


 

 

 

THE INVESTMENT 

BANKER'S ODYSSEY 

From Aspiration to Expertise in the World of High Finance 

Neerav Dureja 

"The market rewards those who understand it. 

It destroys those who merely think they do." 

  



A Note to the Reader Before We Begin 

Let me be honest with you about something most finance books will never admit. 

Most of them are boring. Dreadfully, criminally boring. 

They fill pages with definitions, frameworks, and formulas — organized like 

reference manuals for people who already know what they're looking for. You finish a 

chapter, close the book, and wonder why you feel like you just ate a plate of 

cardboard. 

This book is going to try something different. 

Instead of starting with definitions, we're going to start with stories. Instead of 

handing you a glossary, we're going to drop you inside the rooms where real 

decisions are made — the Goldman Sachs trading floors at 2 a.m., the board 

meetings where billion-dollar deals collapse over a single sentence, the SEBI hearing 

rooms where IPOs live or die. We're going to meet the people — Dhirubhai Ambani 

raising money from ordinary Indians in 1977 when nobody believed he could, J.P. 

Morgan single-handedly stopping a financial panic in 1907 using nothing but his 

personal credibility, Uday Kotak building one of India's greatest financial institutions 

from a borrowed desk and ₹30 lakh. 

And then — once you're inside the story and you actually care about the outcome — 

we'll teach you how the mechanics work. Not the other way around. 

Because here is the truth that finance professors rarely say out loud: the technical 

knowledge of investment banking is learnable by any reasonably intelligent person 

willing to put in the hours. What actually separates the great bankers from the 

merely competent ones is something harder to teach from a textbook: judgment, 

intuition, the ability to read a room, and the wisdom to know when the numbers are 

lying. 



That is what this book is really about. 

Ready? Let's go. 

— Neerav Dureja 

  



PART ONE: THE WORLD OF HIGH FINANCE 

Chapter 1: The Night the Lights Never 

Go Off 

Why investment banking matters — and why it might matter to you. 

SCENE: MUMBAI, 2:47 A.M. 
The Bandra Kurla Complex is the kind of place where office buildings have names 
like 'One BKC' and 'Platina,' and where the security guards at the lobby desks learn 
to recognize which floors never go dark. On the fourteenth floor of one of these 
towers, a twenty-two-year-old analyst — we'll call him Arjun — is on his ninth cup of 
chai and his thirty-first version of a financial model that has been revised so many 
times it now has a separate tab just to track the changes. 
 
The deal is an IPO. A fast-growing logistics company wants to list on NSE. The 
founder is brilliant, the business is real, and the bankers believe in it. But the 
valuation — what the company is worth, what price to charge investors — keeps 
shifting as new data comes in. Arjun's job tonight is to make sure every number in 
the deck is correct before the managing director boards a 6 a.m. flight to Singapore 
where institutional investors will decide whether to put hundreds of crore into this 
thing. 
 
Arjun does not feel glamorous. He feels tired. But here is what he does feel, 
underneath the exhaustion: important. He is in the room where it happens. And that 
feeling — the electric awareness that the work you are doing actually matters — is 
the most addictive thing in finance. 
 

I want to start this book not with a definition but with a question: 

Why do the lights never go off? 

Why do otherwise intelligent, educated people — people who had options, who could 

have chosen medicine or law or engineering — choose a career where 100-hour 

weeks are considered normal, where weekends are a rumour, and where you can 



spend six months building a deal only to have it collapse the night before signing 

because the acquirer got cold feet? 

The answer tells you everything about what investment banking actually is. 

It is not primarily about money, though the money is extraordinary. It is not 

primarily about status, though the status is real. It is about something harder to 

name: the peculiar satisfaction of solving problems that actually change things. 

When an investment banker helps a company raise capital, that capital builds 

factories, employs people, creates products that didn't exist before. When a banker 

advises on a merger, two organizations become one — sometimes badly, sometimes 

magnificently — and the outcome reshapes an entire industry. 

Finance is the circulatory system of the economy. Investment bankers are the ones 

who keep the blood moving. 

What Most People Get Completely Wrong About 

Finance 

Here is the image most people have of an investment banker: 

A man (always a man, in this image) in an expensive suit, talking fast on a 

phone, ordering someone to 'buy' or 'sell' while staring at a wall of screens 

showing numbers in red and green. He is aggressive, slightly ruthless, and 

inexplicably paid enormous amounts of money for activity that seems to 

produce nothing tangible. 

This image is not entirely false. But it describes approximately 5% of what 

investment bankers actually do and explains almost nothing about why the industry 

exists or why it matters. 

MYTH REALITY 



Investment bankers are just traders who 
gamble with money and get lucky. 

Most investment bankers never trade a 
single security. They are advisors, analysts, 
and deal-makers who help companies raise 
capital and make strategic decisions. 

 

MYTH 
Finance creates nothing. It just moves 
money around. 

REALITY 
The capital that investment banks channel 
funds hospitals, renewable energy projects, 
technology companies, and infrastructure. 
Without efficient capital markets, none of 
these get built. 

 

MYTH 
You need to be a maths genius to succeed in 
investment banking. 

REALITY 
You need to be comfortable with numbers 
— but the critical skills are judgment, 
communication, and the ability to think 
clearly under pressure. Many top bankers 
studied history or philosophy. 

 

The real definition of investment banking — the one that actually helps you 

understand why the industry exists — is this: 

Investment banking is the business of solving the problem of trust 

between strangers separated by time and risk. 

Think about it. A founder in Pune has a brilliant idea for a pharmaceutical company 

that will take seven years and ₹500 crore to build. She needs money now from 

people who won't see any return for nearly a decade. Why would any investor hand 

over hundreds of crore to a stranger with a plan? How do the two sides find each 

other? How do they agree on terms? How does the investor know the founder won't 

disappear with the money? 

Investment banks solve this problem. They are the institution that makes trust 

scalable — that takes the personal, relationship-based trust that existed between 

medieval merchants and makes it work between strangers across continents, across 

decades, across vast sums of money. 



That is not nothing. That is, in fact, civilization-building work. 

The Night J.P. Morgan Saved America (And Why It Still 

Matters) 

Let me tell you a story that happened in 1907, because it contains within it the 

essential logic of why investment banking exists. 

In October of that year, a financial panic swept the United States. Banks were failing. 

Depositors were lining up to withdraw their money. The stock exchange was on the 

verge of collapse. The U.S. government, at that time, had no Federal Reserve — no 

central institution with the power to inject liquidity into the system and stop the 

bleeding. 

Into this vacuum stepped one man: John Pierpont Morgan. 

At seventy years old, Morgan summoned the leading bankers of New York to his 

private library on Madison Avenue and locked the door. He did not let them leave 

until they had agreed to pool their resources — to collectively prop up the failing 

banks and trusts that were threatening to drag the entire system down. He reportedly 

kept the key in his pocket and sat at a card table doing jigsaw puzzles while the 

bankers argued through the night, only presenting the agreement for signatures 

when he was satisfied. 

It worked. The panic subsided. The system held. 

"The first thing is character. Before money or anything else. 

Money cannot buy it." 

— J.P. Morgan, testifying before Congress, 1912 



Here is what I want you to notice about this story: Morgan did not use his own 

money to solve the crisis. He used his reputation — his credibility, his judgment, his 

ability to make other powerful people trust each other — to coordinate a collective 

solution. That is investment banking in its purest form. Not the deployment of 

capital, but the architecture of trust that makes capital deployment possible. 

A century later, in 2008, the same crisis played out again — but this time, the 

investment banks themselves were part of the problem, not the solution. We'll get to 

that story in Chapter 5. For now, hold onto this: investment banking is powerful 

enough to save economies and powerful enough to crash them. Understanding it is 

not optional for anyone who wants to understand the modern world. 

India's Financial Revolution: The Story Nobody Tells 

Completely 

Here is a question for you: What was the single most important economic event in 

India since independence? 

Most people say liberalization in 1991. And they are right. But they usually tell the 

story as a policy story — Manmohan Singh reduces tariffs, the License Raj 

dismantled, foreign investment welcomed. What they rarely tell is the capital 

markets chapter of the same story. 

Because the real transformation was not just that India opened its doors to foreign 

goods and investment. It was that India, for the first time, created the institutional 

machinery to let capital find its own way to its highest uses. 

Before 1991, if you wanted to start a business in India, you needed government 

permission to decide what to make, how much to make, and what price to charge. If 

you needed capital, you went to a government-directed bank that may or may not 

have the funds and may or may not have approved your project based on criteria that 



had little to do with whether your idea was actually good. The Controller of Capital 

Issues decided which companies could raise money from the public and at what price 

— often at prices so far below market value that the entire process was a mechanism 

for distributing windfall profits to the politically connected. 

THE DHIRUBHAI PARADOX 
Here is something remarkable: Dhirubhai Ambani built one of the greatest corporate 
empires in history inside a system designed to prevent exactly that from happening. 
 
Working within the License Raj, navigating its Byzantine approval processes with 
extraordinary skill, Ambani found the one lever the system could not fully control: 
the capital markets. In 1977, when Reliance went public, Ambani did something 
revolutionary for India at the time — he went directly to ordinary people. He held 
public meetings in towns and cities, explaining his vision in language that a 
shopkeeper or a school teacher could understand. Hundreds of thousands of small 
investors bought Reliance shares, becoming genuine stakeholders in his empire. 
 
When SEBI was established in 1992 and the rules of the game changed, Reliance was 
ready. The infrastructure of trust that Dhirubhai had built with retail investors gave 
the company the capital base to move fast. By the time his son Mukesh launched Jio 
in 2016, the machinery of Indian capital markets was sophisticated enough to absorb 
₹1.5 lakh crore of investment in a single new venture. 
 
That arc — from a man holding meetings in mofussil towns in 1977 to the largest 
startup investment in history in 2016 — is the story of Indian capital markets 
development compressed into one family's biography. 
 

The establishment of SEBI in 1992 as a genuine regulatory authority, and NSE in 

1994 as a technology-driven exchange that democratized access to markets — these 

were not merely regulatory events. They were the moment India chose to let capital 

speak for itself. 

Today, India has one of the most active equity markets in the world. Its options 

market, by contract volume, regularly exceeds that of the United States. Its IPO 

market generates some of the largest public offerings in Asia. And a generation of 

investment bankers — Indian by background, global in training — are now doing in 

Mumbai, Delhi, and Bengaluru what Morgan Stanley and Goldman Sachs have done 

in New York for a century. 



This book is partly about that world. About how you join it, navigate it, and — if 

you're among the best — help build its next chapter. 

Why This Industry Might Be Right For You (Or Why It 

Might Not) 

I want to have an honest conversation that most banking books avoid. 

Investment banking will make you miserable if you enter it for the wrong reasons. I 

have seen it happen to brilliant people who loved the idea of the job more than the 

actual job — who wanted the Goldman Sachs business card more than the Goldman 

Sachs 2 a.m. model revision. They lasted eighteen months, burned out, and left with 

a complicated relationship with the industry that took years to process. 

So let's be direct. What does it actually feel like to work in investment banking? 

It feels like being permanently slightly behind. Like there is always one more thing to 

check, one more version to run, one more comment from the MD to incorporate. The 

work is never finished — it is only abandoned when the deadline arrives. This is not a 

bug in the system; it is the system. The deals are genuinely complex, the stakes are 

genuinely high, and 'good enough' is genuinely not good enough when a misplaced 

decimal point could mislead investors about a company's value. 

It also feels — during the moments that matter — like nothing else. When a deal 

closes. When an IPO prices and the stock opens up 40% on the first day of trading 

and you're watching the ticker with the team that made it happen. When the CEO of 

a company you've advised for six months calls to say thank you, and means it. These 

moments are rare enough to feel extraordinary and frequent enough to keep you in 

the business. 

The people who thrive long-term in investment banking share a specific quality that 

I've never seen adequately described in career guides: they are genuinely energized 



by problems, not by outcomes. The ones who stay for the outcomes — the bonus, the 

title, the deal tombstone on the shelf — are the ones who burn out. The ones who stay 

because they find the problems genuinely interesting, because they want to 

understand how companies work at a molecular level, because they find something 

satisfying in the craft of a perfectly constructed financial model — those people build 

careers that last. 

If any of that sounds like you, keep reading. 

◆ ◆ ◆ 

What You Should Never Forget From This Chapter 

Investment banking is the architecture of trust that makes economies function. It is 

not about moving money — it is about solving the problem of connecting people 

who have capital with people who can use it productively, across the barriers of 

information, risk, and time. The technical skills are learnable by anyone. The 

judgment required to use them well is what the rest of this book is about. 

