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The meandering path that led me here

=P~L  EPFL: BSc physics, MSc financial engineering —2011-16
TransMarket Group: Fixed income algorithmic trader—-2016
BCG BCG: MBB management consulting — 2018-21

22 UNIVERSITE

% oecenive Reconversion (MSc in political economy, Geneva) — 2022-23

I ' PhD within the REAL — A Postgrowth Deal project (Lausanne) — 2023-28



What today’s talk is about

* Sharing my professional experiences in elite careers, including the
sociology & mindset of these firms

* Try to give you a “feeling” of what’s nice and what’s debatable in
the life of a trader and MBB consultant

* Reflecting on this “qualitative data” (6 yrs+ FTE in secrecy
cultures, almost unfiltered today) as PhD researcher

* Left-out today: deep analysis of social alternatives / post-growth /
post-capitalism; same regarding macro-history of how we got here

* Disclaimer: | am not a revengeful, bitter guy. Great P&L in trading,
fast-track promotion at BCG (top 10-20%), prizes and
scholarships for MBAs => | chose to leave this track myself, for
social, intellectual, and ethical reasons which | will explain



* What’s wrong with algorithmic
trading?

* MBB consulting: creating value...

Agenda for how so, and for whom?
tod ay * So why do people stay?




* What’s wrong with algorithmic
trading?

Agenda for
today




Smooth transition: From BSc in physics to MSc in
financial engineering and finally algorithmic trading
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* Typically starts with ~70-100k
base, 20-100k bonus

* Bonus from 20-30% to almost
100% of total comp.
* Fast growth: can get 1M+ yearly in
early 30s if successful & lucky

Money as a

driver * Prop trading: stock-owning for
senior traders




Issues that made me leave —
despite interesting technical challenge & money

Socio-cultural mismatch

Tunneled careers (low
applicability of skills)

Oddly virilist tech bro culture,
pro-Trump cultic atmosphere

Shifting baseline: comparison
with finance CEOs rather than
with median wages

Life as a casino (poker, “let’s
flip”); optimize everything
(Spotify subscription)

Intellectual shallowness

Long, repetitive hours => people
don’t read or do much besides
work, gym, drink/party

Exclusively tech and finance
trainings, homogenous crowd =>
little diverse, deep discussions

Mathematical abstractions,
copper equivalent to Aussie
rates or pork bellies

“Oh, | never thought about this”

Ethical concerns

Directional trading causing price
pressure

RV traders: parasitic behavior,
pick nickels millions of times a
day (see Flashboys, by Lewis)

Bubbles, flash crashes,
systemic risks, and other
opaque phenomena due to
securitization and algorithmic
trading activities

Political weight, with incentive to
turn everything into
commodities



* MBB consulting: creating value...

Agenda for how so, and for whom?
today
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Public scandals

* Immoral wealth & inequalities

Work-life balance issues

&— Common issues —e

* Immoral power concentration by MNCs (political, economic,
ideological, geopolitical) => core MBB business
 MBB create value... but for whom?

* NPV as sine qua non condition for anything significant to
be approved => shareholder x executive “collusion” (“asset
manager capitalism”, Braun 2021)

* Increase sales, often through:
* Greenwashing / marketing / pricing techniques
* Creating needs and new products

* Decrease costs, in large part by:
* Firing people
* Reorganizing so you can fire people
* Merging so you can fire people
* Accelerating tech and digital so you can fire people

* Marginal efficiency improvements (which can result in
squeezing or firing)

My deeper problems with usual MBB work




You, “having
a seat at the

table”

Your
mandate

M-C-M’, orthe entitled
idea that money should
“yield” more money

Asset managers/
shareholders’ profit
imperatives
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Despite exciting lifestyle, good pay, nice people
and fast learning, | couldn’t resolve core problems

23
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Socio-cultural mismatch Intellectual shallowness Ethical concerns

« Come from working-class * Long, repetitive hours => people * Frequent corporate scandals
background => cocktail parties don’t read or do much besides . Concentration of power in
. : )
in 5* hotels are not my thing work, gym, drink/party corporate hands with total
Disliked the “fake optimism” and * Business and STEM people, alignment to NPV decision-
“social hero” rhetoric homogenous crowd => little making / financialized

diversity & deep discussions capitalism / asset managers

« Systematic use of shallow owning everything

buzzwords => “doublespeak” * “Control the narrative” on ESG,
to avoid government

* Narrow window of possible interventions

“solutions” to complex
problems (e.g., worker
cooperatives, alt. finance,
citizen assemblies, planning...)



Agenda for

tod ay * So why do people stay?







“Golden cage” cognitive and emotional mechanisms that make
people stay — even when they acknowledge rational critiques

* Hedonistic treadmill:
* Gotused to money/watches/cars/5 stars
* “I don’t eat breakfast at Ritz Carlton, it’s disgusting”

* Got used to prestige:

. tC))orpcchrate access to top floor, limousine, status / points / customer loyalty,
ran

* “we’re so effective, it would be nice if poor governments could pay us to fix their
issues”
* Tunnel/ overwork effect:
* No time to reflect critically on life and career, fully focused on “surviving” work
 “20min is my attention span — | can’t read books, but sitcoms make me evade”

e Social isolation effect:

* Not meeting, in your regular life, people who will suffer from MBB-sanctioned
corporate actions

* “I met my wife and best man at HBS”



Diagnosing self-deception and cognitive
dissonance in elite careers

* Look at that cool project we’re doing in Haiti

* I’lldo that just one more year to get the next bonus

* There is no alternative, unless you like Stalin and Gulags?
* What about China?

* |wantto learn from the inside to fight it

* |wantto have a seat at the table

* |t’s consumers’fault, I’'m just satisfying demand

My dad will not acceptif | quit

* |want 400k for my kids to be comfortable

* Ifit's not me it’ll be someone else

* Technology and innovation will save us, we need more capitalist dynamics
* |t’s human nature to accumulate wealth

 The world is fucked, I’'ll at least enjoy it

* Poorpeople are lazy / deserve it
* Alternative jobs (blue collar, state, NGO/IO) are full of low-1Q people



Advice for young, skeptical people -
things | wish | had heard earlier

e

Carve some time off (3 weeks+)
* Allows to pause and think, read stuff
* Counter tunnel effect, try to think against yourself

(Re-)Educate yourself
* Finance and STEM degrees often lack history, politics, social structures, anthropology...

* Reflect critically about concepts: the world is not just about “efficiency, markets, supply and demand, incentives, long-term
value, investments, human capital”...

* Fantastic reads are available easily (suggestions on next slides)
* YouTube and podcasts, online PDF => unprecedented knowledge access (building quality time is what’s difficult)

Join like-minded groups
*  WhatsApp groups with skeptical people with whom to share ideas, reads, documentaries, etc.
* Grassroot activism
* Institutional politics

Chose your fights wisely
* Too late for (most) old guys
* Acknowledging your arguments would require them questioning their whole lives, self-sabotaging their “success” => unlikely,
cognitive protection mechanism
Think about your production footprint, not just your consumption footprint
* Vegan gas trader friend...
*  We spend huge parts of our conscious time at work
* Unintended effects of corporate activities => need a holistic vision

* Consider quitting (smaller firms not managed just in asset-management logic, non-profit firms, worker cooperatives, state jobs,
academia, some startups, manual jobs, etc.) => many alternatives!



Some relevant readings
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Thanks for your attention!

To keep in touch:
Qg Victor Cannilla on LinkedIn

DA victor.cannilla@unil.ch
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