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MASTERING
INVESTMENT
BANKING BRAIN
TEASERS: A
COMPLETE GUIDE
TO ACING THE
INTERVIEW

L a n d i n g  a  j o b  i n
investment  banking  is
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
competitive  endeavors
in  the  professional
world. The recruitment
process  is  notoriously
r i g o r o u s ,  o f t e n
stretch ing  across
mult iple  rounds  of
interviews that test not
only  your  financial
knowledge  but  also

your ability to think on
your  feet.  Among  the
most  dreaded  and
intriguing  components
of  this  process  are
investment  banking
brain  teasers.  These
seemingly  abstract
puzzles  are  designed
to do much more than
stump you; they reveal
how  your  mind  works
u n d e r  p r e s s u r e .
Whether  you  are  a
seasoned candidate or
a  hope fu l  i n te rn ,
understanding  the
logic  behind  these
questions  is  essential.
This  article  explores
why they matter, what
t y p e s  y o u  m a y
encounter,  and  how
you  can  prepare  to
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answer  them  wi th
confidence.
Brain  teasers  have
become  a  staple  in
investment  banking
interviews  at  bulge
b r a c k e t  b a n k s ,
boutique  firms,  and
everything in between.
They  are  not  about
ge t t i ng  t he  r i gh t
answer  instantly;  they
a r e  a b o u t
d e m o n s t r a t i n g
structured  thinking,
c o m p o s u r e ,  a n d
mental agility. In a field
where  split-second
decisions and complex
problem-solving  are
p a r t  o f  t h e  d a i l y
routine,  recruiters  use
these  questions  to
g a u g e  y o u r  r a w
i n t e l l e c t u a l
horsepower.  Let  us
dive  deep  into  the
world  of  investment
banking  brain  teasers
a n d  u n c o v e r  t h e
strategies that will  set
you  apart  from  the

competition.

WHAT ARE
INVESTMENT
BANKING BRAIN
TEASERS AND WHY
DO BANKS USE
THEM?

Investment  banking
brain teasers are logic
puzzles,  estimation
p r o b l e m s ,  o r
mathematical  riddles
that  interviewers  pose
to  candidates  during
the  hiring  process.
They  often  have  little
to  do  with  finance
d i rect ly ,  wh ich  i s
precisely why they are
so  effective.  By
removing  the  context
o f  m e r g e r s ,
a c q u i s i t i o n s ,  o r
v a l u a t i o n ,  t h e
interviewer can assess
your baseline cognitive
abilities  without  the
crutch  of  technical
knowledge.
B a n k s  u s e  t h e s e
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puzzles for several key
reasons. First, they test
your  ability  to  think
critically  under  stress.
T h e  i n t e r v i e w
e n v i r o n m e n t  i s
i n h e r e n t l y  h i g h -
pressure, and how you
handle  a  confusing
question  mirrors  how
you  might  handle  a
frantic  client  call  or  a
l a s t - m i n u t e  d e a l
adjustment.  Second,
brain  teasers  reveal
your  thought  process.
Interviewers  are  far
more interested in how
y o u  a p p r o a c h  a
problem than  whether
you arrive at the exact
answer.  A  candidate
who talks through their
r e a s o n i n g ,  a s k s
clarifying  questions,
and  remains  calm  is
often  preferred  over
someone  who  blurts
out a wrong answer in
silence.  Finally,  these
q u e s t i o n s  h e l p
differentiate

candidates in a pool of
highly  qualified
app l i cants .  When
everyone  has  a  near-
perfect GPA and similar
internship  experience,
your  problem-solving
style can become your
unique selling point.

The Shift
in
Interview
Trends
While  brain  teasers
were  once  ubiquitous
in  investment  banking
in te rv iews ,  the i r
p o p u l a r i t y  h a s
fluctuated  over  the
years.  Some  top  firms
have moved away from
overtly  tricky  puzzles
i n  f a v o r  o f  m o r e
practical  case  studies
or technical questions.
H o w e v e r ,  m a n y
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boutique  banks  and
e v e n  s o m e  b u l g e
bracket  firms  still
inc lude  them.  The
reason  is  simple:  a
well-designed  brain
teaser  is  a  powerful
tool  for  assess ing
unstructured  problem-
solving.  Therefore,
ignoring  them in  your
preparation  is  a  risk
you  cannot  afford  to
take.

