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A TRAINEE SOLICITOR SURGERY 
ESSENTIAL LAW CAREER GUIDE 

by Matt Oliver

Interviews & 
Assessment Centres

HOW TO SUCCEED AT 



Welcome to the Essential Guide on How to 
Succeed at Interviews & Assessment Centres 

Thanks for downloading this Trainee Solicitor Surgery Essential Law Career 
Guide. 

I am the Managing Director of Trainee Solicitor Surgery 

and a former sports and media lawyer. I now run a law 
careers advice business, which includes coaching and 

mentoring students and graduates to help them succeed 
with their career goals. 

I have written this guide for anyone who is due to attend an interview or 

assessment centre for a training contract, vacation scheme or paralegal role. 

It is based on my many years of experience both recruiting junior lawyers 
when working in private practice and in-house, and providing personalised 

interview coaching to countless candidates.  

This guide is by no means exhaustive but it is designed to give you some of 
the most common areas I have found candidates need to work on in their 

interview preparation and which have led to success the most often.

Wishing you every success, 

Matt Oliver
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Introduction 

If you are reading this guide then the chances are your application has been 

successful and you have been invited for an interview. 

If so, congratulations! That is a significant achievement in itself in the current 
job market.

Law firms will only invite you for an interview if they are willing to employ you 

based on what they have read about you in your application.  This fact alone 
should give you confidence in yourself.

So now you need to prepare for the interview and give yourself the best 

opportunity of landing the job.

In my experience, it can help if you treat the interview a bit like an exam. You 
should schedule as much time for your preparation as you can and prioritise it 

over your other usual activities. Its then a case of systematically going 
through the preparation and considering how you can perform to your best.
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Types Of Interview
Interviews vary from law firm to law firm and may include some or all of the 
following:

Face to face interviews

These are with a single person or with a panel of interviewers and might be 
with a mixture of the firm’s partners and HR personnel. The interviews might 

include the following types of interview questions:

Chronological questions - these are questions about things you have done 
during your life so far and are usually based on your CV/application form. You 

must be able to talk about anything included on your application, including 
why you made certain choices and which things have given you the most/

least satisfaction or been most challenging.

Competency based questions - these are structured in a way that explores 
the key competencies, skills and attributes the firm is looking for in its 

trainees. I will come back to competencies later.

Commercial knowledge/current affairs questions - these are a form of 
competency question and are specifically asked by some firms to test your 

general knowledge of such things as the business, commercial and political 
worlds and other general current affairs knowledge. 
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Telephone interviews

Some firms use a telephone interview as their first interview stage in order to 

further filter candidates after the initial application filtering process. 

You will be asked various questions which are usually a mix of competency-
based questions and career motivation questions.  Some of the questions 

may well be similar to the questions you have already answered on the 
application form. 

The interviewer will often be recording your answers on a form or their 

computer so you may hear typing at the other end. This can make it feel like 
quite a robotic exercise where it is difficult to build much rapport. They may 

not really respond to what you say and just keep diving in with the next 
question. Don’t let any of these things throw you.

Assessment centres

These can be up to a day long and consist of various exercises and tests 
designed to assess key competencies and softer skills that the firm is looking 

for in its trainees. Many also include some form of face to face interview too.

Whatever the interview type, the following preparation steps are essential.
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Before 
The 

Interview



Review Your Application

The first thing to do is review the application you made to the firm you are to 

be interviewed by. This might be some time ago now, or may be one of 
several applications made, so its easy to forget what you included and why. 

Don’t just read it once and then put it away again - instead highlight things 

and make additional notes on it. Treat this like a piece of revision for your 
exams - you need to revise and re-revise it until it has fully sunk in. However, 

there is a difference with this sort of revision in that you need to consider how 
you might develop your answers further. 

Most of your long form application question answers, or the way you 

otherwise documented your experiences, will have been limited by a word 
count.  

An interview does not have a word limit per question per se and you may find 

that interviewers will want to discuss the same subjects as on your application 
but in more detail.

Do not be one to the interviewees who has learnt their scripted answers from 

their application and then gets tripped up when asked to expand on elements 
of them.
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Self-analysis

One of the key things that all successful candidates will need to do is to 

dedicate some time to self-analysis. 

Whilst it can seem a little odd to think that you need to do some research into 
yourself as well as the firms you are applying to, it is absolutely necessary 

preparation if you are to sell yourself well to the firms. 

