initiative

 � The Gender Initiative

 � The Global Initiative

 � The Health Care Initiative

 � The Leadership Initiative

 � The Public Education Leadership Project

Top Industries:  
Harvard

2016 2015 2014 2013 2012 2011 2010 2009 2008 2007

Financial Services 28% 31% 33% 27% 35% 39% 34% 31% 45% 44%

Consulting 25% 24% 23% 22% 25% 24% 24% 26% 20% 21%

Technology 19% 20% 17% 18% 12% 11% 8% 7% 7% 7%

Health Care 8% 6% 5% 5% 7% 4% 6% 7% 4% 5%

Manufacturing 5% 5% 5% 7% 7% 5% 6% 8% 5% 3%

Consumer 
Products

3% 3% 5% 6% 3% 5% 6% 5% 3% 5%
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 � The Social Enterprise Initiative

 � The U.S. Competitiveness Project

The Social Enterprise Initiative, for example, encompasses the Social Enterprise Club and its annual stu-

dent-run conference, features nearly 50 professors, provides financial support for students who work in 

the field during their summer internship and after graduation, and includes such courses as “Business at 

the Base of the Pyramid” and “Entrepreneurship and Technology Innovations in Education.”

HBS does not publish a list of the leading hirers of its graduates, but the school’s roster of recruiting part-

ners for the 2015–2016 academic year is extensive and includes such companies and organizations as 3M 

Company; A.T. Kearney, Inc.; Airbnb; Cisco Systems, Inc.; Google Inc.; Uber Technologies, Inc.; DuPont; Ford 

Motor Company; Blue Bottle Coffee, Inc.; Johnson & Johnson; L’Oréal; MetLife, Inc.; Nike, Inc.; the Environ-

mental Defense Fund; Genentech, Inc.; LinkedIn Co.; PepsiCo, Inc.; and The Walt Disney Company. (Note: 

HBS defines a “recruiting partner” as any company that hired a student or advertised an open position on 

the school’s online job posting portal, Career Hub.) 

6. Alumni Base: Opportunities to Engage

The size and depth of a school’s alumni base may be important to you as you 

seek to break into a specific field or region/country. Some MBA programs 

have had large classes for many years and can therefore boast sizeable 

alumni networks, whereas other schools may have pockets of strength in 

particular parts of the world or in certain industries—or can claim a smaller 

but tighter-knit and more dedicated alumni network overall. For example, 

Dartmouth Tuck has a smaller absolute number of alumni than most top U.S. 

schools but has repeatedly been touted as having the highest rate of annual 

alumni giving, thanks to its very dedicated graduates.

Although acquiring detailed breakdowns of a school’s alumni base is sometimes difficult, you may want to con-

sider whether the school you are targeting has alumni clubs in your chosen professional area (i.e., some schools 

have industry-specific alumni groups) or preferred post-MBA location. Furthermore, if you are determined to live 

in a particular city/country/region after graduating, then earning your MBA in or near that area, if possible, may 

be a good idea, so that you can more easily connect with local alumni while you are in school—particularly if you 

want to pursue a niche professional area and do not expect to participate in on-grounds recruiting. Of course, 

technological developments have greatly facilitated outreach, meaning that alumni are no longer a flight or long 

drive away, but are now just a phone call, email, text, or even Skype session away. 

Some schools boast 
sizeable alumni 
networks, while 
others have pockets of 
strength in particular 
regions or industries.



25
mbaMission Insider’s Guide: Harvard Business School · 2017–2018

HBS has a particularly large and geographically diverse alumni community, with more than 78,200 living 

alumni in 169 countries. This includes nearly 45,000 living MBA alumni and more than 31,000 living Executive 

Education alumni. In addition, more than 40,000 HBS alumni in the alumni network have indicated in their 

directory listings that they are available and willing to help students by providing general career advice and 

assisting with job searches. HBS alumni stay in touch and involved with the school and each other through 

more than 100 alumni clubs in 47 countries. The alumni community also includes affinity clubs such as the 

HBS African American Alumni Association, the HBS Lesbian Gay Bisexual Transgender Alumni Association, 

the HBS Real Estate Alumni Club, and the HBS Alumni Women’s Association. In addition, HBS alumni partici-

pate in online social networking sites, with alumni groups on Twitter, Facebook, and LinkedIn. 

Alumni events range from purely social, such as dinners, happy hours, sporting events, and service days, 

to professional, such as industry seminars and discussions with faculty and business leaders—all of which 

are posted on the alumni events calendar (available online at www.alumni.hbs.edu/events/). Recent alumni 

events have included a webinar titled “How to Successfully Manage Change for Leaders, Teams, and Organi-

zations” and a women’s leadership forum on the HBS campus.

Alumni Base

Note: Some schools include MBA program graduates only in their alumni total; other schools may also include alumni from their part-time, 

executive, doctoral, and/or other programs, so totals may not be directly comparable.

Schools are listed in order from largest alumni base to smallest within each category.

75,000 to 100,000

100,00075,00050,00025,0000

50,000 to 75,000

25,000 to 50,000

10,000 to 25,000

10,000
or fewer

NYU Stern, UPenn Wharton, Harvard Business School

Northwestern Kellogg

Chicago Booth, Michigan Ross, Columbia

UC Berkeley Haas, UCLA Anderson, Stanford GSB

MIT Sloan, Duke Fuqua

UVA Darden, Cornell Johnson

Tuck

Yale SOM

http://www.alumni.hbs.edu/events/
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HBS has leveraged the power of the Internet to help alumni stay connected while simultaneously staying 

abreast of cutting-edge research. For example, alumni can subscribe to the Harvard Business Review chan-

nel on YouTube (www.youtube.com/user/HarvardBusiness), which features videos of interviews with lead-

ing professors (not just from HBS) and executives on such topics as innovation, strategy, leadership, and 

people management. 

7. Facilities: Shaping the Academic/Social Experience

When contemplating an MBA program, do not overlook the school’s facili-

ties. Renovations, upgrades, and new construction are all regular occurrenc-

es on school campuses these days, as some programs increase their square 

footage while others unify disparate areas or refresh existing spaces. Some 

schools boast on-campus housing or elite athletic facilities, others have es-

tablished new green spaces and meeting rooms, and still others have refur-

bished or added classrooms, theaters, libraries, and other such resources. 

Keep in mind, though, that just because a school has not updated or added to 

its facilities in recent years, this does not mean that its offerings are outdated or subpar; the lack of updates may 

simply be because none have been needed or the school has invested in other aspects of its program instead. A 

campus visit is always the best way to evaluate firsthand what a school has to offer, but we nonetheless dedicate 

this space to a discussion of the facilities available at this particular program.

If you are looking for the traditional Ivy League campus experience, HBS certainly delivers. Some build-

ings really do have ivy climbing up the walls! According to students with whom we spoke, most HBS facili-

ties, including the Spangler Center, the Baker Library/Bloomberg Center, and Shad Hall, are quite opulent. 

Those we interviewed for this guide indicated that students tend to spend most of their time outside class 

in Spangler. Designed by Robert A.M. Stern Architects, this 122,000-square-foot campus center houses a 

large student lounge with computer terminals, 29 project rooms (some even have plasma-screen TVs), an 

auditorium, a dining hall, and The Grille, which serves meals and snacks. Wireless Internet is accessible 

throughout the Spangler building, which also includes a branch of the U.S. Postal Service, an IT Support 

Services Office, an offshoot of the Harvard Coop bookstore, a course materials distribution center, a copy 

center, and an ATM. The dining hall serves breakfast, lunch, and dinner and also offers a sandwich bar, 

salad bar, hot buffet bar, and coffee bar as well as an Asian station.

The classroom buildings and the Spangler Center are within short walking distance of the Class of 1959 

Chapel (described later in this section), a satellite health services center in Cumnock Hall, and Shad Hall—

HBS’s fitness center. On the opposite side of campus stands the relatively new seven-story Tata Hall, which 

was completed in December 2013 to house the school’s Executive Education program. Many campus build-

If a school has not 
updated its facilities in 
recent years, perhaps 
none were needed or 
the school has invested 
in other aspects of its 
program instead.

http://www.youtube.com/user/HarvardBusiness
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ings are connected by underground tunnels, allowing students to avoid Boston’s severe winter weather 

when walking from one campus building to another. 

The library and the Spangler Center are open to the public, but the gym, which includes tennis, squash, and 

racquetball courts; an indoor track; an indoor golf net; and whirlpool, steam, and sauna rooms, is reserved 

exclusively for HBS students, partners, and faculty. Shad even offers group classes, such as yoga, barre, 

and spinning. A second-year student we interviewed felt that the athletic offerings in the gym were not 

as strong as one might expect, however, stating frankly, “I don’t like the gym. It’s really small,” and later 

adding, “I mean, it is Harvard. ... It has a ton of money, yet it’s got a very small student workout facility.” 

Fortunately, perhaps, HBS students also have access to all Harvard University athletic facilities, including 

Blodgett Pool and Bright Hockey Center.

The HBS library is named for financier George Fisher Baker, the business school’s original benefactor. First 

dedicated in 1927 and later refurbished in the early 2000s, the Baker Library/Bloomberg Center contains 

more than half a million printed volumes, subscribes to nearly 4,000 periodicals, and provides students 

access to the Harvard University library system, reportedly the largest private library system in the world.

The Class of 1959 Chapel, designed by architect Moshe Safdie, was completed in 1992, and, as the name 

suggests, was funded by a gift from the Class of 1959. The chapel’s main building is a striking cylindrical 

structure paired with an adjacent glass pyramid, and the grounds boast a tiered garden and pond. Nonde-

nominational services and concerts are held in the chapel, which also provides a place for quiet reflection 

to busy HBS students. The chapel was awarded LEED Gold Certification in 2011 following modifications that 

reduced its water and energy usage.

8. Rankings and Reputation: Important Metrics or Arbitrary Measures?

MBA rankings should always be viewed with a healthy dose of skepticism, 

given that they can fluctuate dramatically from year to year and from publi-

cation to publication. For example, if you had relied on the Financial Times’ 

rankings to choose the Yale School of Management as your business school 

in 2011 because of the program’s position at number seven, you probably 

would have been disappointed to see the school then slide down to number 

12 just one year later before rebounding to number nine the following year. 

Similarly, if you had selected UC Berkeley Haas in 2004, when it was number 

17 in Bloomberg Businessweek’s ranking, you would have been delighted to 

see the program rise to number eight in 2010 before it slipped out of the top ten again to number 13 in 2012.

The various surveys 
should and will 
provide some context 
for your decision, but 
resist the temptation to 
choose a school based 
on rankings alone.
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Can an MBA program—which is made up of so many moving parts—really change so much in just one or two 

years? Furthermore, how can one reconcile that UVA Darden is in the third position (among U.S. programs) in The 

Economist’s rankings but is 12th in the Bloomberg Businessweek survey, 14th in the U.S. News & World Report, and 

16th in the Financial Times’ rankings—all at the same time? Or that Stanford GSB holds the fifth position on The 

Economist’s list and fourth in the U.S. News rankings, but is second in the Bloomberg Businessweek rankings and 

first in the Financial Times’ survey? Or that UPenn Wharton is number one according to the U.S. News rankings and 

number two in the Financial Times’ list, but only number six in Bloomberg Businessweek and number nine in The 

Economist’s survey?

An MBA ranking that appears to be gaining in popularity, according to feedback we have received from candidates 

in recent years, is from Poets&Quants, which aggregates what it considers the top five MBA surveys—Bloomberg 

Businessweek, The Economist, the Financial Times, U.S. News & World Report, and Forbes—to create a kind of com-

posite ranking. 

Of course, the various surveys should and likely will provide some context for your decision, but resist the temp-

tation to choose a school based on rankings alone, because rankings may ultimately betray you—possibly even 

before you graduate.

One thing to keep in mind, particularly for international students, is that a school’s reputation domestically can 

be quite different from its reputation abroad. Years ago, mbaMission worked with an international candidate who 

was accepted into the MBA programs at Cornell Johnson and Dartmouth Tuck. When this individual shared the 

good news with his manager, his manager said, “I thought you would have gone to an Ivy League school like Princ-

eton!” Of course, Dartmouth and Cornell are in fact Ivy League institutions, and Princeton does not even have an 

MBA program—the manager’s reaction illustrates how possible misconceptions can arise. So, after considering an 

MBA program’s strengths, you might factor in that some schools have greater brand power in certain parts of the 

world, especially if you plan to live and work abroad after you complete your studies.

We advise you to consider your MBA a long-term investment that will pay dividends throughout your life, and such 

an investment should be based on more than a one-time ranking. In fact, most MBAs who are five to ten years out 

of school are not even aware of what their school is now ranked. Perhaps more importantly, if you were to ask one 

whether the school’s position in the rankings has any effect on his/her career, the response would certainly be an 

impassioned “No!”

HBS consistently ranks in the top ten, if not the top five, of most popular business school rankings, and 

is arguably the most prestigious business school in the world. It often vies with the Stanford Graduate 

School of Business (GSB) for the top spot in terms of stature, exclusiveness, and rankings. Outside of the 

United States, however, HBS’s name is much more widely recognized than Stanford’s, perhaps because of 

Harvard’s general renown, or simply because of its larger alumni base. While the school surprisingly fell 

from the top five (for the first time in the survey’s history) to number eight in Bloomberg Businessweek’s 
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2014 rankings, it climbed back on top and was ranked the best business school in the country on the publi-

cation’s 2015 and 2016 lists. HBS was ranked fourth internationally and third domestically in the Financial 

Times’ 2017 rankings after spending many years at the top spot in both categories—although the school 

had slipped to second place internationally in 2016. In The Economist’s survey in 2016, the school stood 

steadily at number four among U.S. programs for the third year in a row, and was in fourth place interna-

tionally for the second year in a row. On Poets&Quants’ 2016 and 2015 lists, HBS was back at its usual spot 

of number one after having dipped to number two in 2014.

In U.S. News & World Report’s 2018 assessment of American business schools, HBS tied for first place 

with the Wharton School of the University of Pennsylvania after standing solo at the top spot the previous 

year. And in the following U.S. News specialty rankings, the school placed among the top 20: management 

(1), international (2), entrepreneurship (3, tied with MIT Sloan), nonprofit (4), marketing (6), finance (8), and 

production/operations (8, tied with Georgia Scheller and Michigan State Broad). The 2017 Princeton Review 

survey of MBA programs named HBS number one (out of 294) for Top Entrepreneurial Programs, number 

two for Best Classroom Experience and Toughest to Get Into, number three for Best Career Prospects and 

Greatest Opportunity for Women, and number five for Most Family Friendly and Greatest Opportunity for 

Minorities. 

A March 2011 article in the HBS alumni bulletin details the history of business school rankings, noting that 

after Businessweek (now Bloomberg Businessweek) published its first MBA survey in 1988, “rankings came 

to dominate would-be students’ perceptions of business schools.” A chief marketing and communications 

officer at HBS is quoted in the article, saying, “My feeling is that rankings do serve a purpose by aggregat-

ing information for people who are trying to make a difficult decision.” He notes that there is a limit to the 

rankings’ usefulness, adding: “I don’t believe that a ranking number should ever drive someone’s decision 

about where to go to school.”

U.S. Ranking:  
Harvard

2018 2017 2016 2015 2014 2013 2012 2011 2010 2009 2008

Poets&Quants NA NA 1 1 2 1 1 1 1 NA NA

U.S. News & 
World Report 1 1 2 1 1 1 2 1 1 NA NA

Bloomberg 
Businessweek1 NA NA 1 1 8 [2] 2 [2] 2 [2] 2

Financial Times NA 3 1 1 1 1 2 2 2 2 NA

The Economist NA NA 4 4 4 5 4 4 4 3 NA

1 Until 2015, Bloomberg Businessweek released rankings every two years (in November), so numbers in brackets represent carryover from 

the previous year’s ranking.
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Perhaps understandably, the students with whom we spoke when updating this guide generally viewed 

the school’s standing and reputation positively. One second-year student, when asked outright how he felt 

about HBS’s position in the various rankings, stated simply, “Good,” adding that the school’s brand was a 

major factor in his having chosen the program for his MBA. A first year we interviewed was slightly more 

vehement, declaring, “It rocks!” She likewise noted that HBS’s brand played into her decision to attend the 

school and noted that she is “very happy” with her choice. 
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Poets&Quants (2016)

1 Harvard Business School

2 Stanford GSB

3 Chicago Booth 

4 Northwestern Kellogg (tie)

4 UPenn Wharton (tie)

6 MIT Sloan

7 Dartmouth Tuck

8 UC Berkeley Haas

9 Columbia Business School

10 Yale SOM 

11 Duke Fuqua

12 UVA Darden

13 Michigan Ross

14 Cornell Johnson

15 UCLA Anderson 

16 UNC-Chapel Hill Kenan-Flagler

17 NYU Stern

18 UT Austin McCombs

19 Carnegie Mellon Tepper

20 Emory Goizueta
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U.S. News & World Report (2018) Bloomberg Businessweek (2016)

1 Harvard Business School (tie) 1 Harvard Business School

1 UPenn Wharton (tie) 2 Stanford GSB 

3 Chicago Booth 3 Duke Fuqua

4 MIT Sloan (tie) 4 Chicago Booth

4 Northwestern Kellogg (tie) 5 Dartmouth Tuck 

4 Stanford GSB (tie) 6 UPenn Wharton

7 UC Berkeley Haas 7 MIT Sloan 

8 Dartmouth Tuck 8 Rice Jones 

9 Columbia Business School (tie) 9 Northwestern Kellogg

9 Yale SOM (tie) 10 UC Berkeley Haas

11 Michigan Ross 11 Columbia Business School 

12 Duke Fuqua (tie) 12 UVA Darden 

12 NYU Stern (tie) 13 Michigan Ross

14 UVA Darden 14 Yale SOM

15 UCLA Anderson 15 Carnegie Mellon Tepper

16 Cornell Johnson 16 Cornell Johnson 

17 UT Austin McCombs 17 NYU Stern

18 UNC-Chapel Hill Kenan-Flagler 18 Texas A&M Mays

19 Carnegie Mellon Tepper 19 Washington Foster

20 Emory Goizueta 20 Emory Goizueta 
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Financial Times (2017)1,2 The Economist (2016)1,3

1 Stanford GSB 1 Chicago Booth 

2 UPenn Wharton 2 Northwestern Kellogg

3 Harvard Business School 3 UVA Darden 

4 Columbia Business School 4 Harvard Business School 

5 Chicago Booth 5 Stanford GSB

6 Northwestern Kellogg 6 Dartmouth Tuck

7 MIT Sloan 7 UC Berkeley Haas

8 UC Berkeley Haas 8 Columbia Business School

9 Yale SOM 9 UPenn Wharton 

10 Dartmouth Tuck 10 UCLA Anderson

11 NYU Stern 11 Yale SOM

12 Michigan Ross 12 MIT Sloan

13 Duke Fuqua 13 Duke Fuqua

14 Cornell Johnson 14 NYU Stern 

15 UCLA Anderson 15 Michigan Ross 

16 UVA Darden 16 UNC-Chapel Hill Kenan-Flagler

17 Carnegie Mellon Tepper 17 Vanderbilt Owen 

18 Georgetown McDonough 18 Cornell Johnson

19 Washington Foster 19 Emory Goizueta

20 UNC-Chapel Hill Kenan-Flagler 20 IU Kelley

1 Excludes international schools and reranks only U.S. schools.

2 The Financial Times ranks Harvard Business School 4 internationally.

3 The Economist ranks Harvard Business School 4 internationally.
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Harvard University

Harvard Business School

Summary

Harvard Business School bills itself on its Web site as a “transformational educational experience” for MBA stu-

dents. While that may sound clichéd, graduates with whom we have spoken attest that HBS delivers. The school 

states that its mission is to educate leaders who will make a difference in the world, and the administration ap-

pears to take this responsibility seriously. Although we suspect the program could perhaps rely on its reputation 

to attract the best and brightest students and faculty, competition from other top-tier business schools has 

forced HBS to continue to provide innovative opportunities and world-class resources to students and alumni.

