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As one of Europe’s leading law firms, CMS
Cameron McKenna knows it has to stay at
the top of its game to compete with the big
boys for the cream of the talent out there.
For while it’s perhaps true that most of the
pressure is on those applying for training
contracts each year, there is also intense
rivalry among the top-tier firms to secure the
best young legal minds of their generation.

This is why CMS has gone to such great
lengths to ensure that its recruitment
process is unparalleled in the City and,
judging by this year’s award, they have got
the formula right.

“A lot of work went into the design of the
recruitment process,” says Nicola Stanley,
the graduate recruitment manager at CMS.
“We looked at how we could structure things
to ensure we got the best candidates. We
sat down with the partners and discussed
the competencies they were looking for and
how they wanted to structure the
assessment process. We also talked to
everyone who had been involved in the past
– assessors and previous candidates alike –
before seeking expert advice externally in
the form of A&DC, a leading international
human resources consultancy.”

The first hurdle for any potential CMS
employee is to complete the online
application form, which includes details
about academic results, work experience
and a couple of competency questions.
There’s also an online verbal reasoning test
that acts as a sort of preliminary buffer –

only if a certain score is reached on the test
will the application form then be assessed
by Nicola and her team. This helps to speed
up the process to such an extent that Nicola
says the firm can guarantee a five-day
turnaround on all forms – something that
can be very helpful if you are juggling offers
from a number of different firms.

For those keen to learn the secrets of an
eye-catching application form, Nicola has
some sage advice: take your time and try to
offer original answers. “We are looking for
someone who’s actually answered the
questions,” she says. “That may sound
obvious, but sometimes candidates think that
they can answer one competency question
and blanket that answer across a number of
firms, which doesn’t really work. It shows if
someone has spent some time and has come
up with something a bit different. Also, quite
a lot of the form is based on extracurricular
activities and again, it’s good to do different
things. For example, we see a lot of people
who’ve done the Duke of Edinburgh Awards,
so to see something a little different helps
that candidate stand out.”

Those who do manage to make their
forms stand out from the ordinary will find
themselves invited to take part in the next
phase of the process – potentially, a full-day
assessment centre. The morning will be
taken up with a presentation, which
candidates are given a week or two in
advance to prepare for, an interview with a
member of the HR team or an associate and
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Lightning-quick responses and a revamped
recruitment process give fleet-footed CMS the
edge in the City
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a written exercise that lasts an hour. After
that, the assessors get together and decide
who will get to stay for the afternoon and the
unfortunates who will be sent home.

Although this might sound like something
out of the X Factor, Nicola is quick to point
out that unsuccessful candidates are not
only carefully handled, but can also gain
valuable information from the experience.
“We let the candidates know very sensitively
at lunchtime whether they are successful,”
she elaborates. “We also try to give all
candidates who are unsuccessful as much
feedback as we can within a week, and they
are often very grateful for this as it means
they know where they have to focus in future
interviews.”

This point is borne out by one of the
firm’s current trainees, who attributes his
place at the firm to feedback he received
from a previous interview elsewhere. “I’d
done an interview at another large firm,
which I thought had gone well, so when I
didn’t get an offer I was a bit surprised,”
admits Alex Marshall, who has just started a
secondment at the beginning of the second
year of his training contract. “I pushed them
for some feedback and used what I learned
when I came to CMS. I’m not sure I would
have got my place here if it weren’t for that
experience. So I think the fact that we are
geared to provide this sort of information
and help to flag certain areas for
improvement is great.”

In the afternoon there’s a group exercise

and a partner interview – another potentially
nerve-wracking moment that the firm does
its utmost to make easier. “They’re very
good and understand how much you have
riding on the interview,” recalls Alex. “They
know you’re nervous at the beginning, so
they do help just easing you in for the first
few minutes, and then the tougher questions
come at the end.”

The partner interview is a chance for
candidates to show initiative, analysis skills
and what the firm calls ‘commercial focus’.
“This is an important thing and it’s
something the candidates are always worried
about, because they’re not sure what it
means,” explains Simon Pilcher, the firm’s
graduate recruitment partner, who also
specialises in pensions law. “Really, it’s
about candidates demonstrating they’ve got
some interest in the business world – which
doesn’t mean everything that goes on in
business; just that they should be interested
in something. The reason we say it’s
important is because it’s what we do. In a
sense, if you’ve got no interest in business
whatsoever, then the reality is that you may
find the job of being a commercial lawyer
quite boring.”