Questions Worth Losing Sleep Over 

1. Think of a business you admire — a restaurant, a tech startup, your family's 

company, anything. How do you think that business was funded at each stage of its 

growth? What role, if any, did formal capital markets play? 

2. J.P. Morgan stopped a financial panic in 1907 using reputation alone. What does 

that tell you about the relationship between trust and capital? Can you think of a 

modern equivalent? 

3. Be honest with yourself: what actually draws you to investment banking? List all 

the reasons — including the ones you'd be embarrassed to say out loud. Which of 

those reasons will sustain you at 3 a.m. when a model has broken? 



4. Dhirubhai Ambani built a financial empire inside a system designed to prevent it. 

What does that tell you about the relationship between entrepreneurs and the 

financial system? Does the system serve entrepreneurs or the other way around? 

 

— End of Chapter — 

  



Chapter 2: The Story of Money — The 

Greatest Con That Ever Worked 

Why money is a collective hallucination — and why that makes it the most 

powerful force in human history. 

Here is a thought experiment that will change how you think about money forever. 

Imagine you are holding a ₹2,000 note. Now answer these questions: What is it 

actually made of? Paper and ink. What is it worth in terms of the material it 

contains? Virtually nothing — a few paise at most. So why can you exchange it for 

two kilograms of apples, or a chai and a samosa, or twenty minutes of internet 

access? 

Because everyone agrees that you can. 

That is it. That is the entire mechanism. Money works because of a collective 

agreement — a shared fiction so powerful and so universal that it underpins every 

economic transaction on earth. The moment that agreement breaks — the moment 

people stop believing in the fiction — money becomes worthless. Not 'worth less.' 

Worthless. This is not theoretical: it has happened repeatedly throughout history, 

always with catastrophic consequences. 

If you understand this — truly understand it, not just intellectually but viscerally — 

you understand something that most people who work with money their entire 

careers never really grasp: that finance is, at its foundation, a psychological 

phenomenon. It is the technology humanity invented to coordinate economic activity 

among strangers. And like all technologies built on human psychology, it is 

simultaneously our greatest achievement and our most persistent source of 

catastrophe. 



Before Money: The World Was a Terrible Place to Do 

Business 

To appreciate what money solved, you need to feel the problem it was solving. 

Imagine you are a carpenter in a village five thousand years ago. You have built a 

beautiful wooden chest and you need grain. The grain farmer needs a new roof. Great 

— you'll build him a roof in exchange for grain. But the roof will take three weeks and 

you need the grain now, and the farmer isn't sure your roof will be waterproof, and 

you aren't sure his grain will be clean, and neither of you has a way to verify the 

other's claims because you've never met before and probably never will again. 

Economists call this the 'double coincidence of wants' problem. You need someone 

who has exactly what you want AND wants exactly what you have AND is willing to 

trade in proportions you both find acceptable AND at the exact moment the trade is 

mutually convenient. The odds of all four conditions being simultaneously true are, 

to put it gently, not great. 

This is why early human societies were so limited in their economic complexity. You 

couldn't specialize. If you were good at making pottery, you couldn't just make 

pottery — you had to also grow some food and raise some animals, because you 

couldn't rely on being able to trade your pottery for everything you needed. Division 

of labor — the engine of economic growth — was impossible without a medium of 

exchange. 

Money solved all of this in one stroke. A carpenter can sell a chest for money. A 

farmer can sell grain for money. The carpenter can then use the money to buy grain 

from a farmer he's never met, at a time and place entirely separate from the original 

transaction. Trust has been made transferable. 

This is — and I want you to sit with the enormity of this — one of the most important 

inventions in human history. Not fire, not the wheel, not writing. Money. 



THE ISLAND THAT USED BOULDERS AS CURRENCY 
On the Pacific island of Yap, the native people developed one of the most 
extraordinary monetary systems in history: they used enormous circular stones — 
some as large as four metres in diameter and weighing several tons — as currency. 
These stones, called 'rai,' couldn't be moved without enormous effort, so they often 
didn't move at all. Ownership simply changed hands through verbal agreement, 
witnessed by the community. 
 
In one famous case, a rai that had sunk to the bottom of the ocean during transport 
was still accepted as currency — because everyone on the island knew it existed and 
agreed on who owned it. 
 
In 2023, Bitcoin works on exactly the same principle. The 'coins' are entries in a 
distributed ledger that cannot be physically possessed. Their value rests entirely on 
collective agreement. J.P. Morgan and the people of Yap understood the same 
fundamental truth: money is a social technology. Not a physical object. 
 

Gold: The Metal That Seduced Civilizations 

For most of recorded history, humanity tried to solve the 'money requires trust' 

problem by anchoring money to something real — to a commodity whose value 

seemed to exist independently of any agreement. Gold. 

Gold was beautiful, yes. But beauty wasn't why it became money. It became money 

because of a specific combination of physical properties that no other material 

shared: it didn't rust, didn't corrode, could be divided into any quantity without 

losing value per unit, was rare enough to be worth carrying but not so rare it couldn't 

be found, and was malleable enough to be shaped into coins and bars of standardized 

weight. 

The gold standard — the formal agreement that a unit of currency could always be 

exchanged for a fixed quantity of gold — gave people something profound: certainty. 

You knew that a British pound was always worth a specific amount of gold, which 

meant you knew that a pound you held today would be worth the same amount next 

year. Governments couldn't inflate their way out of problems by simply printing 

more money, because they couldn't print more gold. 



This discipline was both the gold standard's great virtue and its great flaw. 

During economic crises — during depressions, during wars, during periods when the 

economy desperately needed more money to keep functioning — the gold standard 

was a straitjacket. Countries that freed themselves from it early recovered faster. 

When Britain left the gold standard in 1931 and the United States in 1933, they could 

suddenly expand their money supplies to fight the Depression. The countries that 

clung to gold longest suffered longest. 

In 1971, Richard Nixon closed the 'gold window' — the mechanism by which foreign 

governments could exchange their dollars for gold — and the last formal link 

between any major currency and any physical commodity disappeared. We have 

lived in a world of pure fiat money ever since: currency backed by nothing except 

government authority and collective faith. 

And here is the remarkable thing: it works. Mostly. Most of the time. Until it doesn't. 

The Difference Between Money and Capital — And 

Why It Is Everything 

Here is the distinction that will separate your understanding of finance from 95% of 

people who think they understand finance: 

Money is a store of value. Capital is value in motion. 

Money sitting in a savings account is doing something, but it is doing the minimum 

possible thing: retaining value against inflation (imperfectly). ₹10 lakh in a fixed 

deposit earns interest but it is not growing the economy. It is waiting. 

Capital is money that has been deployed — invested in a business, a factory, a 

technology, an idea — with the expectation that it will generate a return that exceeds 

its cost. Capital is what creates new things in the world. Capital funds the 



pharmaceutical company that develops a cancer drug. Capital builds the data centre 

that runs the apps on your phone. Capital backs the first-generation entrepreneur 

who has never had access to family money or legacy networks but has an idea that 

could change an industry. 

This distinction is why simply printing money does not make a country rich. 

Venezuela printed money for years. What it needed — and didn't have — was 

functioning institutions to channel that money into productive investment. Money 

without the institutional infrastructure to turn it into capital is just paper. 

And this — right here — is the philosophical foundation of why investment banking 

exists. 

There will always be a gap between the people and institutions that have money 

(savings, surplus capital, pension funds, sovereign wealth) and the people and 

institutions that have ideas, projects, and businesses that can productively use that 

money. Bridging that gap — doing it efficiently, doing it honestly, doing it at scale — 

is the job that investment banks were invented to do. 

The Industrial Revolution's Capital Problem — And 

How It Created Modern Banking 

Let's go back to the 1780s. James Watt has perfected the steam engine. 

Entrepreneurs across Britain can see that mechanized production is going to 

transform manufacturing, agriculture, and transport. The opportunity is immense. 

But here is the problem: building a cotton mill costs tens of thousands of pounds. 

Building a railway line costs millions. No individual, no family, no local bank has that 

kind of capital. The system of finance that existed — personal loans, merchant 

partnerships, simple bank accounts — was built for a world of small transactions 



between people who knew each other. It had no mechanism for pooling the savings 

of thousands of strangers into a single productive enterprise. 

The solution was the joint-stock company and the limited liability corporation — 

organizational innovations that allowed capital to be pooled from many investors, 

each of whom owned a proportional share of the enterprise and whose risk was 

limited to the amount they invested. You couldn't lose more than you put in. This 

single legal innovation — limiting liability — was the key that unlocked industrial 

capitalism. 

Stock exchanges emerged to create a secondary market for these shares: a place 

where investors could sell their stakes if they needed liquidity, without requiring the 

company to wind up. And investment banks emerged to organize the issuance of 

these shares: to identify the investors, structure the terms, certify the quality of the 

opportunity, and build the trust between strangers that made the whole transaction 

possible. 

The first great American investment banks — J.P. Morgan, Kuhn Loeb, Goldman 

Sachs, Lehman Brothers — were essentially trust intermediaries for the 

industrialization of a continent. They connected European capital (Britain and 

Germany had enormous surpluses from empire and industrial profits) with 

American opportunity (railroads, steel, oil). The bankers were the bridge. 

That bridge is still being built today — just across different distances, in different 

currencies, in different industries. The logic is identical. 

2008: When the Story of Money Turned Ugly 

No chapter on money and capital would be honest without confronting the most 

spectacular failure of modern financial engineering: the 2008 global financial crisis. 



The story is more interesting — and more humanly revealing — than most accounts 

suggest. It was not a story of villains twirling mustaches and deliberately destroying 

the world economy for personal gain. It was a story of intelligent, well-educated, 

well-intentioned people who collectively produced a catastrophe through a 

combination of incentive misalignment, willful blindness, and the very human 

tendency to keep dancing while the music is playing. 

Here is how it happened, simplified but not distorted: 

American banks were giving mortgages to people who could not afford to repay 

them. Not out of charity — because the banks immediately sold those mortgages to 

investment banks, who packaged them into securities (Collateralized Debt 

Obligations, or CDOs) and sold them to investors around the world. The mortgage 

originators didn't care if the loans defaulted — they'd already sold the risk. The 

investment banks didn't care — they'd collected their fees and passed the risk on. The 

investors — pension funds, insurance companies, European banks — trusted the 

ratings agencies who stamped 'AAA' (the highest possible rating) on products that, in 

retrospect, were backed by loans destined to default. 

The rating agencies gave good ratings because the investment banks paid them for 

the ratings. The investment banks gave out good ratings because the investors 

demanded the product and fees were extraordinary. The investors bought blindly 

because their mandate required 'AAA' assets and their own analysis was inadequate. 

The mortgage originators gave loans to anyone who could sign a form because they 

got paid per loan regardless of quality. 

Everyone in this chain was acting rationally from within their own incentive 

structure. The system as a whole was insane. 

When the housing market turned, the defaults began, the CDO values collapsed, and 

the losses — which had been spread so widely that nobody was entirely sure who held 

them — froze the entire global financial system. Banks stopped lending to each other. 



Credit markets seized. Companies couldn't roll over short-term debt. Lehman 

Brothers — one of the great investment banks, 158 years old — filed for bankruptcy 

in September 2008. It was the largest bankruptcy in American history. 

India was not immune. Though Indian banks had limited direct exposure to 

subprime CDOs, the global credit freeze hit Indian companies that depended on 

external debt, the stock market fell sharply, and a real economic slowdown followed. 

The lesson is not that finance is evil. The lesson is that incentive systems matter at 

least as much as individual morality. Put good people in a system with broken 

incentives, and the system wins. This is perhaps the single most important insight in 

institutional finance — and we will return to it repeatedly throughout this book. 

"I did not know we had taken on so much risk. I trusted the 

process. Looking back, I did not understand the process well 

enough to trust it." 

— Anonymous Senior Executive, major U.S. investment bank, in 

congressional testimony, 2008 

◆ ◆ ◆ 

What You Should Never Forget From This Chapter 

Money is a collective fiction — the most powerful and productive fiction human 

civilization has ever invented. Capital is money that has been set in motion toward 

productive use. The gap between the people who have capital and the people who 

can use it productively is the problem investment banks were invented to solve. But 

financial systems have their own logic and their own momentum — and when the 

incentives break down, the consequences are not limited to the boardroom. They 

reach into the savings accounts and jobs of ordinary people. Understanding this is 

not a technicality. It is the moral foundation of the profession. 



