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Front matter

About This Book


There are many guides to breaking into investment banking. There are very few guides to breaking into commercial banking, and almost none that take seriously the proposition that commercial banking is its own intellectual discipline — distinct from investment banking, distinct from consulting, distinct from corporate finance — with its own worldview, its own forms of judgement, and its own long arc of professional development. This book exists to fill that gap, and to do so for a reader who is at the beginning of the journey.

Three readers in particular shaped how this book was written.

The first is the finance student or career-switcher preparing for commercial banking interviews. They have read the standard preparation guides, learned the standard frameworks, and walked into interviews to discover that the questions being asked were not the questions the guides had prepared them for. The guides had taught them what to know. The interviews were testing how to think. This book is built around the second of those — the underlying way of thinking that commercial banking requires — and is designed to give the candidate, before they walk into any interview room, a structured way of beginning to develop it.

The second is the early-career junior banker, six to eighteen months into their first commercial banking role, who is starting to notice that the work is not quite what the recruiting process described. The decisions they thought were technical are turning out to be judgement decisions made under conditions of incomplete information. The seniors around them are reading files and clients and situations in ways the junior cannot yet quite reproduce. This book is built to give that junior banker the explicit version of what their seniors have internalised — the frameworks senior bankers actually use, the dispositions they listen for, and the disciplines that produce careers of durable judgement across cycles.

The third reader is the professional from outside banking — the lawyer, the accountant, the corporate executive, the policy adviser — who works alongside commercial banks regularly and wants to understand, more deeply than any external description has provided, how bankers actually think. This book is not written for that reader as its primary audience, but the chapters that follow will be, I hope, a usable account of the worldview bankers operate from when these readers find themselves across the table from one.

What this book is not is also worth naming.

This is not a cookbook of interview questions and answers. The standard questions in commercial banking interviews are addressed in the chapters that follow, but the focus is on the underlying reasoning rather than on memorisable responses. Candidates who internalise the underlying reasoning will find that they can answer interview questions they have not specifically prepared for. Candidates who memorise responses will find that the responses, recited in the room, sound to senior bankers like recitation.

This is not a technical textbook on credit analysis or banking products. The technical content of commercial banking — credit metrics, facility structures, financial statement analysis, industry classifications — is real and has to be learned, but it is well-covered in other places. What this book offers instead is the layer above the technical content: how the technical content gets used, in real situations, by bankers exercising real judgement.

This is not a memoir. All cases in this book are composite illustrations, constructed for teaching purposes. They reflect patterns that practising commercial bankers will recognise from across many real situations, but they do not represent any specific client, transaction, or institution I have worked with. The names, numbers, and details are designed to make the analytical points clearly. The patterns are real. The specific files are not. This applies equally to cases identified by company name (such as those in Chapters 3 and 4) and cases identified by descriptor only (such as those in Chapters 6 and 7) — the difference in naming convention reflects the different teaching purposes of each chapter, not a difference in how closely the case is connected to any real-world situation.

A note on how to read what follows. The eight chapters can be read linearly, in order, and produce a coherent progression — from the foundational worldview of commercial banking, through the specific instruments of credit judgement, into the deeper disciplines of declining and disagreeing. The chapters can also be read in clusters, depending on what is most useful at any given moment of your career. Chapters One and Two introduce the underlying temperament; Chapters Three through Six develop the technical instruments; Chapters Seven and Eight take both into the integrative territory where the work eventually lives. Some readers will find the technical chapters most useful in their first read and the integrative chapters most useful on a second read, two or three years into a career when the technical content has become familiar. The book is built to support both readings.

A word, finally, about the position from which this book is written. I have spent the last fifteen years working in commercial banking — beginning at Bank of China's Head Office in Beijing, then helping establish Bank of China's New Zealand branch from the founding team forward, then working in mainstream New Zealand commercial banking at BNZ and Kiwibank. The views in this book are my own, and are not necessarily those of any current or former employer. Across those years, I have had the privilege of watching many junior bankers develop into senior ones, and of being mentored by senior bankers whose judgement, in retrospect, shaped my own more than any framework ever did. This book is, in some sense, my attempt to make explicit what those senior bankers communicated to me implicitly — to take the disposition they spent fifteen years modelling for me, and to give it a structured form that the next cohort of bankers can begin developing earlier than I did.

What I hope you take from these pages, if you read carefully, is not a set of tools. It is the beginning of a way of looking at the world — at businesses, at decisions, at risks, at your own knowledge — that, deepened across decades, becomes one of the more durable and quietly satisfying disciplines a professional life can be built around.

The frameworks are the scaffolding. The disposition is the work.

Welcome to it.

Companion resources for this book — downloadable reference sheets and sector-specific toolkits — are at bankingjudgmentlab.com/book.









Chapter I

1

Why Bankers Think Differently



§1Two Candidates



§2How Bankers Actually See the World



§3The Reading Map: How the Three Questions Run Through This Book



§4Two Mindsets, One Situation



§5The Interview Answer








§ 1

Two Candidates



You walked into the interview prepared. You knew the ratios. You had read the guides. You had a story ready for "tell me about yourself," delivered in ninety seconds, ending with the sentence about why you wanted to sit in this particular room. The senior banker on the other side of the table listened, nodded at the right moments, and moved on.

Somewhere in the first ten minutes, you began to suspect that what you had prepared for was not what was being tested. The questions were ones you knew. The answers were ones you had practised. And the room felt, in some way you could not yet name, like it was assessing something underneath the answers, on a register the answers were not really reaching.

You were not wrong about that.

What was being tested was not what you knew. It was how you thought — and more specifically, whether the way you thought had begun to resemble, even faintly, the way the senior banker on the other side of the table had been thinking for the last fifteen years. The technical questions were where decisions got confirmed. The decision itself was being made on something else. By the time you left the room, the senior banker had already formed a judgement that the rest of the interview — and any later rounds — would mostly be there to verify.

This chapter is about what that judgement actually consists of, and why it matters more than any of the technical material that comes after it. The argument of the chapter — and in some sense of the whole book — is simple, even though its consequences run deep:

Commercial banking is a profession defined by a particular temperament, the temperament is older and deeper than the technical knowledge the recruiting process appears to test for, and the work of preparing for a career in this profession is, properly understood, the work of developing the temperament itself.

To make that argument concrete, it helps to look at two careers — one beginning the way the recruiting process is designed to identify, the other beginning a different way — and to follow them out far enough that the difference between them becomes visible.

