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Introduction
CapeClarke is a leading niche legal recruitment consultancy
operating across Yorkshire, the North West and the North East.
For a number of years, we have been providing trainee solicitors
in Leeds, Manchester, Sheffield, Liverpool and Newcastle (and
anywhere in between) with the relevant market information to
assist them with the qualification process, regarding both internal
and external opportunities.
This year is no different and, perhaps, it is more essential to
impart this advice given some of the events of the past few years
and the potential opportunities and impact those events will have
in 2020 and beyond.
This guidance deals with a discipline-by-discipline guide as to
market conditions and how they will affect you in and up to
September 2020, advice on internal and external qualification
processes, a guide to CV drafting and responses to some
frequently asked questions, those which, from our experience of
dealing with newly qualified solicitors, have been asked year after
year.
We hope you find this guide useful and informative, but should
you wish to discuss your qualification options in more detail,
please do not hesitate to contact one of our experienced
consultants.

You can find out more about CapeClarke
and our team by clicking here to go to
our website or give us a call on :

0113 238 5965 or 0161 3000 750
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How CapeClarke will help you
It is worth noting at this stage that we work on the basis that 95% of
trainee solicitors want to remain with their training firms. There are a
very small number who actively want to move, usually because they
want to make the jump into a much larger firm or, indeed, because they
have trained in the top tier and fancy a smaller firm environment. We
will happily assist those trainees in that position.
For the 95% we offer a contingency plan in case, for whatever reason,
you cannot remain with your training firm. As will be reiterated later in
this guidance, get in touch early so we can help you get into a position
where you are ready to apply for external roles should you need to.
The advice produced in this guidance is of a generic nature, but we
appreciate that each solicitor, each recruiting law firm and, indeed, each
specific role have to be handled on an individual, subjective basis. That
is why we offer a five-step consultation process, so you feel comfortable
and confident allowing us to handle this important stage of your legal
career.
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The Five-Step consultation process
1. Initial Consultation and Market Appraisal
This can either be in person with one of our consultants or by way of
a telephone call (dependant on your preference), although we always 		
recommend a face-to-face meeting.

2. CV Preparation
You will see later in this guidance some general advice regarding CV
drafting and a CV template – this is only a starting point!
We will provide constructive advice regarding your CV or help you draft
your CV from scratch.
Different CVs can be drafted for different roles and for different firms /
recruiting Partners, and we will advise appropriately.

3. Search Process
Our consultants will search the market and highlight appropriate
vacancies to you.
We will only highlight roles which are specific to your requirements and
location(s).
It may sometimes be appropriate to make proactive applications before
the conclusion of your internal process – in these cases, we will always
advise on the best course of action and make it clear that your
preference would still be to remain with your training firm
(should that be the case)
It is important to note that your CV will NOT be sent anywhere without
your consent.
Should you be unsuccessful in your application to a firm, we will inform
you immediately of the news and obtain relevant feedback where
possible.

continued
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The Five-Step consultation process
4. Interview Preparation
This is arguably the most important part.
Where you have been invited to attend an interview, we will provide you
with the relevant information about the firm and interviewers which you
need in order to prepare fully.
We will guide you through the process and will meet you in person to
highlight your best interview style.
This cannot be underestimated as the different recruiting partners will
be looking for different qualities.

5. Offer Advice
Post-interview, we will provide you with honest, open feedback given by
the interviewers and offer constructive advice if you have been
unsuccessful.
In the event of an offer, we will advise you as to the different facets of
that offer and how that compares to other opportunities in the legal 		
market.
We will handle all communications with your future employer, guiding
you through the process of accepting the offer and dealing with any
negotiations.
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Market conditions: How is it looking in 2020?
The all-important question, before firms and particular
departments look to recruit or retain trainee solicitors, is
how the market and their key industries are operating.
With confidence high in business and property development, the past
six or seven years have seen a real sea change in the legal market, most
notably with transactional areas such as banking, corporate, commercial,
construction and real estate becoming much busier and more actively
recruiting. Whilst the recession may seem a long time ago (and most
of you will have still been in school), you will see various references to it
throughout this document as it is important to understand its impact on
the makeup of teams and law firms around the regions.
Obviously, there was the small matter of the June 2016 referendum
where the UK public voted to leave the European Union. Swatting aside
the media scaremongering and ‘expert analysis’ (on both sides of the
argument), nobody simply knows what the effect of exiting the EU will
be. Even now, in January 2020, as we move closer to withdrawal at the
end of the month, we may have to wait some time for both the positive
and negative impact of the exit to be seen.
Although many aspects of EU law are expected to remain in our legal
system, heavily EU governed areas such as employment law and
intellectual property law could see those lawyers being kept incredibly
busy in the coming years! Certain law firms have seen (and are
expecting) an increase in utilisation across contentious areas, whilst it is
unknown how transactional areas such as corporate and real estate will
be affected. At the moment, a lot of those teams are very busy and are
still recruiting heavily. This is no doubt based on the pipeline of work as
well as careful consultation with firm clients. It is also absolutely vital
to note that some firms will be affected (positively or negatively) less
than others – smaller or mid-tier firms are likely to have very different
client-bases operating in different or predominantly domestic markets to
the larger firms, although the value of the Pound will affect firms large
and small.

