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Congratulations! You made it to the Yale School of Management (SOM). Now what? How will 
you spend your time? What will you prioritize? Your two-year MBA experience will introduce 
you to new people, new ideas, a new community, and possibly a new career.  

Investing in an MBA degree is expensive—the tuition and salary opportunity cost are 
significant—but we believe it is a wise choice with great intellectual, emotional, and financial 
returns. To fully optimize returns on their MBA investment, entering students must think about 
how to manage this two-year period. Approaching the MBA program in a thoughtful and 
intentional way will make the experience richer and more fulfilling.  

The mission of Yale SOM is to educate leaders for business and society. How well you use the 
MBA program’s resources will determine how ready you are to make an impact as a leader 
when you leave Yale. 

An MBA education has many components, which we have loosely divided into the following 
categories: 

 Career 
 Academic development 
 Balance 
 Personal growth 
 Relationship-building 
 Engagement with the broader Yale community  

This note explores how you can optimize the opportunities in each aspect of the MBA 
experience, and it shares MBA graduates’ advice to incoming students to help them best use 
their time at Yale. These graduates have been anonymized to facilitate their candor. 

Career  

Most students come to business school with their future careers foremost in their minds. Their 
time in business school provides a unique opportunity to explore career choices and rethink 
their professional future. Four key themes emerged among the recent graduates’ advice. First, 
new students should do a lot of self-reflection to guide their career choice. Second, they should 
take this time to explore new career paths. Third, they should not forget to seek out practical 
and applied experiences to round out their professional preparations. Finally, they should be 
intentional about the recruiting process but should not let it overwhelm them. Here is the 
graduates’ advice on careers: 
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Use self-reflection to guide your career choice 
 

“Think more critically about the career you want to pursue post-MBA and talk with professors and 
friends about the career selection process.”  
 
“Don’t be afraid to ask yourself the harder questions, like ‘What’s your mission or true purpose in 
life?’ instead of being swayed by the easy ones like ‘What job do I want immediately after my 
MBA?’” 
 
“Make time to thoughtfully explore potential career paths that align with your interests and 
skills.”  
 
“I came into SOM fixated on my goal of pivoting into investment banking. While I am still excited 
about this opportunity and glad that I pursued it, I would encourage all entering students to 
interrogate the motivations behind the goals they carry into the MBA program. Learning your 
strengths and weaknesses and what career or entrepreneurship path suits you best is of 
paramount importance during your time at Yale SOM.” 

“Use classes to chase your career mission and vision vigorously. The classes are filled with your 
people and are taught by world-class educators. I used every lecture to screen career options.”   

Explore new career paths 
 

“Coming into SOM sponsored by a large consulting firm, I truly believed that consulting, banking, 
venture capital, and private equity were the only paths I could pursue. They are all great paths, 
but I’ve learned there are so many other ways to craft the career that you want.”  
 
“I learned a lot about careers in finance and entrepreneurship in my final term, but I had already 
committed to a full-time job offer at that point. Having this level of understanding of other career 
paths when I started at SOM would have enabled me to make a more informed decision.”  
 
“I wish I had spent more time in my two years learning about other paths and interests, just for 
the sake of it, because I probably won’t ever have as much time to do so again. Even outside the 
classroom, I have a lot of peers who came from non-traditional career paths, and it would have 
been great to spend more time chatting with them about their experiences.” 
 
“I wish I had started my venture in my first year instead of in my second year.”  

“Don’t get passively sucked into consulting or banking recruiting. If you want to do it, that is great, 
but there are tons of people who don’t, even if they’re a quieter population.” 

Work on the practical and applied 

“Do an in-semester internship! It’s a great way to get hands-on experience and a sense of what 
you may want to pursue professionally.” 

“Get as much practical experience as you can while you’re in the program through classes that 
force you to immediately practice course learning. Other opportunities include the Yale Center 
for Customer Insights, the Office of Cooperative Research, and Nonprofit Board Fellows.” 
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“Spend time soaking up the high-level strategy and economic theories that have been thoroughly 
researched by the well-known and accomplished faculty, but also seek out tangible, operational 
skills that will be instrumental in the day-to-day tactical efforts of any business. At SOM, I think 
it’s easy to opine about the grandiose movements of multi-million-dollar, multinational 
companies—and I’m sure many SOM graduates will have the opportunity to make waves in such 
organizations—but in the meantime, practical, operational, boots-on-the-ground tools will serve 
you incredibly well as you navigate your way there.” 

Approach the recruitment process with intention, not stress 
 

“Recruiting happens lightning fast.”  

