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BEHAVIORAL INTERVIEWS  

This section introduces you to the principles of behavioral interviewing and advises you how to prepare for your 

interview. It includes valuable tips for how to think about the interview and what to expect, it cautions you 

about how to avoid disgracing yourself, and—most important— it provides a roadmap for preparation that will 

help you distinguish yourself from your competition. 

GENERAL TIPS 

 Most candidates facing finance interviews agonize over the technical questions. However, an inarticulate or 

inappropriate response to a behavioral question will hurt far more than missing a technical question. Because 

analysts may spend 80+ hours per week with their colleagues, proving that they will enjoy being around you is 

far more important than proving that you can work your way through a discounted cash flow model. This 

doesn’t mean you shouldn’t prepare thoroughly for the technical components of the interview; we recommend 

that you spend as much time as necessary with the Wall Street Oasis Technical Questions Interview Guide, 

which you can find (along with flashcards!) at http://www.wallstreetoasis.com/guide-to-finance-interviews.  

The interviewer knows the company is not looking to hire the next finance wizard or CFO; he or she has seen 

your resume and understands the extent of your finance knowledge and experience. Once you accept an offer, 

the firm is going put you through rigorous training. Right now, however, before making the offer, they are 

evaluating whether they will be comfortable with you for the next couple of years and whether you will be able 

to handle the job’s demands.  

Your interviewer has 30 minutes to determine whether you are fit to work at the firm for the next two years 

(three months if you’re applying for an internship). Displaying technical skills is desirable, but you could 

answer every technical question perfectly and not guarantee yourself the job. Of course, you can have the best 

personality in the world and connect with your interviewer on every level, but if you don’t know what DCF 

stands for, you’ll lose the job. A successful interview will demonstrate solid technical ability, exceptional 

enthusiasm, and strong answers to behavioral questions.  

How do you make sure that yours is a successful interview? Let’s examine that one step at a time. 

Your first step is to be punctual. First impressions are crucial, and that requires that you not be late. Chances are 

that if you show up late you will be automatically rejected. Unless you are already at another job and a project 

pops up, there is no reason to be late. Plan on getting to the interview location at least half an hour before your 

scheduled time and finding a coffee shop nearby where you can to relax and do your final prep. If for some 

reason you are late (flight delayed, car accident on the freeway), make sure you immediately notify your contact 

at the firm.  
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Your second step is confident presentation. Once in the office, walk through the door, give your interviewer a 

firm handshake (but not a bone-crusher), make sure you smile, and try to appear relaxed (but not casual). Try to 

turn nervousness into positive energy that can be projected as enthusiasm—your most important quality. Your 

interviewer may be facing 16 kids in an eight-hour stretch. Without passion in your voice or conviction in your 

speech, you risk boring your interviewer, and if you aren’t careful, you will look just like the rest of them. This 

is not the time to blend into the crowd.  

Besides general enthusiasm and energy, you must make three other impressions on your interviewer. According 

to the NYC head of HR at a prominent international investment bank, you need to emphasize three main traits: 

1. Burning desire to learn – The banker sitting across the table knows more than you do. Even a first-year 

analyst with only three months on the job has learned more in those three months than you did in four 

years as an undergraduate business major. A non-business major who wants to learn everything is more 

attractive than a Wharton graduate who thinks there’s nothing left to learn. No matter how smart you 

are, you need to make it clear that you view this job as a learning opportunity. Keep that in mind and 

make it clear that you “get it.” 

2. Great attitude and personality – Finance professionals spend countless hours together. This industry is 

as far from 9–5 as you can get. If you cannot maintain a positive attitude in the workplace, and be an 

enjoyable person to be around, they are not going to want to hire and work with you. 

3. Appetite for work – Back-to-back all-nighters during workweeks of 80, 90, and 100+ hours are 

commonplace in this industry. You will spend hours on end some nights just waiting for your VP to 

make one last markup to a presentation. These situations are not mythical. At your interview, you have 

30 minutes to convince a stranger that you are willing to work with a smile for as long as it takes to 

finish a task perfectly in a high-pressure situation. Show that you understand and accept (relish, even) 

the physical and mental demands this job entails. 

With those points in mind, this guide will coach you for answering effectively the behavioral questions you are 

most likely to encounter in a finance interview. Unlike the Wall Street Oasis Technical Guide, it can give you 

no definitive answers. Behavioral answers must be unique, personal, and natural—and they must sound 

spontaneous.  

They also must be carefully framed so that they don’t tell your interviewers about your fine qualities. Anyone 

can say he or she is a hard worker, willing to do mindless tasks like reformatting pitch books until 3 a.m. for a 

week straight. What you have to do is show your interviewer what you can do by using detailed examples from 

your past. Maybe you were the editor of your school newspaper. A news story broke two days before printing, 

and you led your team through a coordinated crash effort to get the whole story into the paper with no mistakes. 

Every story you tell should demonstrate that you have the skills to succeed: intellectual curiosity, positive 

attitude, and capacity for hard work.  

Your examples don’t even have to be related to business or finance. Many interviewers actually prefer 

candidates who are open to speaking about other parts of their lives. Try to guide the conversation where you 

want it to go (where you look best) and adapt the stories you are comfortable with to fit the questions you are 

asked. Emphasize work ethic, leadership experience, varsity sports, and clubs you started. Show that you are 
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well rounded and not just a superstar student. If you are being interviewed, they already know your GPA. Now 

is your opportunity to let them see that you have the intangible qualities they want in their employees. 

To be sure that the stories you tell are all focused, and told efficiently (remember: thirty minutes isn’t enough 

time to ramble!), you can use the S.T.A.R. technique.  

 S – Describe the SITUATION.  

 T – Describe the TASK.  

 A – Describe the ACTION.  

 R – Describe the RESULTS.  

Practice several of your favorite stories that you can mold to fit different types of questions. Don’t memorize 

these stories; just practice walking through them using the S.T.A.R. model until you are sure not to miss any 

crucial points. This will increase your comfort and confidence, as well as your fluency, allowing you to present 

yourself positively.  

PREPARATION 

You can prepare for your behavioral interviews by practicing your S.T.A.R. stories and, of course, by studying 

the examples and advice in the rest of this guide. First, however, here are some general topics you should 

review in preparation for each and every interview.  

First, you need to know about the industry. This is a given. If you cannot answer basic questions about the 

industry, you will not get a job in it. Read up on the latest financial news at wallstreetjournal.com or the 

websites of Business Week, CNBC, etc.; make sure you are aware of what’s going on in the industry around the 

time of your interview. You must have enough of a general background in current events to hold an intelligent 

conversation with your interviewer. Do you need to know exactly which story is on the 13
th
 page of The Wall 

Street Journal? No. However, if the lead story in today’s paper was about the CEO of the firm you are 

interviewing with, you certainly should know what it says!  

You also should know in depth about the firm where you are interviewing. Know what differentiates it from the 

competition. If you can, use your alumni or other network to do some research with employees at the firm. A 

good way to disqualify yourself is to demonstrate ignorance about the firm where you want to work. Because 

many firms are very similar and will require you to produce similar work product, the best firm for you will 

depend on fit and culture. Therefore, it is important to be able to articulate these differences. You must know 

specifically why you want to work at that firm in that position. If possible, mention something  about the 

company that not everyone would know. Showing the initiative to dig deeper and do more research than just 

visiting their website shows that you are genuinely interested in that specific firm.  

Candidates have reported being quizzed on facts like number and locations of company offices,  stock ticker 

symbol, history, etc. To prepare for answering these kinds of questions, learn the following information prior to 

your interview date. 
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 Name of company 

 Address of headquarters 

 Locations of other offices/number of offices 

 Public or private (If public, ticker symbol, stock price, and summary or high points of market history.) 

 Year established and brief development history 

 Revenues/income 

 Number of employees 

 Major news stories and milestones 

Before you interview, spend some time in self-evaluation, identifying  your strengths and weaknesses. Make 

(and memorize) a list of each, and figure out how to explain their contributions to your career in finance. Come 

up with stories that emphasize your strengths, and think of some that show how you are making progress to 

improve in other areas. 

Finally, you must prepare questions to ask at the end of the interview. More information about that, along with 

sample questions, is in the last section of this guide. When you ask questions, listen for information you can use 

in later interviews. If this is a first-round phone interview, for example, you can use the Q&A to ask the 

interviewer’s opinion of Bank X as an employer, then incorporate that answer into your next-round interview  

when you are asked why you want to work at Bank X. 

Here are some tips to follow during your interviews. 

1. Create a great first impression. Look professional; wear business formal attire unless there’s a compelling 

reason to wear something else. 

2. Be courteous to everyone you meet, especially receptionists and assistants. If you end up getting the job, 

these personnel will be very important to your comfort and career success.  

3. Body language is important; exude confidence but not arrogance. 

4. Smile! It will improve the way you communicate and the way you are perceived. A smile conveys a positive 

attitude. 

5. Study the company before your interview; don’t try to wing it once you get there. 

6. Show; don’t tell. 

7. Be yourself; don’t fake it. 

8. Be confident about what you know; don’t be a know-it-all. 

9. Know what your resume says. (See Walk me through your resume.) 
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10. Pay attention to what the interviewer has to say; don’t drift off. 

11. With every answer, connect your experiences to this job. 

12. Prove that you want this job more than anything. 

13. Say that you will do everything that is asked of you, not anything. (Saying anything sounds desperate.) 

14. Ask meaningful questions at the end of the interview. 

15. Say thank you, and send thank-you emails within 24 hours, to everyone who participates in your 

interview(s), including HR. For more information on follow-up, thank you notes, and networking, see the 

Wall Street Oasis Networking Guide at http://www.wallstreetoasis.com/guide/wso-networking-guide. 

16. The three main points your interview should make are these: 

a. You have a burning desire to learn. 

b. You have a great personality and attitude. 

c. You have an insatiable appetite for work. 

Of course, you cannot prepare for everything an interview may include. Interviewers will always be coming up 

with new questions and twists on traditional concepts. You should have a number of stories in mind that you 

can adapt to a variety of questions. Be sure to keep your answers short and sweet—between 30 seconds and two 

minutes, and on point. Instead of rambling on and becoming a bore, keep it brief, and let your interviewer ask 

follow up questions. Be self-confident in your achievements, but show appropriate modesty when discussing 

your accomplishments. Do not brag. Describe what you have been able to do, and allow your interviewer to 

reach his or her own conclusions. If you get a question you aren’t prepared for, take a deep breath (subtly), and 

organize your thoughts so that you can formulate a coherent answer. A good approach is to select a S.T.A.R. 

story that suits the purpose.  

The remainder of this guide is an examination of specific questions you are likely to encounter. First, you will 

see a question, followed by any variations you are likely to encounter. These variations require nearly identical 

answers; they are offered here to give you a sense of other forms in which questions may come on game day. 

Next will appear a bulleted list of points to remember in formulating your answer. Finally, a sample answer will 

be presented in italics to serve as a model for your own, in which you will use personal information and facts 

unique to your history and personality. 
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THE ONE QUESTION YOU WILL GET...GUARANTEED 

Tell me about yourself. 

Variation: Walk me through your resume. 

 You will be asked this question in some form at every interview.  

 Your answer should be a three- to five-minute story about yourself, elaborating on the highlights of your 

resume, and explaining any gaps or contradictions.  

 Here is your opportunity to choose your own focus and introduce strengths and experiences that you 

may be able to expand upon later in the interview. 

 Make sure to call attention not just to the parts of your resume you're most proud of but especially to 

those most relevant to the position you are seeking. You will probably want to talk about your 

involvement in the investment club at school, for example. What you have to say about your work as a 

waiter at Pizza Hut will depend on circumstances like what you learned from the job, what it says about 

you, why it was important to your future career (if it was), and so forth. You don’t need to discuss every 

bullet point on your resume; focus on the ones you feel are important.  

 Your answer to this question can be a story about your life, including what you have accomplished and 

how that led you to this job. 

 Move though your story in a logical, chronological fashion but not by reading your resume. By now, you 

should know it nearly word-for-word and be ready to speak in depth about anything it includes. Imagine 

the interviewer’s reaction to your inability to elaborate on something in your resume. Don’t let that 

happen, unless you want to hear, “NEXT!” before your seat gets warm.  

 You should be able to explain every bullet point on your resume and how it has contributed to your 

preparation for the job at hand. If you can’t, remove it. 

 Highlight points that show your aptitude to learn quickly and your genuine interest in this job, as well as 

a few that show you are well rounded and not just a bookworm or workaholic. 

 Make sure you mention where you grew up, where you went/go to school, your major (and why you 

chose it), your work experience and what you have done during breaks, and any extracurricular activities 

in which you exercise leadership. Try to explain how you first got interested in finance. Anything else 

you include is at your discretion. Avoid long tangents; try to keep your response relevant to the job you 

are applying for but without forcing it. If you are interrupted, be responsive without losing your train of 

thought.  
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 This question tests whether you can speak clearly and concisely for about five minutes, an important 

skill for your career.  You have had all the time you needed to prep for this, so make sure you are able to 

make your pitch smoothly. 

 Be positive, enthusiastic, and confident (as well as knowledgeable!) about your resume. Don’t apologize 

for anything. If you didn’t do an internship but worked at a fast-food restaurant to pay your tuition, talk 

about what you took from the experience and what skills you will be able to transfer to this job.  

 Make every point interesting—you never know what you and your interviewer may have in common. 

Anything important enough to be on your resume or to be included in your story is important enough to 

get excited about.  

 Prepare your story. Decide what points you want to make and practice making them coherently. Make 

bullet points and practice using them rather than memorizing word for word… but practice, practice, 

PRACTICE! Practice telling your story to yourself, your mirror, your parents, your dog, and anyone else 

who will listen. It should sound fluent and natural, not scripted, and you should make sure it flows in a 

chronological order. You can even sign up for mock interviews on WallStreetOasis.com.  

