Quantitative Finance:

V imp: need to know differential equations and Linear regression before entering the program

If you are wondering how you can stand out when interviewing, here is a practitioner’s perspective on the Top 10 things firms really want from a quant.

1. Strong math and technical skills.  That’s a given.

2. Creativity in problem-solving.  As an experienced practitioner you can expect me to have knowledge of the markets and the asset classes our firm or desk handles, and a firm understanding of our clients’ needs, but I probably do not have the arsenal of quantitative tools you posses to tackle the problem, the opportunity or the challenge that I have come to you to discuss – that’s why you’re here.  I don’t want to tell you how to approach a problem (and probably couldn’t if I wanted to) – I need you, as a quant, to use your skills and knowledge of mathematical modeling, statistics, engineering concepts, etc., to suggest relevant, useful, practical ways of approaching the problem and evaluating the solution.

3. Passion.  Genuine interest in, and excitement about, the markets.  I want to hear your original ideas, not just have you work on ideas I bring to the table.  I need you to brainstorm with me.  Tell me about research you’ve read that generated an idea that you can’t wait to investigate, to help our firm develop a new product, improve a model we’re using, or show our clients that we are thought-leaders in a particular area.

4. Willingness to work with (instead of butt heads with) business realities.  Sometimes we cannot do things the way an academically pure approach would dictate – it might not be consistent with risk tolerances or clients’ preferences, or the cost might be too high, or it might take too long to implement.  I need you to suggest ways to modify your “ideal” approach when business needs specify that your ideal isn’t feasible.  I know it might not be perfect, but we may need to make compromises – then I need you to tell me at what point the proposed modifications make your original idea unworkable.

5. Ability to communicate complex concepts in non-quant lingo. Practitioners have varying levels of quant skills themselves, some quite substantial, but in presenting an idea, or research results, focus on explaining what, why and how, in “plain speak”.  Don’t cover your Powerpoint slides with equations – you should be able to explain and defend your ideas without them.  Also, remember that a quant that I can bring to client meetings because he or she is able to explain things to the client at the “right” level while still appearing smart and “quant-ish”, is extremely valuable to me.

6. Strong convictions, but not stubbornness. It is important that you believe in yourself and your abilities – I need to trust that you will defend your ideas and your results because you believe in them!  However, no one wants to work with a quant who tries to intimidate others and needs to be right all the time.  I assume that you want to work with other highly intelligent people – that means being open-minded.  We don’t want to see a Battle of the Quant Egos at our firm. 
7. Ability to apply your knowledge and interpret your results.  You have taken quantitative courses, and I assume your financial engineering program taught you about derivatives, equilibrium term structure models and the like, but can you put it all together?  Can you apply these concepts to the markets and interpret the results you obtain?  The ability to synthesize information rather than just applying formulas is critical.

8. Knowing when to back away and try another tack – In your financial engineering studies, when your professors taught you about data analysis techniques or model fitting, did you also learn that financial time series data is often poorly behaved and incomplete?  What if your data simply doesn’t fit the model the way you thought it would or should?  How do you cope with this?  I need to know I can rely on you to admit to yourself that your original idea isn’t working as planned, consult with your quant colleagues, figure out another approach and move forward.

9. Confidence.  You can’t possibly know about every different type of asset, or term structure model, or portfolio strategy and I don’t expect you to, but I want to see you are confident in your ability to tackle a wide variety of problem, that you haven’t pigeon-holed yourself.  It is a cliché, but I want to see that “can do” attitude.

10. Non-defensiveness, with a commitment to the best outcome. This is so important, I cannot overemphasize it.  Be willing to open your work to scrutiny because you truly want the best model, the best analysis, and the best implementation to be chosen, whether that turns out to be your version or not.   Practice a bit of Buddhist detachment when presenting your ideas – cooperation and the supportive sharing and review of ideas are critical to any firm’s success.