COMMON
CATEGORIES OF
BRAIN TEASERS IN
FINANCE
INTERVIEWS

Investment  banking
brain teasers generally
fall  into  three  broad
c a t e g o r i e s .
Understanding  these
categories will help you
recognize  the  type  of
question you are facing
a n d  a p p l y  t h e
appropriate  problem-
solving  framework.

Estimatio
n and
Guesstim
ate
Questions
These  questions  ask
you  to  es t imate  a
quant i ty  that  you
cannot  possibly  know
offhand.  For  example,
" H o w  m a n y  g a s
stations  are  there  in
the United States?" or
"What  is  the  market
size  for  coffee  in  New
Y o r k  C i t y ? "  T h e
interviewer  does  not
expect you to have the
e x a c t  n u m b e r
memorized.  Instead,
they want to see how
you  b reak  down  a
large ,  ambiguous
p r o b l e m  i n t o
manageable parts. You
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might  start  with  the
popu la t i on ,  t hen
e s t i m a t e  t h e
percentage  of  people
w h o  d r i v e ,  t h e
frequency of refueling,
a n d  t h e  a v e r a g e
number  of  pumps per
station. This structured
a p p r o a c h
demonstrates  your
ability  to  use  logical
assumptions and basic
arithmetic  to  derive  a
reasonable figure.

Logic and
Probabilit
y Puzzles
These  questions  test
y o u r  d e d u c t i v e
r e a s o n i n g  a n d
unders tand ing  o f
chance .  A  c lass i c
example is, "You have
a  deck  of  cards  and
you  draw  one  card.
What is the probability

that it  is  a red king?"
This is straightforward,
but  interviewers  often
esca l a te  t o  more
complex  scenarios
involving  conditional
p r o b a b i l i t y  o r
c o u n t e r i n t u i t i v e
results.  Another  well-
known  puzzle  is  the
Monty  Hall  problem,
which  stumps  many
candidates  because
the intuitive answer is
wrong. Mastering these
requires  a  solid  grasp
of  basic  probability
pr inciples  and  the
ability  to  explain  your
reasoning step by step.

Mathema
tical and
Analytical
Riddles
These  are  the  classic
brain  teasers  that
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i nvo lve  numbers ,
patterns, or geometry.
For  instance,  "A  bat
and a ball cost $1.10 in
total.  The  bat  costs
$1.00  more  than  the
ball.  How  much  does
the  ball  cost?"  Many
people  answer  ten
cents,  but  the  correct
answer  is  five  cents.
These questions  catch
impulsive  thinkers.
Another example might
involve calculating the
sum of numbers from 1
to  100  or  figuring  out
the angle between the
hands  of  a  clock  at
3:15. The key is to slow
down,  avo id  snap
judgments,  and  work
methodically.

TOP INVESTMENT
BANKING BRAIN
TEASERS YOU
SHOULD KNOW

To  help  you  prepare,
here  are  some of  the
m o s t  f r e q u e n t l y
e n c o u n t e r e d

investment  banking
brain  teasers,  along
with  explanations  of
how to approach them.

The
Classic
Ball and
Bat
Puzzle
Question: A bat and a
ball cost $1.10 in total.
The  bat  costs  $1.00
more  than  the  ball.
How  much  does  the
ball cost?
Common  Mistake:
Saying  $0.10.
Correct  Approach:
Let  the  bal l  cost  X
dollars.  Then  the  bat
c o s t s  X  +  $ 1 . 0 0 .
Together,  X  +  (X  +
1.00) = 1.10. So 2X +
1.00  =  1.10,  which
means 2X = 0.10, and
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X  =  0 .05.  The  ba l l
costs  five  cents.  The
b a t  c o s t s  $ 1 . 0 5 ,
totaling  $1.10.