Questions Worth Losing Sleep Over 

1. Money has value only because everyone agrees it does. What happens when that 

agreement breaks down? Find a historical example of hyperinflation and trace 

exactly how the loss of monetary confidence destroyed the real economy. 

2. The 2008 crisis was produced by rational individuals in a broken system. Can you 

think of other examples — in business, in politics, in sports — where the same 

dynamic produced collective catastrophe? 

3. What is the difference, in your own words, between money and capital? Give a 

concrete example of money being converted into capital in a way that benefited 

people beyond the immediate parties to the transaction. 

4. If you were designing a financial system from scratch — starting with the insight 

that money is a social technology — what properties would you want it to have? 

What would you be most worried about? 

 

— End of Chapter — 

  



Chapter 3: Inside the Machine — A 

Tour of the Investment Bank 

What actually happens inside these glass towers — and who does what to 

whom. 

A HYPOTHETICAL MORNING AT A MAJOR BANK 
7:15 a.m. The equity research analyst has been at his desk since 6:30, writing a note 
on a pharma company whose quarterly results dropped at midnight. He needs to 
have it in clients' inboxes before the market opens at 9:15. 
 
7:45 a.m. Three floors up, the DCM team is reviewing the order book for a bond deal 
they launched yesterday. A state-owned enterprise wants to raise ₹3,000 crore. 
Orders so far total ₹5,200 crore — the deal is 1.7 times oversubscribed. Good. They'll 
price it at the tight end of the range. 
 
8:30 a.m. The M&A team arrives. Two associates are comparing notes on the due 
diligence they've been running on a consumer goods acquisition. One has found a 
concerning revenue recognition issue in the target's accounts. This needs to go to the 
partner before the 10 a.m. client call. 
 
9:00 a.m. On the trading floor, the equities desk is getting ready for the open. The 
sales team is calling institutional clients with morning notes and trade ideas. A large 
asset manager wants to sell a 2% stake in a midcap company — can the bank find 
buyers quietly? The block trade desk gets to work. 
 
Nine a.m. All of this, simultaneously, in the same building. 
 

This is what strikes most people when they first see a major investment bank at 

work: the sheer diversity of the activity. Under one roof, at the same moment, the 

same institution is producing research, trading securities, advising on mergers, 

placing bonds, and managing risk — all for different clients, in different markets, 

using different skills. 

Understanding how these pieces fit together is not just organizational trivia. It is 

essential career knowledge, because the world of the M&A banker and the world of 



the equity trader are as different as neurosurgery and emergency medicine — same 

hospital, entirely different craft. 

The Three Businesses (And Why They Sometimes Hate 

Each Other) 

At the highest level, a full-service investment bank runs three fundamentally 

different businesses. They coexist under one banner and one P&L, but they have 

different cultures, different risk profiles, and different definitions of what a good day 

looks like. 

The Advisory Business is what most people mean when they say 'investment 

banking.' This is the world of mergers, acquisitions, restructurings, and strategic 

advice. Advisory bankers sell expertise and judgment. They commit no capital — the 

bank doesn't risk its own money — and earn fees when deals close. It is a pure service 

business, and the most relationship-intensive part of the industry. 

The Capital Markets Business connects companies that need to raise money with 

investors who have it. ECM bankers manage IPOs and equity offerings. DCM bankers 

manage bond issuances. When a company wants to go public, or a government wants 

to issue a bond, the capital markets teams design the offering, build the investor 

book, and execute the transaction. They earn underwriting fees — a percentage of the 

amount raised. 

The Markets Business (Sales & Trading) is the one most visible in popular culture — 

the trading floor, the screens, the 'buy buy buy, sell sell sell' energy. But it is 

profoundly misunderstood. Modern trading is not primarily speculation. It is 

market-making: standing ready to buy or sell securities so that investors and 

companies who want to transact can do so quickly and at fair prices. The bank makes 

money on the spread between buying and selling prices. It requires significant capital 

and generates real risk. 



These three businesses need each other but also create conflicts for each other. The 

advisory banker who has promised a client impartial strategic advice cannot be seen 

to be pushing the client toward a transaction that benefits the bank's capital markets 

fee income. The research analyst who publishes an independent 'sell' 

recommendation creates difficulties for the ECM banker trying to get institutional 

investors excited about the same company's IPO. Managing these tensions — 

through information barriers, regulatory compliance, and professional culture — is 

one of the defining challenges of running a major investment bank. 

  WHY RESEARCH ANALYSTS GOT IN TROUBLE IN 2001 
During the dot-com boom, equity research analysts at U.S. banks published 'buy' 
recommendations on technology companies that they privately described, in emails, as 
'dogs' and 'pieces of junk.' Why? Because those companies were paying fees to the same 
banks' investment banking divisions, and a 'sell' recommendation would have cost the 
bank business. 
 
The 2003 Global Analyst Research Settlement required banks to pay $1.4 billion in fines, 
fund independent research, and structurally separate research from banking. In India, 
SEBI's Research Analyst Regulations 2014 impose similar safeguards. The conflict is never 
fully eliminated — but it must be managed transparently. 
 

The Investment Banking Division: Where Deals Are 

Born 

IBD — the Investment Banking Division — is the prestige address. It is where 

managing directors fly business class to client meetings, where deals are originated, 

where the most high-profile work happens. It is also where the most junior analysts 

work the most extreme hours. 

IBD is organized around two overlapping axes — and understanding the difference 

between them is crucial for navigating the industry. 

Product groups are organized around what they do: the M&A group does mergers 

and acquisitions. The ECM group does equity offerings. The DCM group does bond 



issuances. The Restructuring group advises companies in financial distress. If you 

join a product group, you develop deep expertise in a specific transaction type — you 

become exceptionally good at, say, LBO structuring or IPO execution — but you work 

across every industry. 

Coverage groups are organized around who their clients are. The Healthcare 

coverage team knows every pharmaceutical company, hospital system, and biotech 

startup in their territory. The Financial Institutions Group knows every bank, 

insurance company, and asset manager. The TMT team knows the technology, 

media, and telecom sector inside out. If you join a coverage group, you develop deep 

relationships with a specific client set — you understand their businesses, their 

strategies, their competitive pressures — and you sell them the full range of the 

bank's products. 

The most effective bankers, at the senior level, combine both: deep product expertise 

and deep sector knowledge. A senior M&A banker who knows pharma M&A inside 

out is more valuable than one who only knows M&A or only knows pharma. 

A Day in the Life: Analyst vs. Managing Director 

The same transaction looks completely different depending on where you sit in the 

hierarchy. Let's take a real-world scenario — advising on a ₹2,000 crore acquisition 

of a food and beverage company — and see how each level experiences it. 

  THE ANALYST'S VERSION OF THE DEAL 
6:30 a.m. Arrives. Opens 47 unread messages. 
8:00 a.m. Builds the financial model. Revenue synergies, cost synergies, financing 
structure, accretion/dilution analysis — all integrated, all flexible, all needing to tie out 
perfectly. 
11:00 a.m. Model breaks because of a circular reference. Fixes it. 12:30 p.m. VP requests 'a 
few changes.' The changes require rebuilding two tabs. 
3:00 p.m. Formats the pitch book. Every number must match the model. Every slide must 
be consistent with every other slide. Every font must be the same size. 
10:00 p.m. MD requests 'one more scenario.' Runs it. Sends deck. 
11:45 p.m. MD requests 'the old scenario back but with the new assumptions.' Runs it. 



Sends deck. 
1:00 a.m. Goes home. Sets alarm for 6:00 a.m. 
 

  THE MANAGING DIRECTOR'S VERSION OF THE DEAL 
8:30 a.m. Calls the CEO of the acquiring company. Has known him for eleven years. 
Discusses whether the acquisition still makes strategic sense given the target's latest 
quarterly results. 
10:00 a.m. Reviews the pitch book. Identifies three slides that need reworking. Sends 
comments to VP. 
12:30 p.m. Lunch with a potential co-investor. Spends two hours building a relationship 
that may not produce business for eighteen months. 
3:30 p.m. Board presentation. The CEO and CFO ask hard questions about integration risk 
and financing cost. MD answers from experience, not from the deck. 
6:00 p.m. Flight to Delhi for tomorrow's meeting with the target's advisors. Reviews the 
deck on the plane. Sends eleven comments to the analyst team at 30,000 feet. 
11:00 p.m. Hotel. Calls family. Sleeps. 
 

Same deal. Completely different experience. Neither is better or worse — they are 

different phases of the same career. The analyst building models at 1 a.m. is learning 

the technical foundations she will draw on when she is the managing director who 

can answer the hard questions without referring to the deck. 

Understanding this arc — and being patient with your place in it — is one of the most 

practically useful things any aspiring banker can internalize. 

The Trading Floor: Organized Chaos With Very Precise 

Rules 

If IBD is the brain of the investment bank, the trading floor is the heart — loud, fast, 

rhythmic, occasionally terrifying. 

The modern trading floor bears almost no resemblance to the shouting pits of Wall 

Street legend. Electronic trading has replaced open outcry. Algorithms execute 

orders in microseconds. The 'trader' of 2024 is as likely to be a PhD in applied 

mathematics writing quantitative models as a fast-talking street fighter executing 



trades on gut instinct. Both types still exist, but the balance has shifted decisively 

toward the quantitative. 

The floor is organized by asset class. Equity traders handle stocks. Fixed income 

traders handle bonds. FX traders handle currencies. Derivatives traders handle 

options, swaps, and other complex instruments. Each desk has its own risk limits, its 

own P&L, its own culture — and they sit close enough to each other that the mood of 

one desk can infect the entire floor on a bad day. 

Sales — the people who talk to clients and bring in trading flow — sit alongside the 

traders, creating a constant conversation between what clients want and what the 

market can provide. A good salesperson is not just an order-taker. She is an 

intelligence source: knowing what the largest investors are thinking, what positions 

they're building, what trades they're considering. That intelligence is invaluable to 

the trading desk and, carefully managed, to the advisory team. 

◆ ◆ ◆ 

What You Should Never Forget From This Chapter 

The investment bank is not a monolith — it is three fundamentally different 

businesses coexisting within one institution, each with its own economics, culture, 

and definition of success. Understanding which business you are drawn to — 

advisory, capital markets, or markets — is the first step in building a coherent 

career strategy. The hierarchy is real, the work at every level is meaningful, and 

the skills you build as an analyst are the same ones you will use as a managing 

director, just applied to different problems with different stakes. 



Questions Worth Losing Sleep Over 

1. If you had to choose today — advisory, capital markets, or markets — which would 

you choose, and why? Be specific about what appeals to you and what you're worried 

you might find difficult. 

2. The conflict between research and banking — the analyst who privately calls a 

company a 'dog' while publicly rating it a 'buy' — is an extreme version of a conflict 

that exists in many professions. How should institutions structure incentives to 

prevent this? 

3. Describe the differences in the analyst's and managing director's experience of the 

same deal. What does this tell you about what you are actually learning at the junior 

level, even when the work feels mechanical? 

4. The trading floor has been transformed by algorithms and quantitative models. Is 

this a good thing for markets? For investors? For society? What is lost when human 

judgment is replaced by mathematical optimization? 

 

— End of Chapter — 

  



Chapter 4: The IPO — The Most 

Thrilling Gamble in Finance 

How private companies become public ones — and why it almost always 

goes wrong before it goes right. 

ZOMATO, JULY 23, 2021 
At 9:15 a.m., when trading opened on the National Stock Exchange of India, shares of 
Zomato Limited were priced at ₹76. By 11:30 a.m., they were trading at ₹138 — an 
80% jump in two hours. 
 
In the bankers' war room, there was the particular kind of relief that comes only 
after months of controlled anxiety. Because here is what most people don't know 
about a major IPO: it almost falls apart. Multiple times. The valuation gets 
questioned. The anchor investors push back. A competitor announces bad quarterly 
results the week before your roadshow and suddenly every investor wants to re-
examine your numbers. The market moves against you during the quiet period. 
Someone leaks a detail that shouldn't be public. 
 
Zomato's bankers — Kotak, Morgan Stanley, Goldman, and others — had managed 
all of this. They had also done something harder: they had convinced India's 
institutional investors to value a money-losing food delivery company not on profits 
it didn't have, but on a vision of what the company could become. That required not 
just financial skill but a kind of persuasive storytelling that most financial models 
can't capture. 
 

An IPO is many things simultaneously. 

