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The recruitment team at Burges Salmon are
fast becoming the stuff of legend: in the
seven-year history of the LC.N Training &
Recruitment Awards, they have scooped the
prize for Best Recruiter – National/Regional
Firm an epic six times, including the last five
years on the trot. With such a formidable
reputation, it would be all too easy for the
team to kick back, put their feet up and
think, ‘Job done’ – but nothing could be
further from the truth.

Indeed, it becomes clear very early on
when talking to the firm that recruitment
ranks right at the top of the list of priorities,
and as soon as each cohort of trainees has
finished their apprenticeship, an inquest
begins as to how the process might be
tweaked to make it better still. Each year,
every aspect of the procedure – from
application form to final interview questions
– is put under the microscope and fine tuned
wherever necessary.

“I think one of the things that makes us
different, and that helps us win this award
each year, is that the firm as a whole – from
trainee level to partner – is aware that if we
don’t get the best people through the door,
then we will suffer in two years’ time,”
explains Natalie Byard, the firm’s
recruitment officer. “Each year, everyone
involved in recruitment – trainees, partners
and the recruitment team – sits down and
looks at what’s working and what isn’t; then
we decide the best way to proceed and take
it from there.”

One innovation to emerge from this
review system has recently revolutionised
the firm’s selection process. “We are now
running assessment centres as a result of a
discussion a couple of years ago,” says
Roger Bull, one of the recruitment partners.
“We decided we wanted to get more people
in for face-to-face meetings. It’s about
looking for things that improve the quality of
the process, the quality of the filter and the
quality of the candidates we end up
interviewing. You’re able to obtain much
more information on both sides if you’ve got
people coming into the office. They have an
opportunity to ask questions face to face,
find out more about the firm and make a
decision as to whether it is the right place
for them; equally, for us, it is much easier to
obtain a better picture of somebody’s skills
and abilities, and their drive, commitment
and ambition, if they are in front of us than if
we are simply reading an application form.”

So successful were the assessment
centres in 2009 that Burges Salmon almost
doubled the number of candidates it invited
to participate this year. That it could
accommodate such a dramatic increase is in
no small part due to the firm’s swanky new
flagship offices at One Glass Wharf in
Temple Quay – something that Roger thinks
has given the firm a new lease of life.

“It’s a fantastic facility and has created a
real buzz,” he says. “It’s enabled us to bring
many more people in to assessment centres
and has helped to really make an impression
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when talking to the people who come for
interviews. I think it will help us continue our
drive for quality and professionalism. It really
makes us stand out.”

Natalie agrees that the new premises
are symbolic of the firm’s outlook in general.
“I think the investment that we make in our
staff and the business as a whole stands
out,” she says. “We have just moved to a
fantastic new building that is big enough to
accommodate new staff. Obviously we’re
being cautious, like the rest of the world has
to be at the moment, but we are growing,
and we have a client base that enables us
to grow and a staff that allows us to move
into different markets and concentrate on
different sectors.”

With the recent increase in applicants for
the firm to meet and greet comes, of course,
increased competition. The first hurdle is
getting a foot in the door of the assessment
centre – no easy feat when you consider that
the firm receives close to 2,000 applications
each year. The good news is that Natalie
assures us that every single form is given
equal attention.

“Candidates apply via the website, but
can send in written forms as well,” she
explains. “I keep a very close check on the
forms and, once the deadline has passed, we
go through them. We read all the forms,
literally word by word, to ensure every
applicant is given a fair chance.”

So what are they looking for as they
scrutinise the mountains of forms in front of

them? “Good academics are important,” she
acknowledges, “but commercial awareness
is also key. We look for legal work
experience, especially if a candidate is a
non-law graduate – we like to see if
someone’s gone on vacation schemes, if
they’ve made court visits or worked for local
government associations. We look for people
who are ambitious and hardworking, and
aren’t afraid to put that down on their
application form. As well as law and non-law
graduates, we also accept applications from
candidates looking for a change in career.”