continued
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Market conditions: How is it looking in 2020 ?
Fortunately, after the initial hysteria (both public and within certain
professional services practices), the markets settled down and law firms
in the main returned to business as usual, albeit always assessing
developments regarding the inevitable exit. Consequently, as it stands
and looks to stand for the short-to-medium term, most firms are still
seeing high utilisation in key areas, including corporate and real estate.
It comes as no surprise, therefore, that firms are still keen to recruit in
those transactional areas. For now, as an industry, we have to proceed as
we were, keeping an eye on Brexit but not being consumed by it in the
damaging way certain analysts would advocate.
With that in mind, let’s start by looking at the disciplines trainee
solicitors most commonly want to qualify into and we will provide you
with, firstly, our assessment of how the current market is in that
particular specialism; secondly, what that area is like as a career option;
and finally, what impact this will have on your opportunities to qualify as
a solicitor in September 2020.
Given our comments above, we will keep specific comments regarding
Brexit to a minimum, but each discipline analysis should be read with the
general message above in mind.
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Discipline analysis

Employment
The Current Market
What a difference a few years make! This time in 2017, employment teams
seemed nicely balanced and unwilling to expand due to the introduction of
tribunal fees in 2013. Consequently, there were very few opportunities to
qualify into employment or move firms as a qualified solicitor.
Following the ruling in R (on the application of UNISON) (Appellant) v Lord
Chancellor (Respondent) in July 2017, whereby the Supreme Court ruled that
the Government had acted unlawfully and unconstitutionally in introducing
tribunal fees, employment teams anticipated an increase in workstreams into
2017 and 2018. From a recruitment context we can report that employment
teams have indeed experienced this upturn in work, as there has been a
marked increase in the number of employment roles being released. The
number of vacancies has been so significant, that even the largest of national
firms have been very flexible in their recruitment processes. There are
numerous examples of candidates from lower tier firms, making the move into
the larger, national law firms.
With the additional point that employment law could be the main discipline
affected by Brexit, it will be interesting to see the effect on activity levels in the
coming years as the UK leaves the EU.

Is this a good career option ?
Employment solicitors will generally be in demand in a bad financial climate,
but also during good times (working on more transactional work or providing
clients with a more advisory service – drafting the company’s employment
handbooks, for instance) and most teams offer clients an advisory service,
usually based around set rates or retaine

September 2020 opportunities
Given the tribunal change ruling mentioned above, the past few years did see
firms recruit heavily within their employment teams. It is still a really
competitive discipline to qualify into internally, but there are usually roles in
most firms, with more roles escaping into the market for trainees who are not
remaining at their training firms. In 2019, we saw a good number of
Employment roles arise throughout the summer, although some materialised
later in the process. We expect the same in 2020.
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Discipline analysis

Commercial Litigation and Finance Litigation
The Current Market
Commercial litigation solicitors are benefiting from a stable market with
teams generally quite active. There was not quite the explosion of litigation
throughout the recession that legal professionals believed would happen –
perhaps due to a lack of money to pursue claims, making litigation an
expensive act of principle. That said, commercial litigation solicitors are
certainly busy and most departments report heightened activity across a
range of sectors and there have been a number of high-profile contentious
matters over recent years. There have certainly been more opportunities in
both Commercial and Financial Litigation at firms across the market,
particularly in the last year, but not a vast amount compared to transactional
disciplines.

Is this a good career option ?
We consider commercial litigation to be a very good area to qualify into –
there have been various jobs for lawyers once they have 1 or 2 years PQE
under their belts at firms of all sizes. There are a number of niche litigation
firms who operate at the highest level. Due to the growing popularity of trainee
solicitors qualifying into commercial litigation, such roles could be more
competitive in a few years’ time, but you should still have a number of options
open to you should you wish to move law firms.