As noted, HBS provides a general management education and has invested in the infrastructure needed to train 

well-rounded leaders, rather than developing a program dedicated solely to a specific industry or management 

function. For example, the HBS Leadership Initiative fosters research on the subject of leadership and gives stu-

dents a forum in which to discuss academic theory and real-world experiences with peers, faculty, alumni, and 

business leaders from around the world.

Given that the interests of its faculty and vast student body will likely vary widely and change over time, HBS of-

fers students the opportunity to participate in customized group or individual Independent Projects. The school 

has also developed interdisciplinary initiatives that coordinate research on broad areas of study, such as entre-

preneurship, social enterprise, and the global economy.

The Dean

In July 2010, Nitin Nohria became HBS’s tenth dean. In a May 2010 Harvard Gazette article, Harvard University 

President Drew Gilpin Faust described Nohria as “an outstanding scholar, teacher, and mentor, with a global out-

look and an instinct for collaboration across traditional boundaries.” In a speech to HBS alumni a few months after 

taking office, Nohria explained that the challenge for the school lay in “striking a balance between continuity and 

change.” Later, having spent time speaking with students, faculty, business leaders, and alumni, Nohria outlined 

the following five priorities for his tenure at HBS in a January 2011 Dean’s Message on the HBS Web site: innovation, 

intellectual ambition, internationalization, inclusion, and integration within the university. 

He explained, “While an easy shorthand is to call these five areas ‘the dean’s priorities,’ I want to stress that I 

really view them as our priorities; they arise from and are driven by your commitment to the School and our col-

lective sense of the areas where we think we can—indeed, must—make a difference in the world.” He continued by 
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adding, “We can be a School that represents the world’s best thinking, and as a result, attracts the world’s best 

people to come and do their best work. We can set a new standard for management education and reaffirm our 

commitment to educating leaders who create value for society. This is my hope, and it is to this endeavor that I 

will devote my energies.”

In a January 2016 Annual Update, Nohria reached out to the HBS community to discuss the progress made thus 

far on his five priorities. He noted that the school has made strides with respect to innovation and international 

programs with the 2011 development and subsequent success of its Field Immersion Experiences for Leadership 

Development (FIELD) course, in which students partner and work directly with organizations in emerging mar-

kets. In addition, the school increased its online presence with the launch of online learning platform HBX. When 

discussing the possibility that his list of ambitions could be getting shorter due to an array of accomplishments, 

Nohria noted: “Everything we accomplish, every skill or capability or capacity we develop, every initiative we 

launch—each expands our horizons and the array of possible new paths we might take.” Indeed, Nohria expressed 

further ambition regarding the FIELD course in March 2016, stating: “My hope is that, in steady state, about 20% of 

the curriculum will be FIELD.”

Nohria’s priority of inclusion was addressed with the launch of the Culture and Community Initiative, through 

which the school is evaluating its relationship not only with the women in its ranks, but also with other minori-

ties, such as those based on sexual orientation, race, and even economics. In the realm of improved integration 

with Harvard University, Nohria calls the Harvard Innovation Lab “the most visible symbol of our commitment 

and activity.” The lab is a renovated building on campus that provides a location for FIELD project work and for 

undergraduate workshops and lectures. 

Nohria sees the launch of the U.S. Competitiveness Project as part of the school’s commitment to intellectual am-

bition. The project is intended to increase understanding of competition among businesses in the United States, 

with the larger aim of helping companies operate better in the global marketplace. Nohria concluded his 2016 up-

date with a renewed call for ambition and resilience at HBS, saying, “As much progress as we have made, events in 

the world these last months and years have demonstrated that the need for leaders of competence and character 

like those we strive to educate at HBS has never been higher.” Nohria continued: “Business—sparked by innova-

tion and entrepreneurship—can and must be the engine that creates prosperity for communities and for society, 

and we are uniquely positioned to deliver on that vision.”

Poets&Quants named Nohria “2012 Dean of the Year” in the wake of an unexpected student death that occurred 

days before graduation the year prior, in large part because of Nohria’s management of the situation both exter-

nally and within the HBS community. The publication praised his “empathetic handling of a tragedy and his bold 

leadership of the school,” adding, “As dean of the world’s most powerful and influential school of business, Nohria 

has unflinchingly led the school into a new brave era.” 
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At a January 2014 event commemorating the inclusion of women in HBS’s program for 50 years, Nohria committed 

to ensuring that by early 2019, the percentage of women protagonists in the case studies the school publishes 

would double. The dean also reaffirmed his interest in supporting the program’s female graduates and students, 

declaring, “The school owed you better, and I promise it will be better.” Nohria discussed the subject further in an 

April 2015 interview with the Harvard Gazette, stating “My hope is that by learning how to create genuine equality 

when it comes to gender, we’ll also learn how to do it around race and ethnicity and sexual preferences or orien-

tation and all of those other dimensions of diversity that are no less important, where there’s also evidence of 

systematic bias or unconscious bias.” He added, “We’ve made some progress, and I’m very proud of the progress 

that we’ve made as an institution. But there is more work to do.” In June 2016, the school inaugurated the Ruth 

Mulan Chu Chao Center, the first building on campus named after a woman.

In April 2014, Nohria announced a capital campaign for HBS intended to raise $1B in support of recently launched 

initiatives such as the Harvard Innovation Lab and the school’s online-learning efforts (known as HBX) and with an 

eye to equipping the program to continue expanding and changing in line with today’s business world. In a Harvard 

Magazine article about the announcement, Nohria referred to the importance of sustaining existing initiatives, 

then underscored the need to also create a foundation for later ideas, asking, “Do we secure for any dean in the 

future the capacity to be imaginative and innovative in this way?” After the campaign had reached the initial goal 

of $1B in 2016, Nohria took the opportunity to thank donors in his 2017 Annual Update: “That we reached this mile-

stone reflects the dedication and commitment so many feel to the School and our mission.” Nohria subsequently 

announced an additional fundraising goal of $300M and concluded his Annual Update with sentiments of grati-

tude: “It is an exciting time to be on campus, and I remain awed by the sincere aspiration students, faculty, staff, 

and alumni share of making a difference in the world.” 

Professional Specializations

Consulting

Of HBS’s Class of 2016, 25% accepted positions in the consulting industry (up just a tick from 24% in 2015 and 23% 

in 2014). The school’s exclusive use of the case method helps train students to think on their feet, ask insight-

ful questions, and reason through problems with incomplete information—outstanding training for management 

consulting interviews and, indeed, for management consulting itself. By the end of their RC year alone, HBS stu-

dents will have participated in two or three case-based discussions every day, five days a week.

Consulting is a fairly broad field, but many students interested in consulting gravitate toward courses in the 

Strategy Unit. HBS offers roughly ten courses in this unit each year, including “Strategy and Technology,” “The Mi-

croeconomics of Competiveness: Firms, Clusters, and Economic Development,” and “Corporate Strategy.” Classes 

such as “Designing Competitive Organizations” and “Reimagining Capitalism: Business and Big Problems” might 

also interest budding consultants.
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Some second-year students sign up for a Field Study opportunity, wherein teams of two to three students work 

closely with a sponsoring organization and a faculty advisor to solve a real-world business problem. Sponsoring 

organizations can range from small entrepreneurial ventures to large corporations, manufacturers, or even non-

profits. Past sponsors have included Disneyland, BMW, Nike, Boston Children’s Hospital, the African Communica-

tions Group, and the New England Conservatory of Music. Students can also work for a company or organization to 

study a specific topic of interest under the close direction of a faculty member as a part of an Individual Student 

Research project. This option has reportedly gained popularity in recent years as students increasingly link inde-

pendent field-based learning to their career planning and job search.

Students interested in learning more about consulting or who need help preparing for case interviews should have 

no trouble finding classmates to assist them, given that many incoming students in each new HBS class tend to 

have consulting backgrounds. What’s more, the school’s Management Consulting Club (MCC) provides numerous 

opportunities for students to interact with leaders in the consulting industry, including its Consulting Career Fair, 

Career Panels, and Speaker Series, in which management consultants speak with club members in an informal set-

ting. The MCC also conducts case interview workshops and provides sample case questions.

As we noted earlier, HBS does not make public the number of students who join specific firms, but the school’s 

list of 2015–2016 recruiting partners includes Bain & Company, Booz Allen Hamilton, the Boston Consulting Group, 

Censeo Consulting Group, Gotham Consulting Partners, L.E.K. Consulting, McKinsey & Company, Parthenon-EY, 

and Deloitte Consulting LLP.

Entrepreneurship, Private Equity, and Venture Capital

The topic of management for entrepreneurs is part of the HBS first-year curriculum/RC and a significant element 

of the 24 courses in the Entrepreneurship unit for EC students. Several entrepreneurship courses that stood out 

to mbaMission include “Public Entrepreneurship,” “Founders’ Dilemmas: Success and Failure,” and “Entrepreneur-

ship and Global Capitalism.” “Building and Sustaining a Successful Enterprise” is another notable course that is 

sometimes co-taught by strategy and innovation guru Clayton Christensen and HBS professor Derek van Bever.

The HBS Entrepreneurship Initiative includes a variety of resources dedicated to the study of entrepreneurship 

and to supporting students who are interested in starting their own ventures. EC students can submit business 

plans for evaluation in the New Venture Competition, an annual event that has been running since 1997; the first-

prize winner receives $50,000 in cash plus in-kind services, and the runner-up receives $25,000 in cash plus in-

kind services. In addition to a traditional business track, the competition offers a social enterprise track, which, 

since its inception in 2001, has attracted hundreds of participants and submissions. The social venture track 

involves teams that are proposing for-profit, nonprofit, and hybrid business model plans. 

The teams must include at least one HBS student and are critiqued by judges from fields such as venture capital, 

law, consulting, social entrepreneurship, and angel investing. The grand prize winner of the business venture track 
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in 2016 was Astraeus Technologies, which is developing a more efficient and cost-efficient method for detecting 

lung cancer. UrSure, Inc. claimed first prize in the social enterprise track for designing urine tests for an HIV pre-

ventative drug. In 2015, the business venture track winner was RapidSOS, an emergency response improvement 

program. Focus Foods Inc—“a self-sustaining symbiotic fish and produce system”—won the social enterprise track 

that year. 

In an April 2011 HBS Newsroom press release, Dean Nohria described the New Venture Competition (at the time 

still called the HBS Business Plan Contest) as reflecting “the amazing talent at this school. The ideas presented 

here aim to transform the lives of others, and that is what Harvard Business School is all about.” He later ex-

pounded further on the event in a 2012 press release, saying, “There is an incredibly strong entrepreneurial spirit 

among HBS students, which is apparent in the innovative and socially minded business ideas that are showcased 

through the contest.”

Student-run events regularly bring venture capitalists, attorneys, and entrepreneurs to campus to more deeply 

explore issues related to building businesses. For example, the Entrepreneurship Club sponsors a Young Presi-

dents’ Organization (YPO) dinner and an annual Entrepreneurship Conference. YPO is an elite international orga-

nization for young business leaders who, in many cases, have founded the companies they run. The YPO event is 

extremely popular because it gives attending students the opportunity to dine with high-profile business leaders 

at some of Boston’s finest restaurants. 

In November 2016, the Entrepreneurship Club held its 14th annual Entrepreneurship Conference—also called 

SPARK—which welcomed aspiring and practicing entrepreneurs from across the city. The keynote speakers in-

cluded the CEO and founder of Cadre, the CCO and co-founder of Casper, and the CEO and co-founder of Elysium 

Health. Session topics included “A Digital Evolution in the Energy Market,” “Building a Retail Brand,” and “Com-

peting with Giants.” Also as part of the conference, teams could participate in a pitch competition, for which the 

winning team received a $4,500 cash prize and a consultation with a venture capitalist.

The November 2015 conference featured such keynote speakers as the CEO of thredUP.com, the executive chair-

man of Evernote, and the managing director of Lighthouse Capital Partners. Panel discussion topics included 

“Rapid Prototyping and Hardware,” “Success and Failure in Entrepreneurship,” “Refining Product Features,” and 

“Entrepreneurship in Space.”

The Entrepreneurship Club also offers workshops and a speaker series. Workshops offered through the Entrepre-

neurship Club have included “Legal Opportunities and Pitfalls” and “Visioning Lab,” which was designed to help 

future entrepreneurs determine the kind of venture they might wish to establish. Students interested in entrepre-

neurship can also participate in many other Boston-area events and organizations, such as Mobile Monday Boston 

(www.momoboston.com) and Boston Innovators Group (formerly WebInno) (www.bostoninnovatorsgroup.com), 

groups for people interested and involved in mobile and Internet innovation.

http://www.momoboston.com
http://www.bostoninnovatorsgroup.com
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The Arthur Rock Center for Entrepreneurship at the school supports research, teaching, and course development 

in entrepreneurship on campus and at the California Research Center in Silicon Valley. As HBS’s first such off-

campus center, the California Research Center facilitates faculty research and case writing in Silicon Valley and 

the San Francisco Bay Area. The Rock Center oversees the awarding and distribution of the John F. Lebor Family 

Rock Summer Fellowships, which subsidize students’ salaries during summer internships, allowing the students 

to work in smaller entrepreneurial ventures—or even on their own start-ups—without the financial sacrifice they 

might otherwise face. The Rock Summer Fellowships, according to the HBS Entrepreneurship Initiative Web site, 

“enable students to continue to explore their entrepreneurial path” with compensation up to $650 a week for ten 

to twelve weeks.

Of the Class of 2016, 13% accepted jobs in the venture capital, private equity, and leveraged buyouts industry 

areas after graduation (14% in 2015 and 15% combined in 2014, as venture capital was reported as a separate cat-

egory that year). Private equity and venture capital courses in the EC year include the frequently oversubscribed 

“Venture Capital and Private Equity” as well as “Entrepreneurial Finance” and the health care–focused “Entrepre-

neurship in Healthcare IT and Services.” The “Venture Capital and Private Equity” (VCPE) class involves the VCPE 

Game, a graded project in which students are assigned to a three- or four-person team. The teams then act as 

private equity firms operating in a simulated market that runs for eight “game years” and can choose from more 

than 9,000 companies in which they may invest. Teams develop strategies, structure investments, negotiate with 

other teams to co-invest, and make decisions regarding how best to manage their portfolio.

The VCPE Club helps its members obtain jobs in the industry, developing programs that address students’ em-

ployment-related concerns and hosting an annual VCPE Conference, which has at times attracted as many as 

550 participants. The 2017 VCPE Conference marked the event’s 23rd year and featured as keynote speakers a 

co-managing partner of Bain Capital, the president and CEO of The Baupost Group, the managing director and co-

head of U.S. buyout at The Carlyle Group, and a general partner at Kleiner Perkins Caufield & Byers. Fourteen panel 

discussions were offered, addressing such issues as “Family Office,” “Diversity in PE,” “Fundraising and LPs,” and 

“Operational Value Creation.” The event concluded with a networking reception.

The 2016 VCPE Conference featured as keynote speakers the co-founder and managing principal of Centerbridge; 

a managing partner of Oak HC/FT; the chairman of Hamilton Lane; and the co-founder and member of the board 

of directors at Apollo Global Management, LLC. Panel discussions addressed such issues as “Impact Investing,” 

“Corporate VC,” “Cross Border Investing,” and “State of VC.” A networking reception concluded the event. In 2015, 

the conference welcomed the chairman, CEO, and co-founder of Blackstone; the managing director of Advent 

International; a partner with Greylock Partners; a partner with Scale Venture Partners; and a partner with Kohl-

berg Kravis Roberts & Co as keynotes, and 15 breakout panel discussions covered various topics relevant to the 

industry, including “Investing in Latin America,” “Operational Value Creation,” “Creating, Operating, and Investing 

in Search Funds,” and “Infrastructure Investing.” The 2014 VCPE Conference offered panel discussions on “Invest-

ing in Europe,” “Start-Up Valuations,” and “Women in Private Equity.” Keynote speakers were the founder of the 

Carlyle Group, the global head of private equity for Blackstone, and the founder of the Social+Capital Partnership.
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The VCPE Club also organizes a speaker series and Career Treks to venture capital and private equity firms in cities 

around the world. For instance, one first-year student with whom mbaMission spoke organized a Career Trek to 

visit private equity firms in London. Past VCPE Club speakers include representatives from Greylock Partners, HIG 

Capital, TVM Capital, KKR/Capstone, and the Blackstone Group. 

HBS’s VCPE-focused recruiting partners for 2015–2016 included TPG Capital, Vector Capital, Eastlink Capital, Cas-

pian Private Equity, Insight Equity, and Thrive Capital. HBS also reported that 7% of the Class of 2016 joined a 

start-up at graduation (9% in 2015 and 5% in 2014) and that 64 launched their own business rather than joining an 

outside firm (84 in 2015, 74 in 2014, and 63 in 2013).