Once the application forms have been
sorted, Natalie and the rest of the
recruitment team try to let the candidates
know as soon as possible whether they are
to be invited to an open day, vacation
scheme or assessment centre, depending
on the process they are coming through. 
As for many firms these days, the vacation
scheme is becoming an increasingly
important tool in narrowing the field.

One successful trainee whose career 
at the firm has followed this path is Lydia
Bailey, currently in her second year. She
confirms that all the hard work that goes
into refining each and every element of the
recruitment process once again shines
through in the work placement scheme.

“I did vac schemes at a number of firms
in Bristol,” says Lydia. “And while the initial
application process is quite similar, the main
difference is how structured the scheme is
here. There are lots of talks where you get to
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meet different people from within the firm and
there is a well-worked-out social programme.
Add to this the fact that it goes on for two
weeks, and the set-up is really good for
getting the maximum exposure to different
people and getting a feel for the firm.”

And the benefits of the scheme don’t
end there: “There is a good deal of partner
contact and students are taken along to
court or client meetings with partners. You
get involved in live work and you see the
actual reality of day-to-day life at the firm.”

The interview is the final test for those
seeking a training contract at Burges
Salmon, and once again the questions are
meticulously honed to make sure that
candidates are put at ease, while still
earning their place at the table. “It’s not an
intensive grilling,” assures Roger. “It’s
meant to be an opportunity for us to
understand more about the candidate’s
motivation for a career in law and
understand why Burges Salmon would be the
right fit on both sides.”

Roger continues: “It’s also about
commercial awareness – understanding what
clients are looking for and what the
commercial imperatives are for clients in the
current market. You need to have done your
homework in understanding how large
commercial law firms operate – for example,
we might ask how you would make a law
firm stand out to clients or, if you were an in-
house counsel, what you would you be
looking for.”

For those lucky candidates who dazzle at
interview and are rewarded with a training
contract, one of their first responsibilities as
new trainees will be to help out with the next
year’s recruitment process. In a firm that is
continually striving for improvement – and
succeeding, as the clutch of accolades bears
out – the importance of this task should not
be underestimated. Not only that, but it is an
early indicator of the open and friendly
atmosphere for which the firm is renowned,
as from the very outset of their life at
Burges Salmon, trainees work alongside
associates, partners and the human
resources team to help the firm maintain its
first-class reputation. At this rate, their input
might help the firm to hang onto this award
for another five years.

By Rowan McIntyre
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Burges Salmon
One Glass Wharf
Bristol
BS2 0ZX
T 0117 902 7771
E natalie.byard@burges-salmon.com   
W www.burges-salmon.com

Method of application: Online application form

Application deadline: Apply by 31 January 2011
for vacation placements and apply by 31 July
2011 for training contracts commencing in 2013

Method of selection: Assessment centre and
interview

Work areas
• Advertising & marketing 
• Agriculture
• Arbitration, ADR
• Aviation, aerospace
• Banking
• Charities
• Commercial litigation
• Commercial property
• Company & commercial
• Computer & IT
• Construction
• Corporate finance
• Corporate tax
• Defamation
• EC & competition
• Employment
• Energy
• Environment
• Family
• Insolvency
• Insurance/reinsurance
• Intellectual property
• Media & entertainment
• Mergers & acquisitions
• Multimedia
• Private client 
• Shipping
• Sports & leisure
• Telecommunications 
   
Offices 
Bristol

What trainees said:

“The recruitment
team were friendly
and approachable 
and welcomed the
prospective trainees
from the very first 
open day.”

“Communication
during the
recruitment process
was amazing – I felt
valued from the
start.”

“The recruitment
process is designed
to allow you to show
yourself at your best
and not feel
intimidated in any
way. Competition for
vac scheme and
training contract
places is very high
but everybody is
assessed in the same
way and treated very 
fairly.”

“Contact after I had
been recruited, during
my final degree year
and the LPC was
excellent. I was
invited to a
prospective trainee
lunch, I attended the
annual firm summer
party, and was even
sent birthday and
Christmas cards and
recieved the firm's
internal monthly
newsletter. I was
made to feel like one
of the team before I
had even commenced
my training contract!”

“The firm has not 
only matched any
expectations but
exceeded them.”