By considering your past experiences in terms of how they can be used to 
demonstrate the key competencies and motivations the firms are looking for, 

you will give yourself a solid foundation for your interviews.

Hopefully you will have already done this exercise in some form or another at 
the application stage. Either way, its imperative that you revisit your self-

analysis prior to each interview with the specific interview in mind. 

Never assume you have completed it because you have done it once before. 
Instead have a fresh brainstorm about all the things you have done and your 

key achievements and which elements of them can be emphasised to 
demonstrate to the firm that you have what they are looking for (based on 

your research into them).

There are numerous techniques and tools to help you work through the self-
analysis exercise. The one I favour is part of the MyLCN tool on the 

www.lawcareers.net website and is called MySelf - see here: http://goo.gl/
1Dx49.
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Research the firm

One of the things that candidates for training contracts and vacation schemes 

are most commonly advised to do is to research the firms they are applying 
to. However, one of the most common things that lets candidates down with 

their interviews is….. a lack of research. 

This does not mean candidates are ignoring the advice they are given, just 
that they are not doing enough research, researching all the necessary areas 

or using a wide enough range of research resources. Many candidates will 
research the basic information about firms in large directories such as Legal 

500 or on large web directories such as LawCareers.Net. However, this is 
rarely enough.

What is the firm looking for in its candidates?

One of the keys to being successful at interview is always conducting 
thorough research into the law firm you are interviewing with and seeking to 

identify what they are looking for in their prospective trainee solicitors. Many 
will tell you either outright or you can pick things out from how the firm talks 

about its staff, its culture and its values and the sorts of qualities, 
competencies and attributes they deem important.

For each firm it is good practice to make notes of every competency, skill and 

attribute they say they are looking for in their trainees. Also note down 
anything they say about their values and the type of person who works there.
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When you completed your application to the firm you should have completed 
thorough research into that firm and saved your research notes somewhere.

When it comes to interview with the firm then you will be able to review your 

research into the firm as the starting point for your targeted preparation for 
the upcoming interview.

The main thing a law firm will want to see is that you understand what that 

firm does and what sort of place it is to work at. You must be able to articulate 
your genuine reasons for wanting to work there and for wanting to become a 

City lawyer/commercial lawyer, high street lawyer, etc.

Most candidates could do with a bit more time on this part of the research. 
Most recruiters can pick up on this fairly easily so it pays to do the thorough 

research. You do not want to have spent all that time putting an application 
together and then preparing for interview but fall short because you didn’t 

conduct the same amount of research as other applicants.

There are numerous resources available to you when conducting this 
research – you can find the best ones set out here: 

Law Firms’ Own Information

Law Careers.Net – includes a large searchable directory of law firms and 
their training contracts and vacation schemes, including up to date application 

deadlines – see www.lawcareers.net
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Website/Brochure – the law firm’s own website and online/offline brochures

Training Contract & Pupillage Handbook – extensive hard copy publication 
listing law firms and training contract details.

You Tube – it is worth searching YouTube for the firm’s name to see if there 

are additional marketing materials about the firms that you can use for your 
research into them. Some firms will have added video interviews with their 

graduate recruitment partner or with trainees which can often provide you 
with more information. For example, see this video where aClifford Chance 

graduate recruiter outlines the competencies they are looking for in their 
trainees – Clifford Chance Competencies

Third Party Information on Law Firms

Chambers Student – a good resource of information about law firms and 
training contracts. In particular there is “The True Picture” section for many 

firms which is Chambers own real world report about the firms. This is often a 
lot more revealing and informative than the firm’s own promotional literature – 

see www.chambersstudent.co.uk

Lex 100 – this is the self-proclaimed insider’s guide to the top law firms in the 
UK. It contains the results of surveys of current trainee solicitors are various 

law firms and therefore gives a much better real world view of what it is like to  
do a training contract with the firms – see www.lex100.com
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Inside Buzz – a website providing some useful information about law firms 
and the recruitment process. Browse detailed law firm profiles, read trainee 

and solicitor reviews and brush up on the latest interview advice. See here: 
http://www.insidebuzz.co.uk/law.html. If you are interviewing with one of the 

bigger firms you should also check out the revealing guide to the top law firms 
including quotes from trainees and solicitors – see here: http://goo.gl/VS6Zs

Target Jobs – a good graduate website with information about some of the 

bigger law firms, including the key skills they are looking for in their trainees – 
access these here:http://goo.gl/QQf2s. There is also an excellent section 

which gives details about the various law practice areas including information 
about the key skills needed, and types of technical law that are involved – see 

here: http://goo.gl/EEM74.