 Finally, keep it under 5 minutes. Anyone who wants to hear more will ask.  
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INDUSTRY QUESTIONS 

Why investment banking/sales and trading?  

Variation: What are you looking forward to most about this job? 

 A two- or three- year stint as an analyst (especially in banking) will likely be the most physically and 

mentally grueling period of your life. You can count on little to no social life and expect times when you 

want to quit after back-to-back all nighters finishing a pitch book that ends up not being used. During 

your interview, you need to prove that you know what you are signing up for and that you have what it 

takes to persevere. 

 If you are being interviewed, your resume showed the intellectual capacity the job requires. Now your 

focus should be on demonstrating your stellar attitude, your unrelenting drive, and your willingness to 

make sacrifices to get through difficult times. 

 Here are some suggestions for responding to this very common question: 

o Say you have always been interested in finance, enjoyed your finance classes, and want a job 

where you can gain practical financial experience at a junior level. If this is a boring option, at 

least it’s relatively safe.  

o Emphasize your interest in learning. You will learn more in two years on this job than you can 

imagine. Explain that you know your time at this job, whether it turns into a career or not, will 

prepare you for anything you want to do later. You will never have a job more time consuming, 

pressure-filled, or demanding. This kind of response can be effective if delivered properly. 

o Tell them you are excited about a job where you can take on significant responsibility at a junior 

level, not just getting coffee and donuts while trying to work your way up.  

o Explain that finance is a field where you are evaluated based on performance, even at a junior 

level, so you look forward to being well rewarded for working hard and performing well (which 

you will). 

o Say you work best in high-pressure, fast-paced situations. This is an especially important trait for 

a potential trader. 

o Talk about the analysts you know and how positively they speak about their experience in one of 

the few jobs almost everyone says is an invaluable learning experience. 

o Recognize that the hours are harsh, and say that you would rather work 80 hours a week at a job 

you enjoy than work 40 hours per week at a job that bores you. 

o Finally, explain that you want a job where you can put to use immediately all the skill sets you 

have acquired throughout your education and life experience. (Be ready to list those skill sets and 

their origins! See the What are your strengths? question for more details.) 
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 DO NOT say you are in it for the money. Everyone knows you are doing it at least partly for the money, 

but that shouldn’t be your answer. 

Response Example. After talking to a number of people in the industry, I find two aspects of this job especially 

attractive. First, I see it as an incredible learning experience. I know that with the number of hours I will be 

working, I will essentially be gaining four years of work experience in only two years. I will learn so much, so 

fast, and this job will prepare me for anything I decide to do for the rest of my life. Additionally, I expect to 

thrive in an environment where I am rewarded for my performance, rather than for just showing up. I look 

forward to having the chance to take on responsibility at an entry level and prove my value through the quality 

of my work. I know this job can be extremely difficult both physically and mentally, but I am ready for the 

challenge. 

What do investment bankers do? 

 Investment bankers do a lot of things:  

o They raise capital for companies through debt or equity offerings.  

o They provide advice to companies on mergers, acquisitions, restructurings, refinancing, etc. 

o They evaluate companies and pitch the bank’s expertise to companies looking for help.   

o At junior and middle levels, bankers are focused on executing services at the highest possible 

level of quality to ensure repeat business.  

o At senior levels, investment bankers are more focused on clients and building relationships that 

will generate deal flow.  

 Some smaller firms may specialize in one area or industry, while others may perform multiple functions. 

Be sure you know the specialty of the firm where you are interviewing. If it’s a larger firm that offers a 

variety of services, know what your particular interest is. The Wall Street Oasis forums and Company 

Database are excellent resources for finding this information.  

Response Example. Investment bankers do a variety of work. Some specialize in raising capital for companies 

through debt or equity offerings. Others focus on providing advice and valuation services to companies 

involved in mergers and acquisitions. The area that interests me the most, especially here at Firm X and in this 

market, is financial restructuring. The deal flow in this group, in this economy, should be steady and I would 

get a lot of exposure. 

What do you think you would be doing on a day-to-day basis as an analyst? 

 The interviewer wants to make sure you know what you are signing up for. While your annual salary 

will be healthy, with a nice bonus potential, your hourly rate may not even be competitive with that of 

an SAT tutor or fast-food employee. 
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 On a day-to-day basis, an analyst is responsible for financial modeling, comparable company analysis 

and precedent transaction analysis in Excel, preparing pitch books and other presentations for clients in 

PowerPoint, and the grunt work needed to get deals done. 

 Analysts conduct industry research and gather financial information. 

 An analyst is usually first in and last out of the office. 

 You can hope to be staffed on some live deals. If you are good and lucky, you will be given more 

responsibility, which is a blessing and a curse. As you will discover quickly on the job, all the work you 

do as an analyst needs to be perfect. But wait, we are all human and make mistakes occasionally, right? 

Sure, but that doesn’t make it OK. An associate at a bulge bracket bank once said:  “Your work needs to 

be 100% perfect, 100% of the time.” As an analyst, your associate wants to be able to trust your work 

and not have to waste time checking it.  

 Being detail oriented and a whiz at PowerPoint and Excel are among the most important tangible skills 

you can bring to the table as a junior finance professional. 

Response Example. Well, I have done a lot of research, talking to alumni contacts at different banks, to find out 

what I will really be doing on this job. My understanding is that I will be responsible on a day-to-day basis for 

a lot of financial modeling, comparable company analysis and precedent transaction analysis in Excel, 

preparing pitch books and other PowerPoint presentations for clients, and any other grunt work the firm needs. 

I know I can expect to be the first one in and the last one out of the office. I know what I am signing up for, and 

will make sure everything that is asked of me is done perfectly. 

Why this firm? 

 You will nearly always get this question in your interviews, and its answer is one you can definitely 

formulate ahead of time. 

 This question is checking to see if you have done your homework. An answer like “because Goldman is 

the number one investment bank in the world” is not acceptable. 

 The interviewer wants to know whether there is a fit between you and the firm, its values and its culture. 

 Make it clear that this is the firm for you. Even if it is not your first choice, say it is if asked. You want 

your interviewer to believe you would accept an offer. Banks don’t like being turned down. 

 Show that you have looked into the culture of the firm and know something about it and its values.  

 For each firm you interview with, know at least a few details that especially appeal to you. The best way 

to get this kind of information is to talk to someone who works there. Reach out to alumni, ask what 

they feel sets the firm apart culturally, and use that in your interview. You can also ask your early-round 

interviewers why they enjoy working at the firm, and use those answers in your later rounds. During a 

first round phone interview, take notes on answers you can reuse in later interviews. You could even 
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start a topic on Wall Street Oasis and ask for some insider help! The Company Database can also be a 

helpful tool. 

 If you are interviewing at a boutique, talk about how you feel you will get greater deal exposure and 

more responsibility in the smaller environment with smaller teams. If you are interviewing at a bulge 

bracket, talk about how you are interested in working on big-name deals that you read about in the paper 

or that you are excited about specializing in a specific group you find interesting. 

 Search the forums of WallStreetOasis.com to find specifics about individual firms, especially which 

divisions or product groups are particularly strong at the specific company. You should also browse 

company websites and take note of core values and mission statements. 

 Finally, never disparage another firm. What if you were bashing Jefferies and your interviewer happened 

to have come from there? Remember, it’s a small world. Besides, staying positive is more attractive. 

Response Example. In talking to a number of people at your bank, I get the sense that your culture is what 

really distinguishes it from its competitors. While this firm provides top-notch service and competes with all the 

major firms, those I have spoken with say it maintains a boutique feel. This allows for smaller deal teams, which 

will give me more responsibility and—I hope—more exposure to live deals. Additionally, as many hours as are 

worked in finance, I think one of the most important things is to get along with your colleagues. All those I 

spoke with here said they respect their colleagues and are friends with them both in and out of the office. 

What do you know about our firm? 

 Here’s another question that allows you to demonstrate that you have done your homework and know 

that this is the firm where you want to work. 

 Talk a bit about the firm’s history, whether it is public or private, its areas of specialization (M&A, 

restructuring, etc), branches, or international offices. If possible, mention some deals they have been 

working on. Most of this information can be easily found on the firm’s website. 

Response Example. I have actually done a lot of research on Lazard. It was founded in 1848 and was a private 

company until 2005. While you are a smaller firm, you still maintain a strong global presence. You have two 

main divisions, Asset Management and Financial Advisory, and you are one of the most respected players in the 

M&A world. According to my alumni contacts, you maintain a boutique feel, with small, lean deal teams, which 

provides great experience for analysts, but you still compete for the largest M&A clients.  

Who have you spoken with at our firm? 

Variation: What contacts do you have at this firm? 

 This is another opportunity to prove you have done your research on the firm.  



 

 
   

Page 12 
 

  

 Name alumni or contacts you have spoken with and maybe quickly mention positive things they had to 

say about working there and why this appeals to you. 

 The interviewer may go to those you name and ask them what they think, so make sure your contacts 

will speak well of you. 

 If you don’t have any contacts at the firm, speak about your findings from other research you have done 

to learn about why this firm is the one for you. 

 If you haven’t spoken with anyone at the firm, you should be prepared to offer a reason why not. Maybe 

no alumni work there and you have no other contacts, or they didn’t respond to your emails, but at least 

explaining this shows you put forth an effort. 

Response Example. Luckily, I actually know a number of people here. My fraternity brother Michael Riley and 

a friend from my finance class, Scott Stevens, both graduated last year and are analysts in your natural 

resources group. I spoke to them a few times to try and get a feel for the firm. I also found the name of Andrea 

Krigman in our alumni directory. She is an MD in consumer products and was nice enough to meet me for 

lunch a few weeks ago to talk about her experience here. 

Why not Firm X instead? 

 Ideally, you know something about Firm X, so you can draw a coherent comparison. If not, simply 

reiterate what you find so appealing about the firm you are interviewing with, emphasizing that since 

this is the place you want to be, you haven’t done much research elsewhere. 

Response Example. The thing that separates you from them in my mind is size. While there is nothing wrong 

with working at a firm of that size, it isn’t the kind of environment where I feel I fit best. I prefer your smaller, 

close-knit deal teams where everyone knows one another and works effectively together. I hope this will allow 

me to gain a lot of experience learning from my superiors on deals, rather than being one of 15 analysts staffed 

on a deal where my MD doesn’t even know my name. 

Why would we hire you with no finance experience? 

 This is similar to the strengths question. Talk about your qualities and characteristics (backed up by 

S.T.A.R. stories) that will make it clear that you are going to be a great performer.  

Response Example. While I may not have direct finance experience, I know that everything is learned on the 

job. The important thing is that I have the intangibles that will allow me to be successful. I am incredibly hard 

working and dedicated, which is something I have developed in my time as a college athlete, and I have the 

intellectual ability to perform this job at a high level. 
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How did you first get interested in finance? 

 This is a pretty straightforward question. Who inspired you? Was it a specific event? 

 Just don’t say that you became interested in it because all the rich people you know are in finance, that 

won’t go over well. 

Response Example. During my senior year in high school, I had to complete an internship in order to graduate. 

A family friend who ran a small hedge fund offered to let me work for him for a few months. I had no experience 

in finance but figured it would be a good opportunity to test the waters and see if it was something that 

interested me. I had a great experience, and that is what led me to pursue this career. 

Which of our groups interests you? 

 This is another question sometimes used to see if you are serious enough to have done your due 

diligence. If there are different groups, have in mind a few that you think you may be interested in, along 

with good reasons for your interest. Groups vary from firm to firm, so do some research. 

 Make sure they know you are open to working in any group, that the most important thing is to be 

working at this firm.  

Response Example. Two of your groups really pique my interest. First, the natural resources group would 

involve deals that affect the everyday lives of so many people. I have a good friend who is an analyst in that 

group, and he says the culture and people there are great; he really enjoys the work he does, and is getting a lot 

of exposure to live deals. The other group that interests me is consumer retail. I think working on headline deals 

with companies I know would be extremely rewarding. However, as long as I am working at this firm I would 

work in any group. 

What departments are you interested in? 

 This is another opportunity for the interviewer to see how much you know about investment banking 

and to see if you have thought about what department you prefer. 

 You want to be focused on one department. You don’t want to say you are interested in Sales and 

Trading, Leveraged Finance, and Research because they are three very different jobs.  

 The main groups within an investment bank include Sales and Trading, Research, M&A, Leveraged 

Finance, Equity Capital Markets, and Debt Capital Markets. 

 You want to say Trading if you enjoy the markets; Sales if you enjoy working with people, are good at 

selling; etc. 
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 The M&A group buys and sells companies on behalf of the firm's clients, and is heavy in valuation. This 

is good for someone who wants to learn about a lot of different companies in a lot of different industries. 

 Leveraged finance allows companies to access private debt financing. A lot of leveraged finance 

transactions will involve PE firms, etc. You want this group if you are interested in structuring, want to 

learn about a lot of different types of financial instruments, and want to help companies access private 

debt. 

 ECM and DCM groups help companies access the public markets, structuring and syndicating IPOs, 

bond offerings, etc. As in a leveraged finance role, you will want to be interested in learning about 

different companies and industries, financial instruments, etc. You also will be in a role where you will 

be working with both the Company to structure the deal as well as the traders to sell the deal. 

Response Example. I think my ideal job would be in the equity capital markets group. The idea of working with 

companies to help them raise capital in the public markets is exciting to me. I feel like in that role you get to 

know a lot about different companies, different industries, and different capital structures. In addition, I think 

working with a company on their IPO would be really exciting. 

Can you handle the grunt work? 