Finance

HBS offers 18 EC classes (and two RC classes) in the Finance Unit; however, we learned that some classes in other 

units are also popular with students interested in finance, such as “Business Analysis and Valuation Using Finan-

cial Statements” in the Accounting and Management Unit. Although HBS is a general management school, 28% of 

the Class of 2016 entered jobs in the financial services industry (31% in 2015, 33% in 2014, and 27% in 2013).

HBS’s finance and accounting curriculum offers electives as diverse as “Investing in Emerging Markets,” “Creating 

Value Through Corporate Restructuring,” and “Financial Management of Smaller Firms.”

Students interested in finance can also take advantage of the resources offered by the school’s Finance Club and 

Investment Club. The Finance Club provides an interface between the finance industry, the school’s finance facul-

ty, and HBS students, sponsoring such events as A Day on Wall Street, in which students travel to New York City for 

two days to tour investment banks and meet with finance professionals based there for formal presentations and 

informal talks. A first-year student and Finance Club member also told mbaMission of the “fantastically important 

and interesting speakers” the club brings to campus, including a former CEO of Merrill Lynch, the CEO of JPMorgan 

Chase, and the president of Barclays Capital.

The theme of the club’s 2016 Finance Conference was “The Future of Finance.” The event offered keynote ad-

dresses from the chief technology officer of financial services at Intel Security Group and the founder and execu-

tive chairman of Evercore Partners. Panels throughout the day examined such subjects as “The State of Capitalism 

Today,” “Finance for Social Good,” “Deal Volumes in 2017,” and “Financing and Investing in Emerging Technology.” 

The event concluded with a networking reception.

The theme of the club’s 2015 Finance Conference was “The Art of Creating Value.” Keynote addresses were pre-

sented by the CEO and co-founder of CommonBond and the founder and executive chairman of Evercore. Panel 

sessions examined the subjects of “Women in Finance: What It Means to Be a Woman in Finance in 2015,” “FinTech: 

Disruption in Financial Services,” “Capital Markets in a Normalizing Interest Rate Environment,” and “Careers in 

Finance: Finding a Balance in a Challenging Industry.” A network reception concluded the day’s events.
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The 2014 conference, which drew more than 400 registrants, was themed “Finance in the New Era of Growth” and 

featured keynote addresses from a vice chairman at J.P. Morgan Chase & Co.; the executive vice president and 

chief investment officer for MetLife, Inc.; and, as in 2015, the founder and executive chairman of Evercore. Panel 

discussions covered such topics as “The Art of Deal Making: Progress in M&A,” “Careers in Finance: Finding a Path 

Forward in Financial Services,” “Beyond the Act: The Unclear Direction of Industry Regulation,” and “Women in 

Finance: Empowerment and Opportunity.”

HBS’s Investment Club has as its mission “to improve members’ understanding of investment management; to 

help members develop practical investment skills and test them in the markets; and to create superior access to 

career opportunities in the investment industry,” declares the school’s site. To this end, it sponsors a speaker se-

ries, which has featured the founder and CEO of the hedge fund Pershing Square Capital Management, the founder 

and former portfolio manager of Shumway Capital Partners, a portfolio manager for the Magellan Fund, a hedge 

fund manager with Pabrai Investment Funds, the founder of Chilton Investment Company, a hedge fund manager 

with Tiger Management, the founder of Perry Capital, the founder of Bridger Management, and the publisher of 

Grant’s Interest Rate Observer.

In April 2017, the club held its annual Investment Conference. Keynote speakers included a partner and director 

of research at Newtyn Management LLC, the founder and CEO of Mantle Ridge LP, and the chief equity strategist 

at BlackRock. The event also offered numerous panel discussions on such topics as risk assessment, distressed 

investing, and emerging managers. 

At the 2016 conference, a keynote address was delivered by Seth Klarman, founder, president, and CEO of the 

Boston-based investment firm The Baupost Group and author of Margin of Safety: Risk-Averse Value Investing 

Strategies for the Thoughtful Investor (HarperCollins, 1991)—which has such a cult-like following that, now out of 

print, used copies were listed for as much as $3,000 (and for no less than $720) on Amazon as of spring 2017. Other 

keynote speakers included the founder and portfolio manager of White Elm Capital, LLC, the founder of Clearfield 

Capital Management, and a managing director of the Matrix Capital Management Company. The event also offered 

three panel discussions, featuring moderators from such firms as Triarii Capital and Protégé Partners.

Featured as a keynote speaker at the April 2015 conference was the managing partner and CEO of Perry Capital; 

the chairman, CEO, and co-founder of Avenue Capital Group; the CEO of Marathon Asset Management; a manag-

ing partner at Maverick Capital; and the co-chief investment officer of Bridgewater Associates Three groups of 

breakout panel discussions covered such topics as “Value Investing,” “Distressed Investing,” and “Global Macro,” 

featuring as panelists investment professionals from such companies as Highfields Capital Management, Protégé 

Partners, and York Capital Management. The previous year’s (2014) event welcomed as keynote speaker the afore-

mentioned Seth Klarman, as well as the founder of Third Point and the co-founder/global chief investment officer 

of Mount Kellett Capital Management. Panel discussion topics included “Shareholder Activism,” “Deep Value,” and 

“Credit Investing.” 
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According to a second-year member of the Investment Club with whom mbaMission spoke, the group is able to at-

tract such great speakers and event participants in part because of the robust investment management communi-

ty in the Boston area. She added that the club invites professionals from firms such as Fidelity to train students on 

how to present a stock pitch and that EC club members help RC members practice for interviews. The Investment 

Club also sponsors job treks to such cities as New York City, London, and San Francisco. Students we interviewed 

said that one of the Investment Club’s most popular annual activities is the Warren Buffet Trek, in which students 

travel to Omaha to visit the famous investor, share a Coke (one of his favorite drinks) with him, and ask him about 

his thoughts on the global economy and his investment philosophy.

Students interested in finance can also take advantage of the Exchange—a section of the remodeled Baker Li-

brary/Bloomberg Center that provides access to real-time business and financial information—which is particu-

larly valuable for students preparing for finance interviews. The Exchange has several Bloomberg Professional 

machines (helpful for students who wish to earn Bloomberg certification) as well as eight 42-inch wall monitors 

broadcasting content from Bloomberg News, CNN, and other major business and finance cable news channels. 

Several international newspapers, including Financial Times (U.K.) and the Chinese People’s Daily (China), are also 

available.

HBS’s finance recruiting partners for 2015–2016 included the American Express Company; Bank of America Merrill 

Lynch; Credit Suisse Group AG; Deutsche Bank AG; Fidelity Investments; Goldman Sachs Group, Inc.; the Federal 

Reserve Bank of New York; and T. Rowe Price, with a total of 28% of graduates accepting positions in the financial 

services industry (13% in venture capital, private equity, and leveraged buyouts; 9% in investment management 

and hedge funds; 5% in investment banking and sales and trading; and 2% in “other” financial services).

General Management

HBS’s dedication to the case method and its required first-year curriculum—which encompasses a wide range of 

courses covering a variety of subject areas, including accounting, ethics, negotiations, marketing, strategy, and fi-

nance—are primary elements of its standing as a general management school. RC courses provide a foundation for 

understanding the basic principles of management, including the qualities of effective managers and strategies of 

successful enterprises. For example, “Leadership and Organizational Behavior” examines individuals, teams, and 

networks and how to develop a vision for the future of an organization and to motivate various members of the 

organization. “Leadership and Corporate Accountability” uses cases about complex and challenging managerial 

decisions to examine the responsibilities of organizational leaders.

The two-part “Field Immersion Experiences for Leadership Development,” or FIELD, course during the RC year 

immerses students in action-based, hands-on work to help develop their leadership skills. This series of courses 

involves a team-based project that consists of two modules, the first of which focuses on individual development 

and leadership exercises. The second module is presented in the form of a Global Immersion project. 
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Approximately 40 faculty members comprise the General Management unit, which focuses its work in four interest 

areas:

•  Leadership, Values, and Corporate Responsibility

•  Management Information Systems

•  Management Policy and Process

•  Society and Enterprise

Within these areas, the EC year offers roughly 30 elective courses to appeal to those specifically interested in gen-

eral management. In “General Management: Processes and Action,” students explore the various arenas in which 

a general manager might work (such as retail, start-up, multinational organizations, and manufacturing) to better 

understand the role and its responsibilities. The “Managing Change and Transformation” course is designed to 

develop students’ practical skills so that they can manage large-scale change within an organization (such as a 

business turnaround). Other applicable EC courses include “Designing Competitive Organizations,” “Innovating in 

Health Care,” “The Moral Leader,” and “Entrepreneurship and Technology Innovations in Education.”

Supporting students interested in general management is the General Management and Operations Club, which 

offers an annual career fair and a speaker series. The club’s career fair focuses on leadership development pro-

grams and provides networking opportunities with such companies as General Electric, Anheuser-Busch InBev, 

Volcano, DuPont, JPMorgan, Sears Holding, Emerson, Intel, and IBM.

In 2016, 12% of HBS graduates accepted positions with a general management function (down from 14% in both 

2015 and 2013, and 13% in 2014). Recruiting partners for the past year that are known to hire for these types of 

positions include American Express Company, Cisco Systems, Inc., The Walt Disney Company, The Dow Chemical 

Company, General Motors Company, Infosys Ltd., and Nike, Inc.

Health Care and Biotechnology

Over the past decade, HBS has invested significantly in resources dedicated to the field of health care. The HBS 

Healthcare Initiative, established in 2005, is a multidisciplinary program designed to foster innovative thinking 

in the health care industry. The initiative includes electives and activities such as a physician shadow program, 

allowing for intensive study of the industry through courses, seminars, and visits to companies, laboratories, and 

health care facilities.

HBS also offers such resources as career coaches focused on the health care industry, recruiting events, and 

Health Care Industry Week, which is a week of panels and presentations that introduce students to different sec-

tors within the health care industry.
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A considerable number of the cases taught in the first-year curriculum are related to the health care industry, and 

while the school’s Web site notes that specific courses may vary from year to year, HBS offers several EC classes 

that focus specifically on this field, such as the following:

•  “Building Life Science Businesses”

•  “Commercializing Science: Biomedical and Life Science Focus”

•  “Consumers, Corporations, and Public Health”

•  “Entrepreneurship in Healthcare IT and Services”

•  “Innovating in Health Care”

•  “Transforming Health Care Delivery”

•  “U.S. Health Care Strategy”

In addition, students interested in health care can take a Field Study course, which they can design around a topic 

of their choice with assistance from a member of the faculty. Recent health care–related Field Studies have fo-

cused on quantifying the size of the medical tourism market, redesigning urgent care triage for a major academic 

hospital, and developing a business model for a large multinational pharmaceutical company operating in China.

In addition, HBS launched its MD/MBA dual-degree program in 2005. Candidates interested in this dual degree 

must gain admission to both Harvard Medical School and HBS to participate in this program, so they should have a 

sincere interest in becoming a doctor. Conversely, those who simply wish to take health care courses at the medi-

cal school or another Harvard graduate school can do so by cross-registering. HBS students can also take advan-

tage of the events organized by the Harvard Project for Health Systems Improvement, a university-wide program 

launched in 2001 and designed to engage the university’s faculty and students in nontraditional research and to 

facilitate knowledge sharing to help improve health care systems. 

The school’s Health Care Club, which boasts more than 350 members, sponsors an annual Health Care Conference. 

The club’s 2017 conference had as its theme “Imagine. Create. Challenge. A Strategic Outlook for Health Care” and 

featured two keynote speakers: the CEO of DaVita and an HBS emeritus professor. Panel discussion topics includ-

ed “Precision Medicine,” “Digital Health,” “Value Based Healthcare: Theory and Practice,” and “Payer/Provider.” 

The daylong event concluded with a networking reception and innovation fair. 

The club’s 2016 conference was themed “Through the Eyes of the Patient: Delivering Outcomes via Consumer 

Engagement” and featured two keynote speakers: the chairman and CEO of Cardinal Health and the president 

and CEO of Partners Healthcare. Panel discussions explored such topics as “Emerging Markets,” “Personalized 

Medicine,” “Consumer Health,” and “Healthcare Investing.” A networking reception and innovation fair concluded 

the event. 

The theme of the 2015 conference was “Partnering for Outcomes: Forging Alliances to Improve Care,” and the event 

featured as keynotes the founder, chairman, and CEO of Steward Health Care System; the president and CEO of 
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Genzyme; former U.S. Senator Bill Frist; and the global managing director of innovation for Deloitte Consulting. 

Panelists from such companies and organizations as Aetna, Massachusetts General Hospital, DaVita HealthCare 

Partners, and Biogen Idec discussed topics such as health care investing, digital health, devices and diagnostics, 

and personalized medicine. 

In 2014, the event’s theme was “Redefining Access in Modern Healthcare,” and serving as keynote speakers were 

HBS’s Senior Associate Dean for External Relations William Sahlman (MBA ’55); the CEO and president of the Joslin 

Diabetes Center; the president of Brigham and Women’s Hospital; and the chairman, CEO, and president of Aetna, 

Inc. Panel topics ranged from “Emerging Markets” and “Healthcare Finance” to “Consumer Health” and the “Af-

fordable Care Act.”

Each year, the club hosts workshops on various health care factions and offers assistance in interview preparation 

specific to different areas in the health care industry. In addition, the club’s mentorship program pairs first-year 

students interested in a particular health care sector with second-year students who have experience in that sector.

Students interested in pursuing careers in health care can sign up to participate in the Student-Alumni Mentor 

Program, which is administered jointly by the HBS Health Care Initiative and the Health Care Club. As part of this 

program, alumni working in a variety of sectors in the health care industry volunteer to serve as mentors, provid-

ing students guidance on career choices. 

In 2008, HBS established the Robert S. Kaplan Life Sciences Fellowship (formerly the HBS Life Sciences Fellowship 

Fund), which provides $20,000 fellowships to ten incoming MBA students with outstanding credentials in a life 

science discipline. 

HBS recruiting partners in the health care and biotechnology fields for 2015–2016 included athenahealth, Inc.; 

Biogen Idec, Inc.; Iora Health; DaVita, Inc.; Eli Lilly and Co.; the Clinton Health Access Initiative; Genentech, Inc.; 

Humana, Inc.; CVS Health Corporation; and Medtronic, Inc. Of the school’s Class of 2016, 8% accepted positions in 

the health care industry (up from 6% in 2015 and 5% in 2014 and 2013).

International Business

HBS appears to have made significant strides in increasing its reach beyond the United States, with respect to not 

only the student body (international students have constituted approximately one-third or more of each class for 

at least the past eight years), but also the faculty members, their research, the cases used in classes, and the ad-

dition of Global Immersions (discussed later in this section) to the MBA program. The HBS Global Initiative is one 

of eight HBS initiatives, which are interdisciplinary umbrella programs that coordinate resources and research in 

specific areas of study. Initiatives encompass courses, seminars, scholarships, conferences, and research. The 

HBS Global Initiative in particular entails research facilities, internationally focused courses, Global Immersion 
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projects, and opportunities for individual and group research projects for organizations with interests outside 

the United States. 

Internationally focused courses include the first-year requirement “Business, Government, and the International 

Economy” and the EC courses “Entrepreneurship and Global Capitalism,” “Managing International Trade and In-

vestment,” and “Doing Business in China.” In addition, the school has a global network of research centers and 

offices in Dubai, Johannesburg, Hong Kong, Tokyo, Buenos Aires, Shanghai, Mexico City, Tel Aviv, Istanbul, Paris, 

São Paulo, and Mumbai. Students can also join international Immersive Field Courses and choose from more than 

ten international student clubs, ranging from the Africa Business Club to the Australian and New Zealand Club. 

Moreover, HBS’s global alumni network is quite strong, with more than 100 alumni clubs around the world, the vast 

majority of which are geographically based. 

The 19th annual Africa Business Conference was held over three days at the end of February 2017 and focused on 

the theme “Partnering for Prosperity: Working Together for a Strong and Inclusive Africa.” Discussion panels cov-

ered such topics as “The Challenge of Leadership in Africa,” “Serving the African Consumer: Creating Winning Solu-

tions to Serve the Continent,” “Closing the Gap in Start-Up Financing,” and “The Voice of Female Entrepreneurs on 

the Continent.” The New Venture Competition, first introduced at the 2014 conference and offered each year since, 

allows aspiring entrepreneurs to compete for a grand prize of $10,000 or a runner-up prize of $5,000. The finalists 

had the chance to share their proposed venture with conference attendees at the event’s Startup Showcase.

The 2016 Africa Business Conferenced was themed “Unite. Innovate. Disrupt: Home Grown Models For Africa’s Pros-

perity.” As in 2015, the 2016 conference took a new angle on conference presentations by featuring not only several 

classic keynote speakers—including the president of Rwanda—but also a number of crowdsourced keynotes in ad-

dition to a plenary discussion. Discussion panels allowed in-depth examination of such topics as “Impact Invest-

ing in Africa: How Can We Profitably Steward Capital for Africa’s Prosperity?,” “A Homegrown, Sustainable Model 

for the African Airline Industry,” “Selling to the African Consumer: Developing Innovative Ways to Deliver Value in 

a Tough Economic Environment,” and “Building a Sustainable Energy Enterprise for the African Market.”

The 2015 conference theme was “A More Inclusive Africa: The Pursuit of Progress for All.” The event’s panel discus-

sions concentrated on such topics as “The NBA in Africa: Building Sport Loyalty and Investing in Youth,” “The Next 

African Consumer Wave,” “Scaling a Small Business in Africa,” and “Fostering Inclusive Growth: Financial Access 

to the Excluded.”

HBS Arab student organizations and the Harvard Arab Alumni Association host an annual Harvard Arab Weekend 

(HAW), which the White House has described as “the premier Arab world conference” in North America, according 

to the event’s Web site. The tenth annual conference, held in November 2016 over the course of four days, was 

titled “Beyond the Present,” and welcomed participants from numerous fields and specializations. Among the 

event’s several keynote speakers were the Saudi ambassador to the United States, the president of the Syrian 

American Medical Society, and the CEO of Khalifa Fund. Panel discussions featured such topics as “Mental Health 
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x Education: Why Arab Students Need an Interdisciplinary and Comprehensive Approach More Than Ever,” “Film-

making in Saudi and Qatar,” “The Post-Oil Era in the Middle East,” and “Syria; The Revolution Continues.” Attend-

ees were also able to take part in a start-up pitch competition, debates, and networking events.