It is a financing event — the company raises money that it can use to grow, pay down 

debt, or fund operations. It is an exit event — the early investors, founders, and 

employees who have held illiquid stakes for years finally get the chance to sell. It is a 

branding event — a public listing confers legitimacy, visibility, and credibility that 

private companies struggle to replicate. And it is a governance event — the company 

now answers to thousands of shareholders, a stock exchange, and a securities 

regulator. 



But above all else, an IPO is a bet on the future. 

The investor who buys shares in an IPO is not buying a share of what the company is 

today. She is buying a share of what it will become. And because the future is 

uncertain, the entire exercise is suffused with a peculiar combination of rigorous 

analysis and informed speculation. The banker's job is to manage the tension 

between those two forces: to be rigorous enough to protect the company's credibility 

and flexible enough to capture the investor's imagination. 

The Question Every IPO Must Answer 

Before any IPO process begins — before the bankers are hired, before the regulators 

are approached, before a single slide of the pitch book is drafted — there is a question 

that must be answered honestly: 

Why now? 

Not 'why ever' — the question of whether a company should eventually be public is 

almost always yes for a company that reaches a certain scale. The question is why 

now, this market, this price, with this structure. 

The answer is almost always a combination of four factors: market conditions (is the 

market receptive to your sector?), company readiness (do you have the financial 

controls, governance, and management depth to function as a public company?), 

capital needs (do you actually need the money, or are you going public because your 

VC investors want liquidity?), and competitive dynamics (is a competitor about to go 

public and capture all the investor attention?) 

The best IPOs are the ones where the answer to 'why now' is genuinely compelling — 

where market timing, company momentum, and capital need align. These deals price 

well, trade well in the aftermarket, and build the long-term relationship between the 

company and its investors that makes future capital raises easier. 



The worst IPOs are the ones where 'why now' is essentially 'because our PE backers 

need to exit and the market is hot.' These deals often price below expectations, trade 

poorly, and leave the company with a damaged relationship with the investor 

community for years. 

As an investment banker, your job includes having the honesty and the professional 

courage to tell a client when the answer to 'why now' is not compelling enough — 

even when that means losing the mandate. The best advisory franchises are built on 

this kind of candor. 

The IPO Process, Told Honestly 

Here is the official version of how an IPO works: the company selects bankers, files a 

prospectus, conducts a roadshow, prices the deal, and lists. Clean, sequential, logical. 

Here is the real version. 

  STAGE 1: THE BEAUTY CONTEST (AND WHY BANKS LIE) 
Every company considering an IPO runs a 'bake-off' — inviting multiple banks to pitch for 
the mandate. Each bank presents its sector expertise, its distribution network, its research 
capabilities, and its proposed valuation. 
 
Here is the dirty secret: the bank that wins the bake-off is almost always the one that 
pitched the highest valuation. Not because that valuation is realistic, but because CEOs are 
human beings who prefer to hear that their company is worth more. Smart companies 
know this and discount the aggressive valuations. But the temptation is real. 
 
The best bankers — the ones who build lasting franchises — win bake-offs not by pitching 
the highest number but by demonstrating the deepest understanding of the business and 
the most credible path to a successful deal. This requires resisting the temptation to tell 
clients what they want to hear, which is harder than it sounds when a mandate worth tens 
of crore in fees is at stake. 
 

  STAGE 2: THE DRHP — A DOCUMENT NOBODY READS BUT EVERYBODY 
NEEDS 
The Draft Red Herring Prospectus (DRHP) is the disclosure document filed with SEBI 
before the marketing process begins. It typically runs to 300-500 pages and contains 
everything a prospective investor might need to know: the company's business description, 
financial history, risk factors, use of proceeds, management biographies, litigation, and 



regulatory status. 
 
Nobody reads all of it. But everybody is protected by its existence. If something goes wrong 
after the IPO — if a risk materializes that hurt investors — the first question the lawyers 
ask is: 'Was it disclosed in the DRHP?' If yes, the company and its bankers have significant 
legal protection. If no, there is a problem. 
 
This is why writing a good DRHP is as much about legal protection as investor 
communication. And why the 'risk factors' section, which can run to fifty pages of densely 
worded calamities, is taken very seriously by the lawyers even when it is skimmed by 
investors. 
 

  STAGE 3: THE ROADSHOW — PART PERFORMANCE, PART CONFESSION 
The roadshow is two to three weeks of back-to-back presentations across financial centers 
— Mumbai, Delhi, Singapore, Hong Kong, London, New York. The CEO and CFO present 
the investment case to institutional investors who may put hundreds of crore into the deal. 
 
The dynamic is fascinating. The investors have already read the DRHP and the research 
note. They know the numbers. What they're really evaluating in the room is: Do I trust this 
management team? Are they honest about the risks? Do they know their business well 
enough to navigate the challenges ahead? 
 
The best CEOs on roadshows are the ones who acknowledge problems before being asked. 
'Our margins are lower than our competitors, and here's exactly why and what we're doing 
about it.' This kind of preemptive honesty is disarming — it builds trust precisely because it 
is unexpected. 
 
The worst CEOs are the ones who have a polished answer for everything, who never 
acknowledge a weakness, who feel more like salespeople than operators. Investors have 
seen hundreds of roadshows. They can tell the difference. 
 

Pricing the Deal: The Art of Leaving Money on the 

Table 

Here is a paradox that every ECM banker must understand: the goal is not to 

maximize the price at which the company goes public. 

Rationally, you might think the goal is to raise as much money as possible for the 

selling shareholders and the company. But the experienced banker knows that the 

price the deal prices at is only one part of the picture. The price the stock trades at in 



the days and weeks after listing is equally important — and if the stock immediately 

falls below the issue price, the damage done to the company's reputation, to its 

relationship with investors, and to the bank's franchise can far exceed the extra 

money raised by pricing aggressively. 

The ideal IPO prices at a slight discount to where it will trade — enough to give first-

day buyers a positive experience, not so much that the selling shareholders feel they 

left a fortune on the table. Finding this 'right price' in real time, with imperfect 

information, under time pressure, while managing the competing interests of the 

company, the selling shareholders, the institutional investors, and the bank's trading 

desk, is one of the genuinely difficult things in investment banking. 

"Pricing an IPO well is like parking a car in a tight space in the 

dark. You know roughly where you need to end up. But the 

feedback you get on whether you've succeeded only arrives after 

you've committed." 

— ECM Banker, Kotak Investment Banking 

Case Study: The Paytm IPO — A Lesson in What 

Happens When Bankers Don't Push Back 

In November 2021, One97 Communications — the parent of Paytm — listed on 

Indian exchanges in what was, at the time, India's largest IPO, raising ₹18,300 crore. 

The stock closed down 27% on its first day of trading. Within a year, it had fallen 

more than 70% from the issue price. 

What happened? 

The diagnosis is complex and contested. But the most charitable reading is that the 

company went public at a valuation — approximately $20 billion — that required 



investors to believe in a long-term profitability trajectory that the business had not 

yet demonstrated. The bankers, under pressure from the company and its investors 

to hit a target valuation, did not push back hard enough on the pricing. 

This is not unusual. It is, in fact, a structural temptation in the IPO market: the 

company wants the highest possible price, the selling shareholders want the highest 

possible price, and the bankers are paid based on a percentage of the amount raised. 

Everybody in the room has an incentive to price aggressively. The only counterweight 

is the banker's long-term reputation — the knowledge that being associated with a 

deal that craters on day one will cost the bank future mandates. 

The Paytm story is not a story of fraud or malice. It is a story of incentive structures 

producing suboptimal outcomes. Which is, as we've already established, the oldest 

story in finance. 

The contrasting case study is Zomato, six months earlier. Zomato was also a money-

losing technology company. But its bankers — by all accounts — conducted a more 

rigorous investor education process, priced the deal at a level that allowed for 

meaningful first-day appreciation, and built a broader book of long-term 

institutional investors rather than concentrated hot money. The stock's long-term 

performance has been volatile, but the IPO itself was a textbook execution. 

The difference was largely one of process discipline and the willingness to leave some 

money on the table. 

◆ ◆ ◆ 

What You Should Never Forget From This Chapter 

An IPO is not a transaction. It is the beginning of a relationship — between a 

company and thousands of investors who will own its shares, attend its AGMs, ask 

questions on earnings calls, and decide whether to buy more or sell based on 



whether management delivers on the promises made during the roadshow. The 

banker's job is not to complete the transaction. It is to set that relationship up for 

success. That sometimes means telling the client things they don't want to hear 

about valuation, timing, or readiness. That is what makes a great ECM banker. 

And it is what separates the banks that build lasting franchises from those that win 

mandates and collect fees but lose client trust. 

Questions Worth Losing Sleep Over 

1. Why did Zomato's IPO succeed when Paytm's struggled? What specific decisions 

— by the bankers, by the company's management — drove the different outcomes? 

2. The 'bake-off' system creates an incentive for banks to pitch unrealistically high 

valuations. What alternative selection mechanism would you design? What are its 

drawbacks? 

3. An investor is considering buying shares in an IPO of a company with strong 

growth but no profitability. What framework should she use to decide whether the 

valuation is reasonable? 

4. SEBI's DRHP review process takes 30–75 days. Is this appropriate regulatory 

oversight or an unnecessary delay? What are the costs and benefits of a more 

streamlined process? 

 

— End of Chapter — 

  



Chapter 5: Debt — The Most Powerful 

and Most Dangerous Tool in Finance 

Why borrowing money is not inherently irresponsible, why it is 

sometimes brilliant, and why it occasionally destroys everything. 

Here is something the movies never tell you about high finance: the bond market is 

bigger, more important, and more interesting than the stock market. 

The global bond market — the market for debt securities — is approximately $130 

trillion in size. The global equity market is roughly half that. Every sovereign 

government on earth funds its operations through debt. Most major corporations 

have more debt than equity on their balance sheets. The interest rate decisions of 

central banks, which move bond prices, affect every mortgage, every business loan, 

every consumer credit card on the planet. 

And yet most people, when they think about finance, think about stocks. 

This is partly because stocks are more dramatic — they go up and down visibly, they 

make headlines, they make and break fortunes in days. Bonds are more boring to 

watch, which is why they are more interesting to understand. The bond market is 

where the real money is. And the debt capital markets desk of an investment bank is 

where some of the most sophisticated financial engineering happens. 

The Philosophy of Debt 

Let's start with the first principle, because it is more subtle than it looks. 

Debt is not the opposite of success. It is, in the right circumstances, the amplifier of 

success. 



A business that earns 20% returns on invested capital and can borrow money at 8% 

should borrow as much as it prudently can — because every rupee borrowed and 

invested generates a 12% spread that goes to shareholders. This is the logic of 

leverage: using borrowed capital to amplify returns on equity. 

The other side of the ledger is equally true. A business that earns 6% returns on 

invested capital should not borrow money at 8%, because every rupee borrowed 

destroys value. And a business that earns 20% returns in good years but 2% returns 

in bad years needs to think very carefully about how much debt it takes on — because 

the interest payments don't go away in the bad years, even when the revenue does. 

This is the fundamental tension in capital structure management, and it sits at the 

heart of most leveraged finance decisions. The question is never 'is debt good or 

bad?' The question is: given this specific business, with its specific cash flow profile 

and risk characteristics, how much debt can it support without putting itself in 

danger during a downturn? 

THE LEVERAGE THOUGHT EXPERIMENT 
You find a building that generates ₹1 crore per year in rental income. You can buy it 
for ₹10 crore. Return on investment: 10%. 
 
Now: you put in ₹3 crore of your own money and borrow ₹7 crore at 7% annual 
interest (₹49 lakh per year). 
 
Rental income: ₹1 crore 
Interest: ₹49 lakh 
Net to you: ₹51 lakh 
On your ₹3 crore investment: 17% return 
 
Leverage turned a 10% return into a 17% return. This is why private equity firms, 
real estate investors, and infrastructure funds use debt so aggressively. 
 
Now: the rental market drops. Your building only generates ₹60 lakh per year. 
Interest is still ₹49 lakh. 
Net to you: ₹11 lakh. 
Return: 3.7%. 
 
And if income falls below ₹49 lakh? You're paying interest from your own pocket. 
And if you can't? The bank takes the building. 
 



This is why leverage is powerful and why it is dangerous. Same asset, different 
outcomes, depending entirely on circumstances you cannot fully control. 
 

The Spectrum of Debt — From Safe to Terrifying 

Not all debt is the same. The spectrum runs from the most senior, most secured, 

most conservatively structured debt — which rarely defaults — to instruments so 

risky they are essentially quasi-equity. Understanding this spectrum is foundational. 