Two finance majors graduate, in the same year, from the same business school. They have similar grades, similar internships, similar references. They sit through the same set of graduate programme interviews across a single recruiting season. They both want to work in finance. By any reasonable measure, an outside observer would predict similar career outcomes.

Call them Alex and Ben.

Alex receives a graduate offer from one of the Big Four commercial banks. Ben does not. Ben, after a difficult few months, takes a role in a finance function at a mid-sized corporate, intending to redirect into banking after a year or two. Alex starts work in October. Ben starts work in February.

Ten years later, the gap between them has compounded into something that no one, looking at their twenty-two-year-old selves, would have predicted.

Alex, by his early thirties, is leading a portfolio of mid-market corporate clients, sits regularly across the table from senior credit committees, and is increasingly named in succession conversations for senior origination roles. He is not, in any technical sense, smarter than he was at twenty-two. The financial ratios he uses are the same ones he learned in his second-year accounting course. The frameworks he applies, when he writes a credit memo, are recognisable to anyone who has read a textbook. What has changed is something underneath the technical layer. He has spent ten years inside a particular kind of professional environment, exposed to a particular kind of judgement, and the way he looks at a business — the order in which his eyes move across a financial statement, the questions he asks before he answers a question, the things he notices that a layperson would not — has, almost imperceptibly, been rewired. He thinks like a banker now. He cannot quite remember the moment when this became true. But it is true, and the difference between him and his twenty-two-year-old self is, when he allows himself to notice it, considerably more than ten years of experience would, on its own, account for.

Ben, by his early thirties, has done well. He is competent, well-regarded, technically strong. He has worked in two corporate finance roles, taken his CFA, attempted twice in his late twenties to lateral into banking and was, both times, told some version of "you're impressive, but the timing is wrong" — meaning, in the unspoken subtext, that the window for becoming a banker had closed for him at twenty-six or twenty-seven, and that his subsequent experience, while genuinely valuable, was not the experience the industry was looking for in a thirty-year-old hire. He has built a respectable corporate career. He still wonders, occasionally, what would have happened if he had received the offer Alex received, ten years earlier. He cannot quite locate, in retrospect, what Alex had at the interview that he did not.

The honest answer, looking back at the original interviews — the answer that neither Alex nor Ben had the vocabulary to articulate at twenty-two, and that the interviewers themselves would have struggled to put precisely into words — is that Alex demonstrated, in a way Ben did not, the early signs of a particular way of thinking. Not knowledge. Not preparation. Not even cleverness, of which both candidates had ample amounts. Something more specific, and more consequential.

Alex, in the way he answered the interview's harder questions, signalled that his mind, on hearing about a business situation, moved first toward what could go wrong — and then, only afterward, toward what could go right. He treated optimistic statements as claims to be tested rather than facts to be celebrated. When asked about a hypothetical client, he asked questions about the durability of the cash flows before he asked questions about the growth rate. When walked through a deal scenario, he wanted to know what would happen in a downside case before he wanted to know what would happen in the base case. None of these moves was dramatic. None of them was rehearsed. They were, instead, the early surface signals of a temperament — and the senior credit person sitting across from him, who had spent twenty years being paid to identify exactly this temperament, recognised it within the first ten minutes of the conversation.

Ben, by contrast, had answered the same questions competently, accurately, and from a different starting orientation. His mind, on hearing about a business, moved first toward the opportunity. He looked at growth before he looked at risk. He valued upside articulation more than downside containment. His answers, in any other professional context — investment banking, private equity, consulting, corporate strategy — would have been read as confident, ambitious, and well-prepared. They were, in fact, all of those things. They were just not signals of the temperament commercial banking exists to find. And so the offer went one way and not the other, for reasons that neither candidate could quite see at the time, and that compounded across the decade that followed in ways that neither of them anticipated.

This is the territory this book has been written to make visible.

The premise underneath every chapter that follows is that commercial banking is a profession defined less by its technical content — which is, in honest assessment, learnable in a year — than by a specific way of looking at the world, which takes considerably longer to develop and which is the actual subject of every interview question, every credit committee, every client meeting, and every internal disagreement that fills a banker's working life. You can study the technical content from textbooks. You will, in fact, need to. But the technical content is not what produces the bankers whose careers compound across decades into the kind of professional life Alex is now living. What produces those careers is the underlying temperament, applied consistently across thousands of decisions, across many cycles, across the kinds of moments that this book has been built to prepare you for.

The interviewers know this. The senior bankers know this. The candidates, almost without exception, do not — and most of the existing literature on how to break into commercial banking does not help them, because the existing literature treats banking as a knowledge subject rather than as a temperament subject. This book treats it as a temperament subject. That choice is the single most important difference between this book and almost everything else you will read on the topic, and it is the choice that determines the shape of every chapter that follows.

The chapter you are reading now exists to do one thing: to give you a clear-eyed picture of what that temperament actually is, where it differs from the temperaments rewarded in adjacent industries, and what specific worldview it asks you to begin developing — well before any interview, and well before any first day on the job. The picture is not flattering or unflattering. It is, simply, accurate. The candidates who recognise themselves in the picture, and who lean into developing the temperament described in it, are the candidates who, ten years from now, will be the Alexes of their cohort. The candidates who read the picture and decide that this is not the temperament they want to develop are doing themselves a profound favour by recognising it now, rather than ten years into a career that did not suit them. Both responses are useful. What is not useful is reading this chapter without recognising that the choice is being asked.

Alex cannot, as I have said, quite remember the moment his temperament became a banker's temperament. The truth is that there was no single moment. There were, instead, several thousand small recalibrations, accumulated across a decade, each one too small to notice but each one shaping the eventual shape of who he became. The earliest of those recalibrations, however — the ones that took him from twenty-two-year-old finance major to twenty-three-year-old fledgling banker — happened in his first six months on the job, and they were the recalibrations that the interview, ten months earlier, had been built to identify the capacity for. The interviewers were not testing whether he had the temperament already. They were testing whether he had the early signs of being able to develop it. Those signs are visible, to people trained to see them, well before any banking experience. They are visible, with care and self-awareness, to the candidate himself.

This chapter is about making them visible to you.


§ 2

How Bankers Actually See the World



Before any of this was clear to you, there was a moment — perhaps in your second year of university, perhaps later — when finance was still a single word.

You had a vague picture of what people in finance did. The picture had spreadsheets in it, and offices, and people in suits, and the implicit suggestion that the work was both demanding and well-rewarded. When older students or career advisers spoke about the field, they spoke about it the way one might speak about medicine or law — as if it were a coherent thing one could enter, rather than a set of quite different professions that happened to share an undergraduate prerequisite list. You did not, at the time, have any reason to disagree.