All About Careers - another good resource that has profiles for a number of 
the larger law firms - see here: http://www.allaboutcareers.com/careers/

graduate-employers-by-sector/law.htm

Peer Information on Law Firms & Graduate Recruitment

With each of these resources you are advised to use the search functionality 
to search for law firm’s names to find information about them and their 

recruitment processes. Try to avoid reviewing the threads and information as 
it appears as this can waste a lot of time – just be very specific with your 

searches instead to find relevant content that could help you.
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Trainee Solicitor Forum – this is a discussion forum for law students and 
trainees where you can find information or ask your own questions – see 

www.traineesolicitor.co.uk

Roll on Friday Forum – this is an unmoderated, and sometimes lively, forum 
but it can include some useful discussions as well as help you learn the 

challenges you may face in the application process – see Roll on Friday 
Training Discussion

Student Room Forum – another good forum for people seeking to forge a 

legal career – see The Student Room

Wiki Job – this is a wiki that has a law section containing information about 
some of the larger law firms including, in some instances, interview questions 

and details of assessment days – see www.wikijob.co.uk

Legal Press

The main legal press have their own websites which have a search function 
so you can again enter the firm’s name and see what comes up to give you a 

more current background to the firm – see the following:

• www.thelawyer.com
• www.legalweek.com

• www.lawgazette.co.uk
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Further Research

Google – many people miss an easy opportunity to find more relevant 

information to help tailor their interview preparation by not using the search 
engines. Search for things like the firm’s name together with the practice area 

you are interested in and see what comes up – often you will find information 
that you wouldn’t find otherwise to help give you a better picture of that 

department.

Also search for the names of the key graduate recruitment personnel such as 
the HR contact or the graduate recruitment partner – you will often find that 

they have given interviews on other websites that can reveal more about what 
they are looking for in their applicants/trainees. You can then tailor your 

applications to match this profile more closely.
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Prepare Why Them?
Every firm will be wanting to find out the answers to two main questions in 
their mind – these are “why them?” and “why you?”.

The “why them?” questions are designed to explore and assess your career 

understanding and motivation. Unless you can convince on both of these 
fronts you will struggle to beat the competition who can.

Career Understanding & Motivation Questions

In order to determine cultural fit, and to establish whether a candidate has an 
accurate understanding of the legal profession, it is usual for a number of 

career motivational questions to be included in the interview process. These 
are usually questions along the following lines:

• Why do you want to pursue a career in law?

• Why do you want to be a solicitor?
• Why do you want to be a [City/commercial/high street/etc] solicitor? 

• Why do you want to work for this firm?
• Why do you want to work for a [City/commercial/high street/etc] firm?

• Why should we offer you the job?
" "

These questions are VERY important. 
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As well as ensuring they are recruiting people with the right skills and 
competencies, firms also need to ensure that applicants have done thorough 

research into the profession, and the various options within it, and that they 
have the right impetus and drive to succeed in it.

In many ways, motivational questions can be harder to answer than 

competency questions. Whereas competency answers mostly appear 
straightforward and can be based around one specific event, motivation 

questions may need to draw on a number of experiences to give the 
necessary amount of evidence that the recruiter is looking for. 

Demonstrating Career Understanding & Motivation

The starting point to be able to demonstrate the necessary degree of 
understanding and motivation is the research you do. Good, effective 

research involves research into the firms’ practice areas as well as 
understanding what a training contract and a career in law will be like at 

different firms. 

This is time consuming but without doing it and coming up with your genuine 
reasons for wanting a career in law, and why you want to apply to certain 

firms over others, then your chances of success will be greatly diminished. It 
is obvious to recruiters when someone has not done sufficient research and 

has not fully thought through their reasoning and motivations.
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You need to give your genuine reasons for wanting to work for a firm based 
on your thorough research. There is no easy way of shortcutting this (such as 

getting others to help you) as you will need this to convince the firm when you 
see them in person at interview.

Careers advisers and those connected with the legal profession can help 

guide you on what to include in your applications and interview answers but 
they can’t give you your reasons for wanting a career as a solicitor or why you 

want to work for the firm you are applying to. They can give you pointers on 
how to do your research and where to do it but there is still a lot of work for 

you to do if you want to beat the competition into getting a training contract.

It is also vitally important that you do this research for yourself as this is a 
very important stage of your legal career and your decisions now will have a 

long term effect on your future.

