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1. Why This Guide Exists 

Every finance, law, and consulting recruiter uses some version of the same phrase ‘commercial awareness.’ It shows 

up on application forms, in first-round interviews, and any conversation you have within the industry. This guide is 

not meant to throw financial jargon at you, rather it is an introduction to your journey into understanding financial 

markets. It essentially focuses on where to start and how to progress further in your understanding of markets as a 

whole. 

This guide exists to help you build both commercial and market awareness, deliberately and gradually, rather than 

cramming the week before an interview.  

This guide is a supplement to our detailed and comprehensive WIF Careers Guide on understanding the recruitment 

process, spring weeks, and summer internships ranging finance, law and consulting.  

Where this is tested 

Application forms (what's a recent deal/story that interested you and why), first round and video interviews, insight 

days and spring weeks, super days, and informally in every networking conversation you'll have over the next few 

years. 

2. The Two Strands, Explained 

Rather than treating ‘commercial awareness’ as one vague skill, it's more useful to think of it as two related but 

distinct muscles. You'll build both, but which one you emphasize depends on where you're heading. 

Commercial Awareness 

Understanding how organizations make money, compete, and make decisions. This covers business models, client 

industries, competitive strategy, and the logic behind deals and disputes. It's the language of corporate finance, law 

and consulting, and it also underpins investment banking advisory work (M&A, ECM, DCM). 

Markets Awareness 

Understanding what is happening in financial markets right now and why: interest rates, inflation, equity indices, 

currencies, commodities, and the macro forces that move them. It's the language of sales & trading, asset 

management, hedge funds, and increasingly shows in general macro-themed interview questions across all of 

finance. 
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Who cares about which, and how much 

Target path Commercial awareness Markets awareness What gets tested 

Investment Banking 
(M&A/ECM/DCM) 

High Moderate 
Deal rationale, client 
industries, valuation logic, 
live deals in the news 

Sales & Trading / Asset 
Management 

Moderate High 
Rates, macro data, index 
moves, what's driving 
markets this week 

Law (Corporate/Commercial) High Low 

Why a client needs a deal 
structured a certain way; 
sector-specific business 
pressure 

Consulting High Low–Moderate 

Industry structure, 
business models, how 
firms make decisions and 
cut costs 

 

3. Core Concepts, Explained 

Before the habits and resources in this guide start paying off day-to-day, it helps to have a solid one-paragraph 

grasp of the terms you'll meet constantly. This section is a primer ideally to be used to understand the basic terms 

within the industry. 

Commercial Awareness: Deals & Capital Markets 

Mergers & Acquisitions (M&A) 

The two words are often used together but mean slightly different things. A merger is when two companies 

combine to form a new, single entity, typically framed as a deal between roughly equal parties. An acquisition is 

when one company buys and takes control of another, which then usually disappears as an independent entity.  

Capital Markets: How Companies Raise Money 

‘Capital markets’ refers to the system through which companies and governments raise money from investors, and 

it splits into two halves. Equity Capital Markets (ECM) covers companies raising money by selling shares by IPOs. 

Debt Capital Markets (DCM) covers companies and governments raising money by borrowing  mainly through 

issuing bonds (see the markets primer below) rather than by taking out bank loans directly. A company deciding 

whether to raise money via equity or debt is one of the most common commercial-awareness discussion points in 

interviews: equity dilutes ownership but doesn't need to be repaid, while debt must be repaid with interest but 

leaves ownership untouched. 

 



 

Initial Public Offering (IPO) 

An IPO is the process by which a privately-owned company sells shares to the public for the first time and becomes 

listed on a stock exchange. Companies do this to raise significant capital (for growth, paying down debt, or letting 

early investors cash out) and gain public visibility, in exchange for new regulatory obligations and quarterly scrutiny 

from public shareholders.  

Private Equity & Venture Capital — a quick reminder 

Private equity firms buy established (often underperforming or undervalued) companies using a mix of investor 

money and borrowed debt, aiming to improve and later sell them. Venture capital firms do the equivalent for 

early-stage, high-growth companies, providing funding in exchange for equity, with a higher risk of failure but 

higher potential upside. Both sit adjacent to, but outside of, the traditional bank/law firm deal ecosystem and are 

often the client leading to the term ‘buy-side’. 