Then, somewhere along the way, the word started to come apart.

You noticed that the recruiting events for investment banks felt different from the recruiting events for commercial banks, and both felt different from the recruiting events for consulting firms. The questions the interviewers asked were different. The kinds of work being described were different. The people doing the describing carried themselves differently. You could not, at first, articulate the differences. You only sensed that the word finance had been doing more concealing than revealing, and that what sat underneath it was several distinct professions whose surface similarities had hidden how different the underlying work actually was.

That recognition is the beginning of being able to choose, rather than drift into, a finance career. And the cleanest way to make the recognition concrete is to notice that each of the major finance professions is organised around a different foundational question — a question that, asked thousands of times across a career, shapes the worldview of the people who ask it.

The investment banker’s foundational question is, roughly, "how do I maximise the value of this transaction?" The consultant’s is closer to "what is the optimal strategy?" The equity investor’s is something like "is this business going to be worth more in five years than the market currently thinks?" Each question is reasonable. Each one, asked enough times, produces a particular cast of mind — a particular set of things one notices first, a particular relationship to optimism, a particular tolerance for uncertainty. The professions are organised around the questions, and the people are organised around the professions, and after enough years the distinction between the question and the person is hard to find.

The commercial banker’s question is different from all three. It is asked rarely outside the profession, almost never named explicitly inside it, and answered — across thousands of files, across decades of cycles — every working day. The question is this:

How do I get my money back, with interest, across cycles?

That sentence, as plain as it sounds, is the foundational unit of the banker’s worldview. Every framework in this book — the Three Diagnostics for working capital, the Quality of Earnings Triangulation, the Lendability Matrix, the Walk-Away Framework — is, in some form, a structured way of answering it. Every interview question you will be asked is a derivative of it. Every credit committee meeting you will sit in is a multi-hour discussion about whether the answer, on a particular file, is yes or no. Every disagreement inside a bank, when you trace it back to its origin, is a disagreement about how to weigh some part of that single sentence.

It is, on the face of it, an unromantic question. It does not animate the kinds of stories finance tells about itself in films or memoirs. It does not promise to change the world or to optimise it or to outsmart it. It promises only one thing, and asks the same thing repeatedly: that the money go out, and the money come back, with the spread that justifies the risk, across the period of the loan, including across whatever happens during that period. The unromantic nature of the question is not incidental to the profession. It is the foundation on which the rest of the worldview is built.

To see why, it is worth laying the three worldviews — banking, investment banking, consulting — alongside each other for a moment, and noticing how differently the same situation looks from inside each one.

Consider a single business: a mid-sized manufacturer, growing well, profitable, well-managed, considering a strategic acquisition.

The investment banker looks at this business and asks: "how do I maximise the value of the transaction?" The acquisition is an opportunity to advise, to structure, to underwrite, to syndicate. The investment banker's success criterion is the deal — its size, its complexity, its successful close. Time horizon: until the deal closes. Payoff structure: a fee that scales with transaction value. Risk orientation: the investment banker's downside, in any single transaction, is reputational and incremental — a deal that does not close, a fee that does not get earned. The investment banker is paid to make things happen, and the temperament that succeeds in investment banking is the temperament of someone who is energised by motion, by momentum, by the closing of transactions.

The consultant looks at the same business and asks: "what is the optimal strategy?" The acquisition is an opportunity to advise on strategic fit, integration approach, organisational design, post-merger value creation. The consultant's success criterion is the recommendation — its rigour, its insight, its adoption by the client. Time horizon: until the engagement ends, typically twelve to thirty-six months. Payoff structure: fees scaled to engagement length and seniority. Risk orientation: the consultant's downside is the engagement that does not get extended, the recommendation that does not get implemented, the client relationship that does not deepen. The consultant is paid to think clearly about hard problems, and the temperament that succeeds in consulting is the temperament of someone who is energised by intellectual structure and by the elegance of well-reasoned solutions.

The commercial banker looks at the same business and asks something different. The acquisition is, to the banker, primarily a change in the borrower's risk profile that has implications for the bank's existing exposure and for any new exposure the bank might be asked to provide. The banker's success criterion is the cash flow that supports debt service, the structural protections that limit downside if the acquisition fails to perform, the covenants that give the bank visibility into deterioration before it becomes irreversible, and the long-run portfolio quality that compounds across the years and decades the banker spends with this client. Time horizon: not the deal close, but the maturity of the loan — three years, five years, seven years, sometimes longer. Payoff structure: a spread on the principal across the tenor, capped on the upside, exposed to the full principal on the downside. Risk orientation: the banker's downside, on any single facility, can be the loss of the entire principal, while the upside is the spread times the tenor. The math is asymmetric, and the temperament that succeeds in banking is shaped by that asymmetry.

That asymmetry, explicitly, is the engine of the banker's worldview. The investment banker can lose a deal and earn no fee; the consultant can lose an engagement and earn no extension. The banker can lose principal, which is many multiples of the spread the loan was ever going to earn. This single mathematical fact — the fact that the upside on any working capital facility is two or three percent, and the downside is one hundred percent — is the foundation on which every other distinctive feature of banking judgement is built. It explains why bankers are skeptical by default, why they treat optimism as a hypothesis, why they care more about downside cases than upside cases, why they value structural protections more highly than spread, why they walk away from deals that other finance professionals would happily accept. The math forces the temperament. And the temperament, applied consistently across a career, becomes the worldview.


A practitioner’s observation

The worldview I am describing is not a worldview of pessimism. This is the most common misreading, and it is wrong. The banker's worldview is not pessimistic. It is asymmetrically attentive. The banker pays disproportionate attention to the downside not because they expect bad outcomes but because the math of their work makes downside understanding more economically valuable than upside understanding. A banker who is right about the upside earns no more than a banker who is wrong about the upside; they both earn the spread. A banker who is right about the downside earns the same spread as a banker who is wrong about the downside, but does not lose the principal. The asymmetry is not in the banker's mood. It is in the structure of what the banker is paid to do.



The Three Questions

Underneath the foundational sentence — how do I get my money back, with interest, across cycles? — sits a more workable structure. Across the rest of this book, almost every framework is a structured answer to one of three more specific questions, which I will name now and which will recur, in different forms, across every chapter that follows.