As a student or graduate, I appreciate that it can be difficult to know what 
exactly what law you want to train in and which firms you want to work for. 

However, you need to work on trying to find out. 

The good news is that you don’t need to know for certain at this stage and 
law firms will be fine with this. Remember that a training contract is designed 

to give you exposure to a variety of practice areas to help you further inform 
your decision making about your future career path.
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However, you do need to narrow things down to certain types of practice area 
and certain types of firms that you feel will suit you, your competencies and 

your ambitions best. The way to do this is firstly through extensive research 
using the various resources set out above, and then by meeting firms at 

interview and getting a sense as to which one is the most natural fit for you.
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Prepare Why You?
The “why you?” questions are designed to explore whether you possess 
certain competencies and skills. These questions give you the opportunity to 

give examples of your various experiences, responsibilities and achievements 
and to use them to demonstrate you have these competencies.

The “why you?” question also incorporates the various competency style 

questions a firm might ask. 

Thorough research into the firm often gives you a clue as to which 
competencies they put particular emphasis on so you can prepare to talk 

around those. 

The starting point for competencies should always be the application form. If 
it includes questions about particular competencies then it is clear the firm is 

very keen on ensuring you have them. 

You should therefore prepare some good examples to demonstrate you have 
those specific competencies. The self-analysis exercise set out above will 

help you with this.

Key Competencies

Each law firm will have identified its own collection of competencies (skills) 

that they feel are essential in potential recruits and these will be woven into 
their application and/or interview questions.

How To Succeed At Interviews & Assessment Centres

 A Trainee Solicitor Surgery Essential Guide                                                                                        Page 19



There are some key competencies that we can assume all firms will be 
looking for evidence of to some degree or other – these are:

• Intellectual Ability

• Enthusiasm, Motivation & Resilience

• Accuracy & Attention to Detail

• Teamwork & Leadership

• Commercial Awareness (even smaller non-commercial firms will want 

candidates to know how their business operates)

• Communication Skills (oral, written and listening)

" "
That said, all law firms will have their own unique set of required 

competencies, skills and attributes. It is imperative that you conduct full 
research into the firm using every resource set out above in order to 

determine the firm’s unique requirements. Only then will you be able to 
successfully prepare for an interview in order to demonstrate to the firm that 

you have what they are looking for.

Competency-based questions in interviews examine your work, study and 
extra-curricular activities using the premise that past behaviour is the best 

predictor of future behaviour. Anyone who is able to show evidence of 
using a particular competency in the past will also be deemed to be able to 

use that competency again during a training contract with the firm.
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Thus, if you can give an example showing that you have used this skill 
previously then it will be necessarily assumed that you will be able to use it 

again. These skills are highly transferable so the examples you use can be 
taken not just from work situations, but from extra-curricular or study-based 

activities too.  This is also useful in creating the image of a well-balanced 
individual.

The trick to answering competency questions is to use a specific example 

from your past relating to something that you did, and not to talk generally 
and impersonally about having certain skills.  

Using The CAR Model In Interviews

The CAR model provides an effective way to structure answers to 
competency questions asked at interview as it enables you to organise your 

answer with a clear beginning, middle and end. 

Competency questions ask about a specific competency, eg describe a time 
when you led a group (leadership skills), or ask about your skills and qualities 

– you would then pick the example to talk about and consider using the CAR 
model to structure your answer.

Even if they are relatively short answers it is good to follow a structure that 

you have thought through in advance.

The CAR Model is similar to the STAR model which stands for Situation, 
Task, Action, Result.
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CAR, however, stands for Context, Action, Result. 

Roughly speaking you want to split the time you spend on each part of the 
C.A.R model in the following percentages: 20% / 70% / 10%. 

The important thing is to focus the majority of your answer around your 

Action(s). Do not give too much background detail in the Context and be sure 
to summarise the Result concisely.

Context

Context is the equivalent of the Situation and Task in the STAR model.

This gives some background to introduce the scenario to include factual 

details such as date, place, people, etc. Adding some specific facts and 
figures can help add weight to the answer – eg “Assisted the senior partner 

on a £1m shipping case” sounds better that “Assisted on a shipping case.” 

Action

This is the main part of the answer and therefore will have the most in it. 

How did you do it? What action(s) did you take? 