“The recruiting process works itself out. I spent so much time stressing about pitching myself that 
I did not get to really work on myself until the middle of the second year. I would tell myself to 
breathe and to focus not on an offer letter but on what would matter in the long term. I accepted 
early on that recruiting is kind of a crapshoot anyway.” 

“I wish I had spent less time recruiting for sectors I was not passionate about and more time 
focusing on enrolling in courses that would prepare me to lead a small venture.” 

“Recruiting for traditional MBA internships was incredibly, and maybe needlessly, stressful. Do 
not base your worth on your internship offers. There are so many amazing ways to gain valuable 
experience and do incredible things in the world. Not all of them are through the most well-known 
consulting or investment firms.” 

Academic development 

Although many MBA students believe the primary measurement of their degree’s success is its vocational 
outcome, we argue instead that it is to grow intellectually through rigorous academic work. The MBA 
experience is a wonderful opportunity to learn broad theoretical and tactical concepts. Students’ 
academic work will provide them with the tools to excel as leaders in business and society. 
 
Recent graduates explained their strategies for making the most of the core curriculum. They also had 
advice on engaging inside and outside the classroom and on choosing the best electives. Here is their 
advice on optimizing your academic experience at SOM.  

Make the most of the core 
“I wish I’d known how much there is to absorb during business school. Friends who had gone 
through an MBA said it is like drinking from a firehose, but I was surprised by how true that was.” 
 
“Business school is about exposure, not necessarily about mastering every concept covered. The 
core classes in accounting, finance, and marketing will not make you an expert in these fields, so 
it’s okay to take this time simply to gain exposure and absorb concepts you should be aware of as 
a future manager. Having the right expectations for the core content and what you want to get 
out of it will equip you to better approach the first year.” 
 
“The core curriculum provides only an introduction to any given topic. If you want to practice, 
learn, and master anything, you should take electives in that field. Your second year is an 
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incredible opportunity to take more specific classes. Think hard about what you want to learn and 
why, and then figure out how to get the practice you need to be excellent at those things.” 
 
“Go to all the Sourcing and Managing Funds (SMF) review sessions, and really make sure you 
understand discounted cash flow analysis (DCFs)!” 
 
“Things may seem overwhelming (especially in the first fall semester), but you’re set up for 
success, and you will be shocked how much you know by the end of the program.”  
 
“Each class can’t be all things to all people. Learn what you can and realize that what may not 
seem valuable to you may be of great value to others. Don’t be frustrated when a class isn’t for 
you.”  

Engage in and out of the classroom 
 

“Be more open to failure.  Question more in class, raise counterpoints, and speak up more.  Life 
is about learning, and learning involves some failure (that is hopefully not too risky).”  
 
“Speak up without fear of judgment by classmates or professors. Focus each day on becoming a 
better version of yourself rather than being in competition with your peers.” 

“Go to office hours. Professors are brilliant, and class time is only the tip of the iceberg.” 
 
“In class, embrace the math—do not over-rely on the qualitative. The exercises will always be 
helpful, even if you throw the analysis out the window—it is part of the decision-making process.” 
 
“You get out what you put in. There are so many opportunities to dig in that you will have to 
choose what to focus on. Will you go deep into your interests or expose yourself to new things?”  

 

Choose your electives wisely 

 
“Allow yourself time in year two to discover and take classes that don’t seem like a natural fit—
don’t feel pressure to commit to one path so fully that you forget that life (and outstanding 
professors) can surprise you.”  
 
“Stick to the best teachers when choosing electives. They make even an esoteric subject 
interesting, and you will remember most of what they teach and apply it in real life.” 
 
“I wish I had known that it’s perfectly reasonable to lean into your strengths in school rather than 
try to address deficiencies. I took a lot of finance classes because I felt like I had huge knowledge 
gaps in that area, but I wish I had prioritized soft-skill courses earlier on. I also wish I had taken 
advantage of more entrepreneurship resources and potentially tried to start my own business. I 
never wanted to be the MBA who started a business just for the hell of it, but looking back, it feels 
like a huge, missed learning opportunity. And I absolutely should have spoken to more second 
years and alums about courses and professors—I mostly got advice from students in my cohort, 
but it’s very difficult to sift through the craziness when talking to folks who are still in the thick of 
it.”   
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Finding Your Balance 

In an MBA program, your time will be a precious and valuable resource. You will be juggling classes and 
extensive class preparation, recruiting, building relationships, and more. Some students will also be 
allocating time to a spouse and children. Life can be hectic, and the MBA program will offer a plethora of 
tantalizing opportunities. It can be difficult to strike a balance with all the demands on your time. Recent 
graduates emphasized that you should identify what truly matters to you and focus on what you love the 
most. Additionally, they recommended prioritizing with intention. Here is their advice on finding your 
balance. 