September 2020 opportunities
Looking at last year’s opportunities, it is still true to say that a lot of roles will
be taken by internal applications. However, we did see a small number of
external vacancies appear in the market and we hope that at least a
reasonable number of roles will be available again this year.
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Discipline analysis

Corporate
The Current Market
As everyone reading this will know, the corporate market has been
significantly busier in the last few years, with renewed (or enhanced)
confidence in the market or opportunistic businesses seeking to take
advantage of the recovering market. Those firms who operate in the private
equity markets have really undergone a revival and we have recently seen a
couple of very high profile moves in this area.
Leeds and Manchester benefit from strong mid-tiers and this is no more
prevalent than in the corporate market. There are outstanding firms – from
multi-office firms such as Mills & Reeve, Gateley and Shoosmiths down to
more regional quality operators like JMW, Schofield Sweeney and Clarion.
The market has had a number of corporate solicitor roles at all levels in all
types of firm and an ambitious or unhappy solicitor has been able to move
without much of an issue.
There has been a slight slowdown on the recruitment front in the top firms
over the past couple of years due to the sheer number of additions in recent
years (including internal qualifiers), but real quality is still very much of
interest to them and most teams have reported minimal, if any, disruption to
deals as a result of Brexit. Most are still enormously busy!

Is this a good career option ?
Corporate is an excellent area to qualify into, particularly if you work at a
strong transactional practice – during the better times, you will be hugely busy
and as a result of there being not enough trainees gearing up to qualify into
corporate in recent years, you will find yourself highly sought after once you
have a year or so of PQE under your belt! History dictates there will be
another downturn (although hopefully not as devastating as the last one) – the
key is to make yourself indispensable to your firm and to spend the next few
years before the next slump (Brexit induced or not) to build your contact base.

September 2020 opportunities
If you want to be a corporate solicitor, now is a great time to be qualifying.
There will be numerous opportunities this year to qualify into corporate and
they will also afford the opportunity to NQs in smaller or mid-tier firms to
make the step up to the larger practices.
The time is now… this trend will not continue forever and even if teams
continue to be busy in the years to come, the amount of recruitment and
qualification opportunities will tail off to a degree as firms will have one eye
on activity levels in the next few years.
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Discipline analysis

Banking
The Current Market
The decline of the banking sector over 2008-2011 has been welldocumented and for obvious reasons, banking lawyers were amongst the first
to be hit by the recession. The past seven or eight years have seen banks
significantly increase their lending and banking teams have been very busy.

Is this a good career option ?
The recession proved that the banking solicitor is vulnerable throughout the
bad times, but on the flip-side during a buoyant market (or, indeed, a
recovering market), you would be heavily utilised and quite nicely rewarded.
Already, there is a real shortage of banking solicitors who qualified around
2009-2013 making those who did a more valuable commodity to expanding
practices and we can see this trend continuing given it is typically not as
popular as a qualification option as corporate or real estate.

September 2020 opportunities
As has been the case in recent years, we would anticipate a high number of
vacancies (both internal and external) from certain larger law firms and a real
interest in available high-quality trainees looking to move from national or
City firms.
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Discipline analysis

Projects
The Current Market
The better Projects teams in Leeds and Manchester have been very busy in
recent years and there has certainly been some movement at the junior and
mid-levels. With real developments and ambitious national plans, certain firms
are really targeting the energy, infrastructure and transport sectors and
looking to grow over the coming years. International firms dominate the
projects market with firms such as Addleshaw Goddard, DLA Piper and
Pinsent Masons working on the some of the best projects work in the UK.

Is this a good career option ?
Projects work is the preserve of the top-tier, with one or two notable
exceptions, and so come with the large transactional work and top-tier
packages. On the other hand, solicitors can carry out a lot of work preparing
tenders and business development without being able to record chargeable
hours. This is another area where there has been a real shortage of solicitors
and so the ability to move law firms is traditionally a lot easier than other
transactional disciplines. Projects work is often described as mixing the good
bits of corporate and commercial, so anyone thinking about those areas should
consider a move into projects work. As has been proven in recent years,
Projects teams move with the times finding new sectors to build upon.

September 2020 opportunities
We would expect to see a number of NQ positions arise internally to give
support to the hard-working mid-level associate. Projects teams are currently
in a confident mood and last year we saw interest in quality NQs.
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Discipline analysis

Real Estate
The Current Market
An area which was massively hit in the recession (again, well-documented),
there was slow recovery throughout 2010 to 2012 and then a real return to
form throughout 2013, which has now gone from strength to strength in the
past five years. Development and investment have boomed in recent years
meaning teams of all sizes are very busy and have been recruiting heavily
over the past four years – each of the large firms have taken on at least three
or four solicitors per year.