Make sure you bring it back to your personal actions, even if you were part of 

a group or team in the scenario. Make sure you talk about those actions that 
display the competencies, skills and attributes you know the recruiter is 

looking for.
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Result

Always conclude with the result you achieved, the outcome you arrive at, the 

conclusion you reached, what you learnt from this experience. This should be 
a short end to the answer to wrap things up. 

Quantify the results wherever possible to add more weight to the answer, eg 

“...increased the numbers of people attending the events by 20%”, “...saved 
the charity £500 per month in costs”. 

This is not always possible but always consider whether it is – see the 

Specify & Quantify section below.

*Reflection

Some interviewers may ask additional questions which add another element 

to this model and this can sometimes be seen incorporated within the model 
itself. 

This is “Reflection”, which essentially means you can go on to say what you 

learnt from the experience and/or the skills you feel you developed. You may 
choose to do this without being asked if you feel it is relevant and adds weight 

to the experience you are describing.
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Demonstrate Commercial Awareness

Commercial awareness is talked about everywhere in connection with the 
training contract application process and it is vitally important.

However, it’s meaning is not fully understood by many applicants. This is 

potentially fatal given that many law firms will cite a lack of commercial 
awareness as the reason for rejecting otherwise strong candidates.

You won’t find one set definition of commercial awareness but broadly it can 

be taken to mean the following:

• Understanding how businesses and the business world operate – you 
need to show an interest in, and enthusiasm about, business 

• Understanding the effect on solicitors’ clients of things happening in 
the business, regulatory and economic worlds 

• Understanding that legal solutions should not be provided in a 
vacuum – solicitors must take into account commercial considerations 

of the client too and give their legal advice in the context of the client’s 
business 

• Having an inquisitive nature when it comes to business, markets and 
the commercial aspect of organisations and projects 

• A general understanding of some of the different types of commercial 
and corporate transactions that firms (particularly those you are 

interested in) might work on 
• Understanding the business of a law firm, their clients and the 

environment in which they operate and the role of commercial lawyers 
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• Understanding how law firms themselves operate as businesses – 
how do they make their money, what are the important commercial 

factors that contribute to their success or failure 

You will also become much more commercially aware through your research 
into law firms, their practice areas, their clients and the deals and cases they 

have been involved in. Do not underestimate the importance of extensive 
research around these areas.

As you research firms’ graduate recruitment materials you will also be able to 

pick up clues on how they expect you to demonstrate commercial awareness 
to them.

To improve your commercial and business knowledge generally you must 

regularly read the financial press and keep abreast of the main commercial 
and corporate news stories. Reading the Financial Times and/or the financial 

sections of the Sunday papers will help with this. However, its hard to improve 
your commercial awareness over night and fake it to law firms so ideally this 

must be done consistently over a period of time.

Of course you can read up on current affairs when the time comes for 
interview but generally the firms will be expecting you to have some 

commercial awareness because you have a genuine interest in business and 
therefore have already built up some knowledge over time.
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At the
Interview



Demonstrate Don’t Tell

One of the most important things for you to grasp about how to present 

yourself in an interview is to always seek to demonstrate the qualities, 
competencies, skills and attributes required by the law firm you are applying 

to. This is different to just telling the firm you have them.

It is one thing to make self-serving statements such as “I’m an excellent team 
player” - which is essentially you just telling the recruiter something about 

yourself and asking them to take it at face value. 

It is quite another thing to demonstrate to the recruiter that you have utilised 
and developed this competency by saying something like “I captained the 

University Netball Club which included the organisation of weekly team 
meetings and training for 40 people”.

Similarly, if you are seeking to show you have strong written skills you could 

choose to describe your position of editor and chief writer for the University 
Law Society Magazine rather than just claiming to have always been good at 

writing. 

This way, you are demonstrating that you have used and developed these 
skills by way of the evidence of your experience, i.e. the position you held.
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It is, however, possible to go overboard with signposting the specific skills 
with continual use of wording such as “I developed teamwork skills by...”. 

Instead, just present the interviewers with the evidence of your experience 

and let them deduce for themselves the skills that you used and which are 
demonstrated by that particular piece of experience. 

In example above, therefore, you might present the experience as follows: “I 

held the position of editor and chief writer for the University Law School 
Magazine, which included writing a 1000 word article once a month on a 

recent legal development”.

Conducting self-analysis as set out above is therefore key to being able to 
plan for and answer such questions in the most convincing way.
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Focus on YOU not IT

Many candidates fail to progress through the interview process because they 

don’t talk enough about themselves and their experiences, in particular their 
actions, roles, responsibilities, and achievements.