Know what matters most 

“Everyone is optimizing the MBA experience for different outcomes. Figure out what matters 
most to you and ruthlessly prioritize it.” 

“Be very clear and intentional about what you want from your SOM experience. Your biggest 
constraint while in business school is time; having a ‘north star’ you want from the experience will 
help you determine how to allocate that most precious resource. Many students fall into the trap 
of focusing on what’s most apparent or obvious, even when it is not that important to them. For 
example, if your goal is to get a job at Goldman, spend your time networking and learning 
technical skills, not studying for a core class exam because those around you are doing so. If your 
goal is to build a business toolkit, then leaning into class and academics makes a lot of sense! Just 
know not everyone will have the same goals.” 
 
“First things first: Know what’s most important and do that first.”  
 
“Understand what moves you as an individual, don’t be content with repeating what you have 
done in the past, and really pursue your life goals by doing something that makes you a better 
professional, a better teammate, and a better human being.” 
 
“Twenty-one months go by fast. Unlike undergrad, where there is time to discover your interests 
and try out a bunch of things, it’s best to come into graduate school with well-defined goals. It is 
okay to pivot and try something new, but the people that I’ve seen excel here had a clear path in 
mind before heading to school.” 

Focus on what you love 
 

“When I first came to SOM, I was fascinated by the richness of activities being offered—go to this 
event, read ten articles for that class. After some time, I realized that I don’t need to pretend I am 
interested in all those activities or that I enjoy spending three hours reading everything for each 
class even though I have no interest in some of the material. I learned to be more selective about 
how I spend my time. Surprisingly, I achieved a better life and better grades because I was focusing 
on what I enjoy doing, rather than chasing things that are foreign to my personality.” 
 
“Coming to SOM, I thought my objectives for my business school experience were clear, but they 
changed—in a really good way! I wish I had realized earlier that they would change, so I could 
have better explored the incredible opportunities that excited me most at school. I thought I 
understood how many cool and unique things there are to do, but after going through a test-and-
learn phase, I wish I had pursued many of the things that got me excited earlier. So my advice 



 

6 MBA GRADUATES PAY IT FORWARD: ADVICE FROM GRADUATING MBA STUDENTS FOR ENTERING MBA STUDENTS 

would be (1) to do even more research before starting at SOM, (2) to create a broader list of things 
you want to test and experience, (3) to prioritize those experiences and get broader exposure, 
not just to the fields you naturally leaned toward before starting at SOM, and (4) based on that 
information, to pursue fields that really excite you or try other new things in your remaining time 
at SOM. The two years go fast—make the most of them!” 
 
“Focus on what you want. Ignore the noise. Don’t take the core too seriously. You’ll get more out 
of diving deeper into your passions than trying everything or going for high honors.” 

 

Prioritize with intention 
 

“I wish I’d learned how to not let ‘perfection be the enemy of good’ or of my productivity. If I’d 
recognized sooner the diminishing returns of perfectionism, I’d have spent time on things that I 
value even more, like relationships or creating lasting memories.”   
 
“Do something to get out of the business bubble, especially in your first year.”  
 
“My priorities at SOM from day one were career, sleeping, studying, and socializing. I did find a 
job in investment banking, and I did sleep the seven hours per night I needed. I did take many 
classes (so much so that I took nine classes in my last quarter) and go through a lot of material 
and ideas. Yet when it comes to new skills, I developed only a few, such as touch typing, 
storytelling, and answering behavioral questions during an interview. I now realize I was more 
focused on delivering the next assignment than mastering skills or new frameworks, which 
produced results below my expectations. I invested the least time and effort into socializing, and 
even when I did socialize, I focused on having a fun night or a nice conversation. The result? I am 
not sure that I have built a network of connections on which I can rely when dealing with 
important professional and personal issues. I wish that before entering SOM, someone had told 
me that the outcomes of my two-year journey would be measured not at graduation but by how 
the choices I made helped me achieve my 5 to 10-year goals.” 
 
