
Love may be blind, but when committing your
future to a law fir m it is best to go in with
eyes open. As with all solid and lasting
relationships, personality is key to keeping
the flame alive beyond those heady
honeymoon days. But for those without first-
hand experience of the City’s top law fir ms,
the idea of distinct dif ferences in personality
between the key players may seem rather
abstract. When the time comes to apply for
training contracts, most wannabe lawyers will
have spent suf ficient time swotting up on
their prospective employers to have a basic
grasp of each firm’s par ticular strengths and
market position, but few have any r eal
handle on a firm’s true identity. However,
those of you who delve a little deeper will
surely find your ef forts rewarded when you
find the per fect match for your own character
and ambitions.

“There is no doubt that law fir ms have
their own culture and that some fir ms have
gained a reputation for being stuf fy and
aggressive,” explains David Car ter, who has
been the par tner responsible for graduate
recruitment at Ashurst since 2002. “Our
culture does not ar rive simply as a by-
product of providing legal ser vices. We have
a culture that primarily looks at how we tr eat
each other and how our team tr eats other
people. We think it is impor tant to nur ture
and protect that culture.”

As a four-time winners of LC.N’s Best
Recruiter – Large City Firm award, Ashurst
clearly understands the dif ference between a

carefully cultivated public image and a
genuine culture grown organically through
intelligent recruitment. David believes that if
they strive to be honest with candidates and
treat employees well, good publicity will look
after itself: “I tr y and help people understand
why, by coming to Ashurst, they ar e giving
themselves the oppor tunity of doing
something slightly dif ferent. We compete with
the very biggest firms without compromising
our ideals. We also have ver y good word of
mouth: people who have been in contact with
the firm always seem to rate us highly and
feel compelled to pass that on.”

For Jessica Higginson, a trainee in her first
seat with the firm, it was this open and
affable culture that ultimately made it easy
to choose Ashurst over her other potential
suitors: “I was looking for a lar ge City firm
with international prospects and with a high
profile and impressive client base. At the
interview, I really clicked with the par tners
and I simply felt there was some chemistr y.
As a firm, Ashurst seems to r ecognise the
importance of personality and understand
that the best way of seeing what a candidate
is like is actually getting them in and having
a good chat.”

David can confirm just that: “We have
found that the most ef fective way to choose
between a large number of excellent
candidates is through the personality-led
elements of the recruitment process, and we
have let it evolve to r eflect that. We do
interviews; we don’t do tests. We have kept
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all the elements that show us in our best
light and allow the applicant to do the same.
What you really want is people to r elax and
do their best.”

With over 2,800 applications this year for
50 places – something of a r ecord even for
this City heavyweight – this is easier said
than done. Stephen Trowbridge, the graduate
recruitment and development manager, has
worked alongside David for six years and has
a similarly pragmatic approach: “One of the
reasons we don’t use aggressive testing
methods is because we’re not interested
just in how someone per forms on the day.
We’re recruiting people who are going to
start working for us in two to thr ee years’
time. The person we make an of fer to is not
the person who is going to walk thr ough the
door on day one of their training contract.
We’re really looking for people who have the
potential to become the kind of trainees –
and the kind of lawyers – that we want in the
future. They may not be the people who do
the slickest presentation or get the highest
test score on an inter view day. We’re looking
to really get to know the candidate: what
makes them tick, how they think and how
they apply themselves. The r est will come.”

For those who plan a little fur ther ahead,
Ashurst’s vacation schemes have become a
prime recruiting ground and a golden
opportunity to get a foot in the door . The
firm offers a two-week scheme at Easter (for
non-lawyers) and a two or thr ee-week
scheme in the summer. David explains the

rationale: “If we of fer you a placement, we
are looking at you with a view to giving you
an of fer of a contract. The vacation scheme
is in ef fect a three-week interview. You will
be sitting with some of the par tners from our
trainee interviewing committee. These
individuals are very good at knowing who
they would give a job to after 40 minutes, so
it is even better for them to have two or
three weeks with a candidate to see if they
are the right fit.” 

Jonathan Firmston joined the firm through
the vacation scheme route, having first come
across Ashurst when studying at Exeter,
where the firm sponsored the university
tennis team. Eighteen months down the line,
Jonathan feels that the culture is exemplified
by the way that the depar tments are
structured, so that even the newest r ecruits
are fully utilised and highly valued: “Fr om the
start, you are shown that you are part of a
team. Just as instructions are passed down
through the ranks, there is a lot of feedback
that can be passed back up too. Some
transactions involve hundreds of documents
at different stages of drafting or which ar e
being shown to the lawyers, a pr ocess which
trainees are very involved in. Trainees passing
information to the senior lawyers should not
only be reactive but proactive in spotting
issues – it has to be a team ef fort.”

While this might sound like someone
simply paying lip ser vice to the trainee
handbook, Jonathan’s working diar y to date
confirms that plenty of r esponsibility
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For fur ther information visit www.ashurst.com
or telephone 020 7638 1111.
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entrusted to the best candidates. “In my
private equity seat, I flew to Guer nsey on my
own to complete a deal,” he r ecalls. “Initially
we spent a week getting all the documents
ready in London. I then flew over and held a
number of board meetings with the various
directors. As a trainee you know the deal
quite well, so I was able to answer most of
their questions and talk them thr ough the
papers that they were signing. I then came
back to complete the document pr ocess in
London, visiting the client and the other side
without the super vision of a par tner or a
senior associate; so that was quite a
responsibility, but ver y rewarding.” 

Equally impressive is the degree of
support that trainees can expect fr om
Stephen’s team, who are always on hand for
impromptu counselling sessions. “We’re
essentially the human resources depar tment
for current trainees, so we are always there
to lend an ear and of fer suppor t and
guidance to trainees who have any
problems,” says Stephen. “Thankfully, this
doesn’t happen ver y often, but it’s impor tant
to be honest about it. T rainees can find
things a little over whelming initially and
some will always come to me for a chat and
tell me how useless they feel. This couldn’t
be fur ther from the truth and I work hard to
reassure them that ever yone feels like that
from time to time – including me!”

The human side of the fir m is ultimately
what makes Ashurst stand out fr om the
crowd and is strengthened by the close

bonds between par tners, trainees and
everyone in between. Jonathan mentions a
departmental ‘away day’ that he attended as
a prime example of Ashurst’s special brand
of camaraderie: “The entire global
department came together for the weekend
at a smar t hotel in the centre of Berlin. You
are there to work, but there is a lot of fun to
be had too. It is a ver y relaxed af fair and
generally the par tners have the most fun out
of everyone! I think that sums up the fir m,
actually: we are a top firm and ever yone is
extremely good at what they do, but they ar e
also able to have fun.”

David’s approach to life at the fir m
certainly seems to suggest that an alliance
with Ashurst is likely to withstand the test of
time: “We tr y very hard to enjoy our lives and
to enjoy the fact that we ar e lucky to be
doing things that are interesting, intellectually
challenging and at the forefront of the sphere
that we choose to operate in. W e encourage
our assistants to think of themselves as the
future trustees of this firm.”