Its imperative that you focus mostly on YOU not IT.  

What I mean by this is that you shouldn’t focus too much on the subject 

matter/context of the examples you give from your experiences. 

Countless candidates will end up giving lots of details about the work, the 
people and other parts of the surrounding context and omit to actually talk 

much about themselves and their actions, responsibilities and achievements.

It is only by focusing on these, and giving only the most pertinent surrounding 
details, that the interviewer can assess you fully. 

Remember that interviewers are looking to assess your past behaviour in 

order to predict your future behaviour. Therefore if you spend too much 
time describing the situation or background details to a piece of your 

experience they will have less to assess you on.

This YOU not IT mantra is also applicable when you are giving your reasons 
in answer to the “why them?” and ”why law?” type questions. 
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Do not just tell the interviewer lots of facts about the firm or a career in law 
which they already know. Instead link these back to you in order to explain 

why those specific facts about the firm and the career in law are important to 
YOU and form part of YOUR reasons. To do this you need to back these 

reasons up with evidence from your experiences.

This is a critical point to understand as I have seen many otherwise strong 
candidates be unsuccessful because they have focused too much on facts a 

firm already knows.
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Specify & Quantify

You must work hard not to just present what you have done in the past as a 

bland list.

Think in terms of having to compete with others and wanting to show that 
your experience is somehow better than (or different to) theirs. 

For example, you might say something like “As part of that role I provided 

legal advice and representation to clients” in relation to one piece of work 
experience. 

This is quite generic and doesn’t really tell the recruiter much about the detail 

or the level at which you were working. It is also something that many other 
candidates would be able to say due to its vague general nature.

Instead, think how you might try to show that your experience here might 

differ from someone else’s experience and possibly be better than theirs. 

You could do this by giving some further specific details, including an idea of 
the nature of the clients, the matters you worked on and the scale of them.

Being more specific about the key details and quantifying some things will 

make the evidence you are presenting much stronger.
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Think about details such as the following:

• How big? 
• How valuable? 

• How important? 
• To what level?

• To what extent? 
• With or for who? 

• What value of claims or transactions did you dealt with? 
• What level of complexity did you deal with? 

• Did you have sole responsibility for certain matters and/or clients? 
• Who (if anyone) did you assist with the larger claims or transactions? 

• Which other departments/people did you liaise with?
• What level of caseload have you managed (quantify this by saying 

200 cases rather than 
large)? 

• Did you have sole responsibility for certain matters? 

By going deeper in this way you give more scale and detail to what you did 
and it gives a fuller picture. 

These specific details allow you to demonstrate more skills, competencies 

and attributes, or at least add more weight and impact to them. 

Your answers also then become more unique to you rather than you saying 
the same generic things as many other interviewees. 
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Remember that you need to be marketing yourself in the strongest possible 
light so you need to sell the best bits of every piece of experience you 

mention and choose those things that are most relevant to the firm and the 
role of trainee solicitor with that firm. 

When you are preparing how you will talk about your different experiences 

always assess whether your descriptions are too vague and whether they 
lack enough specific details. 

You could also get others to listen to you describe each experience to see if 

they can understand what you have done. Get them to ask you the questions 
that come up in their minds and if some are obvious then adapt how you 

describe things in order to provide this information too.

Ask yourself the questions why?, what?, how?, which? about each element of 
your experiences when you describe them.

Get others to do the same. Ask them to pretend they don’t know you and see 

what questions they come up with. It is much better to pre-empt these 
questions than force the interviewer to have to continually ask them of you.

And remember that the details you give need to be demonstrating the key 

skills and competencies that will be required of a solicitor and any other skills 
and attributes the firms have said they are looking for. 
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Refer back to the master list of key competencies in this guide together with 
the list of skills, attributes and values that you noted down about that firm 

when you researched it. 

You must ensure you are highlighting these things in yourself when you 
describe your experiences in your interview answers.
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Do Not Script
When preparing for interviews, the temptation can be to try to write out a 
series of answers to certain interview questions that might be asked and to 

rehearse and learn these word for word like a script. 

This is not advisable. 

Interviewers can spot fully scripted answers a mile off and they often don’t 
achieve what the candidate is aiming for anyway. The risk with scripted 

answers is that they don’t fully fit the question asked - this will therefore lose 
you points with the interviewer.