Question One: Will I get paid back? (credit)

This is the credit question. It is the question that asks whether the borrower has the cash flows, the assets, the business model, and the resilience to repay the loan in full and on time, across the tenor of the facility, including across whatever cyclical or competitive stresses the borrower will encounter during that tenor. It is the largest of the three questions, and it consumes the largest share of the banker's analytical attention. Most of the technical chapters in this book — Chapters 3, 4, 5, and 6 — are, at root, structured ways of answering Question One with the rigor it requires. Working capital diagnostics test whether the trade cycle generates the cash to repay. Quality of Earnings tests whether the reported profit is real enough to lend against. The Lendability Matrix asks which industries can support which kinds of debt. Early warning signals test whether deterioration is approaching faster than the income statement reveals. All four chapters are, in different forms, structured methods for arriving at a defensible answer to "will I get paid back?"

Question Two: Am I being paid enough for the risk? (return)

This is the return question. It is, in some ways, the simplest of the three to articulate and the most subtle to answer well. The naive version of the question is "is the spread adequate?" — and this, by itself, is rarely a sophisticated question, because pricing in commercial banking tends to converge across competitors and the room for differentiation on spread alone is narrow. The sophisticated version of the question is broader: "taking into account the spread, the fees, the ancillary business, the relationship value across years, the capital weighting, and the operational cost of holding this exposure — am I being paid, in aggregate, enough for the risk I am taking?" This is a more interesting question, and one that senior bankers spend more time on than juniors realise. A facility that looks well-priced on spread alone might be, when capital cost and ancillary economics are factored in, a poor return for the bank. A facility that looks aggressively priced on spread might be, when the relationship value is properly weighted, a strong long-term economic. The banker's job is not just to answer Question One. It is also to ask whether the answer to Question One is being adequately compensated, in the broader sense, given the bank's alternatives.

Question Three: Can I get out if I'm wrong? (exit / structural protection)

This is the structural question, and it is the one that distinguishes truly senior banking judgement from competent banking judgement. Even the best Question One analysis can be wrong. Borrowers fail. Industries change. Cycles turn. Management teams misjudge. No banker is right one hundred percent of the time, and the discipline of accepting this is the discipline that produces durable portfolios. Question Three asks: "if I am wrong about this borrower — if the cash flows do not materialise as I have analysed, if the industry shifts in ways I did not foresee, if management makes decisions that turn out badly — what is my path out of this exposure with the bulk of my principal intact?" The answer to Question Three lives in structure: in tenor, in security, in covenants, in amortisation profiles, in borrowing bases, in guarantees, in the design of the legal and economic protections that surround the loan. A banker who has answered Question One affirmatively but has not asked Question Three has done half the analysis. A banker who has asked Question Three carefully has, in effect, bought insurance against the inevitable instances when Question One turns out to have been wrong.

The three questions, taken together, are the underlying structure of every credit decision in commercial banking. They are not, in any single banker's day, asked in this explicit form — by year five, they are asked instinctively, in milliseconds, woven into how the banker reads any new file. But the instinct is built on the explicit version. You will, in the early years of your career, ask these questions in their explicit form many thousands of times before they become instinctive. That is the work. Most of it is invisible. None of it is glamorous. It is, in its own way, deeply rewarding for the people whose minds suit it.

What This Means for the Interview Room

The senior banker conducting your interview is not, despite appearances, asking the questions on the printed list. The senior banker is asking, underneath every printed question, a single underlying question: "does this candidate have the early signals of the temperament that, with five to ten years of careful exposure, will become the banker's worldview I have spent my own career developing?"

The signals that senior bankers look for are surprisingly stable across institutions, across geographies, across decades. They look for candidates whose first instinct, on hearing a business situation, is to ask about durability before they ask about growth. Candidates who, when given a hypothetical, want to know what could go wrong before they want to know what could go right. Candidates who treat the optimistic version of any story as a claim to be tested, not a fact to be accepted. Candidates whose tone, when discussing risk, is calm rather than excited — because calmness in the presence of risk is the temperament the work eventually requires. Candidates who, when they express opinions, do so with specifics rather than generalities — because specifics are evidence of having actually examined the question, and generalities are evidence of having performed an examination.

These signals are not, despite what some interview prep guides will tell you, things you can fake. Senior bankers have spent their careers training to detect them. The candidates who try to fake them are visible within minutes. The candidates who genuinely have them, even in nascent form, are also visible within minutes. The work of preparing for these interviews, properly understood, is therefore not the work of memorising frameworks or rehearsing answers. It is the work of developing the early stages of the temperament itself, so that when the questions arrive, the answers come from somewhere real rather than from somewhere rehearsed.

This book is, in its quiet way, an attempt to give you that work. Each of the chapters that follow contains a framework that practitioners actually use — but the deeper purpose of each framework is to give you a concrete instrument through which to practise the underlying temperament in advance of having the experience that would, in the normal course, develop it. The frameworks are scaffolding. The temperament is what the scaffolding is meant to grow into. Used well, the chapters of this book will not make you sound, in your interview, like someone who has read a book about banking. They will make you sound — to the senior banker on the other side of the table, who has trained for many years to detect this — like someone who is already on the path to becoming a banker, even if you have never set foot inside a bank. That is the practical promise of this book, and it is the standard against which the rest of the chapters should be read.


A practitioner’s observation

The candidates who develop the banker's temperament fastest are not, as a rule, the candidates with the strongest finance backgrounds. Some of the most natural readers of credit I have ever worked alongside started in fields that, on paper, had nothing to do with banking — engineering, law, history, classical music. What they had wasn't technical preparation. It was a particular cast of mind: skeptical without being cynical, structured without being rigid, careful with claims, patient with evidence, comfortable holding minority views, attentive to the boring parts of a problem that everyone else was rushing past. The technical skills, once they decided to develop them, came in a year or two. The cast of mind was older than that — usually formed somewhere in their twenties by some combination of education, mentorship, and personal disposition that no career counsellor could have predicted. That is the news, if there is news in this chapter. The temperament that wins in commercial banking is older and deeper than the technical knowledge that the recruiting process appears to be testing for. The recruiting process, properly understood, is a search for the temperament. The technical knowledge is the entry ticket. The temperament is the career.



That distinction is what the rest of this book is built on. Chapter 2 takes the same instinct into the texture of the interview process itself — into what the questions are really asking, and how to answer them in ways that demonstrate the temperament rather than perform it. From there, Chapters 3 through 8 develop the temperament across the territories where it will be most visibly tested across your career: in working capital decisions, in financial statement reading, in industry analysis, in early warning recognition, in the discipline of walking away, and in the deeper discipline of translation between a business and the institution that has to read it. Eight chapters, one underlying argument: commercial banking is a profession defined by a particular way of looking at the world, the early signs of which are visible long before any banking experience, and the cultivation of which is the work that defines the careers that compound.