The 2015 HAW had as its theme “Building Bridges: Uniting for a Brighter Future” and welcomed a former Lebanese 

minister of interior, the president of the Arab American Institute, and a former U.S. under secretary of state for 

political affairs as keynote speakers. Panel discussion topics included “Oil Price Decline: Implications for the Arab 

World,” “Education for Refugees: Bring Hope for Every Child,” “Power, Oppression, and Resistance,” and “Political 

Constraints on Access to Healthcare in Conflict Zones.” Other activities at the event included a refugee fundraiser, 

a start-up pitch opportunity, and a career fair.

For the past 25 years, the Asia Business Club has hosted an annual Asia Business Conference in partnership with 

such organizations as the Harvard Asia Law Society, the China Society at the Harvard Kennedy School, and Asia 

Real Estate Association at the Harvard University Graduate School of Design. The 2017 conference attracted par-

ticipants with the theme “In a Changing World.” The event’s numerous keynote speakers included the founder and 

CEO of QFPay, a former minister of finance in Indonesia, and the chief operating officer of Liepin. Topics covered 

by the conference’s eleven panel discussions included “Cross-Border Transactions in the Entertainment Industry,” 

“Role of the American Legal Industry in Asia,” “Urbanism in Asia,” and “Social Enterprises and Impact Investing in 

Asia.” The daylong event concluded with a networking reception.

The 2016 conference was themed “Disruption, Continuity, and the Way Forward.” Keynote speakers included the 

minister of science and technology of Thailand and a partner and managing principal of Gaw Capital Partners. 

Panel discussions included “Investing in Asia: Emerging Trends,” “China and Global Economy,” and “Crossroads of 

Intellectual Property, Technology, and the Business.” A networking reception concluded the event.

In 2015, the conference was themed “Asia’s Evolving Identity” and welcomed as keynote speakers the deputy 

chairman of Foremost Group, a partner at Simpson Thacher & Bartlett LLP, the founder of PT Toba Sejahtra, and 

the minister of tourism and sports for Thailand. Fourteen discussion panels were offered, exploring such topics 

as “Trade/E-Commerce: Cross-Border E-Commerce in Asia,” “Going Public: The Changing Face of Chinese IPOs,” 

“The Chinese Economy: China’s Changing Economy and Emerging Issues in Corporate Restructuring,” and “Taking 

Technology Global: The International Expansion of Asian Technology Companies.” 

The India Conference at Harvard is among the largest such conferences in the United States, according to its Web 

site. The 14th annual conference took place over the course of two days in February 2017 with the theme “India: 

The Global Growth Engine” and featured such speakers as the chairman and editor-in-chief of India TV, a manag-

ing partner at Luthra & Luthra, and the executive vice chairman of Cipla Ltd. Panel discussions allowed attend-

ees to examine such issues as “Long March of an Entrepreneur,” “Urbanization as a Growth Strategy for India,” 

“Delivering Alpha in India Investing,” and “Agriculture in India: Opportunities and Challenges.” Keynote speeches 
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discussed “Economic Reforms Driving India to the Path of Global Leadership,” “Emerging India: Role of Andhra 

Pradesh,” and “India, Media, and Freedom of Speech.” 

The 2016 India conference featured such speakers as the CEO of Myntra, the co-founder and CEO of Jana Care, a 

former Indian foreign secretary, and the founder and chief editor of YourStory.com. Panel discussions covered 

such issues as “Scaling Social Impact: The Way Forward?,” “Invest in India,” “Indian Healthcare: Moving Toward 

Universal Health Coverage,” and “Role of Technology in India’s Transformation.” Keynote speeches included “Em-

powering Women at the Bottom o f the Pyramid: To Overcome Gender Inequality and Poverty in India,” “India’s 

New Growth Paradigm,” and “Brand Breakout: How Indian Brands Will Go Global.”

In 2015, the India Conference featured such keynote speeches as “New Politics in the Age of New Media,” “Sino-

Indian Conflicts: The Security Challenges,” and “Women Empowerment in Emerging India,” while panels concen-

trated on such topics as “Putting India to Work: Skills in the Indian Economy,” “The Challenges in Balancing Eco-

nomic Development and Environmental Sustainability,” and “India’s Urban Urgency: The 100 Smart Cities Call.” 

Participating experts included the chairman of the Quality Council of India, the chairman of Wockhardt, and the 

former chief minister of Maharashtra.

Most HBS students participate in at least one Career Trek, either in the United States or abroad, while in the MBA 

program. Career Treks are trips to cities and countries in which HBS students are interested in working after 

graduation. Treks take place at various times throughout the academic year and range in length from one or two 

days to more than a week. Students conceive of and organize the treks, which are sponsored jointly by the HBS 

Career Services Office and whichever student club is most closely related to either the trek’s location or the kind 

of companies visited. For example, the HBS Club of Japan would likely help organize the Japan Trek, while the En-

tertainment and Media Club might organize the Hollywood Trek. In the past, students on Career Treks have visited 

Seattle, New York, the San Francisco Bay Area, London, and Hong Kong, in addition to various cities in Israel and 

India. Participating students meet with the leaders of established and emerging businesses in the area, attend 

networking events, learn about internship and career opportunities, and take time to explore the region together.

As mentioned, HBS has established a required Global Immersion component of its FIELD curriculum, during which 

teams of students present project proposals to partnering organizations abroad in the spring semester of their 

first year. In February, students meet their project teammates and in March, they begin to discuss the project with 

a representative of the company via e-mail and phone calls. From March through April, teams prepare for their 

projects on campus before traveling to their destinations in early May for a weeklong trip. Projects for the part-

nering firms are typically consumer focused and task students with developing a new product, service, or strategy.

Global Immersions differ from Career Treks in that the former have educational objectives. FIELD Global Immer-

sions in 2016 included projects in such countries as Morocco, Brazil, China, Indonesia, and Ghana. In 2015, projects 

included such companies as Farmacity, PepsiCo Beverages, and the Western Union Company in Argentina; with 

kate spade south america, UAB Motors, and People 4 Climate in Brazil; with AMK Microfinance Institution, Brands 
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Management Ltd., and Sabay Digital Corporation in Cambodia; and with MasterCard, Microsoft, and Procter & 

Gamble in Morocco. Immersions in 2014 included projects in China, Malaysia, and South Africa. 

“It was tremendous. The people were fascinating. We really enjoyed our work,” said a second year we interviewed 

about his Global Immersion experience in China. “That’s a once in a lifetime opportunity. You were given an inside 

glimpse into the culture to learn what’s appropriate and the right way to think about problems in China versus the 

United States. It’s a very different mind-set.”

International firms that recruited at HBS in 2015–2016 include Falabella Retail SA; Zalando SE; Cencosud SA; Tony 

Blair Africa Governance Initiative; Al Masarat Holding Company; Ethiopian Agricultural Transformation Agency; and 

Godrej Industries Ltd. Of the school’s 2016 graduates, 14% accepted positions with companies based outside the 

United States (down from 15% in 2015, 16% in 2014, and 17% in 2013).

Marketing

Although HBS offers just 15 marketing-specific classes, marketing appears to represent a fairly popular field for the 

school’s MBAs, with 13% of the Class of 2016 accepting a position with this function (11% in 2015 and 13% in 2014). 

EC marketing courses include “Digital Marketing Strategy,” “Business at the Base of the Pyramid,” and “Retailing.” 

One of the less traditional marketing offerings is the “Strategic Marketing in Creative Industries” class, which the 

course description states is meant for students planning careers in industries such as sports, fashion, music, 

publishing, media and entertainment, and advertising. A recent alumna told mbaMission that cases used in this 

course have focused on the famous New York hot spot Marquee, the Argentine soccer team Boca Juniors, MGM and 

Tom Cruise, and el Bulli, a Catalonia-based eatery that Restaurant magazine judged “the world’s best restaurant” 

several years in a row. She also mentioned that the class enjoyed a visit from professional tennis player Maria 

Sharapova’s agent after completing a related case discussion.

The approximately 300-person Marketing and CPG Club (formerly just the Marketing Club; CPG stands for “con-

sumer packaged goods”) brings together faculty, industry speakers, and members of the marketing clubs at other 

top business schools and sponsors both an annual conference and a Distinguished Speakers Series. The club also 

offers workshops on skills and career development.

The club’s November 2016 Marketing Innovation Conference had as its theme “Marketing Reimagined.” The event 

welcomed attendees and experts from all over the world, including the chief brand officer of Procter and Gamble, 

who gave a keynote speech, the CEO of Dia & Co, the founder and CEO of Goby, and the CEO of Tracksmith. The 

conference featured six panels, ranging in topics from “Decoding the Buzzword” and “Marketing to Millenials” to 

“Advertising to the New Age Consumer” and “Establishing Omnichannel Presence.” The event also included the 

first annual marketing case competition, during which teams from 15 business schools competed in front of a 

panel of marketing experts for a cash prize of $2,500.
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The 2015 conference was themed “The Role of Marketing in a Dynamic Global Environment” and featured as its 

keynote speakers the chief marketing officer of SoulCycle; the executive vice president and chief operating officer 

of U.S. retail at General Mills; the president and former CEO of Annie’s, Inc.; and the associate brand director of 

Always/Whisper at P&G. Panelists included experts from Thuzio; Plenti; Hint Water; PepsiCo; and Nike, Inc. In ad-

dition, conference participants could enjoy a networking lunch.

A second-year member of the Retail and Luxury Goods Club, which also caters to students interested in marketing 

careers, explained to mbaMission that the group’s mission is to “educate the entire HBS community about retail 

and luxury goods concepts, challenges, and opportunities. In doing so, the club aims to build a strong community 

for its members, serving as their primary link to other students, faculty, and alumni interested in these industries. 

The club supports career planning, recruiting, networking, and bringing members together in social settings.” In 

addition, the group arranges annual Career Treks that take members to New York City to visit companies there, 

such as Tori Burch, Gucci, and Gilt Groupe. In April 2015, the club hosted its inaugural San Francisco spring Career 

Trek, during which participants visited such firms as Sephora, Stitch Fix, and Macy’s.

The group sponsors several events throughout the year, including a student-run charity fashion show, which in 

2016 raised more than $22,000 for the Greater Boston Food Bank, in 2015 and 2013 benefitted the Massachusetts-

based organization Cradles to Crayons, and in 2014 raised funds for Dress for Success, an organization that pro-

vides professional clothing for women in need. The annual event has showcased fashions from such design houses 

as Ted Baker, Marc Jacobs, Rag & Bone, DVF, Theory, Bonobos, and Wings and Horns. According to the club, more 

than 800 people take part in the event annually. 

The Retail and Luxury Goods Club presented its 13th annual Retail and Luxury Goods Conference in February 2017 

with the theme “Retail Evolution: Adapting to the Contemporary Consumer,” featuring the senior vice president 

of Saks Fifth Avenue, the head of Superdry US, and the founder of Garance Doré as the keynote speakers. The 

weekend’s agenda also included four panels exploring the topics of “Technology in Retail,” “Investing in Retail,” 

“Responsible Fashion,” and “Social Media Marketing,” in addition to a “Founder Roundtable” discussion. The con-

ference both commenced and concluded with a cocktail hour and offered a networking lunch.

The 2016 Retail and Luxury Goods Conference was themed “Reinventing Retail” and featured as keynote speakers 

a creative advisor of Banana Republic, the senior vice president of Wal-Mart global e-commerce, and the senior 

vice president of digital/e-commerce and creative services at Marc Jacobs. Four panels explored the topics of “The 

Future of Tradition,” “Going Global,” “Beyond Walls,” and “Innovating with Insights,” in addition to a “Founder 

Roundtable” discussion. The conference included a networking lunch and began and ended with a cocktail hour.

The 2015 conference was themed “Shopping for Growth,” and featured both the CEO and the founder of Rebecca 

Minkoff as keynote speakers, in addition to the president and executive chairman of Loblaw Companies Limited 

and the chairman of LVMH Inc. The daylong conference also offered four panel discussions that examined such 
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topics as “Spending on Acceleration,” “Buying for Customization,” “Selling for Lifestyle,” and “Investing in Creativ-

ity,” as well as a roundtable discussion titled “Founders and How They Built Their Brands.” 

HBS’s marketing recruiting partners for 2015–2016 included the Estée Lauder Companies, Inc.; Nike, Inc.; L Brands, 

Inc.; Procter & Gamble; and MiniLuxe, Inc.

Nonprofit/Social Entrepreneurship

With approximately six social enterprise electives available in 2016–2017 and related electives drawing from the 

areas of entrepreneurship, health care, and real estate, HBS has significant classroom resources dedicated to the 

social sector. Electives that may appeal to students pursuing careers in nonprofit and/or social entrepreneurship 

include “Entrepreneurship and Technology Innovations in Education,” “Leading Social Enterprise” “Business at the 

Base of the Pyramid,” and “Public Entrepreneurship.” Second-year students can also cross-register for courses in 

other Harvard University graduate programs. Of HBS’s Class of 2016, 2% accepted positions in nonprofit/govern-

ment (down from 4% in 2015, 3% in 2014, and 5% in 2013).

HBS’s Social Enterprise Initiative includes the Social Enterprise Summer Fellowship, an award that helps support 

students who accept summer internships with organizations that have a social mission. The program does not pay 

students for participating in direct service projects, such as building housing in developing countries, but rather 

funds internships in which students address such topics as operations management, strategic partnerships, and 

financial analysis. The fellowship provides funding of between $650 and $1,000 a week.

Alumni working in nonprofits, the public sector, or qualifying for-profit positions can apply to HBS’s Nonprofit/

Public Sector Loan Repayment Assistance Program for help in reducing their educational debt repayment burden. 

In addition, the HBS Leadership Fellows Program allows graduating students to pursue jobs with nonprofits or 

public sector organizations for one year by paying the new MBAs a competitive salary during that time. For 2017–

2018, each fellow will earn $45,000 in salary along with a one-time matching award from HBS of $50,000, and will 

have the opportunity to work with such organizations as Girls Scouts of the USA, The Kresge Foundation, Rocky 

Mountain Institute, Harlem Children’s Zone, and the City of Boston Mayor’s Office. Other partnering organizations 

that have employed HBS Leadership Fellows in recent years include Teach for America, Mercy Corps, Year Up, Gra-

meen America, the World Wildlife Fund, and Lincoln Center for the Performing Arts. Since its inception in 2001, the 

program has placed a total of 173 graduates with over 70 partner organizations.

The school’s New Venture Competition (formerly the HBS Business Plan Contest) includes a social enterprise track 

for students developing business plans for ventures that are intended to create social value. Such ventures can in-

clude nonprofit, for-profit, or hybrid businesses. The first-prize winner of the social enterprise track of the competi-

tion, like the winner of the overall contest, receives $75,000 in cash in addition to in-kind services. In 2016, UrSure, 

Inc., which aims to improve adherence to an HIV prevention medication, won the social enterprise track. The 2015 

winner was Focus Foods Inc., a company that creates self-sustaining produce and fish farms for urban environments.
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Some HBS Global Immersions have a social mission. For example, as part of the 2013–2014 Japan Global Immersion, 

student teams worked with organizations focused on rebuilding the Tohoku Region in the aftermath of the 2011 

earthquake, tsunami, and Fukushima Daiichi nuclear disaster. Participating students were to observe and analyze 

different practices and, says the course description, “attempt to identify the links between strategy and innova-

tion that may be particularly productive in enhancing the rate of rebuilding.” Similarly, in 2010–2011, students par-

ticipated in initiatives to rebuild parts of New Orleans after the devastation caused by Hurricane Katrina. Students 

worked in teams with nine organizations, writing business plans, assessing the impact of trends in the mortgage 

market on affordable housing, and helping build houses. Other past Global Immersions that incorporated social 

components have involved trips to Haiti, Rwanda, and India.

The HBS Social Enterprise Club (SEC) is one of the largest clubs on campus, with more than 300 members. The 

organization states on its Web site that its goal is “to inspire, educate and connect leaders who will create social 

change in the world.” The SEC was formed in 1980 by students who were interested in nonprofit and has grown to 

include three primary interest groups: education, social finance, and socially responsible business. 

The 18th annual Social Enterprise Conference was held over two days in March 2017 with the theme “What’s the 

Bottom Line?” and with keynote speeches by such professionals as a co-founder of B Lab and the CEO of City Year. 

The event began with a yoga session and featured panel discussions in five tracks: “Reimagining Capitalism,” 

“Unleashing Human Potential,” “Startup Society,” “Supplemental Events,” and “Disruptive Potential, Unanswered 

Questions.” The conference offered a variety of activities, including a pitch competition, networking events, and 

a career fair. 

The 2016 Social Enterprise Conference freatured keynote speeches by such professionals as the CEO of the XPRIZE 

Foundation, the founder and CEO of YearUp, and the co-founder and CEO of MBAs Across America. The two-day 

event began with a yoga session and offered panel discussions across five tracks: “Investing With Purpose,” “Op-

portunity Divide,” “Transforming Cities,” “Environment and Sustainability,” and “Experience Lab.” The conference 

also featured a pitch competition, networking events, and a career fair, among other activities.

The 2015 conference was themed “Intent. Action. Impact.” and welcomed the co-managing director of Global Tol-

erance, the co-founder of Solutions Journalism Network, the founder and CEO of Ashoka: Innovators for the Public, 

the founder and CEO of Be the Change Inc., and the founder and CEO of New Profit Inc. as keynotes. Workshops 

explored such topics as “Early-Stage Financing: How to Raise Funds for Social Enterprise” and “Building Momen-

tum: How to Achieve Scale, Sustainability, and Social Impact,” while ten panel discussions covered issues such as 

“Failure in Social Enterprise,” “Social Exclusion: A Story of Empowerment,” “Making Impact Investing Mainstream,” 

and “Innovations in Education.” In addition, attendees could take part in two case study discussions and a series 

of IdeaLabs, in which invited teams of conference participants collaborated with industry executives to solve a 

real-world strategic problem. 
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The Energy and Environment Club (formerly the Greentech and Sustainability Club) indicates on its site that its mis-

sion is “to develop the next generation of leaders in Energy and Environment [E&E] by providing a forum for educa-

tion on E&E-related issues” and to act as a kind of liaison between HBS and the environment and energy sectors. 

Each fall, the club hosts an energy symposium. The October 2016 symposium carried the theme “Shaping the 

Future of Energy,” and keynote speakers included the founder, chairman and managing director of GSR Ventures, 

the chairman and CEO of NextEra Energy, and the president of global operations at Baker Hughes. Nine panel dis-

cussions explored such topics as “Dealmaking in the Downturn,” “Electric Vehicles: Early Results and Ecosystem 

Needed to Grow,” and “The Promise and Challenges of International Renewables Development.” The symposium’s 

start-up pitch competition and networking events allowed conference attendees, investors, and industry repre-

sentatives to interact.