At the safest end sit investment-grade bonds: debt issued by companies and 

governments whose credit quality is rated BBB- or above by the rating agencies. 

These are institutions — Tata Sons, the Government of India, HDFC Bank — whose 

probability of default is low enough that conservative investors (pension funds, 

insurance companies, provident funds) are permitted and encouraged to own their 

debt. 

Moving down the credit spectrum, we reach high-yield bonds — the instruments that 

built Michael Milken's career and financed the leveraged buyout revolution. Milken's 

insight in the 1970s was not financial engineering genius; it was a careful reading of 

the data. He noticed that diversified portfolios of below-investment-grade bonds — 

'junk bonds,' as the press called them — generated higher returns than investment-

grade bonds, even after accounting for defaults. The extra spread investors 

demanded was more than sufficient compensation for the losses they actually 

suffered. 

This was not widely understood at the time. The conventional wisdom was that junk 

bonds were junk — that only investment-grade credit was appropriate for serious 

investors. Milken built a market — and ultimately, a firm (Drexel Burnham Lambert) 

— on the gap between the conventional wisdom and the data. At its peak, that market 

made him arguably the most powerful man in American finance. His eventual 



downfall — a felony conviction for securities violations — is a separate story, and a 

cautionary one. 

The Leveraged Buyout: Financial Engineering at Its 

Most Elegant 

The leveraged buyout — the LBO — is the most controversial and the most 

intellectually fascinating transaction structure in finance. It is also the structure that 

makes private equity possible, that has created some of the greatest returns in 

investment history, and that has also produced some of the most spectacular 

corporate failures. 

The basic structure is straightforward: a private equity firm buys a company using 

mostly borrowed money, with the company's own assets serving as collateral and its 

own cash flows servicing the debt. The firm controls the company with a relatively 

small equity stake. If the company performs well — if management can grow 

revenues, cut costs, and generate cash to pay down the debt — the equity stake 

becomes enormously valuable as the leverage is reduced. If the company fails to 

generate sufficient cash, the debt becomes a death trap. 

The mathematics are seductive. Imagine buying a company for ₹1,000 crore using 

₹300 crore of equity and ₹700 crore of debt. You grow the company's earnings over 

five years and sell it for ₹1,400 crore with the debt paid down to ₹400 crore. Your 

equity has gone from ₹300 crore to ₹1,000 crore — a 27% annual return, while the 

total enterprise value only grew by 40%. The leverage created the extraordinary 

return. 

This is not magic. It is math. And the math only works if the underlying business is 

strong enough to service the debt through the economic cycle, including the 

inevitable downturns. 



  THE KKR / RJR NABISCO DEAL — THE LBO THAT DEFINED AN ERA 
In 1988, Kohlberg Kravis Roberts acquired RJR Nabisco — the food and tobacco 
conglomerate — for $25 billion in what was then the largest LBO in history. The bid beat 
competing offers from the company's own management team in a frenzied auction process 
that Bryan Burrough and John Helyar immortalized in 'Barbarians at the Gate.' 
 
The deal became a defining symbol of 1980s excess. The competing offers came in waves. 
The fees were staggering. Investment bankers flew on private jets. Enormous bonuses were 
paid. And the ultimate winner — KKR — acquired a company loaded with debt at the peak 
of the market, then spent years managing the consequences. 
 
The lesson: brilliant financial engineering and extraordinary execution cannot fully 
overcome the problem of paying too much for an asset at the wrong moment in the cycle. 
Every generation of private equity professionals has had to relearn this lesson. 
 

India's Debt Market: The Great Underdeveloped 

Frontier 

Here is a gap in Indian finance that represents one of the largest opportunities for 

the next generation of bankers: India's corporate bond market is dramatically 

underdeveloped relative to the country's economic size. 

In the United States, the corporate bond market is approximately 120% of GDP. In 

India, it is less than 20%. This means that Indian companies — particularly mid-

sized and infrastructure businesses — rely overwhelmingly on bank loans for their 

debt financing, which creates several problems: bank balance sheets are 

concentrated with credit risk; loan terms are less flexible than bond structures; the 

investor base for Indian corporate credit is narrow; and the pricing efficiency is 

lower. 

The causes are structural and historical: regulatory restrictions on who can buy 

corporate bonds; stamp duty regimes that make secondary trading expensive; a 

shallow institutional investor base that has traditionally preferred government 

securities; and the legacy of the NPA crisis that made banks risk-averse about credit 

in precisely the sectors that most need it. 



But here is what's changing: SEBI and RBI have been systematically deepening the 

market. Mandatory bond financing for large corporate borrowers. Development of 

electronic bond trading platforms. Expansion of the alternate investment fund 

ecosystem that invests in private credit. The GIFT City international financial centre 

creating a regulatory sandbox for innovative structures. India issued its first 

sovereign green bond in 2023. 

The infrastructure investment trust (InvIT) and real estate investment trust (REIT) 

structures — still relatively new in India — are creating liquid markets for a new 

category of assets that previously could only be held by long-term institutional 

investors. These structures, and the debt that sits alongside them, are the kind of 

financial innovation that will define Indian capital markets over the next decade. 

The banker who understands Indian debt markets, international credit markets, and 

the regulatory bridges between them will be extraordinarily sought after. That is not 

a prediction. It is a statement of the current supply-demand imbalance in Indian 

finance. 

◆ ◆ ◆ 

What You Should Never Forget From This Chapter 

Debt is not inherently dangerous or inherently beneficial. It is a tool whose value 

depends entirely on how it is used, by whom, for what purpose, and with what 

buffers against the inevitable downturns. The best debt capital markets bankers are 

those who understand not just the mechanics of structuring debt but the deeper 

logic of what a given company can and cannot sustain — and who have the 

professional courage to tell clients when they are reaching for more leverage than 

is wise. India's underdeveloped debt market is not a problem. It is an opportunity 

of enormous scale for the bankers who develop the expertise to address it. 



Questions Worth Losing Sleep Over 

1. Explain the LBO mathematics using a numerical example of your own. What 

assumptions drive the equity return most significantly? What could go wrong? 

2. Why is India's corporate bond market underdeveloped? What specific policy 

changes would most effectively deepen it, and what are the tradeoffs of each? 

3. Michael Milken identified a genuine market inefficiency — high-yield bonds were 

mispriced — and built a business on it. He also crossed legal and ethical lines. How 

should we evaluate his legacy? 

4. What is the difference between a company that is 'too leveraged' and one that is 

'appropriately leveraged'? What metrics and qualitative factors would you use to 

assess the boundary? 

 

— End of Chapter — 

  



Chapter 6: The Deal — How Mergers 

and Acquisitions Really Work 

Behind every multi-billion-dollar acquisition is a mix of strategy, 

psychology, ego, and occasionally genius. Here's what the press releases 

leave out. 

THE BOARD MEETING THAT CHANGED INDIA'S PHARMACEUTICAL INDUSTRY 
In 2008, the board of Sun Pharmaceutical Industries considered a question that had 
no obvious answer: Should we acquire Ranbaxy Laboratories? 
 
Ranbaxy was one of India's largest pharmaceutical companies, but it was in serious 
trouble. The U.S. FDA had banned imports from two of its factories due to 
manufacturing violations. Its pipeline was uncertain. Its management was under 
pressure. Its controlling shareholder, the Singh family, wanted to sell. 
 
Sun Pharma's founder, Dilip Shanghvi, saw something others didn't. The core 
business was valuable. The manufacturing problems were fixable. And the price — if 
negotiated right — could be extraordinary. 
 
They waited. And waited. And in 2014, when Ranbaxy's problems had worsened 
further and the Singh family's alternatives had narrowed, Sun Pharma acquired 
Ranbaxy in a share-swap deal that valued Ranbaxy at roughly $3.2 billion — 
creating India's largest pharmaceutical company. 
 
The integration was painful. The manufacturing remediation took years. But by 
2018, Sun Pharma had absorbed the Ranbaxy assets it wanted, resolved the FDA 
issues, and emerged as one of the largest generic drug companies in the world. 
 
This is what great M&A looks like: not the highest price, not the fastest execution, but 
the clearest vision of what the combined entity could become and the patience to wait 
for the right moment to act. 
 

The merger and acquisition business is, at its core, about answering one question: 

Is this combination worth more than the sum of its parts? 



If yes — if the combined company can generate more cash, win more market share, 

build more defensible advantages, access more capital, or create more value than the 

two companies could independently — then the deal has a strategic rationale. The job 

of the investment banker is to rigorously test that rationale, help structure the 

transaction to capture the value, and execute the deal in a way that doesn't destroy 

the value before it can be realized. 

If no — if the deal is driven primarily by CEO ego, by the banker's fee incentive, by 

the board's desire to 'do something' to boost the share price, by the blind application 

of a market trend ('everyone in our industry is consolidating') — then the deal will 

destroy value. And the evidence that this happens frequently is overwhelming. 

Study after study shows that 60-70% of acquisitions fail to create value for the 

acquiring company's shareholders. The price paid is too high. The synergies are 

overstated. The integration is botched. The cultures clash. The people leave. The 

customers defect. 

And yet the M&A market generates trillions of dollars of deal volume every year. 

Why? 

Because the 30-40% that succeed create enormous value. Because the people doing 

the deals genuinely believe this deal, their deal, will be in the successful minority. 

And because — let's be honest — the bankers advising the transaction are paid when 

the deal closes, not when the integration succeeds three years later. 

Why CEOs Do Deals They Shouldn't 

Understanding the human psychology of M&A is at least as important as 

understanding the financial mechanics. Because the decisions that determine 

whether a deal is good or bad are usually made by human beings with the full range 

of human cognitive biases. 



Overconfidence is the dominant force. Decades of research on CEO psychology 

shows that leaders who have succeeded in building large organizations tend to 

overestimate their ability to succeed in the next challenge. The CEO who has 

skillfully grown her company for fifteen years believes — sincerely, not dishonestly — 

that she can integrate a complex acquisition more effectively than the statistics 

would predict. She has always beaten the odds before. 

Competitive pressure warps judgment in a different way. When an industry is 

consolidating — when every competitor is doing deals — the CEO who is not doing a 

deal looks passive, unambitious, behind the curve. The board asks 'why aren't we 

doing something?' The press writes about the company's 'strategic gap.' The pressure 

to be seen acting can override the discipline of waiting for the right deal at the right 

price. 

And then there is the auction dynamic — perhaps the single greatest destroyer of 

M&A value. Once a company is put up for sale through a competitive process, the 

bidding can take on a momentum of its own. Investment banks, on behalf of their 

sell-side clients, are expert at creating competition among potential buyers — real 

competition, manufactured urgency, strategic leak of a competing bid's price range. 

Once a bidder has invested months of management time and millions in due 

diligence costs, the psychological pressure to 'win' — to not have wasted all that effort 

— becomes a force that works directly against rational pricing. 

"The worst deals I've seen were not the result of bad analysis. 

They were the result of good analysis that nobody had the 

courage to act on." 

— Veteran M&A Banker, 30 years in the industry 



The Anatomy of a Deal: From Origination to Closing 

Let's trace a hypothetical acquisition from start to finish, with the kind of honest 

account that investment banking textbooks usually sanitize. 

A consumer goods conglomerate — let's call it IndCon — wants to acquire a mid-

sized regional competitor to expand its distribution in South India. The CEO has 

been thinking about this for two years. His investment banker — who has been 

covering IndCon for seven years, who attended the CEO's daughter's wedding, who 

knows which problems keep the CEO awake at night — gets a call one morning: 'I 

think it's time. Can you get us into a conversation with their board?' 

This is how most M&A deals actually start. Not with a formal RFP, not with a 

structured auction, but with a phone call between two people who trust each other. 

The banker's first job — before any financial model, before any pitch book — is to 

think clearly about whether this transaction makes strategic sense. Is the target 

actually the best way to achieve IndCon's South India objectives, or is there a cheaper 

organic path? Is the price that will need to be paid — given the target's current 

market value and the likely competitive dynamics — supportable by the synergies the 

deal will actually generate? 

If the answer is yes, the work begins. The banker leads due diligence — examining 

the target's financials, its customer relationships, its manufacturing quality, its 

regulatory compliance, its management depth. This process takes months. What you 

are looking for is not just confirmation of the investment thesis but disconfirmation: 

the evidence that would make the deal a bad idea. The banker who only looks for 

supporting evidence is not doing due diligence. She is doing confirmation. 