Variation 1: Are you ready to be a real slave to this job for two years? 

Variation 2: How do you handle grunt work? 

Variation 3: Describe a situation in which you have motivated yourself to complete an 

assignment or task you didn’t want to do. 

 YES! Show them that your college experience and past jobs involved a lot of grunt work. Have your 

S.T.A.R. stories ready to roll. Show them you are well aware of the grunt work, but excited to learn. 

 Have a story ready that shows you can put your personal life and leisure second to job demands. 

 Show them you that have performed tasks in the past that were bland and boring and you did them well 

with drive, determination, enthusiasm, and a positive attitude.  

 Show them you are comfortable doing the work and look forward to being in a position to do it. There is 

a steep learning curve in finance and you must make it clear that you are ready to take it on. Offer a 

story of a time when you used such an assignment for learning or an example that demonstrates that you 

recognize the significance of such assignments to the larger goal. 

Response Example. I know this job involves a ton of grunt work, but it won’t be anything new. I feel that 

crunching numbers and formatting presentations is a small price to pay for the learning opportunity this job 

will provide. I feel I am as prepared as anyone is for this work; I had to do a lot of grunt work in college. Once, 

my team and I were writing our business plan, we needed to conduct market research on college students. To 

get what we needed, we went door to door across our entire campus collecting nearly 3,500 surveys in a week. 
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While it was tedious beyond belief, the results were invaluable. A positive attitude and the proper perspective, 

realizing that it has to get done and it better be done right, can make even the most boring work feel like it’s 

worth doing. 

What do you think is the most important characteristic for this job? 

Variation: What makes a successful analyst? 

 Choose one of the following (or something similar) and be ready to explain why it’s most important or 

how it makes a successful analyst. 

o Positive attitude 

o Drive and determination 

o Willingness to learn 

o Capacity for work 

o Efficient time management 

o Communication ability 

o Teamwork skills 

o Detail orientation 

 Finance is not rocket science at the junior levels. You will be doing relatively menial tasks that take a 

long time and can be boring. You will spend so much time staring at a computer screen that your vision 

will most likely deteriorate during your first year.  

 Show that you will bring a positive attitude when you walk through the door every morning and will get 

the job done right with a smile on your face, no matter what. 

Response Example. There are a lot of traits that make a successful analyst, but the one that really stands out in 

my mind is positive attitude. According to the analysts I’ve talked to, the most difficult aspect of finance is the 

day-to-day grind and long hours. I think if I keep my head up and maintain a positive attitude while getting my 

work done, I will be successful. Most of the candidates you’re interviewing are probably smart enough to do a 

good job. What I think makes a great analyst is someone smart who can also stay positive when the job becomes 

demanding. A person with this mentality gets the job done and is going to be easier to work with in team 

situations, which seem to be common in finance. 

If you were running this firm, in what direction would you take it? 

Variation: If you were CEO of our bank, what would you do differently? 

 Think about how the firm has been performing recently and what types of moves they have been 

making. 
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 Focus on something the bank could do to improve business; don’t focus on fixing something that has not 

been going well. 

 Be careful not to bash the bank for anything they may have been doing “wrong.” 

Response Example. One thing I believe most firms can improve upon is their attention to alternative energy. 

With billions of dollars being injected into research and exploration of alternative energy sources, this could 

become the next bubble. If I were at the helm, I think I would create a group that specializes in alternative 

energy and aim to become the industry leader.  

Can ethical requirements in a firm be too high? 

 Time to break out the tightrope; put a foot wrong either way here and you’ll crash without a net. A firm 

must have high ethical requirements to ensure moral business operations and avoid legal trouble. At the 

same time, rules and regulations that are too strict can inhibit creativity, posing a threat to product 

development, exploration of alternative business models, and flexible client relationships.  

Response Example. This is a tough debate. As a newcomer to the field, I am by no means qualified to give the 

answer. With what has gone on in the past few years on Wall Street, there was evidently insufficient regulation. 

Higher ethical standards might have lessened the stress now confronting financial firms and maybe prevented 

the Madoff scandal. Too-heavy regulation may slow growth and limit profitability, but right now what’s on 

everybody’s mind is how too-loose regulation can drive even a hugely successful firm into the ground—

practically overnight in Lehman’s case. With the general public and corporate clients viewing Wall Street with 

suspicion and regulatory standards still inadequate, I believe a firm having own high ethical requirements are 

not just good for business, but a necessity to survive. 
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PERSONAL QUESTIONS 

What are some of your strengths? 

 Going into the interview, you should have your three top strengths in mind and a story ready to go for 

each of them. 

 When you answer this question, make sure you identify your greatest strength and make very clear what 

it is. Don’t dance around the answer. The strength you describe must be a quality that will help you 

become a great junior employee.  

 You can list anything here, just make sure the strength you discuss backs up those characteristics for 

success that are listed in the introduction, and that you can provide vivid examples in support. 

 Do not say something like, “I am a finance guru.” The person across from you knows way more than 

you do and knows you don’t know as much as you think you do. Bragging is an invitation to try to bust 

you with the most difficult technical questions in their arsenal. 

 If you can, bring up a strength that doesn’t appear on your resume but could catch attention. For 

example, if you have performed in concert or theater all your life, learning to be poised in front of 

strangers and/or large groups, that may be a good strength to share.  

 Reiterate that you are a highly motivated, detail-oriented, great multi-tasker, team player, and fluent 

communicator with a high level of endurance, etc. 

 When you mention a strength, it should be followed by, “For example, there was a time when...” so you 

can back up your claim with a story. Give examples of experiences that prove you have the analytical 

skills needed as well as the qualitative intangibles—ability to learn on the fly, communicate, pay close 

attention to details, and work until your fingers bleed, all with a smile on your face. Anyone can claim a 

skill; your stories must demonstrate that you really own it.  

 You need all these skills to be successful. 

Response Example. As you can probably tell from my resume, I have strong quantitative skills and performed 

well in school. However, I think one of my greatest strengths is vital for finance but not necessarily something 

that can be documented. That is my ability to learn quickly. At my internship last summer, I was brought into 

the office by my boss, given an old version of an Excel model and a list of variables he wanted to be able to 

tweak, and told to go rebuild the model from scratch. At the time, I had no previous modeling experience, no 

training, and no idea what I was doing. I knew my boss didn’t have time to hold my hand through the process so 

I had to teach myself. I bought a book and used Internet resources to learn how to rebuild the model to my 

boss’s specifications, in a very short amount of time. My boss was amazed at the quality of the model, and it is 

now being used for his analysis and in presentations to clients. 
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If you have a non-quantitative background, a liberal arts degree with a non-

quantitative major concentration, or work experience only in a non-

quantitative field or occupation, you may get questions like this: 

Discuss your mathematical and quantitative skills relative to what a job in finance 

requires. 

Variation 1: What have you done to learn more about finance? 

Variation 2: Show me you have what it takes to manage the quantitative aspects of this job. 

 As we mentioned, finance at the junior level is not rocket science; you don’t need an IQ of 170 to 

perform the day–to–day tasks.  

 You will need to be comfortable with numbers and you must be able to generate formulas and perform 

calculations using Excel.  

 Talk about how you have managed your own portfolio, successfully completed a self-study modeling 

course, taken the finance or economics courses offered at your school, etc.  

 Have one or more specific S.T.A.R. stories or examples at the ready to demonstrate your command of 

the quantitative skills necessary for the job.  

Response Example. Although I majored in English, I have had an independent interest in the financial markets 

since I did an internship at a hedge fund as a high school senior. My assignment was to analyze a surgical 

technology company and build a simple revenue model in Excel. Ever since I completed that project, I have 

managed my own portfolio of limited savings, investing in companies that I view as safe, long-term growth 

plays through simple fundamental analysis. I have achieved an average annual return of 15% on my portfolio 

over the past four years. 

What makes you special? 

Variation 1: How are you different from your peers? 

Variation 2: Why should we choose you over any of the other candidates?  

 This is similar to the What are your strengths? question. 

 Have a concise 30-second pitch prepared. Concentrate on the three main bullets highlighted in the 

introduction, and identify three of your traits that manifest those qualities. Examples include things like 

extremely driven, never give up, want to learn, looking for challenge, etc.  
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 Make sure you take only 20-30 seconds and speak with confidence, but make sure to avoid arrogance. 

Response Example. Something that differentiates me from other candidates you may be interviewing is my 

dedication. Because I’m from a non-target, your firm doesn’t recruit on our campus. In order to get here, I 

cold-called and wrote letters to all the alumni I could find, looking for someone to speak with me. Finally, I got 

in touch with Jim Stevens, had an informal lunch to talk about the industry, and he offered to help get me an 

interview. I couldn’t just drop my resume; I had to work to get here — an accomplishment I am proud of. You 

can be sure that if I am hired, I will show the same level of dedication to this job. 

Why do you think you will be a good analyst? 

 Highlight three to four of the following points: 

o Work ethic 

o Positive attitude 

o Quantitative and analytical skills 

o Team spirit  

o Communication ability 

o Eagerness to learn 

o Appetite for work 

o Efficiency of organization 

o Detail orientation 

o Ability to get everything done, with a smile 

Response Example. To be a successful analyst you really have to be well rounded. No single quality makes a 

good analyst, but I think three characteristics are probably most important: maintaining a positive attitude, 

being extremely hard working, and knowing how to be a strong team player. 

What are you looking for in this job? 

 The interviewer wants to make sure you are aware of what this job entails, and what most analysts get 

out of the experience.  

 You should acknowledge the long hours and the heavy workload, while making it clear that you are 

ready to take on the challenge. Emphasize the appeal of a great learning experience that you would be 

unable to get in any other job straight out of school. 

 Explain how you relish the prospect of pushing yourself and being challenged to do your best work in 

this job, and working with and learning from some very successful people. 
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Response Example. I am going into this as an unparalleled learning experience. Everyone I have spoken with 

in the industry tells me you learn everything on the job. While my undergraduate studies prepared me for 

business, I know that most of the skills I need will be acquired on the job. I understand the hours and the 

workload, and I want to work incredibly hard to gain real world experience that isn’t available in any other 

profession at this stage in my career. I know these skills will prepare me for anything I want to do later in my 

career. 

What do you consider your greatest accomplishment? 

Variation 1: What is the greatest thing you have done in your life? 

Variation 2: What are your three greatest accomplishments? 

 Your answer to this can go any direction. If you want it to be related to education, talk about how you 

worked on a given project that you didn’t understand at first, struggled through it, and got an A. If you 

want to relate it to personal life, talk about something you are proud of in your family life. You can even 

relate it to athletic success, recovery from illness, or community service. 

 You can use this question to demonstrate balance in your life, especially if your resume is short on 

classroom excellence. Explain that you are very proud of your less-than-perfect GPA, considering 

everything else that you’ve done at school (as long as you have a solid list of extracurricular activities).  

 Whatever you choose to address, make sure you spin it to demonstrate one or more of the qualities 

especially valued in finance—willingness to learn, positive attitude, drive, and determination.  

Response Example. Personally, I consider my greatest accomplishment to be the balance I have been able to 

achieve between keeping my grades up while being captain of the hockey team. Leading our varsity team 

through fall and spring workouts, in addition to playing the entire season has required time management skills 

that are invaluable. I also wouldn’t trade the friendships I made for anything. 

What is the number one thing your resume won’t tell me that I should know? 

Variation: What separates you from the last person with your GPA from your school? 

 Talk about a skill that is unique to you (something that makes you memorable) and that cannot be 

documented on a resume. 

 Think about things like your communication skills, teamwork skills, etc…not your math skills, which 

can be seen in GPA or SAT scores.  

 Once you decide on the quality you want to present, illustrate it with a story from your life. 

Response Example. Ever since my freshman year of high school, I have loved to perform. I was in the musical 

each year of high school, and have had a lead role in a play each year in college. This has allowed me to 
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develop a comfort speaking in public situations, and with people I don’t know or have just met. I think that this 

will be an extremely valuable skill in finance, speaking with clients, on the phone, and when presenting my work 

to my coworkers.  

Coming out of this interview, what are three things about you that I should take with me? 

Variation: Tell me three reasons why we should hire you. 

 Choose three traits you have that would (a) make you a good banker and (b) show that you are unique 

and memorable compared to other candidates. 

Response Example. The three biggest things that I would like you to take from this interview are (1) that I am 

extremely hard working and will bust my tail every day on the job; (2) that I have great communication skills 

and a positive attitude; and (3) that your firm is my number one choice and I would be thrilled to come to work 

here every day. 

What serves as your biggest motivation? 

 Almost all those in finance are in it at least partly for the money, but do not say that to the interviewer. 

Of course, you are in it for the money; your interviewer wants to hear what else motivates you. 

 Rather than just saying what motivates you, have a story prepared that shows you are motivated by 

whatever you answer. 

Variation: What is it that keeps you going when times get tough? 

 Outperforming expectations, hitting deadlines, respect from your peers, maximizing efficiency, learning, 

etc. are all acceptable answers.  

Response Example. My biggest motivation is earning the respect of my peers and boss. In my job last summer, I 

was the sole intern responsible for building a model for a client. My boss, Mike, gave me the specifications and 

told me when he needed it. I wanted to make a positive impression so I worked almost around the clock, 

including time at home, to get it built in only three days. This allowed me time to sit down and go through it 

with Mike before it was actually needed, and still get it edited well before the deadline. Mike respected me for 

getting it done early, and earning that kind of respect is what keeps me going. 

What makes you think you can put up with the stress, pressure, and long hours of a career 

in finance? 

 Tell a story of a time in your life where you managed a lot of different tasks and worked long hours. 
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 The story can be from school, work, home, or a combination of all of them. Maybe during finals week 

you wrote three papers, while studying for two exams, finalizing the school newspaper, and still going to 

soccer practice.  