The 2015 symposium had no specific theme but aimed to “dig deep into the future balance of global energy,” ac-

cording to the event’s Web site. The president and CEO of YPF, the president and CEO of SunEdison, and the sec-

retary general of the International Energy Forum gave the event’s keynote addresses. Panel discussions explored 

such topics as “Managing Human Capital,” “Energy Entrepreneurship,” “Disrupting the Nuclear Industry,” and “En-

ergy Corporate and Project Finance: Making Decisions in the Face of Uncertainty.”

Other social enterprise events have included field trips to LEED-certified buildings; advice on how to approach 

the job search; films; panels; displays and demonstrations related to recycling and composting on campus; and 

information on available HBS resources for those interested in the field. 

HBS recruiting partners in this area for 2015–2016 included the Clinton Health Access Initiative, the Bill & Melinda 

Gates Foundation, Charter School Growth Fund, Michael J. Fox Foundation for Parkinson’s Research, Robin Hood 

Foundation, and Environmental Defense Fund.

Technology

As at many business schools, technology is an area of interest that seems to be growing in popularity among HBS 

MBA students and graduates. For the Classes of 2007 through 2010, the percentage of HBS graduates who entered 

positions in this industry hovered around 7%, but this figure has been in the double-digits since 2011, with 19% of 

the Class of 2016 accepting roles in the field, 20% in 2015, 17% in 2014, and 18% in 2013. Courses in the Technology 

and Operations Management sector that could be of interest to students seeking expertise in this area include 

“Digital Innovation and Transformation” and “Supply Chain Management,” while other possibly relevant courses 

in different sectors include “Strategy and Technology,” “Launching Technology Ventures,” and “Entrepreneurship 

and Technology Innovations in Education.” 

The Tech Club at HBS appears to be one of the more popular student groups at the school, with more than 500 

members. The club’s mission is “to educate the HBS community on the latest technology trends, to facilitate 



54
mbaMission Insider’s Guide: Harvard Business School · 2017–2018

recruiting opportunities, and to foster social and professional networking,” states its Web site. In addition to or-

ganizing treks to Boston and New York City, the group hosts panel discussions and company information sessions 

throughout the academic year. One of the club’s largest events is the WesTrek career trip, which reportedly at-

tracts more than 1,000 attendees each year and encompasses five tracks—clean energy, venture capital, big tech, 

design, and start-ups—and leads students to the San Francisco Bay Area to visit such companies as Wealthfront, 

Epocrates, and Highland Capital.

For more than 20 years, the club has hosted the annual Tech Conference (formerly titled Cyberposium). Held each 

fall, this conference typically brings together 750–1,000 industry leaders, professionals, and students for a day of 

conversation about hot topics in the technology field. In October 2016, the conference was themed “Hello, World!” 

and included keynote addresses by the co-founder and CEO of Oculus VR, the founder and CEO of Instacart, the 

founder and CEO of Affirm, and the United States chief technology officer. Four breakout panel sessions allowed 

attendees to delve more deeply into such topics as “Future of Flights: Drones,” “Re-Wiring Industries Through the 

Internet of Things,” “Tech Talk: A Recipe for Disruption,” and “Future of Reality: AR/VR.” The event concluded with 

a networking reception.

The 2015 conference focused on the theme “Enhancing the Human Experience” and welcomed the incoming CEO of 

LogMeIn, the co-founder and CEO of HubSpot, and the product management director at Google as keynote speak-

ers. Panels explored such issues as “Vetting a Business Idea,” “Cybersecurity,” “Machine Learning,” and “Auto Tech.” 

Companies that recruited at HBS for technology positions in 2015–2016 include BitSight Technologies; Flextronics 

International; Microsoft Corporation; Plaid Technologies; Comeet Technologies, Inc.; and Innovent Technologies LLC.

Notable Professors and Unsung Heroes

Rawi Abdelal (www.hbs.edu/faculty/Pages/profile.aspx?facId=6628): Rawi Abdelal is the Herbert F. Johnson Pro-

fessor of International Management and director of the Davis Center for Russian and Eurasian Studies at Harvard 

University. He served as chair of the Required Curriculum from 2012 to 2015. In addition to teaching, he serves as a 

faculty associate at Harvard’s Weatherhead Center for International Affairs, an international research center that 

facilitates individual academic research as well as intellectual dialogue among scholars and practicing experts. 

His first book, National Purpose in the World Economy: Post-Soviet States in Comparative Perspective (Cornell 

University Press, 2001), won the 2002 Shulman Prize for outstanding monograph dealing with the international 

relations, foreign policy, or foreign-policy decision making of any former Soviet Union or Eastern European state. 

That same year—and again in 2013—he received the Robert F. Greenhill Award, which is presented to outstanding 

members of the HBS community who are making significant contributions to the school. Moreover, in 2004, he was 

awarded the Student Association’s Faculty Award for outstanding teaching in the RC.

http://www.hbs.edu/faculty/Pages/profile.aspx?facId=6628
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Abdelal is a student favorite, we were told by those we interviewed, because of his willingness to spend time with 

students outside the classroom (even those who are not in his section), explaining macroeconomic concepts that 

can be difficult to grasp. Said a second-year student we interviewed, “I think incredibly highly of him. He has rave 

reviews. He’s loved by his students. He is a very gifted orator, a very, very tremendous speaker with the ability to 

guide the discussion and obviously intelligent about international affairs and international government.” Abdelal 

is also known for incorporating unusual references from literature and popular culture into his class discussions. 

He has made allusions to Shakespeare, the movie Fight Club, and even rapper Jay-Z’s song “Blue Magic” to help 

explain complex topics.

Ramon Casadesus-Masanell (www.hbs.edu/faculty/Pages/profile.aspx?facId=24279): Ramon Casadesus-Masanell 

is the Herman C. Krannert Professor of Business Administration. His “Competing Through Business Models” course 

is an elective that, according to a second-year student we interviewed, is typically oversubscribed. The second 

year noted that students must rank it among their top five course choices to have a shot at getting in, adding, 

“People enjoyed him so much they were willing to sign up for his 8:30 a.m. class.” As a part of the course, Casade-

sus-Masanell teaches cases on many industries, including airlines, consumer packaged goods, and manufactur-

ing. A recent graduate we interviewed mentioned that Casadesus-Masanell keeps cases fresh and includes inter-

esting business models such as Betfair (an online betting Web site), Greenpeace, and Osho (the spiritual guru). He 

also teaches the RC “Strategy” course.

Students told mbaMission they love his teaching style, which they describe as incredibly engaging and high en-

ergy—sometimes he even jumps up on tables or runs quickly around the classroom. He pushes students in a good, 

even-tempered way, and leverages technology well, incorporating video and game simulations into case discus-

sions. Casadesus-Masanell also serves as co-editor of the Journal of Economics and Management Strategy, which 

his faculty profile describes as “the leading academic journal on the economics of strategy.”

Clayton Christensen (MBA ’79, DBA ’92) (www.hbs.edu/faculty/Pages/profile.aspx?facId=6437): Clayton Chris-

tensen is the Kim B. Clark Professor of Business Administration. With research interests in the areas of technology 

management and innovation management, Clayton Christensen joined the HBS faculty in 1992, after having co-

founded CPS Technologies (where he was chairman and president) in 1984, working as a consultant for the Boston 

Consulting Group (1979–1984), and serving as a White House Fellow (1982–1983). Christensen’s “Building and Sus-

taining a Successful Enterprise” course is an elective he designed that shows students how to manage a company 

using theories of strategy and innovation to better understand which tools may be effective in various business 

situations. Students address such questions as “How can I beat powerful competitors?” and “How can we create 

and sustain a motivated group of employees?”

In 2010, Christensen, who is the author or co-author of numerous books—including The Innovator’s Dilemma: The 

Revolutionary Book that Will Change the Way You Do Business (Harvard Business Review Press, 1997), Disrupting 

Class: How Disruptive Innovation Will Change the Way the World Learns (McGraw-Hill, 2008), How Will You Mea-

sure Your Life? (Harper Business, 2012), and Competing Against Luck: The Story of Innovation and Customer Choice 

http://www.hbs.edu/faculty/Pages/profile.aspx?facId=24279
http://www.hbs.edu/faculty/Pages/profile.aspx?facId=6437
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(Harper Business, 2016)—received an Extraordinary Teaching Award from the HBS Class of 2010 as well as a Life-

time Achievement Award. Christiansen was counted among the “World’s 50 Best Business School Professors” by 

Poets&Quants in October 2012. In addition, Thinkers50, a ranking released every two years, named Christensen 

the world’s most influential management thinker in 2011 and 2013, and ranked him second in 2015. In 2015, Chris-

tensen also received the prestigious Edison Achievement Award. In 2007, Christensen and two fellow HBS gradu-

ates founded the Innosight Institute, a nonprofit think tank which in 2013 was renamed the Clayton Christensen 

Institute for Disruptive Innovation.

Youngme Moon (www.hbs.edu/faculty/Pages/profile.aspx?facId=6589): Having received the HBS Faculty Award for 

teaching excellence (voted on by students) from the RC class in 2002 and the Faculty Award from the EC Class in 

2005 and 2007, Youngme Moon is also the inaugural recipient of the 2002–2003 Hellman Faculty Fellowship for 

distinction in research. In addition to her title of Donald K. David Professor of Business Administration, Moon 

serves as senior associate dean for strategy and innovation. She was influential in the launches of the HBX online 

learning platform and the MBA FIELD curriculum. Her work has been published in the Harvard Business Review, the 

Journal of Consumer Research, the Journal of Consumer Psychology, the Journal of Experimental Psychology, and 

the Journal of Applied Social Psychology. In addition, Moon’s 2010 book Different: Escaping the Competitive Herd 

(Crown Business) was a best seller. 

Students told mbaMission they enjoy Moon’s “Consumer Marketing” class (which she did not, however, teach dur-

ing the 2016–2017 academic year) because of the sometimes counterintuitive ideas she presents in it, including ex-

planations of “hostile brands” such as Harley Davidson and of IKEA’s “reverse positioning,” as well as discussions 

of innovative marketing models, such as (Product)Red and BMW Films. She was also described as being extremely 

friendly and accessible, even going out for casual dinners with students.

Michael E. Porter (MBA ’71) (www.hbs.edu/faculty/Pages/profile.aspx?facId=6532): “Generally recognized as the 

father of the modern strategy field,” according to the HBS Web site, Michael Porter is director of the school’s Insti-

tute for Strategy and Competitiveness. Porter’s “Microeconomics of Competitiveness” course is offered through 

the institute and is open to all graduate students at Harvard, Tufts, and MIT. The course reportedly differs from 

most MBA offerings in that it focuses on economic development rather than management, involves longer ses-

sions, requires more reading assignments, and concludes with a team project rather than a final exam. 

Porter, who received his PhD from Harvard University in 1973, has studied competition in the health care system 

and coauthored the book Redefining Health Care: Creating Value-Based Competition on Results (Harvard Business 

Review Press, 2006). Other titles by Porter include Competitive Strategy: Techniques for Analyzing Industries and 

Competitors (Free Press, 1998), Competitive Advantage: Creating and Sustaining Superior Performance (Free Press, 

1998), and On Competition, Updated and Expanded Edition (Harvard Business School Press, 2008). In 2000, Porter 

received the highest recognition awarded to a Harvard faculty member when he was appointed as the Bishop 

William Lawrence University Professor, and in 2008, the U.S. Department of Commerce granted him its first-ever 

Lifetime Achievement Award. Thinkers50, a ranking released every two years, named Porter the World’s Most In-

http://www.hbs.edu/faculty/Pages/profile.aspx?facId=6589
http://www.hbs.edu/faculty/Pages/profile.aspx?facId=6532
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fluential Business Thinker in 2015 and 2005, in addition to including him in the list every two years since 2001. As a 

second year told mbaMission, “Michael Porter is kind of a household name here.”

Social/Community Life

The HBS Show: First presented in 1974, the HBS Show is a popular student-run comedy production that follows in 

the tradition of Harvard College’s well-known Hasty Pudding Theatricals show and Harvard Law School’s Parody 

show. This extremely well-attended event is a major production that pokes fun at life at HBS, incorporating jok-

ing—but good-natured—references to case protagonists, professors, administrators, and the recruiting process. A 

spouse of one HBS student who helped organize the 2012 show wrote in her personal blog, “It was a great outlet for 

business school students to roast their own school—the whole performance was based on The Godfather but with 

a zillion HBS inside jokes thrown in.” 

The 42nd annual HBS Show was held in 2016 with the theme “The HBS Games,” a play on the Hunger Games book and 

movie series. The 2015 show was themed “Harry Potter and the Classcard of Secrets” (video proposals of rejected 

themes, such as “Fiscally Blonde,” a parody of the popular film Legally Blonde, were shared on the club’s YouTube 

channel). The events featured such bits as “B-School Pressure,” a song parody set to the tune of the Queen hit “Un-

der Pressure,” and “Star Wars: The Course Awakens.” “Sure, the show will never make its way to Broadway,” wrote 

a second-year student in an April 2014 blog post, “but I am very impressed by the cleverness of some of the jokes, 

the great costumes and scenery used on stage, and some of the dancing.” 

Holidazzle and the Newport Ball: Formal events are reportedly a big part of HBS social life. As the name suggests, 

Holidazzle is HBS’s annual holiday party, which takes place in early December and attracts approximately 1,700 

MBA students and family members. According to the HBS Students Association, it is the business school’s longest-

running event, and starts with RC section dinners followed by drinks and dancing. In 2016, the event was held at 

The Westin Copley Place Boston Hotel and featured a two-course dinner and a live band. The Newport Ball—which a 

second year described to us as simply an “amazing experience”—is held each spring in tony Newport, Rhode Island, 

which is just a short drive from Boston. Students attending the ball enjoy dinner and dancing at a Newport man-

sion while dressed in tuxedoes and gowns, and typically stay for the entire weekend, touring the city’s historically 

preserved estates, such as The Breakers, Rosecliff, and Marble House, built by titans of the gilded age.

Partners and Families: HBS claims on its site that close to 30% of its students have registered partners, roughly 

15% of whom have children. Partners can register with MBA Student and Academic Services for the MBA Partner 

Program and/or join the Partners Club, all of which helps significant others integrate into life at HBS, providing 

opportunities to meet socially, attend HBS-sponsored partner events, join HBS clubs, and enjoy campus services. 

HBS partners receive email accounts and identification cards as well as access to the Partners’ Web site and Career 

Services. Crimson Parents Club is devoted to supporting students and their partners with children, and it organizes 

activities such as playgroups, seasonal parties, speaker series, and seminars on parenting. 
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Section Olympics: In the spring of the first year, sections compete against one another in the Section Olympics. 

This one-day event, which is not at all academic, includes activities such as Twinkie-eating contests, three-legged 

races, Pictionary, egg races, and dodge ball games. Prizes for the winners include bragging rights. Section Olympics 

also marks the culmination of a yearlong sports competition between RC and EC sections for the coveted Student 

Association Cup, which is described on the school’s Web site as “the epitome of athletic success at HBS.” 

Thank Goodness It’s Friday! (TGIF): Better known as simply TGIF, Thank Goodness It’s Friday! is an HBS tradition 

in which students get together to enjoy beverages and snacks on the Spangler Lawn each Friday afternoon. TGIF 

“happy hour” events sometimes involve themes, such as the Earth Week TGIF, which offers sustainably produced 

food and beverages and a trivia game testing students’ “green” knowledge.

Treks: Career Treks are an integral part of the HBS culture and allow groups of students to network with govern-

ment, corporate, and nonprofit representatives in particular geographic areas. These optional trips take place 

during the fall and spring semesters as well as during the January break and range in length from two days to over 

a week. Past treks have included trips to the Dominican Republic, Saudi Arabia, and Japan as well as the WesTrek to 

the San Francisco Bay Area. In addition to attending alumni panels, meeting with government officials, and visiting 

area companies, participating students take time to relax, explore, and simply enjoy their stay. 

Treks are particularly important for students looking for a job through personal connections and for those seeking 

employment with smaller, or foreign, organizations that may not be able to participate in traditional on-campus 

recruiting. Treks are organized by student clubs, often with the support of the school and corporate sponsorship of 

events, such as a lunch or happy hour. 

Academic Summary

Curriculum: During the first/RC year, students must all take the same courses. In the second/EC year, students can 

individually choose their classes.

The RC consists of the following 12 courses:

Term 1

• “FIELD Foundations”

• “Finance I”

• “Financial Reporting and Control”

• “Leadership and Organizational Behavior”

• “Marketing”

• “Technology and Operations Management”
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Term 2

• “Business, Government, and the International Economy”

• “The Entrepreneurial Manager”

• “FIELD Global Immersions” 

• “Finance II”

• “Leadership and Corporate Accountability”

• “Strategy”

Students cannot waive courses within the RC, regardless of their level of experience.

HBS offers approximately 120 electives. Students may also take courses at other Harvard University graduate 

schools, at the Sloan School of Business at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, and at the Fletcher School 

of Law and Diplomacy at Tufts University. In their second year, students may cross-register for up to two courses 

at one of these affiliated schools toward their MBA degree requirements. Some students elect to cross-register 

for enrichment purposes only—for example, to take a language class at Harvard College.

Grade Disclosure Policy: Students can choose to disclose grades to companies if they wish. Recently, as the job 

market has tightened, some students have reportedly been asked for their grades in finance and accounting class-

es. Requests for grades appear to be associated primarily with finance job searches.

Majors: HBS does not offer majors.

Research Centers:

•  Africa Research Center (Johannesburg)

•  Arthur Rock Center for Entrepreneurship

•  Asia-Pacific Research Center (Hong Kong)

•  California Research Center (Menlo Park)

•  Europe Research Center (Paris)

•  Harvard Center Shanghai

•  India Research Center (Mumbai)

•  Institute for Strategy and Competitiveness

•  Japan Research Center (Tokyo)

•  Latin America Research Center (Buenos Aires, Mexico City, São Paolo)

•  Middle East and North Africa Research Center (Dubai, Istanbul)

Teaching Method: The HBS teaching method is primarily case study, though second-year students can also sign 

up for individual Independent Study.
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Admissions Basics

Note: Any specifics discussed in this section related to application requirements were valid for the 2016–2017 admis-

sions season (unless otherwise noted). Be aware that requirements for any subsequent admissions cycles may differ. 