“I was overwhelmed by the stresses of the first fall semester in a way that feels unnecessary in 
hindsight. I reverted to an earlier version of myself, someone who was fearful of missing out and 
cared what others thought of me. I wish I had stuck to my guns—no recruiting in the first 
semester, focus on courses that actually interest you, sit down and learn from classmates, and get 
involved in greater New Haven. It took a while for me to plug my gut back into my head (the 
connection had broken during my three years in consulting before Yale SOM). I was trying to 
overanalyze and over-engineer the whole business school experience. Once I gave myself the 
psychological freedom to explore, I became a better observer of which clubs, courses, and people 
left me feeling joyful and which ones did not. I think it’s important to go back to your first 
principles in life and deeply listen to your emotional reactions. It’s worth paying attention to what 
makes you feel strong emotions, both positive and negative. Professors Rodrigo Canales, Heidi 
Brooks, and Peter Boyd were instrumental in helping me internalize this idea. Talk to them!” 

“Be choosey about how you spend your time and who you spend it with. That sounds mean, but 
the opportunity cost is real.” 
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Personal Growth 

Upon graduating from an MBA program, you should be a slightly different person than the one who 
entered the program—you should have grown and developed in a positive, constructive way. Part of the 
special opportunity of being a graduate student at Yale is having time and space to develop and mature 
as a person. This will happen intellectually and emotionally. It is helpful to understand how you want to 
evolve during the MBA experience. Our recent graduates shared some helpful thoughts on this topic. 

Know your strengths and values 
 

“Identify your strengths and work to grow them. Do not ignore the things that got you where you 
are. Focus on ways that you feel comfortable leading and improve them. Keep sight of your 
purpose. Make sure you take on things that interest and recharge you, even if they take up time 
you don’t think you have.” 
 
“I wish I knew how important it would be to intentionally maintain a balanced perspective. I didn’t 
realize how easy it would be to get wrapped up in the business school bubble and begin to place 
too much emphasis on things that do not matter in the grander scheme, such as the success of a 
tech club event, whether other people had secured internships before me, or whether the 
comment I made in class was dumb. While I’m glad I fully immersed myself in the MBA experience, 
I wish I had known the impact it would have on my pre-MBA identity. If I could give myself any 
advice, it would be to dive in headfirst but realize that you will be living in a bubble, so it is critical 
to step out now and then to recalibrate and maintain sight of your true values and goals.” 

Try new things 

 
“I wish I had known how fun, exciting, and rewarding it is to be a beginner at something. I was a 
beginner at nearly everything at SOM. From club hockey to analyzing a DCF, it was all firsts for 
me. Before starting at SOM, I assumed that ‘at this point in life’ (which is laughable because I was 
26), if I hadn’t already tried, practiced, or experienced something, it just wasn’t going to be in my 
portfolio. I certainly couldn’t become good at something if I didn’t try it! I learned at SOM that I 
have the potential to be great at some things and at least good at other things I had never done 
before. I had never balanced a ledger, but I’m actually pretty good at accounting. I had never 
played hockey (and I’m by no means a great player), but I’m a good rookie, have a great team-
player attitude, and was nominated to be a team captain. I know now that my potential as a leader 
is much greater than I realized—I just have to give it a try.” 
 
“Take advantage of this break. Make friends. Go to parties. Try new things. Play hockey.” 

 

Remember, growth takes time 

 
“It’s a 22-month journey, and, like most investments with compounding gains, the biggest gains 
will come in the back end of your time at Yale!” 

“If you’ve gone to business school and haven’t changed your mind about something important, 
then you haven’t done it right.” 



 

8 MBA GRADUATES PAY IT FORWARD: ADVICE FROM GRADUATING MBA STUDENTS FOR ENTERING MBA STUDENTS 

“Stop looking for concrete answers and start getting used to operating in ambiguity. An MBA 
won’t give you the answers but will give you a framework for approaching problems—most of 
which boil down to getting the right people in the right places, building a strong team, using 
humility to look critically at your operations, and understanding that different, conflicting 
perspectives can co-exist to make a stronger organization.” 

Relationship-building 

An important part of any MBA program is the relationships you build. During your program, you will meet 
life-long friends and mentors who will be invaluable resources on your personal and professional journey. 
Recent graduates highlighted the importance of valuing your relationships. They also recommended 
engaging with faculty and making a concerted effort to find like-minded and very different people. Here 
is their advice on building relationships during your MBA. 

Value your relationships 
“Focus your time on building meaningful relationships with classmates and professors. These 
relationships are the most rewarding, both personally and professionally, over time.” 

“Be kind to yourself and others. Everyone you meet just quit their job and is taking on massive 
debt, moving, and hoping for a better future; they are facing a lot of uncertainty. An MBA is made 
up of more than orientation and job searching—it’s also the camping trip you take over the 
summer, the friend you live with after your MBA, and the person you call when dealing with a 
tricky boss. These relationships come with time, so don’t worry if you’re feeling a bit unsure in 
the first month. Everyone else is, too, but it’s just the start of the journey, and you’re in for an 
amazing trip.” 