Instead of scripting your answers in long form I would recommend you treat 

your interview a bit like a presentation about yourself. Its just that this 
presentation is one you will have to give in re-ordered bite sized chunks as 

dictated by the questions that are asked. Much of the foundation content will 
be the same, its just that you will deliver it slightly differently each time.

The best way to make a presentation is to plan each section and structure 

each of these sections around a basic skeleton. You can then rehearse 
delivering each section around that skeleton but without a full script. You just 

need to learn the bullet points of the skeleton and the key facts you want to 
include but the wording you use around that skeleton will differ each time.
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Its also similar to when you are revising for an exam. You will not learn all of 
your essays off by heart so that you can regurgitate them when you are 

asked questions on similar subjects. 

Instead you will revise the key points made in those essays and then draw 
upon those as required by the specific questions asked in the exam. The 

wording you use will be different but you will re-use some or all of the main 
points around a similar structure.

As well as not scripting in long form, you should always ensure that you use 

your own words. As tempting as it may seem to use the phrases used on a 
firm’s website and within their corporate/recruitment literature, the chances 

are the firm will pick up on this and not be impressed.
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Use Positive Language & Active Words
Your language should be positive and professional.

Use active words to give the impression to the recruiter that you are a 
proactive person with the ability to make things happen. 

Whilst this is not the time to be modest, you do need to be able to find the 

balance between speaking confidently about your achievements whilst not 
appearing arrogant.

Here is a list of the sorts of active, powerful words it is advisable to get into 

the habit of using when describing your achievements and experiences as a 
way to confidently and effectively communicate your suitability for the role:

• Created • Supplied 

• Instructed • Detected 

• Analysed • Recommended 

• Produced • Distributed 

• Negotiated • Developed 

• Designed • Solved 

• Maintained • Prepared 

• Controlled • Selected 

• Reviewed • Arranged 

• Observed • Formulated

• Consolidated • Started 

• Delivered • And so on... 

• Founded Increased 
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Body Language
There are many variables that contribute to a successful interview, one of 
which is your body language.

Some say that body language represents around 60% of how you 

communicate with others. It is therefore imperative that you think about and 
then practice your body language before the interview and remain conscious 

of it at all times at the interview.

Some basics essentials of interview body language are:

• Firm, confident handshake
• Eye contact (with all the interviewers if more than one)

• Smile when you greet people (and where appropriate during the 
interview)

• Don’t fiddle with hair, face, hands - keep your hands loosely clasped 
on your lad if this is a potential problem

• Sit upright and a little forward so you appear attentive - don’t slouch or 
lean backwards

• Get used to having a solid base position where your feet are 
comfortable and still, your hands are still and your arms are steadied on 

the arms of the chair or on your lap 
• Accept and use a glass of water but never snacks - use the water if 

you get a dry mouth or cough or if need to buy some time when thinking 
about a question
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Tackling Difficult Questions
If you are asked a particularly difficult question it may have been asked for a 
couple of reasons:

" 1." They would like to explore the level of your technical knowledge 

on a particular topic.
" 2." They would like to see how you cope under pressure.

These questions are not necessarily asked to be cruel, its just that the way 

you answer them will help the interviewer assess you in a particular way.

Often with difficult questions there is no right or wrong answer. The 
interviewer is just wanting to see how you cope under pressure and assess 

your thought processes. 

The best advice is to make your best effort at answering the question and 
explaining your thinking along the way. 

It is fine to admit to finding it a challenging question and not necessarily 

knowing the exact answer but then you must go on to explain how you might 
seek to arrive at the answer.
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Preparing For Interview Questions
There are plenty of lists of interview questions available on the web, 
specifically relating to law interviews and otherwise. However, I would not 

recommend spending too much of your time reviewing all of these and 
preparing answers to them.

Instead, you can browse through a selection to get a flavour of some of the 

recurring themes of the questions in order to direct the preparation work you 
do. 

Time is much better spent doing research into the firm, doing self-analysis, 

thinking how you might talk around the “why you” and “why them” questions, 
and how you might demonstrate key competencies and other skills using the 

evidence from your experiences.

The types of questions that are worth reviewing are:

• Why do you want to be a solicitor?
• Why do you want to have a career in [commercial/private client/etc] 

law?
• Why do you want to work for XYZ LLP?

• Which other firms have you applied to and why?
• Which business/news story are you most enjoying following at the 

moment?
• Give me an example of when things didn’t go to plan.