Like Alex and Nicola, Simon feels that
one of the outstanding features of the
assessment centres is the atmosphere
generated on the day, something he thinks is
helped by the presence of a number of the
firm’s trainees. “I think one of the things
candidates appreciate is that they get to
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open with
candidates – we
want them to
find out about
us, and about
the firm,
because in a
sense if they do
join us, it is
better that they
are well informed
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spend some time with our current trainees,”
he says. “We don’t groom them; we don’t
tell them what to say; and people get a real
flavour for what it’s like to work here. I think
that’s one of the reasons a lot of people we
offer to end up joining us – because they
often join us having had offers from other
firms and they like our product, I suppose.
We are deliberately quite open with
candidates – we want them to find out about
us, and about the firm, because in a sense
if they do join us, it is better that they are
well informed.”

Nicola agrees that it’s the CMS way to
make people feel welcome. “It’s something
we take very seriously – it’s important that
we attract the right candidates and that the
candidates get a good experience from us,”
she says. “It’s really important that when a
candidate walks into this firm on an
assessment day, they feel comfortable. 
At the end of the day, they are looking at us
as a firm as well, so we want to make their
experience as positive as possible. While
perhaps having a friendly image isn’t
necessarily the highest priority for a
commercial law firm trying to attract serious
lawyers, it is something that we’re very proud
of. The reality is that this is a nice place to
work and we would rather candidates
experience that than have us tell them.”

One of the most impressive aspects of
CMS’ finely tuned recruitment process is,
once again, the speed of response. Once
the partner interviews are over, the

assessors meet again and candidates are
informed that evening whether they have
been successful. They are also keen to
maintain contact with future trainees in the
period between the end of the selection
process and the first day of their training
contract.

“There are lots of chances to socialise
with the current trainees and other parts of
the firm,” says Alex. “As prospective
trainees, we were invited to the trainees’
ball, which was great fun. I’ve been to two or
three now, I think, so I’ve been quite lucky.
They also lay on pub quizzes for the future
trainees and other more informal social
events. There’s also a firm football team, for
those so inclined and future trainees are
invited to play in that if they want, which is a
good way to get to know people. There’s a
guy who’s now plays for us who’s just
finished law school and it’s great for him
that he gets a head start meeting people
from the firm and is getting used to the
social environment.”

So all in all, it seems that the revamped
recruitment process has proved to be a
great success over the last couple of years.
That said, it all would be for nothing if the
firm didn’t have something special to bring
to the table. Fortunately, the fact is that
CMS offers a good range of seats, both
commercial and corporate, and a good
exposure to work. “There is no cutting
corners,” promises Nicola. “We really do
take our trainees’ development seriously 
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and we want to make sure we’ve given them
the best training we possibly can to equip
them to become excellent lawyers.”

By Rowan McIntyre

CMS Cameron McKenna LLP
Mitre House
160 Aldersgate Street
London
EC1A 4DD 
T 0845 300 0491 
E gradrec@cms-cmck.com 
W www.cmstalklaw.com 

Method of application: Online application form

Application deadline: Apply by 31 July 2011 for
training contracts commencing in 2013

Method of selection: Assessment and interview

Work areas
• Banking and international finance 
• Commercial
• Corporate
• Energy, projects and construction
• Insurance and reinsurance
• Real estate

Offices 
Please refer to the firm’s website for a
breakdown of our offices.

What trainees said:

“The one day
recruitment process
is extremely good.
You can potentially
start the day without
a training contract
and end up, on the
train back home,
being informed that
you've just been
accepted. The firm
then invites you to
drinks with other
candidates who have
been made offers,
current trainees and
partners back at the
office and keeps in
good contact with
you thereafter.”

“The firm was very
approachable and
friendly; rigorous but
not overtly
aggressive, and it
seems to attract
bright, like-minded
trainees.” 

“The firm came
across exactly as
they did in the
literature, ie, an
approachable but
professional firm.” 

“The firm recruits the
best candidates
regardless of
univeristy attended,
which is brilliant for a
firm of its size.”

“I was led to expect
that CMS was a staff-
friendly firm with a
strong European
outlook and
opportunities for
foreign secondments,
and that's exactly
what I found.”