“Have conversations with everyone—and if you had plans, but the current conversation feels 
important or is making you think about the world differently, stay in it. You will never again be 
able to surround yourself so easily with so many driven people in a learning mindset who are 
willing to share, collaborate, and stretch.” 

“Focus most on building deep connections with classmates.” 

“Although the degree adds prestige to my resume, I wish I had known that every promising job 
lead or offer I received would come from a personal relationship I had spent time cultivating.  My 
advice: Come to Yale SOM for the relationships, not for the education. Relationships are what 
pulled me through my prior professional experience, and they are going to push me into the next. 
A degree does not open the same doors that a handshake does.” 

Engage with professors 

“Some of the most powerful learning moments for me at Yale SOM were the opportunities to visit 
professors during their office hours and learn through individual conversations. The professors’ 
depth of knowledge and experience in their fields helped me better understand the course 
material and enriched my personal learning. I wish I had been even more engaged and started 
reaching out earlier for one-on-one sessions with professors. I also wish I had known earlier about 
the power of the SOM network and the possibility of reaching out to alumni to ask how happy 
they are with their career choices and for advice on developing my own career.”  
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“Don’t be afraid to reach out to professors. I was shocked by how available the SOM faculty was. 
Some of the most profound learning during my time at SOM came from conversations with 
professors outside the classroom.” 

“Find a mentor within the faculty at Yale SOM. We have unbelievably accomplished professors, 
many of whom are eager to help, and I think most students fail to engage with them in a 
meaningful way outside the classroom.” 

Find your people intentionally 

“Make friends with people who aren’t like you.” 

“Plan weekend getaways with casual acquaintances. The memories you make on those trips will 
create lifelong friendships!” 

“Yale SOM’s mission of educating leaders for business and society attracts a unique tribe of 
educators, students, and administrators—recognize that. Mission alignment between students 
and the school has a normal distribution with fat tails. Find yourself on the curve, and you will 
have found ‘your people.’ It took me three semesters to find my people—that made my final 
semester amazing!” 

“Be open to the entire Yale community even if there are pockets with whom you don’t fit. Reach 
out to everyone in class with an open mind and open heart, and you’ll make the best friends!” 

Engagement with the broader Yale community 

A common regret among SOM students is that they wish they had engaged more in the broader Yale 
community. Yale offers so much more outside SOM; in fact, Yale SOM prides itself on being the business 
school (amongst elite MBA programs) most connected to its parent university. Here is some advice from 
recent graduates on taking advantage of your time in New Haven and at Yale. 

“I wish I went to more Voices,* skipped fewer small group dinners or random events, and didn't 
put off a lot of my Yale bucket list items (e.g., the symphony, Mory's Cup).” 
 
“There are so many incredible opportunities at Yale. With so much going on at SOM, it’s far too 
easy to forget about them. Go to the cabaret. Visit the art museums. Become a college affiliate. 
Look for all the amazing speakers across campus and actually go hear them. Find ways to engage 
with students from other parts of Yale. Take classes outside of SOM.” 
 
“Be deliberate about going to events across Yale—otherwise, it’s far too easy not to. Definitely 
take at least one class outside SOM.” 

 
* Voices is one of the most beloved traditions at SOM, where personal narratives are presented under the agreement 
that “what is said here stays here.” Speakers share whatever is important to them, be it their journey to SOM, their 
experience with prejudice, or how they got through a difficult life event. Voices has been voted best non-professional 
SOM club three years running. 
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Conclusion 

You have just started an incredible journey at Yale SOM and are on the way to becoming a leader in 
business and society. Your time in New Haven will provide immense opportunities to find your career 
path; develop academically and intellectually; grow personally; build meaningful relationships with peers, 
faculty and staff; and engage with the broader Yale community—all while keeping your life in balance. We 
hope that you will take advantage of these wonderful opportunities and that some of this advice from 
recent graduates can help you make the most of your MBA. 

Good luck! 
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Exhibit 1: Thoughts from MBA graduates 
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Exhibit 2: Define your goals 
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Exhibit 3: Additional Resources 
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This case has been developed for pedagogical purposes. The case is not intended to furnish primary data, serve as an 
endorsement of the organization in question, or illustrate either effective or ineffective management techniques or strategies.  
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Endnotes 

 
1 Elizabeth Davidson is a case writer who graduated from Yale SOM with an MBA in 2020. 

2 A. J. Wasserstein is the Eugene F. Williams, Jr. Lecturer in the Practice of Management at Yale SOM. 
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