The Gas
Station
Guesstim
ate
Question:  How  many
gas stations are there
in the United States?
Approach:  Start  with
the  U.S.  population,
roughly  330  million.
Assume about 90% of
adults drive, so roughly
300  million  licensed
drivers.  Assume  each
driver  fills  up  once  a
week on average. That
is  300  million  fill-ups
per  week,  or  about
15.6  billion  per  year.
Now,  a  typical  gas
station  might  have  8
pumps and serve about

200  cars  per  day,  or
73,000 per year. Divide
15.6 billion by 73,000,
and  you  get  roughly
214,000  gas  stations.
The  actual  number  is
around  150,000  to
180,000 depending on
the  source,  but  your
logic  and assumptions
are what matter.

The
Probabilit
y of Two
Children
Question:  A  family
has  two  children.  At
least  one  is  a  boy.
What is the probability
that both are boys?
Approach:  This  is  a
classic  conditional
probability  problem.
T h e  p o s s i b l e
combinations  for  two
children  are  BB,  BG,
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GB, GG. If at least one
is a boy, you eliminate
GG.  That  leaves  BB,
BG, and GB. Only one
of those three is both
boys. The probability is
1/3,  not  1/2  as  many
people  intui t ively
guess.

The Clock
Angle
Problem
Question: What is the
angle  between  the
hour  hand  and  the
minute hand at 3:15?
Approach:  At  3:00,
the hour hand is at 90
degrees  from  12.  At
3:15, the minute hand
is  at  90  degrees,  but
the  hour  hand  has
moved a quarter of the
way between 3 and 4.
S i n c e  e a c h  h o u r
represents 30 degrees
(360/12),  a  quarter

hour  moves  the  hour
hand  7.5  degrees.  So
the  hour  hand  is  at
97.5 degrees, and the
minute  hand  is  at  90
d e g r e e s .  T h e
difference  is  7.5
degrees.

The
Unbroken
Egg
Challenge
Question:  You  have
two  eggs  and  a  100-
story  building.  You
need  to  find  the
highest  floor  from
which  an  egg  can  be
d r o p p e d  w i t h o u t
breaking.  What  is  the
optimal strategy?
Approach:  This  is  a
classic  optimization
puzzle.  You  cannot
s imply  use  b inary
search  because  if  the
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egg breaks, you lose it.
The optimal strategy is
to  drop  the  first  egg
f r o m  i n c r e a s i n g
intervals  to  narrow
down the  range,  then
use the second egg to
test  floors  one  by  one.
The  mathematically
optimal  starting  point
is  floor  14,  then
increase  by  13,  then
12, etc. This minimizes
the worst-case number
of drops.

STRATEGIES FOR
TACKLING BRAIN
TEASERS
EFFECTIVELY

Knowing  the  answers
to  specific  puzzles  is
helpful, but you cannot
m e m o r i z e  e v e r y
possible  question.
Instead,  develop  a
toolkit  of  strategies
t h a t  w o r k  a c r o s s
different  types  of
investment  banking
brain  teasers.

Stay
Calm and
Buy Time
When  an  interviewer
throws  a  brain  teaser
at  you,  your  first
react ion  might  be
panic. Resist that urge.
Take  a  deep  breath,
and buy yourself a few
seconds  by  saying
something like, "That is
a n  i n t e r e s t i n g
question. Let me think
through  it  out  loud."
This  signals  confidence
a n d  g i v e s  y o u  a
moment  to  organize
your  thoughts.

Clarify
the
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Question
Many brain teasers are
deliberately vague. Do
not  be  afraid  to  ask
clarifying  questions.
For  example,  when
asked to estimate the
number of gas stations,
you might ask, "Do you
mean  just  standalone
gas  stations,  or  does
t h i s  i n c l u d e
convenience  stores
that  sell  gas?"  This
shows  that  you  are
detail-oriented and not
m a k i n g  r e c k l e s s
assumptions.