The valuation is next. Multiple methodologies — comparable companies, precedent 

transactions, DCF — converge (if you're lucky) on a value range. The deal is done 



somewhere in that range, adjusted for negotiating dynamics, competitive pressure, 

and the specific value that IndCon can uniquely capture from the combination. 

Then comes negotiation. Price is important, but it is only one of a dozen terms that 

matter: the representations and warranties the seller is making about the business; 

the indemnifications that will protect the buyer if those representations prove false; 

the treatment of management options and retention packages; the regulatory 

conditions that must be satisfied before closing; the break fee that either party pays if 

the deal fails. 

Good negotiation in M&A is not about winning every point. It is about understanding 

which points actually matter — which terms represent real economic exposure — and 

being disciplined enough to fight hard on those and flexible on everything else. The 

banker who negotiates every comma with equal intensity signals inexperience and 

exhausts goodwill that will be needed for the issues that actually matter. 

SEBI's Takeover Code: The Indian Dimension 

Acquiring a publicly listed Indian company has regulatory dimensions that don't 

exist in most other markets — and understanding them is essential for anyone 

advising on Indian M&A. 

Under SEBI's Substantial Acquisition of Shares and Takeovers Regulations 2011, any 

acquirer who crosses 25% shareholding in a listed company is required to make an 

open offer to purchase an additional 26% of the shares from public shareholders. The 

price of the open offer must be at least as high as the price paid in the trigger 

acquisition, and it must be completed within a defined timeline. 

This requirement has profound strategic implications. It means that acquiring a 

listed Indian company is always, in effect, an offer to buy up to 51% of the company 

— not just the stake you negotiated for. The open offer must be fully funded at 

announcement, which requires the acquirer to arrange financing for a deal that may 



be significantly larger than the initial negotiated transaction. And the open offer 

acceptance rate — how many public shareholders actually tender their shares — is 

uncertain until the offer closes. 

These dynamics make Indian public M&A more complex and more expensive than 

comparable transactions in less regulated markets. They also provide important 

protections for minority shareholders — ensuring that when a controlling stake 

changes hands, public shareholders get the opportunity to exit at the same price. For 

bankers advising on these transactions, navigating the Takeover Code requirements 

is a specialized skill that adds real value to clients who are less familiar with the 

terrain. 

◆ ◆ ◆ 

What You Should Never Forget From This Chapter 

Great M&A is not about winning the auction. It is about identifying the right target, 

at the right price, at the right moment — and then executing the integration with 

the same discipline that the deal itself required. The deals that create lasting value 

are those driven by genuine strategic insight, honest assessment of synergies, and 

the courage to walk away when the price gets too high. The deals that destroy value 

are those driven by competitive pressure, overconfidence, and the momentum of a 

process that develops its own logic. The investment banker's highest service to a 

client is sometimes to say: 'This is a good company. Let's not buy it right now.' 

Questions Worth Losing Sleep Over 

1. Study the Sun Pharma / Ranbaxy acquisition. What made it successful despite the 

enormous challenges? What would have had to go wrong for it to be a disaster? 



2. The academic evidence shows 60-70% of acquisitions destroy value. If this is well-

known, why do companies continue to do so many deals? 

3. Design the process you would run to advise a mid-size Indian consumer goods 

company that wants to make its first acquisition. What questions would you ask, and 

in what order? 

4. SEBI's open offer requirement is designed to protect minority shareholders. What 

are its unintended consequences for M&A activity in India? How would you redesign 

it? 

 

— End of Chapter — 

  



Chapter 7: The Numbers — Valuation, 

Modelling, and the Art of Intelligent 

Estimation 

How investment bankers put a number on things that resist being 

numbered — and why getting this right is both science and storytelling. 

Let me tell you about the most famous wrong number in the history of investment 

banking. 

In 2000, at the peak of the dot-com bubble, analysts at major investment banks were 

valuing internet companies using a metric called 'price-per-eyeball' — the idea that 

each unique visitor to a website was worth a certain dollar amount, regardless of 

whether the company made any money. A company with 10 million monthly visitors 

might be valued at $1 billion (₹100 per visitor) even if it had zero revenue and no 

clear path to profitability. 

This was not financial analysis. It was financial fiction. And the investment banks 

that promoted these valuations — and the companies that used them to raise money 

at spectacular prices — contributed to one of the most destructive bubble-and-bust 

cycles in modern financial history. 

The lesson is not that valuation is impossible. It is that valuation is easy to corrupt 

when the people doing it have incentives to produce a particular answer. A model 

that produces any result you want is not a model. It is a justification engine. 

Real valuation — honest valuation — is the disciplined attempt to answer a simple 

question: What is this asset actually worth, given what we know and what we can 



reasonably infer about its future? It requires intellectual honesty about uncertainty, 

clear thinking about what drives value, and the professional courage to stand behind 

your analysis even when the answer is not what the client wants to hear. 

Three Ways to Value Anything 

There are three fundamental approaches to valuation, each with its own logic, its 

own strengths, and its own ways of being wrong. Experienced bankers use all three 

and triangulate toward a conclusion. 

Comparable Company Analysis — 'Comps' — asks: what are similar businesses worth 

in the market today? If publicly traded pharmaceutical companies with similar 

growth and margin profiles trade at 15x EBITDA, then the pharmaceutical company 

we're valuing should be worth approximately 15x EBITDA — adjusted for any 

meaningful differences in quality, risk, or growth. 

The appeal of comps is that they are market-based: you are anchoring your valuation 

to what actual investors are actually paying for actual companies in real transactions. 

The weakness is that markets can be wrong — during a bull market, comps will 

produce valuations that look reasonable relative to each other but are collectively too 

high. During a bear market, the opposite. 

Precedent Transaction Analysis asks: what have acquirers actually paid for similar 

businesses in the past? This adds the control premium — the extra amount a buyer 

pays to take control of a company — to the market valuation. It is the most relevant 

benchmark when valuing a company that is being acquired, because it reflects real 

transaction prices rather than minority market values. 

Discounted Cash Flow Analysis is the most theoretically pure approach: a business is 

worth the present value of all the cash flows it will generate in the future, discounted 

at a rate that reflects the risk of those cash flows. It forces you to be explicit about 



your assumptions — what the revenue growth rate will be, what margins the 

company will achieve, how much capital it needs to invest to generate those earnings. 

  WHY DCF MODELS MAKE BANKERS NERVOUS 
A DCF model gives the impression of precision. You build 10 years of detailed projections, 
calculate a terminal value, apply a discount rate, and arrive at a specific number: ₹3,847 
crore. Not a range. Not an approximation. A number with four significant figures. 
 
But that precision is mostly theatrical. A 1% change in the discount rate can change the 
DCF output by 20%. A different assumption about the long-term growth rate can change it 
by 40%. The terminal value — which represents what the business is worth beyond your 
10-year projection period — typically accounts for 60-80% of the total DCF value, which 
means the entire analysis often hinges on a single assumption about the distant future that 
nobody can know with confidence. 
 
This is why experienced bankers treat the DCF as one input among several, not as the 
answer. And why the question 'what assumptions drive this valuation the most?' is always 
more important than 'what does the model say?' 
 

The Football Field: Making Uncertainty Visible 

The standard output for any investment banking valuation is the 'football field' chart 

— a horizontal bar chart showing the implied valuation range from each 

methodology, stacked on top of each other. 

The football field does something that a single number cannot: it makes the 

uncertainty explicit. When your comps say the company is worth ₹800-1,000 crore, 

your precedent transactions say ₹900-1,100 crore, and your DCF says ₹700-1,300 

crore, the football field shows you that despite the spread, there is a zone of 

convergence around ₹850-1,050 crore. That convergence is your most defensible 

value range. 

The width of each bar is as informative as the midpoint. A DCF with a very wide 

range — ₹500-2,000 crore — tells you that the valuation is highly sensitive to 

assumptions, which might mean the business is at an early stage, operates in a 

volatile industry, or has uncertain future cash flows. A comp analysis with a narrow 



range — ₹900-1,000 crore — tells you that the comparable companies are genuinely 

similar and the market has a clear view of what this kind of business is worth. 

Reading a football field chart fluently — understanding why each range is the width it 

is, which methodology you trust most in this specific situation, and what the 

overlapping zone tells you about fair value — is one of the core analytical skills the 

profession expects from a third-year analyst. It is learnable. But it requires judgment 

that comes from practice, not just from knowing the formulas. 

Financial Modelling: The Craft Behind the Numbers 

Every valuation is built on a financial model. And the financial model — a dynamic 

representation of how the business generates revenue, incurs costs, and converts 

operating performance into cash — is both the most important tool in an investment 

banker's kit and the most common source of expensive mistakes. 

A clean financial model has four properties: it is accurate (the numbers are right and 

the three statements tie together), it is flexible (you can change assumptions without 

breaking it), it is transparent (anyone can follow the logic), and it is honest (the 

assumptions are realistic, not reverse-engineered to produce a desired answer). 

The most dangerous thing in a financial model is a hardcoded number buried in a 

formula — a number that is not labeled, not sourced, not clearly an assumption. 

When someone else changes the model six months later, they will not know that 

number is there. They will not update it. And the model will produce subtly wrong 

answers that nobody will catch until it matters. 

Junior bankers spend an enormous amount of time on what looks like mechanical 

work — building models, checking numbers, formatting slides. This work feels, at 

times, beneath the intellectual ambitions of people who were at the top of their class 

in college. But it is not beneath those ambitions. It is the foundation of everything 

else. The analyst who builds clean, accurate, honest models is the one the managing 



director trusts with more complex problems. The one whose models break, whose 

numbers don't tie, whose assumptions are sloppy — that analyst stays in the 

mechanical work longer. 

There is no shortcut to modelling competence. There is only the patient 

accumulation of reps: building models, checking them, having them returned with 

corrections, building them better. The goal is not to become a faster model-builder. It 

is to build the intuition that tells you when a number doesn't look right before you 

check it — when the margin seems too high, when the working capital assumption is 

implausible, when the growth rate in year 7 is inconsistent with the industry 

dynamics you described in the pitch book. 

That intuition is what distinguishes an analyst from a modeller. And it is what makes 

a great banker. 

◆ ◆ ◆ 

What You Should Never Forget From This Chapter 

Valuation is the attempt to tell an honest story about the future using the language 

of numbers. It is neither purely objective nor purely subjective — it is disciplined 

estimation, constrained by market data and informed by judgment. The analyst 

who can build a clean model is doing the minimum necessary. The analyst who can 

look at the model's outputs and identify which assumptions are doing all the work, 

which are realistic, and which are fiction — that person is doing the actual job. 

Financial modelling skill is the table stakes. Financial judgment is the game. 



Questions Worth Losing Sleep Over 

1. Build a simple three-statement model for a hypothetical company of your 

choosing. What assumption drives the value the most? What would you need to 

believe for the valuation to double? 

2. Price-per-eyeball was a ridiculous valuation metric in hindsight. What metrics 

used in current markets might look equally ridiculous to analysts twenty years from 

now? 

3. Compare the strengths and weaknesses of comps, precedent transactions, and 

DCF. For each methodology, describe a situation in which it would be the most and 

least reliable. 

4. Your DCF produces a valuation of ₹3,000 crore. Your comps produce ₹1,800 

crore. Which do you trust, and what does the gap tell you? 

 

— End of Chapter — 

  



Chapter 8: Building a Career — From 

First Interview to Managing Director 

The unvarnished guide to getting in, surviving the junior years, and 

figuring out where you actually want to go. 

I am going to tell you something that the recruiting brochures never will: 

Your first year in investment banking will probably be the hardest year of your 

professional life. 

Not because the work is conceptually impossible — it is not. Not because the people 

are uniformly terrible — most are not. But because the combination of extreme 

hours, high stakes, rapid skill accumulation, and the constant anxiety of not knowing 

enough will test you in ways that your education simply did not prepare you for. 

I say this not to frighten you off but because the people who succeed in banking long-

term are almost always the ones who went in with clear eyes. They knew it would be 

hard. They had thought carefully about why it was worth being hard. And when it got 

worse than they expected — as it usually does — they had a foundation to stand on. 

So let's build that foundation. This chapter is about building a career in investment 

banking with intention — from the first networking coffee to the managing director's 

office. 

Breaking In: The Honest Recruiting Guide 

Banking recruiting is a meritocracy with a significant asterisk: the merit being 

measured is not just intelligence and work ethic. It is the specific combination of 

analytical ability, communication skill, cultural fit, and the ability to perform under 



pressure in an interview room. All of these are real signals of genuine ability. None of 

them are sufficient on their own. 