• What skills do you feel you need to improve on?
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• What is your proudest achievement?
• Describe a time when you had to resolve a difficult problem as part of 

a team
• What role do you usually play within teams?

• Why should we offer you a training contract ahead of other 
applicants?

• What do you do for fun (or in your spare time)?

When you are preparing how you might present and expand on your various 
pieces of experience you should pre-empt the probing questions that 

interviewers might ask after you give them your first answer to a question. 
These might include:

• Why did you do that?

• How did that feel?
• What did you learn?

• Why is that?
• Why do you think that is relevant here?
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Questions to Ask
I often get asked about the questions candidates should be asking when 
given the opportunity to do so at an interview. 

The answer is simple - ask questions about things you genuinely want to 

learn about and which you could not find out easily by doing your own 
research.

You need to remember that an interview is a two way street - its for the firm to 

learn about and assess you, and its for you to learn about and assess the 
firm. 

You should ensure you have at least 4 or 5 questions prepared just in case 

some of them are answered during the course of the interview. 

Questions that demonstrate your research into the firm will impress - perhaps 
to find out more about the firm’s future plans in a particular area if you have 

picked up on some news about it.

Similarly, questions that show your motivation and keenness to work for the 
firm and succeed there will impress - perhaps about its work in a particular 

industry sector you can demonstrate a genuine interest in.

Given that you are able to ask a question of someone who actually works at 
the firm you could consider a question that would help you learn from their 

experiences there.  For example “whats the main thing that has made you 
choose to work at this firm instead of its competitors?
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Or you could ask something about an aspect of the training contract that you 
are genuinely interested in, for example “How do you allocate the different 

training contract seats between trainees?”.

Candidates stress too much about which questions to ask. Just put some 
thought into what you would like to know and you will hopefully come up with 

plenty.
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Assessment Centres
With so much written about interviews, it’s easy to assume they are the most 
important part of a firm’s recruitment process – the ‘make or break’ of 

securing a training contract. 

So why, then, do law firms use assessment centres? Are they a mere back-
up? Another way of shaving down the application numbers, perhaps?

Assessment centres are composed of a series of pre-arranged tests and skill 

exercises often culminating in the face to face interview itself. 

However, rather than viewing these individual exercises as the ‘poor 
relations’ of the final interview, high performance at every stage of the 

process is crucial to success. 

In fact, assessment centres offer a number of very real advantages to 
employer and potential employee alike that the interview alone can’t provide.

As well as understanding what each type of test and exercise consists of it is 

essential that you also practice the ones that can be practiced in advance. 

There are some free tests and exercises on the web, but I would also 
recommend investing a small amount in your future and doing some of the 

paid tests that are on offer. 
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The paid versions are usually more comprehensive and include valuable 
feedback on your performance and tips on how to improve. 

You can be sure that some of your competition will have done this so you 

want to ensure you do too so as to give yourself every chance.

For a comprehensive guide to assessment centres, how to do well and for 
practice tests and exercises take a look at my blog post series on the Trainee 

Solicitor Surgery website here: Assessment Centre Guide
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Interview Coaching
If you found this guide helpful and you would like to enhance your interview 
preparation further, you may want to consider undertaking some personalised 

interview coaching.

I work with a limited number of candidates each month to help them prepare 
for interviews and assessment centres.

I have developed a tailored coaching programme for those pursuing a career 

in law and have coached many candidates to success at interviews with all 
types and sizes of firm. 

Previous coaching clients have been offered training contracts at firms 

ranging from large City firms such as Herbert Smith Freehills and CMS 
Cameron McKenna to much smaller regional firms.

To find out more about my personalised interview coaching and to get in 

touch with me, just visit my Law Student & Graduate Coaching Website >>>

If we don’t get to work together I wish you every success with your interviews!

Don’t forget to review the additional advice given by myself and others on the 
Trainee Solicitor Surgery website. 

Also, make sure you follow TSS on Twitter and Facebook to get all the latest 

news and careers advice.
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Copyright

The copyright in this guide is wholly and exclusively owned by Trainee 

Solicitor Surgery and Matt Oliver.

However, we are pleased to allow you to use this guide on the following 
basis:

• You have permission to forward it to whomever you would like, or to publish 

it to your website, blog or anywhere else on the internet. If you want to link 
to the downloadable form of the guide you can publish the following link:

How To Succeed At Interviews & Assessment Centres

• You are also permitted to print and distribute hard copies.

• You are not permitted to sell, modify or copy this guide or any part of it 

whatsoever.
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