That is what this book is. Welcome to it.


§ 3

The Reading Map: How the Three Questions Run Through This Book




Figure 1.1 — The Three Questions, mapped to the chapters that follow.



Question 01 · Credit

Will I get paid back?

Cash flows, assets, business model, resilience across cycles.




Question 02 · Pricing

Am I being paid enough for the risk?

Does the spread compensate for the downside the structure cannot price?




Question 03 · Exit

Can I get out if I'm wrong?

Covenants, secondary markets, alternative lenders, structural exits.





Every framework in this book is one of these three questions, worn as a habit.



The framework section in this chapter is unlike the framework sections in any other chapter. The other chapters give you a tool to apply to a specific kind of decision — a working capital request, a set of financials, an industry, a deal you might walk away from. This chapter cannot give you a tool of that kind, because the chapter is not about a specific decision. It is about the underlying worldview that all the other chapters are, in different forms, applications of.

What this section can give you is a reading map — a way of seeing how the three questions introduced in Section 2 run through every chapter that follows, so that as you move through the book you can recognise, in each chapter's framework, which of the three questions it is structured to answer. The map does two things at once. It tells you where each chapter sits inside the larger architecture. And it tells you, more importantly, what underlying instinct each chapter is asking you to develop, so that the cumulative effect of reading the book is the gradual deepening of all three questions into the kind of integrated worldview that senior bankers operate from.

The three questions, again:

Question One — Will I get paid back?

Question Two — Am I being paid enough for the risk?

Question Three — Can I get out if I'm wrong?

Each chapter that follows can be read as a structured engagement with one or more of these. Not all chapters engage all three. Some chapters live almost entirely inside Question One. Some chapters add the dimensions of Two and Three. The final chapters of the book pull all three together and apply them to questions that are no longer about individual deals but about the long shape of the career itself.

The map runs as follows.

Chapter 2 — The Hidden Curriculum. This chapter sits, in some sense, outside the three questions — because its subject is not the work of banking but the interview process that selects who gets to do the work. It belongs at the front of the book because it teaches you to recognise that the interview is itself an extended test of the temperament described in Section 2 of this chapter, conducted in coded language across a series of questions that look like they are about something else. The hidden curriculum chapter teaches you to read the interview the way a banker reads a financial statement: not for what is being asked on the surface, but for what is being looked for underneath.

Chapter 3 — Reading Real Demand vs. Plugging Holes. This chapter sits squarely inside Question One. It develops the most foundational of all banking instincts — the ability to distinguish between a borrower who needs more capital because they are growing and a borrower who needs more capital because they are deteriorating. The chapter introduces three diagnostics — Is the growth real, Is the cash conversion intact, Does the structure match the need — that, together, constitute a structured way of stress-testing the borrower's claim that they will be able to repay. It is the entry-point chapter for the work of credit, and the framework it teaches recurs, in different forms, across every chapter that follows.

Chapter 4 — Reading the Numbers Behind the Numbers. This chapter goes deeper into Question One, but takes the lens off the specific request and onto the financial statements themselves. The Quality of Earnings Triangulation — three angles run in parallel, on the relationship between profit and cash, on balance sheet velocity, and on the language of the disclosures — is the chapter's central instrument. The chapter exists to develop the instinct that the document on the page was prepared by humans, with incentives, working under constraints, and that the banker's job is to read it for what it was chosen to say and what it was chosen not to say.

Chapter 5 — Reading the Industry, Not Just the Borrower. This chapter widens the lens further still, into the structural context the borrower lives inside. It introduces the Lendability Matrix — a way of thinking about which industries can support which kinds of debt — and develops the instinct that no single borrower can be properly understood without the cyclical, structural, and competitive context of the industry around them. The chapter sits inside Question One and Question Three simultaneously: industry analysis is partly about whether the borrower can repay, and partly about how exit options narrow or widen depending on the structural shape of the industry the borrower operates in.

Chapter 6 — Spotting Trouble Before It Spots You. This chapter operates primarily inside Question Three. The Three Modes of Watching — pattern watching, coupling watching, silence watching — together constitute a method for maintaining the kind of attuned attention across a portfolio that produces early recognition as a reliable output rather than as occasional luck. The chapter teaches the instinct that the banker who sees trouble approaching at twelve months out has a different set of options than the banker who sees the same trouble at three months out, and that the work of building early-warning skill is the work of cultivating the disposition to watch deliberately across the long quiet stretches when nothing is obviously happening.

Chapter 7 — The Deal You Don't Do. This chapter is the first of the two that bring all three questions together explicitly. The Walk-Away Framework — four scenarios, four self-tests — is the chapter's surface content. The deeper content is the recognition that the long arc of a banker's career is shaped more by what they decline than by what they accept, and that the discipline of declining well is the discipline of integrating the answers to all three questions into a single, defensible call. The chapter is the closest the book comes to a meditation on the moral architecture of the work, and it is the chapter that some readers will return to, in different decades of their careers, with different reactions each time.

Chapter 8 — Reading the Room. The final chapter takes the same three questions and applies them to a domain the earlier chapters have not addressed: the work of translation between a business as it actually exists and the institutional process that has to read it. The three components of translation — cycle versus calendar, visible versus actual, slice versus flow — are the chapter’s framework, but the chapter’s underlying argument is that the technical judgement developed across Chapters 3 through 7 is, in some sense, all an instrument of the same underlying work: making businesses legible to the processes that decide whether they get funded.

This is the architecture. Eight chapters, three questions, one underlying temperament.

The map is not strictly linear. The chapters can be read in order, and they will produce a coherent progression. They can also be read in clusters: Chapters 3 and 4 as the technical core, Chapters 5 and 6 as the contextual expansion, Chapters 7 and 8 as the integrative chapters that turn the technical instruments back onto the question of what kind of banker the work is asking you to become. Some readers will find the technical chapters more useful in their first read and the integrative chapters more useful on a second read, two or three years into a career when the technical content has become familiar and the integrative content begins to land with the weight of recognition rather than the weight of instruction. The book is built to support both readings.