Talk
Through
Your
Reasonin

g
The interviewer cannot
read  your  mind.  They
want to hear your logic
in  real  time.  Even  if
you are unsure, narrate
your  thought  process.
Say things like,  "I  am
g o i n g  t o  s t a r t  b y
a s s u m i n g  t h e
popu lat ion  i s  300
million,"  or  "The  next
step  is  to  break  this
down  into  smal ler
components."  This
transparency is exactly
what  recruiters  are
looking  for.

Use
Approxim
ation and
Rounding
Guesstimate  questions
a r e  n o t  a b o u t



Investment Banking Brain Teasers 11

11

prec i s i on .  Round
numbers  to  make
calculations  easier.  If
you  need  to  multiply
327  by  48,  round  to
330 and 50 for a quick
estimate  of  16,500.
You  can  adjust  later.
This demonstrates that
you  are  comfortable
working with imperfect
information, which is a
d a i l y  r e a l i t y  i n
investment banking.

Check
Your
Work
I f  you  arr ive  at  an
a n s w e r ,  t a k e  a
moment  to  sanity-
check  i t .  Does  the
number make sense in
the real  world?  If  you
estimated  one  million
gas stations in the U.S.,
that should raise a red
flag  because  it  is

c l e a r l y  t o o  h i g h .
Showing that  you can
evaluate  your  own
conclusions  is  a  mark
of maturity.

HOW BRAIN
TEASERS RELATE
TO REAL
INVESTMENT
BANKING WORK

At first glance, asking a
prospective  analyst  to
calculate the angle of a
clock seems unrelated
to  valuing  a  company
or  structuring  a  deal.
However,  the  skills
requ i red  to  so lve
investment  banking
brain  teasers  map
d i rec t l y  on to  the
competencies  needed
on the job.  When you
are  working  on  a  live
transaction,  you  often
have incomplete data,
tight  deadlines,  and
sen ior  bankers  or
clients  asking  difficult
questions.  The  ability
t o  b r e a k  d o w n  a
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complex  problem,
make  reasonab le
assumpt ions ,  and
communicate  your
thought process clearly
is invaluable.
For  instance,  when
building  a  financial
model, you might need
t o  e s t i m a t e  a
company 's  future
revenue  in  a  market
where little public data
ex i s t s .  The  same
estimation  techniques
y o u  u s e  f o r  a
guesstimate  question
apply: start with a top-
down  or  bottom-up
approach,  justify  your
assumpt ions ,  and
arrive  at  a  defensible
number.  Similarly,
when  evaluating  the
probability  of  a  deal
c l o s i n g  o r  t h e
likelihood  of  certain
regulatory  outcomes,
bas i c  p robab i l i t y
reasoning  helps  you
w e i g h  r i s k s  a n d
opportunities.

M o r e o v e r ,  b r a i n
teasers test your ability
to  think  creatively.
M a n y  a s p e c t s  o f
investment  banking
r e q u i r e
innovation—finding  a
unique  financing
structure, identifying a
h idden  va lue  i n  a
target  company,  or
navigating  a  complex
n e g o t i a t i o n .  A
candidate  who  can
solve a logic puzzle by
trying  different  angles
is  likely  to  bring  that
same  resourcefulness
to  the  deal  table.

The
Cultural
Fit Factor
Investment  banking
brain  teasers  a lso
serve  as  a  cultural
litmus  test.  The  way
you  handle  a  difficult
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question  reveals  your
personality.  Are  you
humble  enough  to
admit  uncertainty?  Do
you  get  flustered  or
m a i n t a i n  y o u r
composure?  Can  you
take  construct ive
f e e d b a c k  i f  t h e
interviewer  challenges
your  assumptions?

These  soft  skills  are
just  as  important  as
your  technical  ability.
I n  a  h i g h - s t r e s s
environment  where
teams  work  closely
together  fo r  l ong
hours ,  emot iona l
i n t e l l i g e n c e  a n d
resilience  are  highly
prized.