 

Markets Awareness: The Four Main Asset Classes 

Almost everything in markets is ultimately about one of four asset classes. Knowing what each one represents 

makes any headline instantly easier to parse. 

Asset class What it represents Headline you might see 

Equities Ownership stakes (shares) in companies ‘S&P 500 closes at a record high’ 

Bonds (Fixed Income) Loans made to companies or governments ‘10-year Treasury yield rises to 4.5%’ 

FX (Foreign Exchange) 
The relative value of one currency vs. 
another 

‘Pound strengthens against the dollar’ 

Commodities Physical raw materials traded on exchanges ‘Oil prices jump on supply concerns’ 

 

Equities 

An equity (share/stock) represents a small slice of ownership in a company. When you own a share, you own a 

proportional claim on the company's profits and assets. Shares are first created and sold in the primary market (an 

IPO or follow-on offering) and then bought and sold between investors on the secondary market (a stock exchange 

like the NYSE or LSE). 

Bonds (Fixed Income) 

A bond is essentially a loan: an investor lends money to a company or government (the ‘issuer’) for a fixed period, 

in exchange for regular interest payments (the ‘coupon’) and the return of the original amount at the end.  Bond 

yields are one of the most closely watched numbers in markets because they reflect investors' expectations for 

interest rates and inflation, and because government bond yields (like the 10-year US Treasury) act as a reference 

point for borrowing costs across the whole economy. 

Foreign Exchange (FX) 



FX is the market where currencies are bought and sold against each other such as GBP/USD (pounds vs. dollars). A 

currency's value moves based on relative interest rates (money tends to flow toward currencies offering higher 

returns), trade flows, economic strength, and broader risk sentiment (some currencies, like the US dollar, are seen 

as ‘safe havens’ that strengthen when investors are nervous).  

Commodities 

Commodities are physical raw materials traded on exchanges that are typically split into ‘hard’ commodities (oil, 

gold, copper, other metals) and ‘soft’ commodities (wheat, coffee, cotton, other agricultural goods). Prices move on 

straightforward supply-and-demand dynamics, but those dynamics are often driven by geopolitics (an oil-producing 

region facing conflict such as the recent Middle East conflict), weather (a poor harvest), or broader economic cycles 

(industrial metals rising when global manufacturing picks up).  

4. Foundations to Build First (Before You Read the News) 

Reading the FT on day one without any grounding is like watching the second half of a film. You'll recognise words 

but miss why they matter. Spend your first few weeks on foundations, not merely confusing yourself with fancy 

headlines. 

Understand what each type of firm actually does 

•​ Investment banks: split into Advisory (M&A, ECM, DCM: helping companies raise money or do deals) and 

Markets (Sales & Trading — buying/selling securities on clients' behalf, and taking risk on the bank's own 

book). 

•​ Asset managers and hedge funds: manage other people's money to generate returns; differ mainly in strategy, 

risk tolerance, and client base. 

•​ Private equity and venture capital: buy or fund companies directly, aiming to grow and later sell them. 

•​ Law firms: corporate/commercial teams sit alongside banks and PE on deals (drafting and negotiating the legal 

side); litigation/disputes teams resolve conflicts. 

•​ Consultancies: advise companies on strategy, operations, and cost — essentially, how to run the business 

better. 

 

 

 

 



5. The Resource Library 

Resources are grouped by commitment level so you can build up gradually rather than overwhelming yourself on 

week one. Start with Tier 1 only. 

Tier 1 — Daily core (start here) 

Resource Type Why it's here 

Financial Times (FT) Newspaper / ft.com 

The single most-referenced source in finance interviews. 
Free access for Warwick students.  FT Markets Data 
(markets.ft.com) gives live index levels, rates, and 
currencies at a glance. 

Bloomberg 
News / 
bloomberg.com 

Faster and more markets-focused than the FT; Offers a 
student-pricing plan.  

Goldman Sachs Exchanges Podcast 
Goldman's flagship podcast:  short, senior-voice episodes 
on the theme of the week (rates, sectors, geopolitics).  