  THE TECHNICAL INTERVIEW: WHAT'S ACTUALLY BEING TESTED 
Walk me through a DCF. 
How do the three financial statements link? 
If depreciation increases by ₹100, how does that affect the three statements? 
What is enterprise value versus equity value? 
Why might a company trade at a premium to its peers? 
 
These questions are not designed to test whether you have memorized answers. They are 
designed to see whether you can think aloud clearly — whether you can organize your 
thoughts under mild pressure, explain your reasoning, and acknowledge when you are not 
certain. The candidate who says 'I'm not certain of the exact accounting treatment here, 
but the logic I would use is...' and then reasons through it correctly is doing better than the 
candidate who recites a memorized answer in a way that reveals she doesn't understand 
why it's true. 
 

The fit interview is, if anything, more important than the technical. The question 

every interviewer is really asking is: 'Would I want to work with this person at 2 a.m. 

when the model has broken and the client is on the phone?' This sounds unscientific, 

but it is not. It is asking whether you are the kind of person who stays calm under 

pressure, who communicates clearly when stressed, who takes ownership of 

problems rather than deflecting blame, and who treats the people around you with 

basic human respect even when the pressure is extreme. 

The most common mistake candidates make in fit interviews is confusing 

'performing enthusiasm' with 'demonstrating genuine interest.' Bankers have 

interviewed hundreds of candidates who can recite the three reasons they want to 

work in investment banking. They are looking for the one who has clearly been 

thinking about finance as a discipline — who has read about specific deals, who has 

an opinion about a recent M&A transaction, who can articulate what specifically 

draws them to this industry and this bank rather than the generic version of both. 



The Analyst Years: How to Get the Most Out of the 

Hardest Period 

Here is the strategic frame for the analyst years: you are being paid — generously — 

to compress a decade of learning into two or three years. The work is hard, the hours 

are brutal, and the intellectual development is extraordinary. Your job is to maximize 

the learning while not destroying yourself in the process. 

The technical skills — modelling, valuation, document drafting — you will acquire 

through repetition whether you are strategic about it or not. What separates analysts 

who leave the program substantially ahead of those who merely survive it is a more 

intentional approach to the relationship-building and judgment-development 

dimensions of the role. 

Every deal you work on is an opportunity to understand not just the technical 

mechanics but the strategic logic: why is this client doing this transaction? What is 

the managing director thinking about that isn't in the deck? What questions did the 

investors ask on the roadshow that the bankers hadn't anticipated? These are the 

questions that develop judgment, and they are available to every analyst who is 

paying attention. 

The managing director sitting across from you at 11 p.m. reviewing the model knows 

things about capital markets, client psychology, and deal execution that are not in 

any textbook. Much of this knowledge is tacit — transmissible only through 

observation and conversation, not through formal instruction. The analyst who treats 

the senior bankers around her as a learning resource — who asks thoughtful 

questions, who follows up on offhand comments about deals they've done, who tries 

to understand the rationale behind every instruction — will exit the analyst program 

with a level of judgment that cannot be replicated through any other path. 

  WHAT 'GOOD' LOOKS LIKE AT EACH LEVEL 



ANALYST: Technically excellent, detail-obsessed, reliable under pressure. You never let a 
mistake through to the client. You flag problems early. You ask when you're uncertain 
rather than guessing. 
 
ASSOCIATE: The same, plus you manage the analysts well, you run the process without 
needing to be told what to do next, and you begin to develop your own client relationships. 
 
VICE PRESIDENT: You own the day-to-day client relationship. You run deals from inside 
with minimal MD oversight on execution. You start to generate your own ideas and 
opportunities. 
 
DIRECTOR: You are building a client franchise. You originate deals, not just execute them. 
Your clients call you first. 
 
MANAGING DIRECTOR: You are the trusted advisor to senior executives. Your value is 
judgment, relationships, and the credibility that comes from decades of delivering honest 
advice. You are also responsible for the culture and development of everyone below you. 
This is, in the end, as much a leadership role as a client role. 
 

Exit Opportunities: The World That Awaits 

One of the most compelling aspects of a banking career is what it enables: the 

analytical rigour, the transaction experience, and the relationship capital that two or 

three years in investment banking create open doors across the entire financial 

services landscape. 

Private equity is the most coveted destination for M&A and leveraged finance 

bankers. The appeal is the principal side of the business — being the one who 

actually owns the companies, makes the operating decisions, and benefits directly 

from the value created. PE firms value bankers' deal experience and financial skills. 

The transition is competitive, typically happens at the two-to-three-year analyst 

mark through specialized headhunters, and comes with a significant culture shift: 

from the deal-intensive, short-term sprint mentality of banking to the longer-term, 

ownership-oriented mindset of private equity. 

Venture capital attracts bankers with technology, healthcare, or consumer 

backgrounds who want to work with earlier-stage companies. The analytical skills 



transfer well; the temperament required is different — more patient, more 

comfortable with uncertainty, more focused on building than on executing. 

Corporate development — internal M&A teams at large companies — offers the 

appeal of being on the principal side of transactions without the fund-raising and 

investor-relations dimensions of private equity. Many of the best corporate 

development executives at Indian conglomerates and global multinationals came 

through banking. 

And increasingly — as the Indian startup ecosystem matures — banking is a path into 

entrepreneurship. The banker who has spent five years in fintech investment 

banking knows the regulatory landscape, the investor community, the competitive 

dynamics, and the capital structure options better than almost any other 

professional. Several of India's most successful fintech founders have banking 

backgrounds. 

There is no correct exit. There is only the one that aligns with what you actually want 

— and the discipline to make that choice based on honest self-knowledge rather than 

what sounds impressive at a dinner party. 

◆ ◆ ◆ 

What You Should Never Forget From This Chapter 

A career in investment banking is not a single destination but a launching pad. The 

analytical foundation, the transaction experience, and the professional network 

that banking provides are among the most transferable assets in the professional 

world. But the career only delivers on its potential if you approach it with intention 

— with clarity about what you want to learn, what relationships you want to build, 

and where you ultimately want to go. The hours are a cost. The learning is the 

return. Make sure the return justifies the cost. 



Questions Worth Losing Sleep Over 

1. Design your five-year plan in investment banking. Which division, which bank, 

which exit opportunity — and most importantly, why? Be specific and honest. 

2. The fit interview question 'would I want to work with this person at 2 a.m.?' is 

asking about character as much as competence. What specific qualities is it probing 

for, and how would you demonstrate them? 

3. What is the difference between an analyst who 'survives' the program and one 

who 'thrives'? What specific behaviours and mindsets distinguish them? 

4. If you had to choose between private equity and corporate development as an exit, 

which would you choose and why? What does your answer reveal about your 

professional identity? 

 

— End of Chapter — 

  



Chapter 9: The Culture, the Pressure, 

and the Ethics — What Nobody Warns 

You About 

The part of investment banking that doesn't appear in the recruiting 

brochures, but determines whether you will look back on your career with 

pride or regret. 

THE 3 A.M. CHOICE 
It's 3 a.m. You've been working for nineteen hours. The model is done — or nearly 
done. There's a number on slide 14 that you're not entirely confident about. It's a 
small thing. It might not matter. The managing director hasn't asked about it. The 
client probably won't notice. 
 
Do you fix it? 
 
This is the moment that character is actually formed in investment banking. Not in 
the grand ethical dilemmas — the obvious insider trading situations, the clear 
conflicts of interest — but in the small choices made when nobody is watching and 
exhaustion has worn down your defenses. 
 
The answer, of course, is yes. You fix it. Because the number either correct or it isn't. 
And if it isn't, it doesn't matter that you're tired. It doesn't matter that nobody will 
notice. You will know. And the habit of letting small things slide — of being 'close 
enough' when the cost of precision is effort — is a habit that, once formed, does not 
stay small. 
 

Investment banking's culture is a paradox. It demands excellence and rewards it — 

and it also creates conditions that make excellent people do things they would, in 

calmer moments, refuse to do. 

Understanding this paradox is not optional for anyone who intends to build a long 

career in the industry. The pressures are real, the incentives are powerful, and the 



ethical failures that have periodically defined the industry's public reputation were 

not committed by uniquely immoral people. They were committed by ordinary 

people in extraordinary incentive environments. 

The Real Culture — Both the Good and the 

Uncomfortable 

Investment banking culture, at its best, is a culture of genuine excellence. The 

standard for what constitutes acceptable work is high. The attention to detail that the 

industry demands — the zero tolerance for factual errors in client materials, the 

expectation that numbers are checked and rechecked, the discipline around 

confidentiality — produces professionals who are more careful, more rigorous, and 

more thorough than almost any other environment would make them. 

The hierarchy is real and functional. Junior bankers are expected to deliver work that 

is ready for client presentation — not 'nearly ready,' not 'the outline is right but the 

details need work.' Ready. This expectation is initially shocking to people coming 

from academic environments where 'good enough' has a broader definition. But it 

creates something valuable: the habit of finishing. Of not shipping until the work is 

done. 

The pace of relationship-building in banking is faster and more intense than in most 

professions. By your third year as an analyst, you will have worked closely with 

lawyers, accountants, tax advisors, regulatory experts, and bankers across multiple 

institutions and geographies. You will have been inside companies — reading their 

financials, meeting their management, understanding their strategies — in a way that 

external observers never access. This network, and this knowledge, compounds over 

time into something that is genuinely difficult to replicate through any other path. 

But here is what the culture also contains, and what you must understand before you 

enter it: 



The hierarchy, taken too far, becomes a system in which junior people cannot speak 

uncomfortable truths upward. The analyst who sees a problem in the model but is 

afraid to tell the vice president because of how the vice president will react — that is a 

culture failure with real consequences for clients. The expectation of availability — 

the implicit demand that you respond to messages at midnight, that you cancel 

personal plans for work, that you are always reachable — extracts a human cost that 

the industry has historically ignored. 

Burnout is not rare in investment banking. It is structural. The hours are not a 

temporary condition that eases as you advance; they decrease only partially, and at 

senior levels the hours are replaced by a different kind of pressure — the pressure of 

business development, of client relationships, of being personally responsible for 

significant fee revenue. 

Ethics: The Real Test Is Never the Obvious One 

Most ethics training in investment banking focuses on the obvious violations: insider 

trading, front-running, fabricating research. These are important, but they are not 

where most people actually fail. The rules against obvious violations are clear, the 

consequences are severe, and most professionals with functional judgment can 

navigate them without difficulty. 

The real ethical challenges in investment banking are subtler: 

The client asks for your honest view on whether they should proceed with an 

acquisition. Your honest view is that they probably shouldn't — the price is too 

high and the integration risk is underappreciated. But completing the 

acquisition generates ₹15 crore in advisory fees for your bank. What do you 

say? 

You are advising a company on its IPO. The valuation they want to achieve 

requires optimistic assumptions about market share growth that you think are 



achievable but not certain. Do you push back, knowing that pushing back 

might cost you the mandate? 

You know, through your work on a deal, that a company is about to announce 

a significant negative development. A friend asks you whether she should buy 

the stock. What do you do? 

These are not obvious. They are the grey areas where character is actually tested — 

where the right answer is clear in principle but costly in practice. The institutions 

that have built the most durable reputations in investment banking — Lazard, 

Evercore, and in India, Kotak at its best — are those where the culture consistently 

answers these questions in favor of the client, even at cost to the firm. 

"Reputation takes a lifetime to build and an afternoon to 

destroy. In this business, your reputation IS your balance 

sheet." 

— Felix Rohatyn, Lazard, one of the great deal-makers of the 20th century 

Insider trading deserves specific attention, because in India it is an area of increasing 

regulatory focus. SEBI's Prohibition of Insider Trading Regulations 2015 define 

'unpublished price-sensitive information' broadly and impose significant personal 

liability on individuals who trade — or tip others to trade — on such information. 

Investment bankers, by the nature of their work, routinely possess UPSI: knowledge 

of pending mergers, earnings surprises, regulatory decisions. The compliance 

framework — information barriers, pre-clearance requirements, trading windows — 

is designed to prevent misuse. But the ultimate protection is internalization of the 

principle: trading on information that public investors do not have is theft from 

those investors. It is wrong not because it is illegal but because it violates the fairness 

that markets require to function. 



Taking Care of Yourself Without Apologizing For It 

The investment banking industry has, in recent years, begun an overdue 

conversation about mental health and wellbeing. The Bank of America Merrill Lynch 

intern who died in London in 2013 after reportedly working three consecutive days 

without sleep catalyzed a formal review of analyst working hours across the major 

banks. Most banks now have explicit policies limiting analyst hours; most also 

acknowledge that enforcement is imperfect. 