 Make sure to explain that you know your past experience has not been as intense as what you will face 

as a finance professional but you feel as well prepared as anyone, and you are 100% dedicated to 

succeeding, whatever it takes. 

Response Example. I feel I am as prepared as anyone else coming out of college to handle the long hours. In 

fact, when you add up all the time I spent doing all my different activities, school hours were almost as long. 

Every day I was up at 7:30 for classes that ran from 8:15 until 1:00. After class, I would grab lunch and then go 

to golf practice, which didn’t get me back until 5:00. Then I would grab dinner, and work in either my room or 

the library until I was done, which usually wasn’t until pretty late at night or into the morning. While I know it 

isn’t the same stress and time commitment as finance requires, I feel my experience has left me well prepared.  

How are you going to handle the finance lifestyle and its effect on your personal life and 

health? 

 Recent studies have shown that working in finance/investment banking can actually be dangerous to 

your health. 

 Insomnia, alcoholism, heart palpitations, eating disorders, explosive temper, etc. are all observed in 

junior bankers. 

 On average, the bankers in the study worked between 80 and 120 hours per week, essentially eliminating 

their social lives. 

 The free meals provided in the office when working late make things worse, encouraging regular 

consumption of inherently unhealthy foods. 

Response Example. I know that the finance lifestyle can have an adverse impact on personal life and health. I 

have been able to raise this concern with a lot of junior-level people I know and ask their advice. A few things 

they recommended are eating healthy and trying to get to the gym a couple of times a week, even if it means 

going early before work, just to get in a little bit of cardio. I am going to try to walk to work, control my weight, 

and avoid bad habits. I think staying in touch with friends and family, even if only electronically, is important to 

handling the mental stress. 

How hard do you work to achieve your goals? 

 The interviewer is checking to make sure that you are a hard worker. 

 Present your personal drive through a S.T.A.R. story that backs it up. 
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Response Example. To me, you must accomplish your objective no matter how hard you have to work to get 

there. I know that in finance, there are going to be times when I feel like I just don’t want to do what I have to 

do. But if it is something that needs to get done, I will work as long and hard as necessary. In one of my finance 

classes this past year, I was assigned the task of pulling data from CapIQ for 30 different stocks for a project. 

While it was one of the most boring tasks I have ever seen, it had to be done, so I did it. As I worked through it, 

I figured out more efficient ways to do it. I worked until 4:00 a.m. and made sure it was ready for my group 

meeting the next morning. 

What is the most intellectually challenging thing you have done? 

 Talk about a project or a thesis, or use a story that shows you as a problem solver, going above and 

beyond your assigned role, helping to add value to your company or group. 

Response Example. In my internship last year, I was responsible for aggregating data my company collected 

and summarizing it using Microsoft Excel. When I started, the analysts on the team had been doing the 

aggregating, manually collecting all the data, applying formulas, etc. It seemed like they were wasting a lot of 

time. I had a little bit of experience with VBA, and over the course of about a week, I taught myself to automate 

the entire process whenever new data became available. It was great that as a summer intern I was able to 

implement a system that is still saving time today. 

Describe your ideal work environment. 

 Probably the most important thing about your work environment, especially in an industry like finance 

where you spend so many hours together, is the people that you work with. 

 Talk about the fact that you want to be in an environment with others who are all as dedicated, driven, 

and hard working as you are, where everyone can rely on one another to get tasks done efficiently. 

Variation: What do you think is most important to success in the workplace on this job? 

 Say you excel in an environment with great communication and teamwork, one that will allow you to 

grow professionally and intellectually, where you are evaluated and rewarded based on your 

performance.  

Response Example. In my mind, at least in finance, the most important aspect of the working environment is the 

people you are working with. When working side-by-side for countless hours per week, for years, if you do not 

enjoy the company of your colleagues, the environment will be difficult. My ideal workplace is one where 

everyone communicates well, works hard, and trusts each other to get the job done right and on time—and then 

the team is evaluated and rewarded based on performance. 
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What was the most important thing you got out of your job last summer? 

Variation 1: How did your job last summer prepare you for a career in finance? 

Variation 2: What skills did you gain at your job last summer? 

 Talk about something you learned in your job that cannot be learned in a classroom. Maybe you learned 

how to build a basic model (be careful with this and do not exaggerate what you have done unless you 

are comfortable describing it in detail on the spot), or maybe you gained a lot of experience presenting 

so you got more comfortable with public speaking.  

 Whatever skill or concept you discuss, make sure it transfers to the finance world. 

Response Example. Of all I learned last summer, perhaps most important was how to make effective 

presentations to my superiors. At the end of each week, as part of the internship program, we were each 

required to make a presentation to our boss. We had to put together a PowerPoint and a 10-minute summary of 

what we had accomplished during the week. The first few presentations, we didn’t know how to use PowerPoint 

and honestly, I was nervous standing in front of our boss and all the other interns. By the end of the ten weeks, 

though, I had built a pretty solid foundation in PowerPoint, and I was completely at ease in front of the group. 

What would your last boss tell me about you? 

 You hope your last boss would say that you are highly motivated, and hard working, with strong 

analytical and quantitative skills, and that you are a good team player. 

 Tell a story about a time when your boss praised you for a job you performed especially well. 

 Talk about a quality your boss observed that is not clearly represented on your resume…Maybe you can 

put clients at ease upon meeting them, or you’re a great leader who gets the best from every team 

member. 

Response Example. My boss from last summer would say I worked exceptionally hard with minimal supervision 

and maximum dedication. He would actually tell me to go home when it was getting late and I was still at my 

desk; he would remind me it was just a summer internship. Since I really wanted to get the most out of my time 

there, I guess I just didn’t want to leave anything unfinished, even if it would have been OK with my boss. At the 

end of the summer, that was the biggest compliment he had to give me—that I was so dedicated. 

How would your best friends describe you? 

 You can use this question to show that you are well rounded and to shed some light on your personality. 
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 You want to be able to say that your friends would describe you as someone who works very hard but 

still likes to have a good time. Remember, your interviewer is looking for someone who is not only 

smart but also a pleasure to know. 

Response Example. My friends are extremely important to me. I would hope that first and foremost they would 

say that I am a good person, loyal, someone who is enjoyable to be around, and someone that they can rely on 

if they need me. I think they would say I have a good sense of humor, I love to have a good time, and that I 

enjoy spending time with them but also prioritize my work. They know I try to get my work done efficiently so 

we can have a good time together when possible. I think they also would say that we all share the same work 

ethic, and right now in our careers, it’s not all about the fun. 

Why did you choose the school you attend(ed)? 

Variation: Where else did you apply and why did you choose your school? 

 This question is very personal.  

 Connect the culture of your school to the culture of the firm. If you go to a very small school and are 

interviewing at a boutique, talk about how you feel you learn and work best in a more intimate 

environment where you know all those around you. 

 If you’re in a large school and interviewing at a boutique, adjust your answer accordingly. Explain that 

your choice was guided by your belief that though it was exciting for a while to swim in a larger pond, 

now you’re ready for a smaller environment where you know all those around you. 

 If your interview is at a larger firm, reverse the previous answer and talk about how you like the 

diversity a bigger firm offers. 

 You can use this as an opportunity to emphasize extracurricular activities and/or particular classes your 

school offered that you found helpful (and that will pay off for your employer). If you went to a specific 

school on an athletic scholarship or were recruited to play a varsity sport, make sure you emphasize that! 

 Your actual response to this question doesn’t matter as much as your reasoning and the quality of the 

story that backs it up and connects it to your application. 

Response Example. Coming out of high school, I was looking at two choices: the  one I chose and School X. 

While I knew both schools would provide me with an excellent education, I went for the one I felt fit me best 

culturally. I graduated from a high school class of just 80 students and did well there. For me, a smaller 

environment is the best way to learn. I enjoy getting to know my teachers and peers. My largest class has been 

only 60 students, so my professors actually knew my name and face, whether I was present, and how I was 

doing. This is part of what draws me to your firm. The analysts I have spoken to talk about its boutique feel and 

smaller deal teams, claiming that the MD on your deal will always know you personally. In my opinion, having 

the opportunity to learn from working closely with experienced bankers is going to be vital to my career 

development. 
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Tell me about your experience studying abroad. 

 We know you partied a lot while you studied abroad, but that isn’t what the interviewer wants to hear. 

 You should focus your answer on two things. First, what you did academically while you were abroad to 

enhance your business/finance skills. Second, what experiences you had that helped you grow as a 

person (think travel, cultural experiences, friends, etc.).  

Response Example. While I was abroad, I tried to focus on growing both academically and as a human being. 

Academically, I was fortunate enough to take advantage of the finance and economics courses offered at the 

London School of Economics and the amazing faculty teaching them. Culturally, I took advantage of how easy 

it was to travel around the European Union and managed to get to 13 cities in 7 countries over the course of my 

three months abroad. It was an amazing experience to see the stark contrast between living situations both 

country to country and even city to city. 

How did you choose your major? 

 This is another question intended to explore your decision-making process. 

 Use this answer to emphasize attributes and skills you learned from your major that will allow you to be 

successful on the job. 

 Emphasize that some relevant skills may not be demonstrated on your resume: problem solving, 

teamwork, presentation, writing, teaching, or research. 

Response Example. I chose economics for a few reasons. First, during my sophomore year  I realized that 

finance was what interested me. Since my school didn’t offer a finance major, I chose economics to give me a 

broad perspective on the issues and ideas that shape the financial world. My second reason for choosing 

economics was that I like an intellectual challenge, and I like solving problems in teams. My school’s 

economics program emphasizes group work, math, and intensive analysis, so I thought it would be a good fit for 

my interests and personality. I managed to supplement my econ degree by taking the two finance courses my 

school does offer, so I feel as prepared as I can be for the transition to a career in finance. 

Why do you want to go into finance rather than entering some other industry or starting 

your own business? 

 Talk about the learning experience banking will provide. 

 Acknowledge that the idea of starting your own business someday sounds exciting, but at this point, you 

don't even know what it takes for a business to succeed; working in finance will teach you the skills and 

give you the experience to help make that happen. 

 Starting a business is difficult, especially with no track record. 
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Response Example. My school was focused on entrepreneurship and that is definitely something that appeals to 

me. However, I concentrated in finance because I knew I wanted to get experience before ever trying to start 

something on my own. I knew that getting into finance would give me exposure to a lot of different businesses 

and how they really work, allowing me to have a solid foundation for anything that I would want to do, whether 

staying in finance, going back to school, or starting a new venture. I know that this is the best step to building 

my career coming out of college. 

What else do/did you do at school besides study? 

Variation: What do/did you do at school to have fun and relax? 

 Name the extracurricular activities you take part in at school. If you hold a leadership role in one or two 

of them, emphasize that. These activities can include anything from student organizations to athletic 

teams to community service. 

 Describe how doing many different extracurricular activities developed your time management skills. 

As a result, you can complete everything you need to accomplish much more efficiently than if you had 

not been so busy. 

 Discuss activities that put you under pressure (sports?). Your interviewer wants to know your experience 

has prepared you for the stress you will encounter on the job. 

 Talk about time spent with your friends. You want to show your human side. 

 Emphasize that you always put schoolwork first while still having fun (partly because you like to work). 

Response Example. At school, my biggest time commitment other than academics has been student government. 

Starting freshman year, I worked my way up and am now the president of my school’s student government 

association. Taking on greater and greater responsibility through the years has taught me how to lead a team 

and improve my time management skills. I learned the most efficient ways to complete all of my work, allowing 

me to effectively lead the SGA and still have some time for a social life. I cherish my time with friends these last 

years in school since our chances to get together once we start working may be few and far between. 

What has been your favorite class in college and what was your grade? 

 The course you name should have something to do with business/finance/economics, and the grade you 

report should be a good one. If you say your favorite class was African Tribal Dance, why are you 

looking to go into finance? Why do they want you? 

Response Example. During my junior year, I started taking finance classes at school. While I took three finance 

courses over the two semesters, and enjoyed and learned a lot from them all, my Security Valuation class was 

the one I found most interesting and most useful. This class was my introduction to finance. Through the class, 

we learned brief overviews of a number of different valuation techniques on stocks, bonds, and companies. We 
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learned how to build a basic DCF, as well as perform comparable company analysis and precedent company 

analysis in a case study where we tried to determine the appropriate sale price of a company. One of the best 

parts of this class was that my professor spent eight years as an investment banker before coming to teach so he 

had first-hand experience. I got an A in the class and the relationship I built with my professor has allowed me 

to turn to him throughout the application process to help answer a lot of my questions. 

What has been your least favorite class in college and what was your grade? 

 With this question, your best bet is to pick a class you did not enjoy but still aced.  

 You can say something like, “I really wasn’t passionate about the material, but I pushed myself to work 

that much harder and received an A in the class.” 

 This shows that you are willing to do your best even at something you do not enjoy. You will have to do 

this in finance. 

Response Example. There was one class in my college years that I truly hated. Freshman year there are some 

required courses you are not able to choose. The general literature courses at my school were a bit strange in 

that your professor was at liberty to choose the curriculum rather than having something set by the school. My 

professor was “an expert” in the field of vampires, which meant we spent the entire semester reading and 

writing vampire novels and short stories. I had no interest whatsoever in vampires. Worse yet, I found this 

professor uninteresting. Nonetheless, I knew it was a class I had to take and slacking off wouldn’t make it any 

better. So, I told myself I had to work even harder, pushed myself, and managed to get an A- in a class I had no 

interest in taking. 

Tell me about your college experience. 

 Here’s another opportunity to show that you are well rounded and work hard, but also are personable. 

Be positive about your college experience and confident in what you have accomplished. 