Always check with the school directly to confirm all application details.

Those interested in applying to HBS should read the blog written by the HBS admissions committee  

(www.hbs.edu/mba/admissions/blog.html). The blog entries provide valuable information about the admissions 

process and timely updates on changes at HBS. Applicants can also email questions directly to the admissions 

committee as a part of the director’s blog, and the managing director of MBA admissions has even posted answers 

to some of the questions the admissions committee frequently receives.

Application Process: Applicants can begin the HBS admissions process by “introducing themselves” to the 

school, which is done by completing an online form (available at https://hbs.askadmissions.net/emtinterestpage.

aspx?ip=introduceyourself). This in turn allows HBS to provide applicants not only with the school’s official ap-

plication materials but also with school news and invitations to admissions events on campus and around the 

world. In addition, candidates can elect to learn more about what HBS has to offer those interested in particular 

programs, such as the 2+2 Program (described more fully later in this section), the Entrepreneurship Initiative, and 

joint degree programs.

HBS will not accept supplemental information, including additional letters of recommendation, after a candidate 

has formally submitted his/her application and the deadline has passed. Applications are read by members of the 

HBS admissions board, who extend some interview requests via email (interviews are mandatory for admission 

at HBS). Applicants can log in to their personal account on the decision date for each round to learn whether they 

were accepted, rejected, or waitlisted. Students are not involved in any part of the admissions process, and in 

fact, the HBS admissions committee has noted in the admissions blog that it discourages letters of recommen-

dation from current HBS students, which it believes might be viewed as an advantage for applicants who have 

friends at the school.

In response to what the admissions committee perceives as “anxiety” regarding the notification process, in 2010, 

HBS shifted its method of notifying candidates about interview invitations and admissions denials. In an October 

2011 blog post, the managing director of admissions at the time, Dee Leopold, explained that letters would be 

mailed to applicants containing either an invitation to interview, an offer to remain on the waitlist, or a denial of 

admission. She stated, “While no one applies hoping for a ‘deny’ decision, we have heard you say that the worst 

case is extended uncertainty. We think that getting the news out … is helpful so that denied candidates can redi-

rect energy toward Round 2 applications to other schools. All applications will be reviewed at least twice before 

any decision is made.”

http://www.hbs.edu/mba/admissions/blog.html
https://hbs.askadmissions.net/emtinterestpage.aspx?ip=introduceyourself
https://hbs.askadmissions.net/emtinterestpage.aspx?ip=introduceyourself
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The school generally receives between 7,000 and 10,000 applications for approximately 900 spots in a given year, 

and it notes on its Web site that it cannot provide feedback to rejected applicants. 

The 2+2 Program: In 2008, HBS launched its 2+2 Program, an innovative initiative that provides talented college 

students the opportunity to apply for HBS admission during the summer after their junior year. HBS is open, if not 

eager, to admit young candidates with fewer years of work experience than other programs typically demand. If 

admitted to the program, candidates are required to work for two years before entering the school’s full-time MBA 

program. The application requirements for the 2+2 Program are the same as for the standard full-time MBA ap-

plication. Given that college students applying to the 2+2 Program will likely not have had significant professional 

experience, these applicants should emphasize any entrepreneurial endeavors and significant leadership activi-

ties. Students not admitted to the 2+2 Program are free to apply through the regular MBA process in their senior 

year of college or later.

Admissions Rounds: HBS makes roughly the same number of admissions offers in Rounds 1 and 2, though the 

school typically receives fewer applications in Round 1. When asked on her blog whether candidates have a better 

chance of being admitted in Round 1 than in subsequent rounds, Dee Leopold responded, “Not if you are compro-

mising the quality of your application in order to rush to meet the … deadline. It takes a significant amount of time 

to complete the written application, not to mention allowing your recommenders enough time to be thoughtful 

and thorough in their assessment.” The deadlines to apply for residence halls and university-associated hous-

ing—and for non-HBS fellowships—precede the Round 3 deadline, so the school recommends that applicants take 

these factors into consideration when timing the submission of their application materials.

Fewer spots are available in Round 3, but acceptances are of course still given in this round. Applying early within 

a round confers no advantage for the applicant, because the admissions board does not begin reading applica-

tions for a round until that round’s deadline has passed. Chad Losee, who joined HBS as the managing director of 

MBA admissions and financial aid in May 2016, wrote in a March 2017 blog post: “Yes, it’s true that many seats are 

filled in Rounds 1 and 2, but there are also fewer applicants in Round 3. We always admit some great candidates 

in Round 3. Are Round 3 admits eligible for financial aid? Absolutely! The same generous need-based financial aid 

is available to all admits. Please do keep in mind, however, if you are an international student, being admitted in 

Round 3 gives you less time for visa processing.”

Dee Leopold, Losee’s predecessor, described in a February 2011 blog post who should not apply in Round 3 by 

outlining the following criteria: 

“DON’T apply to HBS in Round 3 if

 � You are an international candidate and have serious concerns about the likelihood of getting a visa 

in a timely manner. (We’ve seen this happen and it may cause you serious stress and uncertainty 

about whether you will be able to get here in time for term start-up.)
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 � You are expecting an Admit Welcome Weekend to enable you to meet future classmates. (We don’t 

have one.) …

 � You are counting on getting on-campus housing. (You’ll have missed the lottery. On campus housing 

COULD work out for you, but you may need to find other options.)

 � You are using this as a “trial” application and are hoping for feedback on this application to increase 

your chances of success next year. (Can’t do it.)”

GMAT/GPA Cutoffs: HBS has no GMAT or GPA cutoffs and stipulates no ideal score or average. Applicants are evalu-

ated on a holistic basis, and all their attributes are taken into consideration (e.g., work experience, community/

leadership activities).

Word Limits: Admissions committee members generally expect candidates to adhere to any guidelines provided 

with respect to word count. As Leopold explained in a January 2010 blog post, “Your essays do not get cut off if 

you go over the word limit. That being said, after reading many, many essays, we have a good feel for whether an 

essay is going over the limit. I think it’s fair to say that we expect a candidate to be able to edit effectively, but 

don’t stress over a few extra words.”

International Quotas: HBS does not have any specific quotas by country or industry. Student numbers by country 

fluctuate each year; however, the proportion of the incoming class made up of international students has re-

mained consistent at approximately one-third for the past eight years.

Community Leadership: HBS seeks well-rounded candidates, so applicants who have few activities outside work 

will likely have a difficult time competing with other candidates who can demonstrate strong grades, community 

leadership, and professional accomplishments. No “right” number of community engagements exists, however, and 

quality trumps quantity. Students should not be hesitant about discussing faith-based community involvement.

Unemployment/Layoffs: With regard to whether unemployed candidates are at a disadvantage in the application 

process, Leopold told mbaMission that except for “tell the truth and make sure all time is accounted for,” she had 

no specific advice regarding how to handle periods of unemployment. Applicants should, she said, “try to think of 

us as reasonable and understanding people.”

Recommendations: HBS requires two letters of recommendation. Recommendations from a current supervisor are 

advised but not required. Peer recommendations and those from family members—such as in the case of a family 

business—can provide challenges to an applicant by appearing to be unobjective. However, Leopold recognizes 

the value of both. She noted in an August 2011 blog post that peer recommendations “can be very important if you 

are trying to tell us about a venture that you started in college and beyond,” adding, “We like the family business 

perspective in the classroom, so please don’t let this detail deter you.” 
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Campus Visits: Visiting the campus and attending a class may be helpful in providing you with a true understand-

ing of the HBS culture and the case method, but doing so will not affect your chances of gaining admission. Visitors 

are asked to provide their names only to track attendance trends and to ensure that the school is appropriately 

staffed so that visitors can be attended to. The admissions committee strongly recommends that those who are 

unable to visit the school watch the “Inside the HBS Case Method” video available online (www.hbs.edu/about/

video.aspx?v=1_l1236nu5).

The admissions committee seems to feel that a campus visit is more about what the applicant can gain from his/

her on-campus time than what the school can learn about the applicant. To that end, Leopold wrote in an August 

2010 blog post, “Visiting campus has absolutely no impact on how your application is reviewed. It may have a gi-

gantic impact on how enthusiastic you are about US—that’s where the value-added comes into play. … Applying to 

business school(s) is expensive and stressful. The last thing you need is to make it a scavenger hunt in which you 

need have ‘visited campus’ checked off the list. So ... the message is: We welcome you to visit HBS—but don’t think 

of this as a ‘command performance.’”

We recommend that applicants review the HBS class visit schedule and contact the school about reserving a spot 

in an RC class (www.hbs.edu/mba/visit/). Applicants must be registered to attend a class, and visits may not 

be scheduled more than one month in advance. Attending a class is particularly helpful for applicants who are 

unfamiliar with the case method. As mentioned earlier, if a class visit is not possible, applicants should strongly 

consider viewing the online “Inside the HBS Case Method” video (www.hbs.edu/about/video.aspx?v=1_l1236nu5). 

In 2011–2012, the school started opening a limited number of EC (second year) classes each year for visiting can-

didates to observe.

For those who are able to visit the HBS campus, the school offers group information sessions in which members of 

the admissions staff provide an overview of the MBA program and answer questions, as well as daily student-led 

campus tours and a weekly Women’s Student Association Lunch, in which applicants can have lunch with female 

HBS students and can informally discuss these students’ experience thus far at the school.

Interviews: Interviews are mandatory for admission at HBS. Even though all accepted candidates will have been 

interviewed, an interview is not a guarantee of acceptance. Virtually all admitted students will have been inter-

viewed; however, some interviewed applicants may be rejected or placed on the waitlist. All interviews are by 

invitation only, at the discretion of the admissions board. If you are invited for an interview, you must participate 

to complete the application process. Interviews are conducted by a member of the MBA admissions board. 

Applicants may be interviewed on campus, over the phone, via Skype, or in a hub city in the United States or 

abroad, based on the number of applicants from a particular region. During the 2016–2017 application season, in-

terviews were conducted in London, New Delhi, Paris, Shanghai, Dubai, Tokyo, Menlo Park, and New York City. The 

timing of a candidate’s interview invitation has no bearing on his/her chances of admission. Chad Losee stated 

http://www.hbs.edu/about/video.aspx?v=1_l1236nu5
http://www.hbs.edu/about/video.aspx?v=1_l1236nu5
http://www.hbs.edu/mba/visit/
http://www.hbs.edu/about/video.aspx?v=1_l1236nu5
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the following in a January 2017 blog post: “No matter where you interview, a member of the Admissions Board will 

conduct your interview and the process and evaluation will be the same.”

Although interviews are very important, they remain just one element of a person’s application. Unlike other 

schools, HBS tends to tailor interviews specifically to each applicant. You can be sure that the person interview-

ing you will have read your application in full and will have thoughtful, probing questions about your experiences.

All interviewed applicants are now required to submit a written Post-Interview Reflection within 24 hours of their 

interview, answering the question, “You’ve just had your HBS interview. Tell us about it. How well did we get to 

know you?” In a 2012 admissions blog post, Leopold expounded on this feedback element of the HBS application 

process, explaining, “This is NOT another essay. We want your response to be much more like an email. Why? In 

the Real World, it is unlikely that you will be given months and months to craft essays of any sort. It just doesn’t 

happen. In the Real World, it is almost a sure thing that you will be asked to write emails summarizing meetings 

and giving your opinion in a short time frame. Since HBS tries to be as ‘close to practice’ as possible, this shift from 

essays to more real time writing feels appropriate.”

The Waitlist: Chad Losee explained on his blog in December 2016, “The waitlist means that we are really encour-

aged about your candidacy but have not made a final decision yet. You should take it as a good sign!” The waitlist 

is not ranked, and the admissions committee reviews applications on the waitlist as space becomes available. To 

clarify, waitlisted applicants have been evaluated and found to be capable of succeeding at HBS; however, the 

admissions committee must later select a subset of waitlisted applicants based on their ability to help round out 

or strengthen the class. 

Financial Aid: Admission to HBS is need blind, but HBS Fellowships are awarded based on student need. Accord-

ing to the school’s Web site, nearly 50% of students receive an average of approximately $37,000 in need-based 

scholarships. The school assumes that students will take on a loan before any fellowship is awarded. The average 

MBA debt for the Class of 2016 was $84,000.

All MBA candidates are eligible for Harvard University’s Restricted Scholarships, which are awarded based on a 

candidate’s birthplace, residency status, citizenship ancestry, and/or schools attended. For example, HBS schol-

arships are available to students with experience with the nonprofit organization Junior Achievement, students 

planning to pursue science-related careers, and students demonstrating nonprofit leadership. Eligibility for re-

stricted scholarships is very specific, so candidates should carefully read the eligibility criteria before applying. 

Additional fellowship opportunities exist for MBA students who are pursuing joint degrees at Harvard University 

in education, public health, or government. The Zuckerman Fellowship is open to U.S. citizens who have, or are 

pursuing, a graduate degree in business, law, or medicine and who want to earn an additional degree from the 

Harvard Graduate School of Education, the Harvard Kennedy School (HKS), or the Harvard School of Public Health. 
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The George Family Foundation Fellowships are for students who are enrolled in the concurrent program offered 

through HBS and the HKS, providing grants of $10,000. The David Rubenstein Fellowship provides one year’s tu-

ition, fees, and summer internship support for up to 20 HKS/HBS joint degree students per year for five years.

Reapplicants: Reapplicants are required to submit the entire HBS application again. The school does not offer a 

separate “reapplicant” application. Reapplicants should be sure to address the ways in which their candidacy has 

changed since the previous time they applied, such as having a clearer career vision, an improved GMAT score, or 

additional leadership experiences. In January 2017, Chad Losee encouraged reapplicants on the HBS admissions 

blog, stating: “If you do decide to reapply in a future year, remember that HBS IS A REAPPLICANT FRIENDLY SCHOOL.”

Harvard Business School Essay Analysis, 2016–2017

After just one year, Harvard Business School (HBS) has done away with its “introduce yourself” essay prompt, 

which gave applicants a lot of leeway to share their story on their terms, and has returned to an even broader 

prompt—one that at first may seem as though it has no parameters at all. This year’s question is almost exactly 

the same as the one the school used in 2013–2014, when it asked, “What else would you like us to know as we 

consider your candidacy?” This year, the question is “What more would you like us to know as we consider your 

candidacy?” (italics ours). We presume that after seeing the essays candidates submitted in response to its “in-

troduce yourself” prompt, the HBS admissions committee simply determined that the previous essay question 

generated “better” essays that proved more valuable in their decision-making process. Regardless of the reason 

behind the change, you will need to find the best way to approach this year’s prompt, which we will now analyze 

in more detail…

“As we review your application, what more would you like us to know as we consider your candidacy for the Har-

vard Business School MBA Program?” (no word limit)

Take special note of the word “more” in this straightforward question. With it, the admissions committee is subtly 

acknowledging that it already has a lot of information about you that it can and will use to get to know you better, 

including your resume, extracurricular activities, recommendations, short-answer question responses, academic 

transcripts, and GMAT/GRE score. You should therefore think first about what these portions of your application 

convey about who you are as an individual and candidate, so you can determine which parts of your profile still 

need presenting or could benefit from more detail. Now, some applicants may fret that this means they absolutely 

cannot touch on anything mentioned elsewhere in their application, for fear that the admissions committee will 

grow furious and disqualify them. However, HBS is not asking only for fresh information—it is asking for more, 

and specifically, whatever “more” you believe the committee needs to evaluate you thoroughly and fairly. So, 

even though a bullet on your resume may inform the school of a certain fact, if a profoundly important story lurks 

behind that fact that you feel effectively expresses a key part of your personality or skill set, you should not feel 
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hesitant to share that story. That said, we are not advocating for you to explore your resume in depth, just trying 

to convey that “more” here does not mean strictly “thus far unmentioned.”

Before we discuss a few approaches you might take in framing this essay, we must note that your goal in writing 

it is sincerity. The admissions committee is not staffed by robots, seeking to detect a certain “type” of applicant. 

These are human beings who are trying to get to know you and really want to end up liking you! With this essay, 

you essentially want to forge a meaningful connection with a complete stranger, and if you try to present yourself 

as something or someone you are not, you will fail.

You, like many other applicants, may worry that your sincere stories will sound clichéd. For example, if you want to 

write about making a difference, you may wince simply thinking those words: “making a difference.” But the power 

of your story does not lie in the theme you choose (if you choose to write thematically, that is), but in the manner 

in which you reveal your actions. If you have truly made a significant difference in the lives of others and can own 

that angle by offering powerful anecdotes and demonstrating a deep emotional connection to others and profound 

purpose in your acts, you can write on this topic. Although more than a few candidates will undoubtedly submit 

clichéd pieces on making a difference, if you can capture your admissions reader’s attention fully and make a strong 

enough impression, the cliché aspect will disappear, and he or she will be impressed by your actions and character.

So, what approach might you take to this essay? The prompt is so open-ended that we cannot possibly capture all 

possible options, but here are a few:

• Thematic approach: You could write about a characteristic or attribute that has woven its way throughout 

your life or that you have woven into your life. Do some self-exploration and see if you can identify a thread 

that is common to your greatest achievements, thereby illustrating its importance in bringing you to where 

you are today. Simply stating that theme is not enough—you need to really guide your reader through the 

illustrative events in your life to show how and why this theme manifests. In the end, your values are what 

need to come to the fore in this essay, rather than just a series of discrete episodes. (Note that highlighting 

your values is necessary with any approach you take to your HBS essay.)

• Inflection points: Maybe the key events and aspects of your life cannot be neatly captured or categorized 

within a neat and tidy theme. People are complex, meaning that many are not able to identify a singular 

“force” that unifies their life experience. If this is you, do not worry—instead, consider discussing a few in-

flection points that were instrumental in shaping the individual you are today. This does not mean writing 

a very linear biography or regurgitating your resume in detail. The admissions committee does not need or 

want such a summary and is instead interested in your ability to reflect on the catalysts in and challenges 

to your world view and the manifestations thereof. Likewise, you do not need to offer a family history or an 

overarching explanation of your existence. Simply start with the first significant incident that shaped who 

you are as an adult, and again, ensure that your essay ultimately reveals your values.
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• Singular anecdote: Although this is rare, you may have had a single standout experience that could serve 

as a microcosm of who you are and what you stand for. If this experience or moment truly defines you and 

strikes at the essence of your being, you can discuss it and it alone. You do not need to worry that offering 

just one anecdote will make your essay seem “skimpy” or present you as one-dimensional, as long as the 

story has inherent strength and power. You will need to delve into the narrative and let the story tell itself; 

if you are choosing to write a singular anecdote, the story should be sufficiently compelling on its own, 

without a lot of explanation.