What the Map Does Not Tell You

There is one thing the reading map cannot tell you, and it is worth naming explicitly before we move into the cases. The three questions, once internalised, do not stay separate. A senior banker, looking at a deal, does not consciously ask Question One, then Question Two, then Question Three. The three questions, after enough years, fuse into a single integrated read — the kind of read in which a senior banker glances at a credit memo for ninety seconds and forms a view that, when later articulated in detail, turns out to have engaged all three questions simultaneously.

This integration is the destination of the work, but it is not the entry point. You cannot start where the senior banker ends. You start by asking the three questions explicitly, one at a time, on every file you touch. You ask them clumsily, slowly, and with effort, for several years. The questions feel mechanical. The answers feel forced. The integration feels distant. And then, somewhere in your fourth or fifth year, the questions begin to fuse without your noticing. A junior banker who joined your team recently will ask you how you knew, on a particular file, that something was off — and you will try to explain it, and you will discover that you cannot quite separate which of the three questions told you the answer, because the questions, in your own mind, have become a single instrument.

That fusion is the temperament this book has been describing. The chapters are the instruments. The questions are the structure. The integration is the career. Reading this book will not produce the integration. Practising the questions, on file after file, year after year, in good faith, with the willingness to be wrong and to learn from being wrong, is what produces the integration. The book is, at most, an accelerator — a way of beginning the practice with the structure already in mind, rather than discovering the structure painfully across the first few years on the job.

That is the honest framing of what this book can and cannot do. The cases that follow are designed to give you, in compressed form, the experience of seeing the three questions in action — applied not to a deal, as the later chapters will do, but to two mindsets looking at the same situation. The cases are the bridge between the framework and the rest of the book, and they are the closest the chapter will come to showing you the temperament from the inside.


§ 4

Two Mindsets, One Situation



The cases in this chapter are different from the cases in the other chapters. The other chapters give you deals, and they walk through the framework's application to the deal — with specific borrowers, specific financials, specific decisions. This opening case is deliberately stripped down to the underlying mindsets, because the mindsets are what the rest of the book is built on. The cases throughout the rest of the book are richer in financial and operational detail; the simplicity of this one is intentional, not preliminary. What this chapter can do, in compressed form, is show you two mindsets looking at the same situation — and let you see what the difference between the banker's worldview and the non-banker's worldview actually looks like when the two are placed side by side.

The situation is composite, constructed for teaching. The two mindsets are not real people; they are the cleaner versions of dispositions that, in practice, exist in everyone in mixed proportions. The exaggeration is deliberate and useful. Reading the two side by side is meant to give you an internal point of reference for which mindset, in your own thinking, is currently more developed — and which one, by the end of the book, you would like to have developed further.

The Situation

A privately-held mid-market business has approached the bank seeking a NZ$25m senior facility to fund a strategic expansion. The business operates in a sector that has been growing strongly for several years. The CEO is the founder, charismatic, well-regarded. The financial pack is professionally prepared. Revenue has grown at 22% CAGR over three years. EBITDA margins have improved from 12% to 15% over the same period. The strategic plan, presented in the deal materials, contemplates entering an adjacent geographic market over the next twenty-four months and capturing what management believes is a significant market share opportunity.

Two analysts, working in different professional contexts, have been asked to form a view on the business.


Mindset One — Olivia, the Strategic Analyst

The first analyst works in a strategy consulting firm and has been engaged by the business itself, not by the bank, to help refine the expansion plan before it goes to lenders. Her professional orientation is shaped by her training, her incentives, and the question her engagement is structured to answer: what is the optimal strategic move for this business?

She reads the financial pack. The growth is strong. The margin expansion is meaningful. The strategic logic of the geographic expansion is sound — the adjacent market is large, the business's value proposition translates well, the competitive landscape is favourable. She runs her own market sizing on the new geography and concludes that the management's market share projections are, if anything, slightly conservative. She models the financial impact of the expansion under three scenarios and finds that even in the conservative scenario the returns are attractive.

Her view, when it forms, is enthusiastic. The business is well-positioned, the management is competent, the strategic move is the right one, and the financial returns justify the investment. Her recommendation to the client is to proceed with the expansion as planned, with a few refinements to the go-to-market approach in the new geography. Her engagement memo describes the opportunity as "a defensible expansion into a high-growth adjacent market, supported by strong unit economics and an experienced management team." The memo is well-written, well-reasoned, and, on its own terms, accurate.

Olivia is not wrong. She has done her work competently, applied her training rigorously, and arrived at a view that, viewed from her professional vantage, is correct. The work she has done is the work she was paid to do, and she has done it well.


Mindset Two — Daniel, the Banker

The second analyst is a junior banker at the institution being asked to provide the NZ$25m facility. He reads the same financial pack. He notices the same growth, the same margin expansion, the same strategic logic. And his attention moves, almost involuntarily, to a different set of features in the same document.

He notices that revenue has grown at 22% CAGR while operating cash flow has grown at 14%. He notices that receivables days have moved from 38 to 51. He notices that the margin improvement, while genuine, has been driven partly by operating leverage that reverses if growth slows. He notices that the geographic expansion, while strategically sound, would require the business to build a new customer base in a market where it has no operating history, no relationships, and no track record. He notices that the requested facility tenor is five years, but the cash flows from the new geography are not expected to materialise for at least eighteen months — meaning the business will be servicing a larger debt load while still investing into the build-out, rather than from the cash flows the build-out is supposed to generate.

He runs the three questions, half-consciously, in the background.

Question One: will I get paid back? The base case is yes — the existing business throws off enough cash to service the larger facility, and if the expansion works the cash flow strengthens further. But the base case does the work he is supposed to be doing on the downside case. What happens if the expansion underperforms? The existing business is robust enough to service the loan even if the expansion delivers nothing — but only at the cost of consuming the working capital headroom that has been driving the margin improvement. A scenario where the expansion underperforms and the existing business slows simultaneously is, in his analysis, the scenario the facility would struggle in.

Question Two: am I being paid enough for the risk? The proposed pricing is in line with market for a borrower of this profile. But the borrower's profile, on his read, is more uncertain than Olivia's memo suggests — there is meaningful execution risk in the expansion, and the existing business has features (the working capital trends, the receivables stretching, the operating leverage dependency) that are not fully reflected in the pricing. The facility might be adequately priced for the base case but underpriced for the realistic distribution of outcomes. This is a subtle point, and one he wants to think more about before committing to a view.

Question Three: can I get out if I'm wrong? The proposed structure offers limited optionality. A five-year bullet facility, partially secured, with covenants set at levels that allow significant deterioration before they trigger. If the expansion underperforms and the existing business slows, by the time the bank would know — through the annual covenant review — the business would already be in a position where the bank's options are constrained. The structure is built for a clean execution. It does not give the bank the visibility or the exit it would need if execution turns out to be less clean.