 Talk about the time you were taking six classes, playing on the golf team, working a part time job, and 

still managing to enjoy the little bit of time you had to hang out with your friends. 

 Take advantage of this invitation to discuss the qualities, experiences, and interests that make you 

unique, particularly when compared with the other candidates this interviewer is considering. 

Response Example. My college experience has been difficult financially. I come from a family that couldn’t 

help with my expenses, so I have been paying for school entirely on my own. In order to keep down my student 

loans, I’ve had to work since freshman year. Fortunately, in Boston, you can make good money waiting tables. I 

started out at a lower end restaurant because I had no experience. Now I work at one of the highest rated 

restaurants in the city. While it is tough to balance classes, extracurricular activities, and work and still have 

some time with my friends, the effort has definitely been worthwhile. I’ve had a great college experience and 
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I’ve made a good group of friends. Working at the restaurant five times a week, I’ve paid off most of my student 

loans and have learned to focus, prioritize, and manage a schedule efficiently. 

Do you regret choosing the school you chose? 

 Never bash your own school.  

 If you are at a top tier school, talk about how great the education has been and how it has created great 

opportunities for you, such as the current interview. 

 If you are not coming from a top tier school, speak about how you got a great education, and coming 

from a non-target made you work that much harder to get to where you are today, interviewing at X 

bank.  

 You can use the answer to this question to talk about things you were able to do at your school. These 

can be academic courses you would not have been able to take at other schools, a club you were able to 

join (or even better, start), a sport you were able to play, etc. Use it as a chance to show something 

unique. 

 Whatever your story, be confident about your school and speak to how it prepared you for a career in 

finance. 

Response Example. Not at all. My university has been amazing and I have loved my time there for so many 

reasons. First and foremost, the education has been great. Coming into college, I chose University X partially 

for its reputation in the business world, and it has not disappointed me. My professors have been top notch and 

actually care that I understand the material, rather than just lecturing aimlessly. My coursework has been a 

great basic preparation for a career in finance. Second, the social life there has been great. I have developed a 

great group of friends that I know I will be close with throughout my life, which is very important to me. 

Finally, coming out of a top-tier school like University X has made the job search process easier, even in tough 

economic times. My friends at other schools have been having a tough time getting interviews because firms do 

not come to their campuses. Our career center works endlessly to ensure that as many firms as possible 

interview on our campus. While I believe I would have been able to get interviews through networking, as I 

have at some other firms, my career center has been helpful throughout the process. 

Why do you want a job that is so much more demanding than the work you have done in 

the past? 

 With this question, focus on the issues you had with your prior experiences and how a new job in 

finance would give you the opportunity to address those issues.  

 Talk about how you found the work in your last job to be relatively boring, performing menial tasks 

(data entry, administrative, etc.), and that you are looking for a job in which you will be performing 

tasks that actually have an impact. 
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 Also talk about the fact that you are looking for a job where you will have a great learning experience.  

Response Example. The biggest obstacle I have had to overcome was paying for college. I managed to do it in 

a combination of ways. Initially, I took out student loans, but then I began paying my tuition in cash and paying 

off some of my student debt early. I’ve waited tables several nights a week throughout all my college years, and 

I now work at a very popular restaurant, which pays me pretty well on a consistent basis. However, what I have 

most enjoyed doing to support myself is graphic design. In high school, I was into art and photography and my 

graphic design skills are pretty strong. When I began my business education, I didn’t have time for those types 

of classes, and I missed it. However, I have been able to earn extra money developing logos, letterhead, 

business cards, and presentations for student start-ups as well as some local businesses. All of this extra work 

has helped me to pay for a good portion of my college costs. 

What is an example of a big risk you have taken in your life? 

 This question is asking whether you follow a sound thought process in making important decisions. 

 Think of the biggest risk you ever took in your life and describe the thought process you went through 

when deciding to take the risk. Tell how you weighed the positives and negatives of all the alternative 

scenarios. Then discuss and evaluate the outcome of that risk and what you learned from the experience. 

 Here are some questions to help generate other ideas. Did you ever travel abroad or afar alone at a young 

age? Have you ever started a small business? Have you ever made a risky financial investment?  

Response Example. One of the biggest risks I have taken was during the final match of my conference golf 

tournament last spring. We were on the 18th hole and I was 1-up playing match play. I drove the ball a little 

offline and ended up partially blocked by a tree. My opponent was in great shape, and I knew he was going to 

make par at worst. I had to decide whether to try to hit a riskier shot that could result in a big number, or play 

it safe, try to make par, and hope my opponent didn’t make birdie. I weighed my options. It was a shot I had hit 

before, and I knew that if I executed, chances were good that I would win or halve the hole and win the match. 

Even on the downside, if I didn’t hit the shot, I could still possibly make par and halve, and if I lost the hole, we 

would go into a playoff. I decided to take the risk, trust my game, and go for the win. I pulled it off beautifully, 

made my par, halved the hole, and won the match and the championship for my team. 

What is the biggest obstacle or challenge you have faced and overcome in your life? 

 Describe any challenge you are comfortable discussing which you overcame after facing the challenge 

head on. 

 If you can come up with a situation that relates to school or to a job you had, that is great. A useful story 

might be one about a time when you were instructed to do something you did not fully understand, 

figured it out for yourself, and got it done right. This exemplifies your desire/willingness to learn, as 

well as your initiative and determination. 
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Response Example. The biggest obstacle I have had to overcome was paying for college. I managed to do it in 

a combination of ways. Initially, I took out student loans, but then I began paying my tuition in cash and paying 

off some of my student debt early. I’ve waited tables several nights a week throughout all my college years, and 

I now work at a very popular restaurant, which pays me pretty well on a consistent basis. However, what I have 

most enjoyed doing to support myself is graphic design. In high school, I was into art and photography and my 

graphic design skills are pretty strong. When I began my business education, I didn’t have time for those types 

of classes, and I missed it. However, I have been able to earn extra money developing logos, letterhead, 

business cards, and presentations for student start-ups as well as some local businesses. All of this extra work 

has helped me to pay for a good portion of my college costs. 

What is the toughest decision you have ever had to make? 

 Give an example of a time that you had to make a difficult decision under pressure.  

 Explain the thought process you used to make that decision. 

 You will face high-pressure situations frequently in finance, and your prospective employer wants to 

hear about your ability to reason and think through a decision when the heat’s on.  

 To help you generate ideas of your own… Has your education or career required you to move away 

from your family and friends?  Have you been at the final table of a major poker tournament heads-up 

with an open-ended straight flush draw and your opponent puts you all-in, making your decision worth 

thousands of dollars?  

Response Example. The toughest decision of my life was choosing to study abroad second semester of junior 

year. Since I play soccer in the fall, leaving in the first semester wasn’t an option. I knew that second semester 

is normally when you apply for internships, which you hope will turn into full-time offers, but I really wanted to 

spend a semester abroad. I knew I would be risking not getting that “essential” internship, but in order to take 

advantage of a once in a lifetime opportunity, I went for it, minimizing the risk as much as possible. I networked 

and interviewed right up to the day I left for South Africa, and I did secure an internship. I am so glad that I 

did; I would have hated to miss out on either my semester in South Africa or the internship. 

How would you compare your writing skills to your oral skills? 

 This is a bit of a trick question. You cannot say that one skill is stronger than the other is. You must 

convince your interviewer that both your written and oral skills are strong, because they are both vital in 

finance.  

 Any response that says one skill is stronger than the other is not acceptable. 

Response Example. Honestly, I don’t think one skill is stronger than the other is. Both are vital to a successful 

career in finance, especially as you move up, and I’ve paid attention to developing both. Throughout college, I 
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took several classes that relied heavily on writing skills, which allowed me to improve. Nearly every business 

course I took required both individual and group presentations, which allowed me to learn to make oral 

presentations and interact with others in conversation or debate. 

What do you like to do in your free time? 

Variation: What do you do on the weekends for fun? 

 Be honest, be yourself, and discuss what you like to do for fun.  

 Don’t be the guy who says you like to sit around and watch CNBC all day, unless you actually are that 

guy. Remember, they want to know if you are someone they can stand being around during those all 

nighters, someone they could potentially end up being friends with outside the office. Prove that you are 

a fun person. 

 Some ideas to spark your imagination could include sporting events, golfing, trying new restaurants, 

cooking, photography, concerts, going to the gym, pick-up basketball, etc. 

Response Example. In my free time at school, I like to do things that allow me to spend time with my closest 

friends. I am a huge sports fan, so we just watch games in our apartment or maybe go out to a restaurant or 

sports bar. We will even go to a game live if we can get tickets. I also try to stay healthy, so I spend some of my 

free time in the gym. 

What competitive activities have you participated in, and have they been worthwhile? 

 Finance is competitive.  

 Firms are always competing for business and colleagues can even be competitive with one another 

(although most won’t admit it). You need to show that you are comfortable in competitive situations, but 

still are able to act with class and show respect. 

Response Example. In college, I played varsity hockey. Two of my four years, we won our conference and went 

to the NCAA tournament. Working with my teammates to accomplish a common goal and beat the competition 

was an amazing experience, really exhilarating. 

What would you do for a living if you didn’t have to worry about money? 

 What is your favorite thing to do? If you love football, maybe you want to coach high school football. If 

you enjoy music, maybe you would be a musician. If you genuinely love finance, say that you would be 

in finance anyway simply because you love it. (This response is not recommended because most likely 

your interviewer just will not believe you).  
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Response Example. In high school, I was a tri-sport athlete, playing football, hockey, and lacrosse. Coming 

into college, I was recruited for football and planned on playing at my school. During my freshman year, 

unfortunately, I repeatedly dislocated my shoulder, leading to a torn labrum that knocked me out for good. Not 

even surgery would help. I really miss football and the camaraderie that comes with it. If I could do anything 

for a living, without having to worry about money, I would love to coach high school football. I think teaching 

kids the lessons I learned in my years as a football player would be fun and rewarding.  

How do you manage stress in your life? 

 Talk about your time management practices. Your task management strategies (how you stay very 

organized, your self-management methods, and how you avoid procrastinating while things pile up) are 

vital in banking. 

Response Example. Between taking five classes a semester and participating in a few extracurricular activities, 

I have had a lot of tasks and assignments to keep track of. I managed stress by staying organized, using the 

planner on my phone to keep track of what is due when, and maintaining a folder or binder for each task. This 

organization allows me to make sure I space out my work on projects that are due around the same time, make 

sure nothing gets lost or neglected, and avoid surprises. I try to follow a regular schedule throughout the week 

that assures I won’t let things go; I have found that if I don’t allow tasks to pile up, I create less stress for 

myself to manage. 

What is your favorite website?  

 Duh, WallStreetOasis.com… Jokes aside, this is self-explanatory.  

 One piece of advice you should heed is to be aware of your surroundings and think about the type of 

person your interviewer is. If the office you are in is littered with sports memorabilia and you are a 

sports fanatic, by all means, say ESPN.com if you are able to back it up with conversation about sports. 

 If you want to take a more conservative approach, keep your answers finance related. Pick a site like 

wallstreetjournal.com and explain that you like to keep up with the financial news. Note: this answer is 

not memorable and you better be ready to discuss what’s been in the news lately. 

 Another option is to pick a site that you find particularly interesting, maybe a site with a unique business 

model you expect to become very successful, and explain to your interviewer why it intrigues you. 

 Whatever answer you give, be ready to back it up with a reason why it is your favorite site. 

Response Example. Actually, my favorite site is a start-up called Zaang.com that one of my college roommates 

is working on. It is a social network for connecting users who are interested in similar topics. They post content 

in any form, including photos, videos, art, music, etc, and they are rewarded by other users for quality content. 

Once a month, the ad revenue generated by the site is distributed among users based on how many points they 
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have earned. Essentially, people can earn money for posting the same quality content they have been posting on 

other websites. This site also has a unique spin on advertising that they believe will allow them to become 

profitable where Facebook and MySpace have been lacking. 

What role do you like to take in a team situation? 

Variation: Would you rather take the lead in a team or follow a leader? 

 It is important to show that you are comfortable taking a leadership role or working under the leadership 

of someone else. This is important because you will need to be able to do both.  

 Talk about past projects that show you being successful in each role. 

 Talk about your teamwork skills (communication, collaboration, etc.) and how those skills are effective 

when you are the leader and when you are supporting someone else’s leadership. 

Response Example. I’m comfortable leading a team or taking instructions from another leader. When the 

leadership isn’t appointed, I think it’s useful to consider my teammates’ concerns and preferences. In one of my 

classes last year, I was placed in a group where nobody was confident about the subject matter, so they all kind 

of shied away from taking responsibility. In that particular group, I thought I could help by taking initiative, so 

I stepped up to coordinate the group’s assignments. In another group situation, where one student was insisting 

on taking charge, I was happy to support him. He was able to communicate his ideas and organize a plan, 

which allowed the rest of us to deliver our tasks on time with high quality. Overall, I think the quality of 

leadership is more important than who provides it, and most important of all is the quality of the team’s work. 

Since every situation presents a unique set of personalities, it’s important to read those personalities and 

identify how you best fit into the group dynamic. 

Do you feel more comfortable working in a group or by yourself? 

 Again, since you will have to do both in finance, the answer to this question has to be that you feel 

entirely comfortable in either situation. 

 There will be times when you will be working independently to perform tasks that contribute to a 

group’s end project.  

 Think of two S.T.A.R. stories, one that shows you contributing to a successful team and one that shows 

you performing successfully on an individual assignment. Give strong evidence that you thrive in either 

set of circumstances.  

Response Example. I know that finance will include both group and individual assignments, and I’m 

comfortable with both. At school, much of our work was done in teams. In fact, one of my freshman classes 

actually had us starting our own businesses in teams of 30. I was one of the VPs in our business, so I was 
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reporting to our CEO but still had several people working for me. I was in charge of planning and organizing 

work assignments to make sure we completed the jobs our CEO requested.  