You may have read through these three options and thought, “What about a fourth option, in which I discuss my 

goals and why HBS? Certainly they want to know about that!” The HBS admissions committee is a straight-shoot-

ing group—if the school wanted candidates to write about their goals and why HBS, or wanted them not to, the 

prompt would come right out and say so. The reality is that most people should not use this essay to discuss their 

career ambitions and interest in HBS, because doing so will not reveal that much “more” about them. For example, 

if you are a consultant who plans to return to consulting after graduation, we cannot imagine a scenario in which 

addressing your goals and why an HBS MBA is critical would constitute an effective use of this essay. However, if 

you are a medic at a bush hospital in Uganda and are applying to HBS with the goal of commercializing low-cost 

technologies to fight infectious diseases, this may well be a fitting topic for your essay, as you seek to connect the 

dots between your unusual (in a positive sense) career path and your aspirations. In short, for most candidates, 

we would suggest eschewing a “Why MBA? Why HBS?” approach, but in a few rare cases, it may be appropriate 

and compelling.

Finally, let us talk about word limits! HBS has not stipulated any particular parameters, but keep in mind that with 

each word, you are making a claim on someone else’s time—so you better make sure that what you have written 

is worth that additional time and effort. We expect that most of our clients will use between 750 and 1,000 words, 

with some using as few as 600 and a small minority using as many as 1,250. We have difficulty imagining a scenario 

in which an applicant would truly need more than 1,250, but we certainly know of candidates who were accepted 

with essays that exceeded that high target. In short, take the space you need to tell your story properly and 

showcase your personality and experience, and then work to reduce your essay to its lowest possible word count, 

without sacrificing any impact or effectiveness.

Have the Last Word: The Post-Interview Reflection (conditional on being interviewed)

From the admissions committee: “Following the interview, candidates are required to submit a written reflection us-

ing our online application system. This must be submitted within 24 hours following the completion of the interview. 

Detailed instructions will be provided to those applicants who are invited to the interview process.”

For the fourth consecutive year, HBS ask candidates who are granted an interview to complete one more written 

task. Within 24 hours of interviewing, you must submit some final words of reflection, addressing the question 

“How well did we get to know you?” As with the application essay, this post-interview reflection is open-ended; 
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you can structure it however you wish and write about whatever you want to tell the committee. HBS urges inter-

viewed applicants not to approach this reflection as a formal essay but instead “as an email you might write to a 

colleague or supervisor after a meeting.”

Some candidates may find this additional submission intimidating, but we encourage you to view it as an oppor-

tunity to reveal new aspects of your profile to the admissions committee. Because your HBS interviewer will have 

read your entire application before your meeting, you will likely discuss information from your resume, essays, 

recommendations, etc., during your interview. This post-interview reflection, then, could provide an opening for 

you to integrate new and different elements of your profile, thereby adding depth to your candidacy. For example, 

if you could not find a way to include the story of a key life experience of yours into your essays, but your inter-

viewer touches on a similar story or something connected with this experience in your meeting, you would now 

have license to share that anecdote.

As soon as your interview is over, jot down all the topics covered and stories you discussed. If you interview on 

campus, note also any observations about your time there. For example, sitting in on a class might have reminded 

you of a compelling past experience, or participating in the case method may have provided insight into an ap-

proach you could use in some way in the future. Maybe the people you met or a building you saw made a mean-

ingful impression on you. Whatever these elements are, tie them to aspects of your background and profile while 

adding some new thoughts and information about yourself. This last part is key—simply describing your visit will 

not teach the admissions committee anything about you, and a flat statement like “I loved the case method” will 

not make you stand out. Similarly, offering a summary of everything the admissions committee already knows 

about you will not advance your candidacy and would constitute a lost opportunity to keep the committee learn-

ing about who you are.

HBS offers some additional advice on the post-interview reflection that we strongly urge you to take seriously and 

follow:

•  We will be much more generous in our reaction to typos and grammatical errors than we will be with pre-

packaged responses. Emails that give any indication that they were produced BEFORE you had the inter-

view will raise a flag for us.

•  We do not expect you to solicit or receive any outside assistance with this exercise.

As for how long this essay should be, HBS again does not offer a word limit. We have seen successful submissions 

ranging from 400 words to more than 1,000. We recommend aiming for approximately 500, but adjust as appropri-

ate to thoroughly tell the admissions committee what you feel is important, while striving to be succinct.
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(Note: As a complement to our essay analysis, be sure to also read Jeremy Shinewald’s Poets&Quants article, “Be-

fore You Write That HBS Essay” [http://poetsandquants.com/2015/05/24/before-you-write-that-hbs-essay], in 

which he offers his top five dos and don’ts for this essay question.)

The Next Step—Mastering Your HBS Interview: Many MBA candidates find admissions interviews stressful and 

intimidating, but mastering this important element of the application process is definitely possible—the key is 

informed preparation. And, on your way to this high level of preparation, download your free copy of the Harvard 

Business School Interview Primer (http://shop.mbamission.com/products/interview-primer-harvard-business-

school) today—and be sure to check out our one-of-a-kind service: HBS Mock Interview and Post-Interview Reflec-

tion Support (http://shop.mbamission.com/collections/services/products/hbs-mock-interview-and-post-inter-

view-reflection-support).

B-School Insider Interview: Second-Year Student, Harvard Business School, Class of 2015

December 2014

Born and raised in the South, this student earned a degree in economics from Princeton University before moving 

to California to work in mergers and acquisitions. Feeling a call to pursue something more meaningful and “be a 

part of ... a tremendous force for good,” he eventually left investment banking to join the armed forces for several 

years. His next “logical step” was an MBA degree. [Note: The following has been edited and condensed for clarity.]

mbaMission: Did you arrive at HBS [Harvard Business School] knowing what you wanted to do when you graduated?

Harvard Business School Second Year: No, I really didn’t. I now have a much greater sense of that. I think people 

apply to certain places due to the power or the name brand of the school. My sense is that there’s not a huge dif-

ference in education really anywhere. You’re going to learn discounted cash flow analysis and marketing strategies 

at any business school in the nation—or the world, for that matter. So I think people apply where they think they’ll 

get a lift in their resume and their “marketability” and employability. So I certainly wouldn’t say I was any different 

from anyone else in that regard. 

mbaMission: Did you apply to any other schools?

HBSSY: I did, yes. So I applied to HBS. I applied to Wharton. I applied to MIT Sloan, and I applied to [Duke] Fuqua. 

mbaMission: And did you ultimately have a choice?

HBSSY: I did. For me, to be quite frank, the power of the HBS brand name is pretty tremendous. I think it would be 

disingenuous to say it’s not. And I just really loved HBS when I visited. I’d go up and see friends. I love the area. 

http://poetsandquants.com/2015/05/24/before-you-write-that-hbs-essay
http://shop.mbamission.com/products/interview-primer-harvard-business-school
http://shop.mbamission.com/products/interview-primer-harvard-business-school
http://shop.mbamission.com/collections/services/products/hbs-mock-interview-and-post-interview-refle
http://shop.mbamission.com/collections/services/products/hbs-mock-interview-and-post-interview-refle
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There are certainly differences [among the schools], and there are pros and cons everywhere, but I felt happy 

here. I felt like it was unlike anywhere else. Really, it’s a great place to be and certainly a good fit, and I have had 

numerous friends come through here, and it just made sense. It felt comfortable here. I think it’s kind of an initial 

sensation you get when you arrive on campus or you’re talking with folks here—just your comfort level walking 

around the classrooms or attending classes. I think that plays into it a great deal, and first impressions certainly 

help, too. I don’t have any regrets, obviously, but I also don’t have any counterpoint.

mbaMission: How have the winters been for you, considering that you’re from the South and have lived in California?

HBSSY: Yeah, the winters are pretty brutal. Last year was absolutely terrible, but I mean, it’s weather. It’s fun. It’s 

cold. You just have to find the right cold weather gear, and you’ll survive. What’s challenging is not necessarily the 

cold itself but how much that impacts your travel and your desire to go work out. Like, whether or not you want 

to walk across the street to go to the gym or run that half mile to the gym. You don’t think that that would impact 

you, but it kind of does. So it’s funny.

mbaMission: So do you feel the school has matched what you expected when you enrolled?

HBSSY: Yeah, I certainly do. Quite honestly. I think I had an initial concern with HBS that it was just going to be a 

bunch of wealthy kids from Connecticut and upstate New York who were working in private equity or on a hedge 

fund for the last X number of years. So you think you’ll just walk into this very arrogant kind of gilded ivory tower, 

which I think is a common misconception, and it’s an initial fear I had. And it’s absolutely been the complete op-

posite. The people are quite humble and very kind, very intelligent, obviously, and very driven. And you really have 

to work to make people talk about themselves, which for me has been really nice. 

mbaMission: How has the classroom experience been for you? Harvard primarily uses the case method, which not 

everybody is necessarily up for. 

HBSSY: Again, I don’t have a counterpoint. I think people who will tell you that there are no cons to any school are 

being disingenuous. People learn in different ways. So the case method, and therefore the classroom discussions 

and the Socratic-style teaching method, it’s very interesting. It’s very much a “go home and learn it” thing, and 

you can use your classmates, but everybody tends to be pretty busy. So it’s very much the opposite of what you 

would imagine. In college, you’re given problem sets or such and have immediate access to “Okay, this is actually 

how you do it.” So this is less step-by-step, less regimented. 

So one of the complaints levied potentially against HBS is that if you’re weak in a certain area, you will ultimately 

get that knowledge and you’re going to be competent leaving, but the learning process is much different. It’s going 

to be trial by fire rather than a regimented buildup. But I have enjoyed it. There are upsides and downsides to it, 

and I think it depends on the type of learner you are. I’m much more of a rote, kinetic, repetitive learner, where I 
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like to learn the basic learning blocks, whether it’s marketing or finance or looking at term sheets or whatever. I 

think there’s definitely a noticeable difference. 

But at the end of the day, HBS’s mission is to groom you to make C-Suite-level decisions and ask the right ques-

tions. So I think the environment has been really interesting, because I find that when I’m traveling or back home 

visiting family or out and about, you really start to unconsciously incorporate a lot of the discussions and ques-

tions into your daily life. It’s stuff as simple as thinking about random businesses you pass on the street, and you 

start wondering how their business works. It takes a lot of viewpoints, and it’s pretty helpful, certainly.

mbaMission: How does all that translate with respect to work load?

HBSSY: You can make a very healthy work-to-reward ratio. You could go home and prep literally all night for a case, 

you could prep for four hours and then not get called on in class, so you have to be a bit conscious of that. There’s 

an optimal ratio, an optimal amount of time to invest in the case to make sure you have solid grasp of it and have 

run the numbers on it. 

mbaMission: I imagine that finding that ratio could be challenging.

HBSSY: Yeah. I think a lot of people are certainly willing to invest a little bit more time and make sure they are 

always on point with their comments and always offering a fresh idea. And I think there’s certainly great value in 

that, but you do have to personally find what the right ratio is for you. It’s hard. You’ve got a life to live, right? So 

you do get pulled in three or four directions, and it’s important to balance all those things. It’s challenging, but 

you’re here for a reason, so you need to make sure you do the work and contribute in some way.

mbaMission: How does your learning team fit into all this? 

HBSSY: Here they call them discussion groups, and they meet the morning of classes. So for instance, classes start 

at 9:00 a.m., and the discussion groups meet at 8:00 a.m. The first half of the first semester, they’re mandatory, 

and the second half, they kind of become optional. There are pros and cons to it. I didn’t really do a great job of 

attending, and my argument was that I would have liked to have learned the material the night before rather than 

trying to cram the work. I want to learn the material the way I know it, so I can speak intelligently about it and not 

have you tell me about the analysis you did.

So I didn’t find it exceptionally helpful, because basically, it can become a useless discussion if you haven’t done 

the work or don’t have a good grasp of it in the first place. And I would rather stay up later and get the work done 

the way I know how and at least I would be able to reach out to my classmates the night before, rather than come 

in in the morning and not know what I was doing. So I kind of had a contrarian view on it, but some people kept it 

up and really enjoyed it. I just don’t think the timing is correct on it. So that was my big complaint. I’d rather take 

the extra time in the evening and be comfortable and learn it the night before.
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mbaMission: What can you tell me about your FIELD [Field Immersion Experiences for Leadership Development] 

experience? 

HBSSY: So there’s FIELD 1, FIELD 2, and FIELD 3, and FIELD 1 is a shadow class, basically, where you learn to cooper-

ate, you learn teamwork. They put you in challenging mental scenarios. You’re still on campus. You work through 

problems with people, whether it’s literally building things together or doing simulated computer games or having 

challenging discussions. And then FIELD 2 is where you travel to a city in a foreign country and partner with a local 

company and help them do something. So you’re literally a free consultant for about two weeks to a foreign firm. 

And the other one is FIELD 3, where you are given cash to build a business, and you compete and pitch your idea 

and actually set up a functioning, working business. And if you fail, you have to write about it. The FIELD program 

is the entire first year. 

mbaMission: Where did you go for your FIELD 2?

HBSSY: I went to China. It was phenomenal to see and to be a part of that. I’d never been to China. But the city was 

pretty filthy. The air quality went off index when we were there. I felt terrible. I mean, coming from being an athlete 

in college and being in the military, I’m used to not being in great conditions, and I felt absolutely miserable. Just 

raging headaches. It was quite weird. Before we landed, they told us, “Don’t eat vegetables. Don’t eat anything 

that water would have touched. Don’t drink the water. Don’t drink milk. Don’t drink any of the juices.” I mean, I get 

it, there’s probably a reason for that. But I think at the end, people were just drinking canned Cokes and eating... 

I don’t know. It basically became a very weird existence where you’re just hoping to God you see a McDonald’s or 

something after a while. Those may have been exaggerated fears, but I think we got a weird intro to that. 

mbaMission: Were you able to choose where you wanted to go, or was it assigned? 

HBSSY: There’s a system where you input your list. So you’re given 12 countries or 15 countries, and you rank your 

preferences on an index. And they have an internal system that compiles it all and analyzes it. You just basically 

rank your choices. I didn’t have anything I preferred over any other place, so it spit out China for me, but there are 

certainly a lot of other places as well. 

mbaMission: And how was the learning experience over there? 

HBSSY: It was tremendous. The people were fascinating. We really enjoyed our work. I don’t know if I’m allowed 

to say who the client was, but we worked with a small startup that was basically a client of a much larger state-

owned enterprise. And the liaison startup was fantastic. They were all friendly. The learning experiment was fan-

tastic. To be able to see the area was really incredible, and it has undergone such growth. And that’s a once in a 

lifetime opportunity. You were given an inside glimpse into the culture and learn what’s appropriate and the right 

way to think about problems in China versus the United States. It’s a very different mind-set.
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mbaMission: And how did your venture go in FIELD 3? 

HBSSY: FIELD 3 went well. It was cool. You create an idea—and you do this super rapidly, so it creates a lot of 

stress—but you have a group of like five people, and you throw your ideas out. “I think we should start, say, a home 

delivery service that delivers X.” Any business you can think of or you have an interest in, you throw out all your 

ideas, and everyone works through them to figure out what seems the most viable in the shortest amount of time. 

And that’s the other constraint, time, because it [FIELD 3] starts around February 1, when the second semester 

starts. So from February 1 to May 15, you have to set it up, make actual sales, and then on May 15, it all stops. It 

was neat.

mbaMission: You touched on this a little earlier—how would you describe your HBS classmates?

HBSSY: I think they’re tremendous people. There’s a great sense of humility among the people here. Quite ambi-

tious, incredibly intelligent, very social, very aware of the world. People you would see and think, “Hey, this is 

someone I could work with or work for.” And I think people tend to be very humble and very nice and very welcom-

ing and friendly. So I was pleasantly surprised to see that. 

To go off on a bit of a tangent, HBS administration decided to start this Twitter campaign called, I think it’s 

#lifeatHBS. And I have huge problem with this, because I think it creates a perception that it’s just a giant party. 

So people will go to a game or travel to a city for a weekend, and they’ll take pictures out with friends or meeting 

someone famous and blast a picture on Instagram or on Twitter. And they tag it #lifeatHBS. 

And I think that’s a great initiative, but it creates a perception that this is just a bunch of wealthy students wander-

ing around the world, throwing themselves elaborate parties. And you find that there’s a tiny, tiny concentration of 

people who are abusing this HBS-created Twitter campaign, and it looks like it’s the most arrogant, wealthy peo-

ple just living it up. So it creates a pretty bad perception, I think, for HBS. But that’s certainly not the administra-

tion’s stamp. It’s just what I’ve seen that looks really bad. I would caution people not to take that as the majority.

mbaMission: So you don’t feel that it’s representative of the true HBS experience. 

HBSSY: Not remotely, not even close. I think it’s potentially well intentioned, like an inside glimpse, meant to show 

what we’re doing, maybe on a daily basis, but it’s been taken and run with in the opposite direction. I think the real 

picture would be a student sitting in the Spangler Center, working. People sitting around a table, talking. I think 

there’s a much different perspective that is not broadcast by that Twitter campaign. To be fair, the official HBS 

#lifeatHBS page is very moderate, benign, and quite diverse in what it displays. However, there are a select few 

students who abuse that tag on their photos. I don’t like that a bit, because I think it sends the wrong message.

mbaMission: So how has the school’s Career Development Office helped you in your job search? 
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HBSSY: Number one, they do an incredible job of reaching out. They send weekly emails with updates and little 

two-minute professional videos they’ve made of correct interview techniques or the right way to make phone calls 

or cold calls, so you can tell there’s an incredible amount of money and time and resources put into career devel-

opment. And they have people working there who are incredibly sharp. They have people from different industries 

that they lured from Goldman [Sachs] or Bain [& Company] or McKinsey [& Company]. So they’re now the full-time 

HBS staff to help people understand what it’s like inside the machine. They’re very good. 