His view, when it forms, is considerably more cautious than Olivia's. The deal, in his read, is fundable — but not at the structure being requested. He would want to see a shorter tenor, possibly with an extension option subject to expansion performance. He would want tighter covenants, with reporting obligations that give the bank visibility into the new geography's performance during the build-out period. He would consider proposing the facility be split — a smaller core working capital piece on conventional terms, and a separate expansion-specific piece with structure designed for the expansion's particular risks. None of these moves changes the fundamental fundability of the deal. They change the shape of what the bank is being asked to do, in ways that reflect the banker's instinct to preserve optionality against the realistic possibility that the optimistic plan does not unfold optimistically.

Reading the Two Mindsets

Both analysts have read the same document. Both have done their work competently. Both are, in their own professional contexts, correct. Olivia is correct that the expansion is strategically sound and the returns, in expectation, are attractive. Daniel is correct that the proposed facility structure does not adequately protect against the downside scenarios that his role exists to consider.

The difference between them is not a difference in intelligence, in diligence, or in seriousness. It is a difference in what they were trained to look for, which is itself a downstream consequence of what their respective professions are paid to do. Olivia is paid to identify and articulate the optimal strategic move. The banker is paid to ensure that the bank's principal returns intact across cycles, regardless of which strategic moves the borrower chooses to pursue. Both functions are necessary. Both functions are valuable. They are not the same function, and they produce different worldviews in the people who practise them across long careers.

The teaching point of the case, for the candidate reading this book, is not that the banker's view is "better" than Olivia's view. It is that the banker's view is what banks are paying their bankers to produce, and that the candidates who can demonstrate, in interview rooms and credit committees, that their attention moves first toward the features Daniel noticed — rather than first toward the features Olivia noticed — are the candidates who are read, by senior bankers, as having the early signs of the temperament the work requires.

This is, in compressed form, what every chapter that follows is trying to develop. Not Olivia's view, which is valuable in its own context but is not the work commercial banking is paid to do. The banker's view, applied across an increasingly wide range of situations, with increasing nuance and confidence, until the worldview becomes the way you naturally see businesses, regardless of whether you are inside a bank or outside it. That is the destination. The cases in the chapters that follow are the path.


A practitioner’s observation

The candidates who have the hardest time developing the banker's view are not the candidates with the weakest finance backgrounds. They are, often, the candidates with the strongest strategic backgrounds — the consulting interns, the case-competition winners, the corporate-strategy aspirants — who have spent their final years of university optimising for Olivia's mindset, and who arrive at banking interviews having thoroughly trained an instinct that, in this profession, is not the instinct being looked for. These candidates are not unintelligent. They are not unmotivated. They are, in many cases, more polished and more articulate than their peers. And they are, in roughly the proportion that you would predict, less likely to receive offers — because the senior bankers conducting the interviews are trained to detect Olivia's instinct, and to recognise that it is not, despite its considerable virtues, the instinct that produces durable banking careers.



If you recognise yourself in Olivia, the news is not bad. It is just information. The instincts you have developed are valuable, transferable to many professions, and not in any sense disqualifying. They will need to be supplemented, however, by the development of the banker's instincts — and the chapters that follow are built to do exactly that, if you let them. The work is not to replace the strategic instinct. The work is to add the banker's instinct alongside it, and to learn to summon the banker's instinct first when the situation calls for it. The candidates who do this well end up with a richer toolkit than candidates trained in only one mindset, and the careers that result are often more interesting for the breadth.

If you recognise yourself in the banker, the news is also not the news you might expect. Recognising the instinct is not the same as having developed it. The cases in the rest of the book exist precisely to test, refine, and deepen the instinct in conditions you have not yet encountered. Many candidates who read this section will identify with the banker's mindset and assume the work is mostly done. The work is not mostly done. The work is barely begun. Reading a description of the temperament is the first move; practising the temperament across hundreds of situations of increasing complexity is the long work that the rest of this book exists to support.


§ 5

The Interview Answer



We come, for the first time in this book, to the interview question that more candidates rehearse for and more candidates fumble than any other:

"Why commercial banking?"

The question arrives early — usually in the first five minutes of a first-round interview. It looks easy. Candidates prepare for it diligently. They write paragraph-long answers. They memorise three reasons, four reasons, five reasons. They practise their delivery in front of mirrors. And the answers, almost without exception, fail to do the work they are meant to do.

The reason they fail is not that the candidates are unprepared. The reason is that the candidates have prepared for the wrong question. They have prepared for "give me three reasons commercial banking is interesting to you." The question they are actually being asked is something different, and considerably more consequential: "do you understand, in any meaningful sense, what commercial banking actually is — and have you started to recognise yourself inside that understanding?"

The two questions look similar. They are not. The first question can be answered with research, polish, and reasonable effort. The second question can only be answered by a candidate who has begun, even in a preliminary way, to absorb the worldview this chapter has been describing. And the senior banker conducting the interview can tell, within thirty seconds, which question your answer is responding to.

Most candidates respond to the first question. Their answers describe banking as if it were an industry one chose for its features: stable hours relative to investment banking, exposure to real businesses, a long-term relationship orientation, the opportunity to develop deep technical credit skills, work-life balance, geographic flexibility. These features are real, and any of them might be a genuine part of why a particular candidate is drawn to the field. But none of them is what the question is asking about. Listing them produces an answer that sounds well-prepared and reveals nothing about the candidate's actual fit for the work. The senior banker, hearing this kind of answer, learns that the candidate has done their research and nothing more.

A strong answer to "why commercial banking?" responds to the second question, not the first. It demonstrates that the candidate has begun to understand the work as a worldview rather than as an industry, and that the worldview is one the candidate has, even in nascent form, started to recognise inside themselves.

Here is what such an answer sounds like:


“

The model answer

"There's a question I've come to think sits underneath everything commercial banking does, which is — how do I get my money back, with interest, across cycles? Once I started looking at finance through that question rather than through the more typical questions about transactions or strategies or returns, a lot of things about the profession started to make more sense to me.

The reason I'm drawn to it isn't the features people usually list — the work-life balance or the relationship-led nature or the technical depth, though those are real. It's that the temperament the question seems to require — being skeptical without being cynical, looking at downside cases before upside cases, valuing structural protections more than spread, being willing to walk away from things that look attractive — describes the way my own thinking works on its best days. I don't yet have the experience to apply that temperament well; that's the next ten years. But the temperament itself feels recognisable, in a way that other parts of finance — investment banking, consulting, equity investing — haven't, even though I've looked at all of them seriously.