How did you go about preparing for your interviews? 

 Your answer to this needs to demonstrate how much you want this job, how determined you are, and 

how systematically you have prepared. 

 Talk about how you made flash cards to review technical questions (or bought the Wall Street Oasis 

Technical Guide with Flash Cards), how you practiced walking through your resume in front of your 

dog, did mock interviews with your friends, and reviewed your personal history with your family.  

 Describe how you researched the firm on the website, on wallstreetoasis.com, at WSJ.com, and through 

alumni contacts.  

 Tell them that talking to alumni and bankers who are currently at the firm gave you a good idea of what 

will be required of you as an analyst and what to expect during your interview. 

 Make sure your enthusiasm for finance and for their firm comes across! 

Response Example. I didn’t want to waste anyone’s time during my interviews, so I tried to be careful in my 

selections and preparations. I reached out to nearly twenty alumni and asked if they would speak with me; over 

half of them were gracious enough to talk to me about what goes into the analyst’s job. They also had some 

useful information that helped me narrow down the firms where I most wanted to work. I sought out employees 

from those firms who helped me understand their firms better and briefed me about what I could expect during 

interviews. Then I made sure that I was ready to discuss technical questions: WallStreetOasis.com helped me 

out with that. I did mock interviews at my career center to become comfortable with the interview format and 

with telling my story. Finally, I used your website and studied your annual report to become more familiar with 

your firm.  
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SITUATIONAL QUESTIONS 

Describe a time when you worked as part of a team. 

 You can discuss a group project at school, a project a previous job, a sports experience, or a community 

service project in which you collaborated with others to accomplish more than you could have done 

alone. 

 Make sure you are able to describe clearly your role within the team (leader, follower), and how the 

team process played out. Be sure to use an example where the team worked successfully together to 

produce a positive result. 

Response Example. Last year in one of my classes, our final project was a paper to be prepared in a group of 

five. We all agreed that group papers could be difficult to organize. It’s tough to write a paper that sounds 

fluent if different people write different sections, since everyone has an individual writing style. We solved this 

by dividing the paper into five sections, while creating a very detailed outline of each section together before we 

began writing on our own. This assured good communication of all our ideas and information within the team, 

allowing us to produce a cohesive paper. We then came back together and revised it as a group. The result was 

a paper with coherent organization, consistent style, and logical flow. This worked very efficiently and 

smoothly, I think perhaps because we all sort of came up with the idea together and agreed to it before we 

started. I took responsibility for collecting and circulating and assembling the sections, and another member 

scheduled the revision sessions, while a third member took care of the final printing, binding, and submission.  

Describe a time when you took a leadership role in a team situation. 

Variation 1. What leadership positions have you held? 

Variation 2. Describe your leadership style. 

 Talk about a situation in which you worked within a team and decided to take the lead. 

 Explain why you took the lead, how the project worked out, and what you learned from the situation. 

 Be sure to show a situation that demonstrates your ability to take on responsibility, communicate clearly, 

make decisions, and delegate tasks effectively.  

Response Example. I was voted captain of my varsity golf team this year. I had been close with my previous 

captains but didn’t have any idea how much work was involved in the job.  I coordinate practice carpools and 

tournament transportation, food, and registration. What I learned about leadership was that, to be effective, you 

have to make sure everyone knows what’s going on, you have to pay constant attention to organizing, and you 



 

 
   

Page 37 
 

  

have to take care of your people. The leader has to be sure all the details are covered and all the dots are 

connected, but he can’t do everything. I learned to delegate some of my tasks to the junior who will probably be 

captain next year.  

Describe how you have dealt with conflict in a team situation. 

 This is a tough one. Pick a situation where you had a conflict and you were the one who defused it. 

 Explain what happened, what you decided was the best course of action and why, and the outcome. 

 Consider also explaining what you learned. 

 This does not have to be a business situation; in fact, many interviewers prefer to hear about a 

candidate’s experience outside school or business. Maybe you had a conflict with a coach on a sports 

team or a member of a group was slacking off during a project.  

 Whatever the situation, make sure you discuss how you stepped back to evaluate the conflict before 

taking action. You also want to get across that you are not afraid of confrontation and you are able to 

approach conflicts with maturity. 

Response Example. As president of the Student Government Association, I deal with conflicts every day. Last 

year, there was disagreement within the SGA over what we should do for our spring fundraiser. Half the SGA 

was set on an auction, while the other half wanted a casino night. Neither side was willing to budge; we were at 

a standstill. I called a meeting to discuss some viable options. Since neither side was willing to give up its own 

idea, I proposed a solution that included both. We decided we would have a casino night, where people would 

get a number of chips based on the size of their donations. They could play those chips and use their winnings 

to purchase items in the auction at the end of casino night. Instead of getting prizes, guests were able to bid on 

what they wanted. Both sides were happy with the solution, and the event ended up being a great success, 

raising over $10,000 for student activities.  

Describe what you did when you or your group risked missing a deadline. 

 First, offer a good reason for cutting it too close to the deadline... not “we forgot about the project until 

Sunday night and it was due at noon on Monday.” 

 Talk about a time you were at risk of missing a deadline, worked endlessly to meet it, and still finished it 

with successful results. 

Response Example. For my management class last semester, I spent several weeks preparing my final 

presentation and producing a lot of data and graphs. As I was reviewing it one last time on the night before it 

was due, I realized that all the graphs I had pulled into my PowerPoint were from an earlier Excel file, so it 

wasn’t the final data set and the numbers were slightly off. I was almost certain I could have presented those 

graphs, and nobody ever would have noticed. Still, I would have known and after all the work I had put into the 
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project, I wanted it to be right. I stayed up all night, changing the data in 47 graphs to show my actual findings. 

I made the presentation on Red Bull and coffee but it went great. My professor commended the accuracy of my 

data and gave me an A on the project. 

Tell me about a time when you had to work long hours to accomplish a task or project. 

 This is one of the more common situational questions since your interviewer wants to be sure you can 

cope with the long hours, so be prepared with a good example.  

 This should be a situation where you had to work long hours for a relatively extended period of time, not 

just a day or two. Talk about a situation where you were force to work hours similar to that which you 

will encounter in finance… weeks of 60, 70, 80+ hours.  

Response Example. In the spring of last year, I was the lead in my school’s play, editor of the school paper, 

and taking a full course load. In the months leading up to the play, I would have 3 hours of rehearsals per day, 

constant work for the newspaper, in addition to my classes and homework. During that time, I had almost no 

free time and was working from 8am until midnight every single day, even many weekends.  

Describe what you did in a group where someone wasn’t contributing.  

 Think of a situation where this happened to you either in school or at the workplace and how you 

addressed the situation. 

 Do not say you went to your boss or professor to complain. Show how you brought the team together, 

had a group conversation with the person that was not pulling their weight, expressed your concerns 

maturely, and managed to move on successfully to complete the project. 

Response Example. I have encountered this a few times. One example comes to mind from my job last summer. 

One member of our group never seemed to take on the same level of responsibility as the rest of us but still took 

full credit whenever our team did well. We didn’t feel right simply throwing him under the bus, and we figured 

our boss probably didn’t want to hear about it. After this became an obvious pattern, we sat him down and 

expressed our concern about the situation with an intervention style approach. We were firm, but not overly 

critical, letting him understand how we saw his behavior and how it affected the rest of the team. We 

emphasized that we didn’t want to punish him; we just wanted a solution, because we would be working 

together throughout the summer. He actually was extremely apologetic and said he hadn’t realized he wasn’t 

pulling his weight. After that conversation, he stepped up and we worked great as a team for the rest of the 

summer. 
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Talk about a time when you had to deal with a very upset teammate or co-worker. 

 You need to show that you have the ability to be a good leader. 

 Show that you can be empathetic  but at the same time evaluate the legitimacy of your teammate or co-

worker’s feelings. 

 Your answer should reflect that you sat the person down, listened to their complaints, and discussed the 

best way to remedy the situation. 

 Your story should end positively, with you taking the initiative, resolving the situation, and moving 

forward with your group in an effective manner. 

Response Example. There was a time last year when I was a member of a three-person team. One of my two 

partners was consistently missing deadlines. After the third time, my other partner had had enough and really 

went to town on the kid, about how irresponsible and lazy he was being. I realized that yelling and insulting him 

weren’t going to help, so I tried to defuse the situation by calming down my upset teammate, and explaining to 

my other teammate that he really had to pull himself together. Luckily, they both got the message; after that, we 

all got along and did our jobs. 

What would you do if you found your company doing something illegal? 

 This is a tough question to respond to, but there is only one right answer. 

 By observing a crime and not reporting it, you become guilty as well; therefore, you must report it.  

 If it is something that you overheard, tread lightly; without proper evidence, you could put yourself into 

a bad situation. 

 While you may feel like a snitch or traitor, you have to report to Compliance in writing, keeping a copy 

of all the evidence in order to protect yourself and your own reputation. 

Response Example. This would be a tough situation for me. After working with the people supposedly involved 

in the alleged crime, I would feel some sense of loyalty to them and would not want to report them. However, 

not reporting the issue makes me guilty as well, so I would have no real choice but to report the crime to 

Compliance. I would try to get everything in writing and have copies of everything relating to what I had 

observed. While I may feel like a traitor to those particular individuals, reporting the crime could save the firm 

a lot of headaches. 
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How do you manage to deal successfully with a difficult boss, co-worker, or teammate? 

Variation 1. Tell me about a time when you were in a group with someone who liked to work 

very differently from you. How did you manage to work together effectively? 

Variation 2. Tell me about a time you had to conform to a policy you didn’t agree with. 

 In dealing with a difficult person that you must work with, communication and perception is the key. 

You must command respect but at the same time be willing to make compromises in order to interact 

effectively. 

 In resolving conflict, ensure that you get what you need to work effectively; at the same time, try to give 

what the other person needs as well. 

 There should be open discussion and compromise between you and the person in question in order to 

allow effective teamwork. 

Response Example. Luckily, I haven’t had too many tough situations with classmates or co-workers. However, 

I can think of one time when a teammate and I didn’t get along. I joined a course late and was assigned to a 

group with a student I didn’t particularly get along with for a variety of reasons. He was a pretty good student, 

and I knew he was concerned with grades, so I just laid it out at the beginning. I said something like, “Look, I 

know we don’t really get along, but for both of our sakes, let’s put everything aside while we are working 

together in this class, get through it with our best work, and not let it affect our grades.” He respected me for 

handling the situation this way; we put our past disagreements aside and worked effectively together. Since the 

class has ended, we still don’t really get along, but we managed to make it work when it mattered. 

Tell me about a time when you motivated others. 

 This is another question about leadership. 

 Tell a story about a time you acted as a leader (see the What makes a good leader? question for those 

qualities), and effectively motivated your team/group to step up and produce results. 

 School and work situations are most common, but if you captained a varsity sport at your school, by all 

means use the story of the time you huddled them up and gave a “win one for the Gipper” speech. 

Response Example. In one of my finance classes last year, we had a final project and a final exam. The 

professor made a deal that if we did well on the final project, the exam would be optional. My group finished 

the project hoping that we would place out of the exam. The rest of my team members were satisfied with the 

project and were about to call it a night, but I wasn’t 100% convinced. I wanted to guarantee that I wouldn’t 

have to take the final; I had an A in the class and didn’t want to risk bringing down my grade. I needed a way to 

motivate my team to put in a few more hours and decided the best way to do that was through their stomachs. I 

called up Domino’s, ordered some pizzas and gave a little speech to get the rest of the group to spend a few 

more hours with me perfecting the project. It worked, and we placed out of the final. 
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Give an example of a project that required you to think quantitatively and analytically. 

Variation: Tell me about a complex project you worked on. Describe the process. 

 Pick a project you can speak confidently about, that was successful, and that shows you have 

quantitative skills as well as the ability to analyze a situation or problem effectively and come up with a 

solution. 

 The project doesn’t necessarily have to be business or education related, just make sure it emphasizes 

your personal strengths, and the strengths you need in finance. 

Response Example. In my corporate financial management class, our final project was to analyze a company’s 

financials, look at their balance sheet, compare them to their competitors’, and recommend adjustments the 

company should make to its balance sheet to increase shareholder value. We did a valuation of the company 

using a basic DCF and wanted to look at ways we could lower their WACC in order to increase the valuation. 

Since the company was nearly 100% equity financed, we recommended they issue bonds and repurchase stock 

with that new cash, as well as keeping some as a buffer against an economic downturn. 

Give an example of a project you enjoyed working on. 

 Here’s another opportunity to highlight your quantitative, analytical, communication, and teamwork 

skills through a story of a successful project.  

Response Example. Looking back on my college experience, the project I most enjoyed was working with my 

team on a business plan my junior year. I found that writing a business plan takes an incredible amount of 

work. We did hours of market research about our product and how popular it might be on campuses across the 

country. We actually took road trips to colleges as far as six hours away to do focus groups and collect data. 

Then we worked together to compile the data we collected and make projections based on that information. It 

took a lot of teamwork and communication to get the plan written, but I enjoyed the people on my team and 

loved the project as a whole. The final product was something I was extremely proud to present to my professor 

since I knew how hard we had worked on it together. 

Have you ever had to work on a project or presentation that was distributed or presented 

to a large group? 

 Here you want to focus on any experience you have had that required you to produce something that was 

widely distributed.  

 If a number of your classes emphasized team situations in which you were required to present to the rest 

of the class, you can talk about that. If you had a task at a previous job or internship where a boss asked 

you to create a PowerPoint for a group of investors, that is a great one to discuss. You could even talk 
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about your experience as the lead in the theater program in which you were required to be on stage in 

front of hundreds of people.  