With that being said, you can meet with people, but they can’t make the decision for you. They can tell you what a 

job is like, but at the end of the day, it’s your priorities—do you value your time or your money or your effort or time 

with your family? I think they do a great job and invest heavily in it, and it’s very apparent. Because ultimately, 

that’s what props up the name brand of any school. So it behooves them to make their career development group 

a really sound institution. That’s the case here, certainly. I know some people were helped by it, but I was kind 

of in a weird limbo where I didn’t necessarily find it as helpful—but that was due to my internal conflict, and they 

were very much open to helping me. 

mbaMission: Do you know where you’re going after you graduate?

HBSSY: I worked this summer and got an offer to return and had a great time. I don’t think that’s what I’m going to 

do, though. I’ve actually started a company here, quite recently, with a classmate. So we’re going to pursue this 

full-time after we leave. We’ve gotten enough momentum with it, and we’ve had enough indications of momentum 

and forward progress that we’re going to probably pursue this after we leave in May. 

mbaMission: That’s exciting! Did you think coming into HBS that you might end up being an entrepreneur?

HBSSY: No, absolutely not. I mean, I think that’s an overly generous term to call me an entrepreneur. I think it’s 

more like the blind leading the blind. Or like some village somewhere is missing its idiot. Our business venture ad-

dresses a problem we have been able to frame and understand the pain points of. Honestly, being here, you learn 

so much about how to think about businesses and how to structure and analyze them and how to understand the 

financials and the projections and everything else that it kind of hit us that this is a huge problem we could po-

tentially go and solve. But I don’t think of myself as an entrepreneur and much less as a successful entrepreneur, 

certainly. I am a business school student who’s in debt and trying to make something work. 

And it’s a completely different risk-reward profile. It is a powerful incentive to know that you can leave here mak-

ing, you know, let’s call it $200,000 a year all in, including bonuses, the moment you walk out the door. You’ve got 

a pretty predictable life. Your hours are going to be fairly predictable. You know the salary is going to be there, 

your health insurance. It’s a very difficult thing to turn down. So I think we’re just a little bit nutty, that that’s what 

we’re going to go do. But if you think you can make it work, it’s exciting.



75
mbaMission Insider’s Guide: Harvard Business School · 2017–2018

mbaMission: Were there any particular classes that made you feel like starting your own business was now an op-

tion? Or a certain professor or experience?

HBSSY: No, I think it was all the classes, everything from finance to entrepreneurship to marketing. It’s literally 

everything. You learn how to analyze and think about business in the right way to have your niche, defend your 

market position, think about how you do pricing and compensation and all aspects of that. Honestly, a lot of that 

is through the cases and the courses, but it’s also through listening to your peers and your classmates and your 

friends who have worked in the industry and made really great comments. So I think those individual data points 

added up over two years lead you to think you can at least give it a shot. 

mbaMission: Sure. Have you been involved in any of the student clubs?

HBSSY: I have, yes. But I think there’s a huge problem with this, though I’m probably naturally a skeptical indi-

vidual. The clubs are a different animal as well, where people say, “Hey, if you want to be in private equity or if 

you want to work for a consulting firm, you need to join this club.” So you show up as a first-year student without 

anyone telling you to hold up and really think about it. You show up for the club fair in the gym, and there are 

tables set up, and there’s this overriding sense of social pressure. And you’re like, “Are you kidding me? I’m 29 

years old. I don’t succumb to social pressure.” But you see all your friends signing up for the Euro Business Club, 

and you think, “I probably need to go sign up for that. I don’t want to miss the opportunity to work for X company 

in Western Europe.” 

Please, this is my opinion only, but no part of any club is going to get you a job working at any given employer. 

They’re hiring you based on what they like in your resume and your experience, your background, your personality. 

The fact that you’re in a club or not in a club isn’t the key. Not to mention these clubs have annual dues, so you 

have to spend between $30 and $100 to join a club for the year. And it basically just covers speakers and mixers 

and such. That money adds up. It [being in a club] does convey your interest in a field, but it’s not getting you the 

job without going through the same interviews as your peers. I don’t know, I wish I had had better info when I got 

here, because I would not have joined any clubs. I have not joined any clubs this year. 

mbaMission: So that wasn’t particularly helpful for you, it sounds like.

HBSSY: No. They will basically give you discounted tickets to go hear someone speak. So if you’re in a club, you’ll 

get like a $35 ticket as opposed to a $100 ticket. Some people enjoy it, but I’m a bit more skeptical of it. Last year, 

I spent a lot of money to join clubs and then never used them. But the flip side is that some companies literally 

download the clubs’ resume books. So that is a good counterpoint to my argument. So take it with a grain of salt, 

certainly. 

mbaMission: As for the HBS facilities, what would you say are the best parts or maybe the not so great parts?
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HBSSY: So there are two kinds of on-campus living arrangements. One is called SFP—it’s Soldier’s Field Park—and 

those are graduate student apartments. You literally live in an apartment setting with hundreds of other students. 

And then there are the dorms, which are tiny. It feels like 20 square feet. It’s absolutely miniscule, so after the first 

year, there’s a pretty big movement of people who try to live off campus, if possible.

I’m fortunate. I live off campus, but that’s because I got good insight from my buddies who were here before me. 

So I took their apartment. The dorms are one place I would never want to live, just because they are so small. The 

other challenge is that if you live on campus, you are really limited in your ability to go get food every week be-

cause there aren’t grocery stores nearby. But I can take the T [Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority ], and 

it’s pretty efficient. It’s one stop away. You have your own apartment with a full kitchen when you live in SFP or 

the One Western Avenue apartments, but if you live on campus in the dorms, you don’t even have a stove in your 

room. It’s like college dormitory–style shared oven. 

mbaMission: Like a shared kitchen per floor or per wing?

HBSSY: Yes, a shared kitchen for a floor. I eat an incredible amount of food, so it would never work. If you’re on 

campus, it is very easy to go out to eat every night or eat on campus at the student center every night. The hurdles 

to get groceries and to store groceries are really challenging. So that’s one aspect.

And I don’t like the gym. It’s really small. And again, this is a very esoteric comment, but I mean, this is Harvard. 

It’s very old. It’s a venerable institution. It has a ton of money, yet it’s got a very small student workout facility. To 

be fair, the gym at HBS—Shad [Hall]—is a private gym for use exclusively by the business school students and HBS 

alums. It is not open to the public or other Harvard undergrads or grad students, so that’s nice. 

And they’ve got all the machines, but it’s just very small and very limited, and it gets a lot of use. So I don’t go to 

Shad anymore. I joined a gym closer to my apartment. It’s much less crowded, and during the winter when the tem-

perature goes down into the teens, I don’t feel like making that 15-minute walk back [to Shad]. So I would rather 

just work out nearer to my apartment. It’s just kind of weird to me that Shad is so small.

mbaMission: How would you describe the social scene?

HBSSY: There are two answers to that question. One is your first year, there’s this huge social or external pres-

sure to go to all the parties. Your section kind of becomes this centrifugal force pulling you out. And it seems like 

there’s an event every night. And every email that comes out is “the party you don’t want to miss” or “the party 

of the year.” And this is obviously ridiculous. So what you find is that everybody will get a ticket and wait until the 

day of the event, and then it becomes a buyer’s market because so many people decide not to go. Buying a cheap 

ticket is pretty easy, because people are exhausted or realize they don’t want to go. So with that as a context, the 

second year, it’s a massive retraction from that, where you’ve got your own plans. So you find the social pressure 
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to go out and do things is almost nonexistent. And it’s really challenging, in fact, to be able to sit down and see 

people, because you’re just so busy doing your own thing. That’s been my experience.

mbaMission: Did you attend any events that you particularly enjoyed?

HBSSY: I think it’s nice, your first year, if your section has a retreat. It’s great, and you spend a lot of time with 

these folks. So it’s nice to meet and talk to people and just be around folks socially. Whether you go to a ski lodge 

in Vermont or drive down to the Cape or something, it’s nice. However, I have not been to a social event that I 

thought was “life altering.” There have been some great speakers, but that’s a different thing. That’s not related to 

the social scene. And I think it would be extreme to say that a party or a social event had changed your life, I guess 

unless you meet your wife or your husband there. But the social events are certainly fun and enjoyable.

mbaMission: What can you tell me about the faculty? Any standout professors?

HBSSY: Yeah, I’ve had a class with Rawi Abdelal, and he was my BGIE [“Business, Government, and the Interna-

tional Economy”] professor. I think incredibly highly of him. He has rave reviews. He’s loved by his students. He is 

a very gifted orator, a very, very tremendous speaker with the ability to guide the discussion and obviously intel-

ligent about international affairs and international government. 

The one thing that I would say is that until you’re inside the machine, a good professor is a good professor any-

where, and I honestly think all of them here have been tremendous. I mean, there’s Joe Fuller, the founder of 

Monitor Group. He teaches “The Entrepreneurial Manager” and is just an encyclopedia of relevant worldly knowl-

edge. And what’s interesting too is that there’s a mix of professors who are academic and professors who are 

practitioners. So you have people who spend a lifetime working and come back with incredibly sharp and relevant 

experiences. And some professors are brilliantly gifted academics. So you can see the two perspectives, and it’s 

different in the teaching style, but I think there’s a healthy mix.

mbaMission: What do you think more people should know about HBS that they probably don’t? 

HBSSY: Probably three things. So the first thing is it is a lot of work. The perception that it is not is patently false. 

It’s a high volume of work, and it’s challenging. So that perception that you don’t work and life is a giant party, 

that’s absolutely false. First year especially is quite challenging. You’ve got a lot of things going on. There are times 

you can maybe cool off on the amount of work that you invest, but there’s a lot of truth behind the idea of “garbage 

in, garbage out.” So if you’re not willing to at least do some minimal work at home, then you’re not going to be a 

good student, you’re not going to contribute to discussions, and you’re not going to learn anything. Actions do 

have consequences. It’s not a cake walk. It becomes easier as time goes forward, but first year is very challenging. 

The second thing is that HBS—or grad school, generally—costs a lot of money. They publish what they think a con-

servative budget should be, and when I was going in, I think it was $104,000. I think that is off. I mean, if you want 
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to not live like a pauper, you are looking at well north of that amount of money. Because whether it’s going out to 

eat, going to social events, or going on trips—and not even an overwhelming amount of those things—it really adds 

up quickly. But there is a huge external push to go do things with your section or go on a trip over spring break or 

whatever it is. It is much more expensive than is published, I think. 

And that’s not because this is HBS, it’s just because you are a grown, working person, and for the last few years 

of your life, your expenses have risen to meet your income, and it’s quite challenging to remove yourself from the 

lifestyle you’re used to living. So you want to retain some semblance of that. It’s expensive, but everybody does 

leave here with a comparable amount of debt. 

mbaMission: Sure.

HBSSY: And maybe the final thing is that you’re not going to get a job just because you came here. Just having HBS 

on your resume does not mean you are going to get a job over any other business school alum, and they’re not go-

ing to get a job over you. It’s all based on your background, your experience, your competitive edge, and whether 

or not they like you. And so this is a great platform, but it is not the end all, be all. 

And that being said, it is not a guarantee that you can switch careers easily. If you want to work for a hedge fund, 

I can assure you that you’re not going to come from a background with no finance, no banking, and no private eq-

uity and get a job at a hedge fund just because you want to and it says HBS on your resume. That’s not happening. 

However, you absolutely do have the opportunity to change careers. The vast majority of HBS alums do change 

careers in the years following graduation, but there are certain careers that are more challenging to switch into. 

It helps you broaden your horizons, but oh, by the way, there are hundreds and hundreds of other students who do 

have a background in something you would like to do, and chances are they’re going to get hired, not necessarily 

you. It is still a competitive environment. I mean, I have been turned down by many firms. I attribute that to my 

having a different background and a different skill-set. And someone who’s got a much more relevant background 

is more likely to get the job. 

mbaMission: Well, thank you so much for your time and all your insight into the HBS program.

HBSSY: No problem. It is a tremendous place with tremendous people. I’m glad I could help!
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Appendix: 

HBS Facts and Figures
Note: Facts and figures in this section are prone to change. Occasionally, conflicts may exist between the school’s pub-

lications and its Web pages. Applicants are urged to recheck facts and figures for the most up-to-date information.

Basics

Year Established: 1908

Location: Boston, Massachusetts

Dean: Nitin Nohria (2010)

Managing Director of MBA Admissions and Financial Aid: Chad Losee (2016)

Programs: 

• Full-Time MBA

• Executive Education

• HBX (online)

• PhD

Joint Degrees: 

• MBA/MPP with the Kennedy School of Government 

• MBA/MPA-ID (Master’s in Public Administration/International Development) with the Kennedy School of 

Government

• JD/MBA with Harvard Law School

• MD/MBA with Harvard Medical School

• DMD/MBA with the Harvard School of Dental Medicine

Class Profile (Class of 2018)

Number of Applications Received: 9,759

Enrollment: 934

Percent Admitted: 11%

Yield: 90%

Median GMAT: 730

GMAT Range (middle 80%): 690–760

Average GPA: 3.67

Average Age: 27

Women: 43%

U.S. Ethnic Minorities (includes permanent residents): 25%
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International Representation (includes permanent residents): 35%

Countries Represented: 68

Employment Statistics (Class of 2016)

Median Base Salary: $135,000

Median Signing Bonus: $25,000

Graduates accepted positions in the following industries:

• Financial Services: 28%

 � Venture Capital/Private Equity/Leveraged Buyouts: 13%

 � Investment Management/Hedge Fund: 9%

 � Investment Banking/Sales and Trading: 5%

 � Other Financial Services: 2%

• Consulting: 25%

• Technology: 19%

 � Internet Services: 6%

 � Software: 4%

 � Consumer Electronics: 3%

 � E-Commerce: 2%

 � Equipment/Hardware/Networking: 2%

 � Other Technology: 2%

• Health Care: 8%

 � Health-Related Services: 5%

 � Biomedical/Pharmaceutical: 3%

• Manufacturing: 5%

 � Energy/Extractive Minerals: 2%

 � Highly Diversified: 1%

 � Aero/Auto/Transport Equipment: <1%

• Other Manufacturing: <1%Nonprofit/Government: 2%

 � Government: 1%

 � Nonprofit: 1%

• Consumer Products: 3%

• Services: 4% 

 � Other Services: 2%

 � Real Estate: 2%

• Retail/Trading: 2%
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• Entertainment/Media: 3%

 � Entertainment: 2%

 � Advertising/Marketing: <1%

Graduates accepted positions in the following functions:

• Finance: 29%

 � Venture Capital/Private Equity/Leveraged Buyouts: 12%

 � Investment Management/Hedge Fund: 8%

 � Investment Banking: 4%

 � Other Finance: 3%

 � Corporate Finance: 1%

• Consulting: 27%

• General Management: 12%

 � Other Management: 6%

 � Leadership Development: 3%

 � Manufacturing/Operations: 1%

 � Project Management: 1%

 � Logistics: <1%

• Marketing: 13%

 � Product Management: 7%

 � Brand Management: 2%

 � General Marketing: 2%

 � Advertising: <1%

 � Other Marketing: <1%

 � Sales: 1%

• Business Development: 9%

• Strategic Planning: 7%

• Other: 4%

 � Real Estate: 2%

 � All Other: 1%

 � Human Resources: <1%

 � Product Development: <1%

Graduates accepted positions in the following locations:

• United States: 86%

 � Northeast: 43%

 � New York City: 23%

 � Boston: 14%
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 � New England (excluding Boston): 4%

 � Other Northeast: 3%

 � West: 24%

 � California–Bay Area: 15%

 � California–Los Angeles: 4%

 � Pacific Northwest: 4%

 � California–Other: <1%

 � Other West: <1%

 � Southwest: 5%

 � Texas: 4%

 � Other Southwest: 1%

 � Midwest: 6%

 � Chicago: 3%

 � Other Midwest: 3%

 � Mid-Atlantic: 5%

 � Washington, DC: 3%

 � Other Mid-Atlantic: 1%

 � South: 3%

 � Atlanta: 2%

 � Other South: 1%

• International: 14%

 � Europe: 5%

 � England: 3%

 � Other Europe: 2%

 � Asia: 5%

 � Other Asia: 3%

 � China: 1%

 � Hong Kong, SAR: <1%

 � India: <1%

 � Canada: 1%

 � Middle East and North Africa: <1%

 � Latin America: 1%

 � Other Latin America: 1%

 � Brazil: <1%

 � Sub-Saharan Africa: <1%

 � Australia and Oceania: <1%
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Major Employers: HBS offers an extensive list of recruiting partners—defined as a company that posted an avail-

able position and/or hired an HBS student—for the 2015–2016 academic year (available at www.hbs.edu/re-

cruiting/data/Pages/recruiting-partners.aspx) but does not publish the names of major employers.

http://www.hbs.edu/recruiting/data/Pages/recruiting-partners.aspx
http://www.hbs.edu/recruiting/data/Pages/recruiting-partners.aspx
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Headed to b-school?

Get a head start 
with our free, 

online resources.

Whether you want to learn more 
about the GMAT® or GRE®, or 
hone skills you’ve already built, 
looking through our online 
resources is a great place to start.

Here’s how you can get started:

Learn more at manhattanprep.com.

• Sit in on a live online class 
• Check out InteractTM, our on-demand course

• Know where you stand by taking a practice test 
• Read our blog for tips and strategies

Why prep with us?

When you have 
access to the best 

teachers, you’ll 
achieve better 

results.

OUR 
INSTRUCTORS

Real education – not 
tricks – will help you 
succeed on the test 

and beyond.

OUR 
STUDENTS

Curriculum based 
on the actual tests 
gives you superior 

preparation.

OUR 
CURRICULUM

OUR
CULTURE

Learning should be 
fun, not something 
you suffer through.

Not sure what’s right for you? 
Give us a call and we’ll help you figure out what program fits you best.
Contact us at manhattanprep.com or at 800.576.4628 | (001) 212.721.7400



Your Post-MBA Career 

Explore your options and learn about typical 

post-MBA fields—including consulting, investment 

banking, and private equity—by downloading our 

free Career Primers.

Visit the mbaMission blog for posts on effective 

networking, acing your job interviews, writing 

standout cover letters, assembling a strong resume, 

and other valuable tips.

For help defining and preparing to execute your 

personal career plan once you have been accepted 

but before you even set foot on campus, sign up for 

a free 30-minute consultation with one of our Career 

Coaches: www.mbamission.com/careerconsult/.

www.mbamission.com

info@mbamission.com 

Whether you are entering 
business school this fall, 
writing your applications, or 
just starting to look at MBA 
programs, now is the time 
to start thinking about your 
long-term professional path.

Starts 
Now!



www.mbamission.com

info@mbamission.com

646-485-8844

Skype: mbaMission 
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