I think what would suit me about commercial banking specifically is that the math is asymmetric in a way I find clarifying rather than discouraging. The upside on any single facility is bounded, and the downside is the principal. That asymmetry forces a particular kind of attention that I think is closer to how I naturally think about decisions than the more upside-oriented approaches that win in some of the adjacent fields. I'd rather be in a profession where being right about the downside matters more than being right about the upside, because I think that's where my mind actually goes first.

And I'd want to develop that temperament inside an institution where the senior bankers are already operating from it well. That's part of why I'm here."



This answer runs about two minutes. It does seven specific things, all of which are deliberate:


	
It opens with the foundational sentence. "How do I get my money back, with interest, across cycles?" No candidate at your stage will normally open with this. The senior banker hears it within the first ten seconds, and the conversation, from that moment, is being conducted on different ground than it would otherwise have been.

	
It explicitly distinguishes the work from its surface features. "It's not the work-life balance or the relationship-led nature." This sentence tells the senior banker that you understand the question is not asking for a features list, and that you have something deeper to say.

	
It names the temperament in plain language. Skeptical without being cynical. Downside before upside. Structural protections over spread. Willingness to walk away. These are the words senior bankers use when they describe the work to each other, not the words the recruiting brochures use.

	
It places commercial banking in the context of its alternatives without disparaging them. The candidate has "looked at all of them seriously" — IB, consulting, equity. This is the move that signals you are not in commercial banking by default or by exclusion. You are in it by considered selection.

	
It names the asymmetry of the math. "The upside is bounded, and the downside is the principal." This single sentence demonstrates more banking literacy than most candidates demonstrate across an entire interview. The senior banker will register it.

	
It is honest about the limits of current experience. "I don't yet have the experience to apply that temperament well; that's the next ten years." This humility is the move that makes everything else in the answer credible. Without it, the answer would sound presumptuous. With it, it sounds like a candidate who has begun to understand the long shape of the career, which is what the senior banker has been listening for.

	
It ends with the institutional point. "I'd want to develop that temperament inside an institution where the senior bankers are already operating from it well. That's part of why I'm here." This sentence tells the senior banker, directly, that you are choosing not just the profession but the mentorship that the profession requires. This is the closing move that, in the strongest interviews, makes the senior banker want to be one of the people who develops you.



There is, as in every previous chapter, one further move available. Use it once, late, only after the rest of the answer has landed:


“

The strongest move — used once, late

"There's one more thing — which I've thought about and want to share, though it's the kind of thing that might sound presumptuous from someone at my level. In most of finance, the people who succeed are the people who can confidently say yes to the right opportunities. In commercial banking, from what I've been able to read and observe, the people who succeed across long careers are the people who can confidently say no to the wrong ones — and the ratio of no's to yes's, over a thirty-year career, is much higher than I think most outsiders realise. That asymmetry — between saying yes well and saying no well — is the part of the work I'm most interested in developing into. I think it's the deepest part."



This move is one of the most powerful available in this book, and it must be used with care. It works only if the rest of the interview has already established that you are a serious candidate, and only if the senior banker has been engaging with the substance of your earlier answers. Used in the right room, at the right moment, it does something few other moves can do: it tells the senior banker that you have begun to understand not just the work, but the direction of the career inside the work — the asymmetry between origination and decline, between yes and no, that is the actual long-term substance of being a banker. Senior bankers spend their working lives operating inside this asymmetry. Hearing a candidate name it, from the position of having barely begun, is a signal that lands in a way few other signals can.

Earned, not deployed. The final use of this rule in this chapter, and the most important. If your interview has been ordinary, this move will sound rehearsed. If your interview has been strong, this move may be the line that the senior banker remembers when the hiring decision is made — and that, twenty years on, when you are the senior banker on the other side of a similar interview, you will recognise the equivalent of in someone else.

That recognition, when it happens, is among the most quietly satisfying experiences in the profession. You will see, in a candidate, the early signs of the temperament you yourself once had in early form, and you will have the privilege of recognising it, hiring it, and helping develop it across the next ten years of someone else's career. The work compounds, in this and many other ways, more than candidates at the start of their journeys can yet imagine. It is one of the deeper reasons the profession is worth the long commitment it asks for, and it is one of the ways the temperament described in this chapter eventually closes the loop — from candidate to mentor, from beginner to keeper of the standard, from someone trying to be recognised to someone whose recognition matters.

Closing Note

Chapter 1 is, in its own way, the simplest chapter in this book — and the most important. It is simple because it has only one argument: that commercial banking is a profession defined by a specific temperament, that the temperament is older and deeper than the technical knowledge that the recruiting process appears to test for, and that the work of preparing for a career in this profession is, properly understood, the work of developing the temperament itself.

It is the most important chapter because everything in the book that follows is, in some sense, an application of this argument to a particular territory. The technical chapters apply the temperament to financial analysis. The integrative chapters apply it to walk-away decisions and to organisational navigation. The interview-craft chapter — Chapter 2, which comes next — applies it to the interview process itself. All of them assume the worldview this chapter has tried to make visible. Without the worldview, the frameworks in the later chapters become checklists; with the worldview, they become instruments of judgement.

If you take one thing from this chapter into the rest of the book, take this. The work is not to memorise the frameworks. The work is to use the frameworks as practice instruments through which to develop the underlying temperament. A candidate who has memorised the Three Diagnostics but not absorbed the temperament will, in interviews, sound mechanical. A candidate who has absorbed the temperament will, even with imperfect command of the frameworks, sound like someone who has begun to think the way bankers think. The senior bankers conducting the interviews are looking for the second candidate, not the first. They have been looking for that candidate their entire careers. When they find them, they hire them and they invest in them. The chapters that follow are built to help you become that candidate.

The next chapter takes the same instinct directly into the interview room. Where this chapter has described the worldview from the outside, Chapter 2 describes it from the inside — from the perspective of the senior banker conducting the interview, listening for the signals this chapter has named, and forming the judgements that determine which candidates progress and which do not. Read in sequence with this chapter, Chapter 2 functions as a kind of decoder for the rest of the recruiting process. Read after the technical chapters, it functions as a way of recognising how the technical work is being assessed in real time. Either reading produces value. Together, they produce the readiness this book exists to support.
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