 With this question, the interviewer is looking for a few things. First, they are looking to make sure you 

have presented to large groups in the past, which requires attention to detail and proper preparation. 

Second, they are looking to see whether you have the poise to present what you have created to a large 

group clearly and effectively. If possible, you should pick a situation that shows you have both. 

Response Example. At my school, they really tried to emphasize group work and presenting since they know it 

is an important skill to have in the working world. In my freshman year class, we were broken up into groups 

and required to pitch ideas to start a business. Eventually, the 60 person class had two teams, each responsible 

for running a business. Each week, we had to present our results to the whole class. As a “VP,” I was 

responsible for presenting a portion of the week’s results and took responsibility for creating the PowerPoint 

that was shown during the meeting.  

Give an example of a goal you set and how you achieved it. 

 Give a situation where you challenged yourself to achieve something that you hadn’t previously 

accomplished. 

 This can be from your personal life, school, sports, etc. It does not matter what the topic is; do not feel 

as though you have to force it towards finance. 

 This should be something impressive and challenging, a situation that demonstrates that you have the 

skills needed to succeed in finance.  

Response Example. After my freshman year, I was near the bottom of the roster on the golf team. I am a 

competitive person and hated not being on the traveling team and going to tournaments. That summer, I set a 

goal for myself to get my handicap from a 9 down to a 3, so I could make the top five, allowing me to travel. 

Every daylight hour that I wasn’t working, I spent either at the range or on the course practicing. All my hard 

work paid off. I got my handicap down to a 2.3, was number three on the team in the fall, and traveled to every 

tournament. 

Give an example of your experience with multitasking. 

 Tell a story of a time where you had to manage a lot of different tasks and work long hours. 

Response Example. I do a lot of multitasking at school with all my different activities. A specific instance that 

stands out in my mind would be finals week this past semester. I had final exams in three of my classes and 

papers due in the other two. I also was working on finishing the winter edition of the school newspaper, where I 

am the lead photographer, and I had to attend basketball practice or games every day. I was able to get 

everything done only by doing a few things at once. I edited photos on my laptop on the bus to away games. I 
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studied and edited papers on the treadmill during workouts. I made sure that when I had time focus on my work, 

I made the most of it by hiding on the quiet floor of the library, allowing me to concentrate completely. 

Give an example of a time when you persuaded others to do something or convinced 

someone to see your point of view. 

 At the senior level, you will be making pitches to companies, convincing them that your firm is the best 

one to handle a job, maintaining relationships, etc. You need to be persuasive.  

 Come up with a situation where you persuaded someone to do what you wanted.  

 You should present this in the form of a conflict, an action, and a resolution, just like your other stories. 

Response Example. Last year I launched a small business at school with two of my classmates. We all enjoyed 

cooking and had a contact at a local meat wholesaler, so we were going to start selling chicken sandwiches 

from our house at night. My two partners wanted to marinate three different flavors and offer a selection. I 

thought it would be better if we cooked all the chicken the same way and just offered different sauces; that way 

we wouldn’t have leftovers of flavors that didn’t sell. I thought about what would change my mind if I were in 

their shoes, then showed them how expensive it would be to have excess and how it would be almost impossible 

to avoid excess doing it their way. They agreed with me, and we decided to go with the sauces model.  

Give an example of going above and beyond what was expected of you. 

 Choose a situation where you were assigned a task and decided to do more than what was asked of you. 

If you have an example that ended with your efforts being officially commended by a boss or professor, 

that’s even better. 

 Talk about a time when you completed a task to the requirements, then continued working on the task to 

take it above and beyond. Maybe talk about a time you had to pull an all-nighter at your summer 

internship last year, or if you caught a mistake in a presentation just before it was too late.  

Response Example. Honestly, I am a bit of a perfectionist when it comes to presentations. A few months back, I 

worked on a project that my group had finished, but some of the formatting was a bit off. After we broke up, I 

worked until 3:00 a.m. redoing all of the graphics, making sure the formatting was perfect. My team was 

stunned and very appreciative the next morning when they saw the work I had done, and our professor 

commented on how professional the presentation looked.  

Give an example of a time when you were required to pay close attention to detail. 

 This should be a time when you have been under the stress of a deadline, still managed to pay close 

attention to the details of your project, and produced a flawless result.  
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 In finance, it will be expected that the pitch book you finished at 3:00 a.m. is flawless when it is 

presented to a prospective client the following morning. There is no acceptable excuse for error, so you 

need to prove to your interviewer that you have the ability to produce perfect work. 

Response Example. Last summer at my internship, I was responsible for building some models for my boss to 

use in generating fund projections, which he would present to senior management and prospective clients. Any 

error in a formula or variable in these models could have a drastic impact on the financial projections, so 

everything I produced needed to be error-free or it could really make my boss and me look bad. By the end of 

the summer, I had built several satisfactory models and gained the trust of my boss. 

What is the biggest mistake you ever made so far in your professional life? 

Variation: Give an example of a bad decision you made and what you learned from it. 

 This is similar to the What is your greatest failure? question discussed later. You want to come up with 

a circumstance that was clearly a mistake but doesn’t make you look hopeless. 

 Make sure you emphasize what you learned from this mistake and how you have avoided repeating it. 

 If you have had a summer internship, talk about a mistake you made the first week on the job in pulling 

data from a certain source (i.e. Bloomberg terminal). You can say you immediately learned to triple-

check your work before handing it in. 

Response Example. At the beginning of my internship last year, I made the mistake of pulling numbers from a 

company’s 2007 annual report rather than from the 2008 version. I put the information into a PowerPoint for 

my boss and handed it in. As he was looking it over, he caught the mistake and was naturally upset. Luckily, we 

had enough time to make corrections before he presented it to clients. I felt terrible, and I always remember to 

now triple-check my work and haven’t done anything like that since.  

Tell me about your previous work experiences and walk me through a project from your 

work. 

 Speak clearly and succinctly about the responsibilities you had at your last job. These duties and projects 

should exhibit the qualities and skills required for success in finance. Talk about long hours, tight 

deadlines, thinking analytically, and producing perfect results under pressure. Show you were willing to 

go above and beyond what was asked of you. 

 Do not exaggerate. Do not say you built an LBO model if you are not prepared to build one from scratch 

on the spot. Spin what you did do to sound positive, even impressive, but do not mislead. You do not 

want to invite your interviewer to call your bluff or test you with the most complex technical questions. 
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Response Example. Last year I was able to network my way into an internship with a boutique investment bank. 

The nice thing about having an internship at a small firm was that even as a rising junior, I worked as an 

analyst, at least with the simpler tasks. I got a lot of experience doing things that a full time analyst would have 

to do, like building PowerPoint presentations and editing pitch books. I was even lucky enough to work with 

another analyst building a model from scratch. While I only did it once, it was a great experience and gave me 

some insight into what I hope I will be doing on the job this summer and in the future. 

What do you do when work conflicts with your personal life?  

 Here’s an example…You are supposed to be meeting a close friend for dinner but something comes up 

and you have to stay late. What would you do? Talk about a similar conflict you actually have 

experienced. 

 This is a question about attitude. Show that you will be dedicated to the job. 

 Make it clear that you understand that this is a normal occurrence in finance, that these are sacrifices you 

expect to make. 

 If you have experienced a situation like this in the past, use it as an example. How you acted in the past 

is evidence of how you will act in the future. 

Response Example. First, I would look at the project, consider when it was due, and see how far along in the 

process it was. If the project hadn’t even been started, and had to be finished the next morning, I would cancel 

dinner and get started on it right away. However, if it was already in progress and I was sure it would only take 

another hour or two to complete, I would ask my boss if I could go to dinner and come back to the office to 

finish it. I know these occurrences happen a lot in finance and I expect to make sacrifices in my personal life. I 

am prepared to make those sorts of changes. 

Give an example of a time when you had to make a split second decision. 

 In finance, there will be times when you need to make a quick decision without much information. 

 Prove this ability to your interviewer by talking about a time when you had to make a very quick 

decision and mention that you quickly analyzed the information you did have and made a decision that 

made sense based on that information. 

Response Example. Last fall I bought some shares of Stock X in my personal account online. After I bought it, 

the stock had been flat until last quarter when they announced earnings that were below the estimates. I knew 

their stock was going to take a hit, and I had to decide whether I believed in holding onto the stock and letting it 

weather the storm, or whether I should dump it and take a little loss from when I bought it. I decided that since I 

bought the stock as a long-term investment, not a day trade, and I believed in its fundamentals, I should hold 

onto it. I’m glad I did, because it has recovered from that one day and is now up 35% from where I bought it! 
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Tell me about a time when you anticipated potential problems and took measures to 

prevent them.  

 In finance, anticipating problems can save billions of dollars. 

 Give an example where you showed the ability to see a storm brewing and made adjustments to mitigate 

or avoid the damage.  

Response Example. There was one time when I was working in a group last semester. I could see that one of 

the team members, Tim, was not particularly strong in a skill that we needed on the project. As leader of the 

team, I wanted to make sure this didn’t become a problem. I carefully approached Tim and worked with him to 

get the resources he needed to be able to complete the project. He studied up on what he didn’t understand and 

ended up producing great work. 

Tell me about a time when you learned something new in a very short time. 

 The learning curve in finance is so steep it is more like a cliff than a curve. 

 You will be thrown in, feet to the fire, and expected to perform from day one (even more so at a smaller 

firm with no formal training program). 

 Demonstrate that you can grasp new topics quickly and put your new skills to good use.  

 You would be best served here by an answer that is finance related. Try a situation where your professor 

assigned a quantitative project without really explaining how to do it. You took it upon yourself to do 

research in the library and on the Internet and taught yourself the skills you needed. 

Response Example. In one of my finance courses last year, my professor wasn’t great at explaining new 

concepts in class. She assigned us a project that required us to put together a portfolio of securities and 

calculate a number of statistics on the portfolio by running an optimizer program, but she gave us no guidance 

on how to use the program. I managed to complete the project by doing research on the Internet and learning 

on my own how to use the program.  

Tell me about a time you dealt with a major disappointment and turned it into a learning 

experience. 

 Choose a time in your past where you achieved something only to have it taken away from you 

unexpectedly.  

 Pick a time when you were disappointed but then worked hard to recover and learned something 

worthwhile in the process.  
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Response Example. The biggest disappointment I ever experienced occurred last winter. Before studying 

abroad, I was able to network with a few firms to get early interviews for summer internships. I accepted an 

offer from Firm X since they were able to extend me one before I left the country. Due to the economic situation, 

they later had to revoke their offer, and it was too late for me to re-interview elsewhere. However, to make the 

most of a bad break, I took a job outside of finance and continued networking for another finance-related 

internship. Finally, I was able to secure an internship at an investment management company, which ended up 

being one of the best experiences of my life and turned into a full time offer. Though initially disappointed, I 

learned that if you have a passion for something, you can persevere through the tough times until you 

accomplish your objective. 
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TRICKY QUESTIONS 

What is your biggest weakness? 

Variation: Why would we decide not to give you an offer today? 

 This is a tough question. With practice it is an easy one to answer “correctly," but many candidates still 

manage to blow it. 

 First, do not say that you don’t have any weakness. This will make you sound arrogant, and it is false.  

 Second, do not say something stupid like “kryptonite.” It is not likely to amuse your interviewer.  

 Third, do not be obvious with say something like, “I work too hard.” Describe a real weakness here, or 

your interviewer will end up rolling his eyes. 

 The key to answering this question is to pick a “flaw” that you can flip to make it into an area for 

improvement. Take something that could be seen as a weakness, and turn it into a positive. 

Response Example. In the past, I found myself taking on too much of the responsibility in team situations 

because I haven’t trusted others to produce work I would be comfortable with. Over the past few semesters, I 

have worked on allowing others to do their fair share, but also encouraging multiple drafts so we can all review 

the work before the final submission. I am also learning to listen more and not be so controlling. I am confident 

this will be especially valuable in finance where I will be surrounded by others who have the same drive and 

high standards I have. 

What do you consider your greatest failure? 

 Here’s another trick question. The interviewer wants to hear about a failure but wants even more to see 

what you learned from that failure. 

 Do not discount your ability in a skill-set that is critical to finance. You never want to say something 

like, “I failed my corporate finance course last semester,” since it is very hard to spin that in a positive 

way. 

 Allow the story of the failure to be the shortest part of your response, and then turn the question around 

to focus on how you turned the failure into a positive experience. 

 If you are debating between two failures, pick the one that is farther in the past, because it gives you 

more of a chance to have changed since the failure. If you pick a failure that happened last week, you 

will have a difficult time convincing anyone that you have succeeded in similar situations since then. 
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 For both the greatest weakness and the greatest failure questions, some things to keep in mind are:  

o Do not pick a failure that was costly to your employer’s finances or reputation.  

o Do not pick an example that doesn’t allow you to show how you have improved or how you 

succeeded as a result. 

Response Example. I consider not getting an internship last year to be my biggest failure. I know that the 

hiring situation was difficult, but I feel like I let down my family and myself by not getting an internship after 

having the opportunity to study at a school like The University of X. I went through the traditional channels and 

applied through my career center and websites. When that didn’t work, I realized that networking is essential. 

This year I reached out to almost everyone I know and now have interviews at a lot of great firms like this one. 

What do you consider the biggest negative about this job? 

 Your interviewer is giving you a chance to give a “negative” about the job and explain why you don’t 

really see it as a negative. 

 The overwhelmingly popular response to this question is the lack of work-life balance, long hours, very 

unpredictable schedule, etc. 

 Quickly mention the negative and then move onto why it doesn’t bother you. 