I want to say something that is rarely said directly in banking circles: taking care of 

your physical and mental health is not a distraction from career performance. It is a 

prerequisite for career performance. The analyst who sleeps adequately, exercises 

regularly, maintains relationships outside work, and has a functioning inner life 

makes better decisions, catches more errors, and is more effective in client 

interactions than the analyst who has optimized for hours worked at the expense of 

everything else. 

This does not mean that the hours are avoidable — they are often not, particularly 

during active deal periods. It means that the hours you cannot avoid should be 

supported by the best possible physical and psychological infrastructure: sleep 

discipline during quieter periods, exercise that is non-negotiable except in true 

emergencies, deliberate maintenance of the relationships that ground you. 

And if at some point — after a fair assessment, not after a single bad week — you 

conclude that the cost-benefit of investment banking no longer works for you, 

leaving is not failure. It is intelligent capital allocation of the most important 

resource you have: your time. The exit options are extraordinary. The world has 

enormous need for people who can think clearly about capital, strategy, and risk. 

That need is not limited to investment banking. 

◆ ◆ ◆ 



What You Should Never Forget From This Chapter 

The culture of investment banking is a powerful shaping force — for better and for 

worse. It will make you more rigorous, more resilient, and more capable. It will 

also test your ethics, your relationships, and your wellbeing in ways you cannot 

fully anticipate. The professionals who look back on their careers with genuine 

pride are those who refused to let the pressure compress their ethical standards; 

who maintained their humanity alongside their ambition; and who built careers 

that they would be comfortable explaining to their children. That is the standard 

worth holding yourself to. 

Questions Worth Losing Sleep Over 

1. Describe the 3 a.m. choice in your own terms. Have you faced analogous situations 

in your academic or professional life? How did you handle them, and what would 

you do differently? 

2. The ethical challenges in banking are rarely the obvious ones. Design a 

hypothetical scenario — specific to investment banking — where the ethical choice is 

genuinely difficult and the incentives point in the wrong direction. How would you 

navigate it? 

3. How should investment banks balance the legitimate demands of client service 

with the need to protect junior employees' wellbeing? What specific policies would 

you implement if you were the CEO? 

4. Felix Rohatyn said reputation is your balance sheet. Do you think this is more or 

less true for investment bankers in India than in the U.S.? What factors drive the 

difference? 

 

— End of Chapter — 



  



Chapter 10: The Future — What 

Comes Next in High Finance 

The industry is changing faster than at any point since Glass-Steagall. 

Here is what that means for your career and why this is the best possible 

time to be entering finance. 

A CONVERSATION THAT HAPPENED IN 2024 
A managing director at a major bank in Mumbai was reviewing a pitch book that 
had been prepared in four hours — work that would have taken a team of analysts 
two days three years ago. An AI tool had written the first draft of the industry 
overview, pulled the comparable company data, formatted the slides, and flagged 
three inconsistencies in the financial model. 
 
The MD looked at the output for a long time. Then she said: 
 
'The data is right. The formatting is perfect. The comparable companies are 
appropriate. But I would never send this to a client.' 
 
'Why not?' 
 
'Because it doesn't know what this specific client is worried about. It doesn't know 
that the CEO had a bad experience with a similar acquisition eighteen months ago 
and needs to see risk addressed differently. It doesn't know that this particular 
investor base is skeptical of revenue synergies and needs the cost case made first. It 
has produced a technically correct document that tells the wrong story for this 
situation.' 
 
She paused. 
 
'But I can fix it in an hour. Which means my team and I can do ten of these instead of 
three. The question is: what do we do with the other seven hours?' 
 

This conversation captures the central challenge and the central opportunity of 

artificial intelligence in investment banking. 



The technology is genuinely transformative. AI tools are already assisting analysts in 

processing financial data, building models, reviewing documents, drafting research 

notes, and identifying patterns across large datasets that human analysts would take 

weeks to process. The pace of improvement is not slowing down. 

But the managing director's observation is equally genuine: the technology produces 

technically correct output. It does not yet produce contextually wise output. It does 

not understand the specific relationship between this bank and this client, the 

history that shapes how a risk should be framed, the judgment call about whether to 

lead with growth or with defensibility given what the investor base cares about today. 

For the next generation of investment bankers, this creates both a threat and an 

extraordinary opportunity. The threat is clear: the tasks that occupied junior bankers 

for most of the twentieth century — research compilation, model building, document 

formatting — are being automated at significant speed. The analyst class of 2030 will 

need to justify its existence differently than the analyst class of 2000. 

The opportunity is this: as the mechanical work is automated, the distinctively 

human capabilities — judgment, creativity, relationship intelligence, contextual 

wisdom — become proportionally more valuable. The banker who can use AI tools to 

produce in four hours what used to take four days, and who then uses the remaining 

time to think more deeply about strategy, to build client relationships, to develop 

sector expertise — that banker is not threatened by AI. She is empowered by it. 

India's Next Financial Decade: Where the Opportunity 

Lies 

India is at the most exciting inflection point in its capital markets history. The 

following forces are converging simultaneously, and the combination will create the 

largest expansion of Indian investment banking activity since the 1991 liberalization. 



The listed universe is about to expand dramatically. India currently has 

approximately 5,000 listed companies. The natural end state — given the depth of 

India's entrepreneurial ecosystem and the sophistication of its regulatory 

infrastructure — is probably 15,000 to 20,000. Every company that lists is a client 

relationship, an IPO mandate, a research coverage opportunity, a potential M&A 

target. The bankers who build sector expertise in the industries where the next wave 

of listings will come from — healthcare, financial services, consumer technology, 

green energy, logistics — are positioning themselves for the most consequential 

decade of Indian capital markets development. 

The infrastructure imperative cannot be overstated. India needs to invest an 

estimated $1-2 trillion in physical infrastructure — roads, ports, airports, water, 

power, digital connectivity — over the next decade. The question is not whether this 

investment will happen; it must, if India is to sustain the growth rates its 

demographic dividend demands. The question is how it will be financed. Bank 

lending alone is insufficient. Government budgets alone are insufficient. The answer 

— the only answer that works at scale — is capital markets: infrastructure investment 

trusts, green bonds, project finance structures, blended finance mechanisms that 

combine public and private capital. The bankers who develop expertise in 

infrastructure finance will be among the most sought-after professionals in Indian 

capital markets for the next twenty years. 

Cross-border M&A is accelerating in both directions. Indian companies are 

increasingly confident acquirers of international assets — in pharmaceuticals, 

technology, manufacturing, and consumer goods. And global companies, recognizing 

the scale of the Indian market and the quality of Indian management talent, are 

investing in Indian assets at an increasing pace. The banker who is comfortable 

working across regulatory regimes, cultural contexts, and financial systems — who 

can advise a Japanese industrial company on acquiring an Indian manufacturer, or 



an Indian conglomerate on entering a Southeast Asian market — is a rare and 

valuable commodity. 

  GREEN FINANCE: THE NEXT FRONTIER IN INDIAN BANKING 
India has committed to net-zero emissions by 2070 and to meeting 50% of its electricity 
needs from renewables by 2030. These are not abstract targets — they represent one of the 
largest capital deployment challenges in human economic history. 
 
The financing of India's energy transition will require: green bonds (debt instruments 
earmarked for renewable energy projects), sustainability-linked loans (where the interest 
rate adjusts based on the borrower's sustainability performance), carbon credits 
(transferable instruments representing emissions reductions), and blended finance 
structures that combine concessional public capital with commercial private capital to 
make otherwise marginal projects viable. 
 
SEBI issued guidelines for green bond issuance in 2023. India's sovereign green bond 
programme has attracted global institutional investors. The green finance ecosystem is 
nascent — which means the bankers who develop expertise in it now will be the ones 
advising on the largest transactions in the coming decade. 
 

The Banker the Future Needs 

Let me close this chapter — and this book — with a description of the banker that the 

next decade will reward most generously. Not in terms of compensation (though 

compensation will follow), but in terms of the genuine value she creates and the 

career she will look back on with satisfaction. 

She is technically excellent but not technically limited. She can build a financial 

model and she can explain why the model's assumptions are wrong. She uses AI tools 

fluently and she knows exactly what those tools cannot do. She can read a balance 

sheet and she can also read a room. 

She is globally fluent but locally expert. She understands how debt capital markets 

work in London and how they are different in Mumbai. She can negotiate deal terms 

with a counterparty in Tokyo and she can explain regulatory constraints to a founder 

in Hyderabad. She bridges worlds that most people can only see from one side. 



She is honest at personal cost. She tells clients things they don't want to hear when 

the situation requires it. She marks her models to market when the assumptions 

change, even when the new answer is lower than the old one. She escalates ethical 

concerns when she sees them, even when escalating is career-costly. She builds a 

reputation, slowly and painstakingly, as someone whose word can be trusted. 

She takes the long view. She does not optimize for this year's bonus. She invests in 

client relationships before she needs them, in sector expertise before it's fashionable, 

in junior colleagues before they have influence. She understands that the most 

valuable assets in investment banking — trust, reputation, judgment — compound 

over decades, not quarters. 

This banker is not a fantasy. She exists. She will exist in increasing numbers in the 

next generation of Indian and global finance. The question this book has been 

building toward, from the first page, is this: 

Could that banker be you? 

I believe the answer is yes. The market will tell you. 

◆ ◆ ◆ 

A Final Word 

You have spent considerable time with this book. That time deserves an honest 

return on investment. 

The technical knowledge here — the mechanics of IPOs, the logic of DCF, the 

structure of an LBO, the organization of an investment bank — is the foundation. It 

will help you pass interviews, perform in the early years, and understand the 

landscape you are navigating. 



But the deeper lessons are the ones that resist summary: that finance is ultimately a 

human endeavor, as capable of building as of destroying; that the most valuable 

skills are the hardest to teach; that reputation is the only currency that compounds 

indefinitely; and that the most important question in any career is not 'what am I 

earning?' but 'what am I becoming?' 

The investment banker's odyssey is not a sprint. It is a decades-long journey of 

accumulation — of knowledge, judgment, relationships, and the particular kind of 

wisdom that only comes from having lived through several market cycles and 

remained honest throughout. 

Start it deliberately. Navigate it with integrity. And never, for a single moment, 

confuse the map for the territory. 

The market awaits. Go make something worth making. 

— Neerav Dureja 

  



Essential Reading: The Investment 

Banker's Bookshelf 

ON THE HISTORY AND PHILOSOPHY OF 

FINANCE 

• Liaquat Ahamed — Lords of Finance: The Bankers Who Broke the World 

• Niall Ferguson — The Ascent of Money: A Financial History of the World 

• John Kay — Other People's Money: Masters of the Universe or Servants of the People? 

• Michael Lewis — Liar's Poker (culture of Wall Street trading) 

• Michael Lewis — The Big Short (2008 crisis, told through the people who saw it 

coming) 

• Bryan Burrough & John Helyar — Barbarians at the Gate (the RJR Nabisco LBO) 

ON INDIA'S FINANCIAL TRANSFORMATION 

• Ruchir Sharma — The Rise and Fall of Nations 

• Gita Gopinath — various IMF working papers on Indian capital markets 

• SEBI Annual Reports (sebi.gov.in) — primary source; surprisingly readable 

• RBI Annual Report (rbi.org.in) — monetary policy and banking regulation 

• Economic Survey of India (Ministry of Finance) — annual macro context 

ON INVESTMENT BANKING TECHNIQUE 

• Rosenbaum & Pearl — Investment Banking: Valuation, LBOs, M&A (3rd ed.) — the 

technical bible 



• Aswath Damodaran — Investment Valuation (3rd ed.) — the academic standard 

• Damodaran Online (damodaran.com) — free datasets on betas, risk premiums, country 

risk 

ON MINDSET, JUDGMENT, AND CAREER 

• Morgan Housel — The Psychology of Money 

• Howard Marks — The Most Important Thing (philosophy of investing) 

• Ray Dalio — Principles 

• Daniel Kahneman — Thinking, Fast and Slow (essential for understanding decision-

making) 

ON THE ETHICS AND CULTURE OF FINANCE 

• Roger Lowenstein — When Genius Failed (LTCM collapse) 

• Andrew Ross Sorkin — Too Big to Fail (2008 crisis from the inside) 

• John Coates — The Hour Between Dog and Wolf (neuroscience of trading) 

 

— End of The Investment Banker's Odyssey — 