The Economist — Espresso Daily digest / app 
A five-minute daily briefing that's excellent for building the 
habit before you're ready for longer reads. Economics 
department students have free access to The Economist. 

Tier 2 — Sector-specific 

Target path Recommended sources 

Sales & Trading / Markets 
FT Markets, Trading Economics (free macro data), CNBC Markets, Bloomberg 
Surveillance (podcast/radio) 

Investment Banking (Advisory) 
FT, Financial News, Mergermarket headlines (free summaries), sector-specific trade 
press for your target group (e.g. TechCrunch for TMT) 

Law (Corporate/Commercial) 
The Lawyer, RollOnFriday (culture + deals gossip, good for insight days), Legal Cheek 
(student-facing, good starting point), Law360 (subscription — check university 
access) 

Consulting 
Consultancy.uk, Management Consultancies Association (MCA) news, HBR, 
McKinsey/BCG/Bain published insights pages (free, direct from the firms) 

 

Pro-tip: Use email newsletters delivered straight to your inbox. Some suggestions we have include: 

-​ The Daily Peel (Wall Street Oasis) 

-​ Bloomberg Markets Daily (Bloomberg) 

-​ FT Edit (Financial Times) 

At your time at the University of Warwick, several student societies offer market discussions focused on building 

your market and commercial awareness. These include: 

-​ Weekly Markets Discussions by Warwick Finance Societies 

-​ Econ Today by Warwick Economics Society 



6. Turning Reading Into Talking Points 

Reading the news is not the same as being able to talk about it. Interviewers aren't testing whether you saw a 

headline, rather, they're testing whether you can reason about it. Use this simple four-step framework whenever 

you want to convert a story into something you could say out loud in an interview. 

Step Question to answer 

1. What happened 
State the fact in one sentence, as if explaining it to someone who hasn't seen the 
news. 

2. Why it matters 
What's the mechanism? Why did this move markets, affect a client, or matter to the 
firm you're targeting? 

3. Who it affects Which sector, company type, or client group feels this first — and who feels it later? 

4. What I think / what to 
watch 

A brief, defensible view or a forward-looking question. This is the part that makes 
you sound like a candidate, not a newsreader. 

 

Worked example — a rate decision 

1. What happened: The central bank held interest rates steady this month after two consecutive cuts. 

2. Why it matters: Markets had priced in a strong chance of a further cut, so equities dipped slightly on the 

announcement — the surprise was in the pause, not the level itself. 

3. Who it affects: Rate-sensitive sectors (real estate, utilities, highly leveraged companies) feel it first; consumer 

borrowing costs and mortgage rates follow with a lag. 

4. What I think / what to watch: Worth watching whether the next inflation print gives the bank room to resume 

cutting, since that's likely to be the next major driver of the same story. 

Worked example — an M&A deal (for law/consulting/IB advisory) 

1. What happened: Company A announced the acquisition of Company B in its sector. 

2. Why it matters: The deal likely reflects a strategic push into a new market or product line rather than a purely 

financial play — worth checking the press release for the stated rationale. 

3. Who it affects: Competitors in the same space may face pressure to consolidate too; advisors (banks, law firms) 

on both sides gain a visible mandate. 

4. What I think / what to watch: Worth watching whether regulators raise competition concerns, and how the 

market reacts to the acquirer's share price — that tells you whether investors think the price paid was fair. 

 

 

 



7. Quick Reference Cheat Sheet 

ACTIVITY: The actual rates and indices have been omitted in the tables below due to the changing 
nature of markets. At the time of writing this guide (July 2026), the S&P stands at 7503.85 and the 
Bank of England has set rates at 3.75%. Compare these values to the current values of indices and rates 
at the time you are reading this guide and try to explain why! 

Key indices to recognise 

Index Market 

S&P 500 / Nasdaq / Dow Jones 
United States (broad market / tech-heavy / 30 large 
industrials) 

FTSE 100 United Kingdom (100 largest London-listed companies) 

Euro Stoxx 50 Eurozone blue chips 

Nikkei 225 Japan 

Hang Seng Hong Kong 

Key rates to recognise 

Rate Set by 

Federal Funds Rate US Federal Reserve 

Bank Rate Bank of England 

Main Refinancing Rate European Central Bank 
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