Response Example. I have been fortunate enough to have a lot of contacts who work in finance, and their usual 

response to this question is the long hours. However, every single person I have spoken with has said that they 

enjoy their job and they think the hours are worth it. This job will give me 4-5 years of work experience in only 

two years. It’s an opportunity I crave and a learning experience I don’t want to miss. I am ready for the 

challenges and I want to show that I can handle them. 

Why is your GPA so low? 

 This is a stress-test question. Whatever you do, do not admit that your GPA is low or apologize for 

whatever it is. 

 Do not make excuses unless something EXTREMELY drastic happened that dropped your GPA one 

semester (parent dying, major surgery, etc.). 

 Show you are well rounded and you know you will have very little or no time for a social life once you 

get into finance, so while maybe your GPA isn’t a 4.0, you are happy that you had fun while you could 

and are confident you have the skills to be a great employee now. 

Response Example. Personally, I do not consider my GPA especially low. With my commitment to the hockey 

team as well as the student government association, I think my GPA is actually at a solid level. I am more 
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satisfied with the combination of my GPA and my variety of extracurricular activities than if I had a 4.0 doing 

nothing except going to class and studying. 

At the end of the summer internship, you don’t get a full time offer. What could cause this 

to happen? 

 Make sure you tell them you plan on working so hard that you do not see it happening. Be confident but 

not cocky. Show you have done your research. You understand the demands of the job, but you are up to 

the challenge. 

 That being said, say that after talking to friends and alumni in the industry, you understand that the 

biggest cause of burnout seems to be the long hours. You can also say that you might not have 

succeeded in receiving a full time offer because you didn’t feel 100% comfortable with the people you 

were working with, and in this industry, fit is crucial since you will be spending most of your waking 

hours in the office. 

Response Example. Well, I really don’t see that happening but if I had to guess, I think the most likely reason 

would be that I was not comfortable with my colleagues. I know about the long hours and I’m completely 

prepared for them, so I don’t expect that to be a problem. However, since I don’t know the people in my group, 

I cannot predict how we will interact. Working 80+ hours per week with a group you don’t mesh with can be 

difficult and I suppose that could impact me receiving an offer. 

You worked at Bank X last year. Why wouldn’t you go back there to work full time? 

 This question is probing to see if you failed to receive a return offer. Similar to the question above, if 

you didn’t actually receive an offer to return full time, think about discussing a lack of cultural fit, poor 

performance of the group as a whole leading to them not hiring many/any interns to return full time, or 

just the overall performance of the bank requiring them to cut back on hiring. 

Response Example. Unfortunately, the group I was working in at Bank X was very slow while I was there last 

summer. The group underperformed which allowed them to hire only 2 of 28 interns to return full time. While I 

received strong performance reviews from all my superiors, I was not one of the two. However, I feel as though 

not receiving the offer may have been a blessing in disguise since I wasn’t crazy about the culture at that firm. I 

think the environment here suits me much better. 

Where else are you applying? 

 While you want to show that you are in demand by a lot of firms, you also need to make sure you come 

across as focused. If you are lucky enough to get interviews with a number of bulge brackets and a 

number of boutiques, you may not want to mention the BB’s to the boutiques or vice versa. 
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 While most interviewers are aware that you are probably applying everywhere, you need to show that 

you have studied the culture and focus of this firm and want to be at this particular firm for specific 

reasons. 

 By all means mention other banks you are interviewing with that are similar in size and culture (i.e. 

mention Morgan Stanley to Goldman Sachs). 

 DO NOT tell an investment bank you are interviewing at an accounting firm, management consulting 

firm, etc. You want to appear highly focused on Investment Banking, Sales and Trading, or whatever 

your current interview is for. 

 If you are interviewing at a boutique and tell them you have a final round at Goldman coming up, they 

may actually be less likely to extend an offer. This is because they may assume you will turn them down 

if you get an offer from Goldman. Firms do not like being turned down. 

 The bottom line is that you should name firms that are similar to the one you are currently interviewing 

with. If you are interviewing for jobs outside of banking, make sure the interviewer knows that banking 

is your first choice and the others are fallbacks due to the tough job market, just hedging your bets to 

make sure you get something. If you do not have interviews lined up with other firms, say something to 

the effect that, “I am in contact with a number of different firms.” If they push, name some firms you 

applied to and/or are waiting to hear back from. 

 Do not lie. You don’t want to run the risk that the interviewer knows someone at the other firm and 

checks up on your false claim. 

Response Example. I have been lucky to get some interviews at some other great firms. I have Superdays 

coming up at Bank X, Bank Y, and Bank Z. However, I really hope I don’t even have to go to those interviews 

because I already will have accepted an offer here; this is where I want to be and where I think I fit best. 

Where do you see yourself in 5-10 years? 

 If you are applying for an analyst position, your answer to this question can vary. In your early twenties, 

it's OK not to be 100% certain you will be a banker for life. If you see yourself going back for your 

MBA, you can say so. If you would rather stay with the firm, do a third year as an analyst, and try for 

promotion directly to associate, that’s fine too. Just make sure you have a reason for your choice and can 

explain it clearly. 

 Another option is admitting that you are not sure right now exactly what you want that far in the future. 

You can tell your interviewer that you are going into finance as a crash course in which you will learn 

more than you would in any other job. It will prepare you for anything that you decide to do later and 

probably will help you figure out what you want to do. As the program progresses, you will assess your 

situation and decide what is best for you. 
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 No interviewer actually expects you to know what you will be doing in 10 years. Anyone who says they 

know what they want to be doing in 10 years, right out of school, is lying. Your answer is to show that 

you have thought about your future and have a rationale for your thoughts. 

 However, if you are applying for an Associate position coming out of your years in business school, you 

need to appear more certain that this position is a career choice, not just a decision for a couple of years. 

Firms want to see that you have thought about your future at this point, and have decided this is the path 

you want to take. Show commitment. 

 In either situation, show that you are 100% dedicated to (and excited about) the years you hope to spend 

at this firm. 

Response Example. I cannot honestly sit here and say I know what I will be doing in five or ten years. I am 

enthusiastic about this program as a learning experience. I am thrilled at the opportunity to be an analyst. As I 

work through the program, I will be considering my next steps. My feeling now is that if I were performing 

successfully and enjoying my group, I would want to do a third year as an Analyst and then move directly up to 

Associate. If I were less satisfied, I could apply to business school. Looking back at your past roles, it looks like 

you switched jobs every year or so. How do I know you aren’t going to do the same thing here? 

 This question is tricky in that you need to make sure you don’t come off as someone who gets bored 

after a year and looks to make a move.  

If I gave you an offer right now, would you sign it? 

 Even if this is a lie, you have to say yes. You have to show your interviewer that this is your number one 

choice.  

 That being said, we haven’t heard of an interviewer actually putting an offer letter in front of a candidate 

and forcing them to sign on the spot, so don’t worry about it too much.  

Response Example. Absolutely. Show me where to sign and I’m all yours. 



 

 
   

Page 53 
 

  

OTHER QUESTIONS 

Tell me a (clean) joke. 

 Rare to get this one, but have a clean joke in the back of your mind just in case. This is part of the 

“airport test,” meaning your interviewer wants to see if you are someone they could stand being stuck 

with in an airport for an extended period (or in the analyst bullpen until 4:00 a.m.). Funny people are 

good to be around in stressful times, so show your sense of humor. 

 You should rehearse this joke and tell it to several times to others in order to test its effectiveness and 

get your presentation down. 

 There are plenty of resources online to help you find a good clean joke to tell in an interview. 

What is the most interesting thing you have read in The Wall Street Journal lately? 

 This question tests your interest in the markets. Do you keep in touch with what is going on in the 

financial world? 

 Pick something that is not on the front page. The reasoning behind this is two-fold. First, it shows that 

you don’t just glance at the front page to grab any old story in preparation for your interview. Second, it 

is less likely that your interviewer will know a lot about the topic and therefore push you to an in-depth 

discussion. 

 For a few days before your interview, read The Wall Street Journal and outline a few articles you feel 

comfortable discussing. What are the main idea, supporting arguments, and main conclusion of the 

article? What is your opinion of the article/topic? It is probably best to stay clear of highly controversial 

topics like politics and/or war and focus on financial stories. 

Response Example. A few days ago, I read an article about Roger Penske buying Saturn. I was interested in 

finding out why he would want to own a company that recorded a $1.1 billion loss last year, and has terrible 

car sales. Turns out that he has a lot of plans for cost cutting, including outsourcing production. At the same 

time, by buying the company he will help save 13,000 jobs since before they found a buyer, GM was planning 

on slowly phasing out the Saturn line. 

What are the qualities of a successful leader? 

 A great leader must embody a combination of qualities. 
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 Leaders must be trustworthy, enthusiastic, confident, organized, tolerant, calm, focused, committed, and 

great communicators. 

 Great leaders also empower those around them, allowing group members to make decisions on their own 

rather micromanaging, and making sure to express appreciation for those they are working with.  

 Pick a few of those qualities and explain why in your mind they are the most important qualities. 

Response Example. I think there are two main qualities that determine whether someone is a successful leader. 

First, they need to listen to those they are leading. Communication is essential to successful teamwork, and 

great communication starts with great listening. Second, a great leader needs to empower those working below 

them. While it is important for a leader to be in control and understand what’s going on, they can’t lead 

effectively and efficiently if they are micromanaging. When it comes to less important decisions, team members 

must be empowered to make them and then be held responsible for them. 

Tell me the full names of the people who interviewed you before me. 

 The only way to prepare for this other is to pay close attention during and to make careful notes after 

every interview. Bring to your interviews mental notes of the full names of all previous interviewers. 

Titles wouldn’t be a bad idea either. 

 You will be meeting new people every day in this job; you want to show you will have no trouble 

remembering clients’ names after a single brief meeting. 

 If you can’t remember, you are better off smiling and just saying so rather than getting flustered and 

apologizing or making excuses. 
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YOUR QUESTIONS    

Remember that your responsibility for how the interview goes, what you get out of it, and the impression you 

leave is not limited to the passive role of answering questions. You may take a more active part by asking 

questions as time permits and the climate allows. 

 You should have good questions to ask your interviewer. 

 You should have at least ten questions in mind that you feel comfortable asking. 

 Ten may seem like a lot, but not every question will be suitable for every interviewer. You need to 

gauge the type of question your interviewer would enjoy answering. 

 Some general hints for framing good questions are as follows: 

o Keep the questions short; you do not want the interviewer to stop paying attention. 

o Allow the interviewer to finish speaking before you jump in with a response. 

o Do not ask yes or no questions. Allow your interviewers to talk about themselves. 

o Do not ask questions that aren’t relevant to the job at hand. 

o Do not ask about compensation. Those in finance make a lot of money (not on an hourly basis); 

we all know that. 

 There are two subjects about which you may question your interviewers. It’s OK to ask them about 

financial topics, and you can ask about firm/lifestyle topics. Some samples of each are below. 

FINANCIAL 

o Where do you see the economy going in the next year? 

o Have you seen a change in deal flow due to the economic downturn? 

o In your opinion, what desks or product groups have the best reputation and/or the most 

promising future at your firm? 

o Do you think more “investment banks” will end up going under in the coming years? 

o What do you see as the future of investment banking/sales and trading? 

FIRM/LIFESTYLE 

o What was your career path/how did you get into finance? 

o Why did you choose investment banking/sales and trading over something like consulting or 

corporate finance? 

o Did you do an internship here? 

o What group are you in? 
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o Have you enjoyed your finance experience? 

o Why did you choose this firm? 

o Have you worked at other firms? How does this experience compare to that? 

o What do you think is the biggest positive with this firm? 

o What do you think is the biggest negative of this firm? 

o What kind of training program does your firm have? 

o What is the team experience like at this bank? Will I be mentored? 

o How is the interaction between junior and senior professionals here? 

o Are you “friends” with your colleagues? 

o How does the work/life balance change as you move up from the analyst level? (not a highly 

recommended question—you don’t want to risk that they think you’re afraid of the hours) 

o How have you handled the intense finance lifestyle? 

o I know there is no “typical” day, but I wonder if you walk me through one of your normal days. 

o What advice would you give me going into my analyst stint? 

o What personal qualities do you value most in an employee? 

o What do you think makes a great analyst? (The answer to this can be used in later interviews 

when you get asked this same question.) 

o What should I do during the first month on the job to make the most positive impact? 

o If I were an analyst on your current deal team, what would my role be? 

A third kind of permissible questions is the non-substantive question that addresses the interview, the evaluation 

process, or the hiring procedure. 

NON-SUBSTANTIVE 

o Is there anything else that you would like to know or anything else I can clarify about my resume 

our conversation?  

o What are the next steps in this process? When should I expect to hear from you? (This is useful if 

you are running out of questions or want to wrap things up.) 

 With any question, especially the financial ones, be ready for it to be turned back on you. You must be 

able to hold a conversation and have an opinion about the questions you ask, so don’t enter an area 

where you are completely clueless. 

 Most interviewers enjoy talking about themselves. Allow them to do so if possible, pay attention, and be 

enthusiastic listening to their stories. 

 The questions you ask should be about things you are truly interested in learning. You need to sound 

genuine with your questions; otherwise, your interviewer will see right through you. 

 Ask about the background of your interviewer first (school, other firms they worked for, etc) and then 

follow that up with appropriate questions about the industry. 
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 Ask follow up questions after a response. This creates more of a conversation with your interviewer 

rather than a formal Q&A. 

 You can write your questions in your notebook and glance at them before the interview to refresh your 

memory, but you should not be looking at them during the interview. 

 The final word of advice about asking questions comes from a Goldman Sachs VP... “Don’t do any 

damage at the end of the interview by asking a stupid question.” Don’t take risks in the Q&A 

portion of the interview; it is not worth it. 