Is this a good career option ?
Real Estate is an excellent area to qualify into. So few people qualified into
Real Estate in recent years against the number of opportunities, with the
number of people who have left the profession in that same time, you will now
find yourself as a 2-6 year PQE commercial property solicitor in high demand.
There have been so many opportunities in the past few years we have seen
many mid-tier (or even small firm) solicitors make the leap into the top-tier,
completely transforming their CVs in the process. Real Estate is one of the
cornerstones of almost every firm and is often the driving force and biggest
turnover generator.

September 2020 opportunities
There will be a good number of NQ vacancies, particularly across the top and
mid-tier firms. Now is a very good time to qualify as a real estate solicitor!
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Discipline analysis

Planning
The Current Market
Planning departments vary in size and work quality dramatically between
even the largest of law firms. The majority of planning teams are bolted on the
real estate teams and tend to gain their work as referrals from the
transactional real estate department.
There are a few examples (e.g. Walker Morris LLP in Leeds) where the
planning department is stand alone and wins its work directly.
The distinction between the above two is key; the former is more likely to be
dependent on the wider real estate market, and therefore the wider economy
to a certain extent. The standalone departments tend to be more self-sufficient
and more able to weather any economic lull.
That being said, in the current market both types of team are fairly busy and
have been recruiting over the past year.

Is this a good career option ?
In our opinion, the career of a planning lawyer is a very good one. There are
never that many lawyers around, hence there is always the ability to progress.
Another benefit is that the door is open for lawyers from Local Authority
backgrounds; even the most prestigious of law firms hugely value experience
gained from Local Authority planning teams.
In addition, the work is varied, being both contentious and non-contentious in
nature.

September 2020 opportunities
Save for a significant Brexit related downturn, we expect this year to be very
similar to last year in terms of volumes of hires.
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Discipline analysis

Commercial Contracts
The Current Market
It is surprising to some, but the commercial contracts market has been fairly
steady for a number of years. There were no mass redundancy programmes in
the recession, but there was also very little growth. Teams had been continuing
with their freestanding work, as well as providing support to the little
transactional work their firms had been involved in.
The past 3-4 years, however, have seen a sharp increase in commercial, and
particularly IT related work; the larger firms have been recruiting very heavily
to service this demand. Mid-tier and smaller firms often combine commercial
contracts with company commercial work – they have been relatively steady
over time and, whilst opportunities are fewer and further between, they are
safe and steady roles.
There has also been an influx in certain areas of commercial work, most
notably data protection (GDPR). As such, we predict there may even be an
opportunity to undertake pure data protection training contract seats in
certain large firms (as is already the case in London), in the near future.

Is this a good career option ?
Generally, a very good career option for the steady nature of the work and
market, as outlined above. It is also still the favoured specialism of companies
looking to appoint an in-house lawyer to their ranks, although you are not
necessarily precluded by qualifying into another area. We have also seen more
in-house roles at the junior level recently.
One point of caution – try to gain as wide and varied experience as possible.
This will help safeguard your career. For example, it is all well and good
gaining the best quality IT software licensing experience possible, but if this is
an area that starts to be commoditised in the future (which is indeed a current
trend), you may start to become less valuable.

September 2020 opportunities
Commercial and related IT/ Data Privacy positions are coveted by internal
trainees coming up to qualification, meaning that firms quite often don’t need
to consider external candidates, however it looks like there could be a few NQ
positions making it on to the market, such is the need to expand teams to
cater for the enhanced client work.
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Discipline analysis

Intellectual Property
The Current Market
The Intellectual Property (IP) market has been relatively buoyant over the
past two to three years and continues to be a very popular niche area. At the
larger commercial firms IP is a standalone offering, however with some it falls
under the wider Commercial team and is ostensibly just a specialist sub-area
of Commercial Contracts.
The implications of Brexit may affect IP law somewhat disproportionately
when compared to other areas of law. This will no doubt have a knock-on
effect in terms of an increase of positions within IP.
As the IP division of Bird & Bird (one our London-based clients) confirms, IP
laws are harmonised to a large extent across Europe with much of the UK
legislative framework currently made up of directly effective EU Regulations
and Directives. Unless those Regulations and Directives are transposed into
English law, a regulatory vacuum may be created. As such, there is the
potential for a period of uncertainty. We are confident however that such a
vacuum is commercially unlikely to occur [please note, this commentary was
prepared prior to the Brexit date of 31 January 2020].

Is this a good career option ?
The number of firms that have defined IP teams is limited (as opposed to
being part of a wider commercial department); as such the number of junior
roles arising is always fairly limited. However, as there are fewer teams, there
are also fewer specialists in this area. Therefore, whenever there is a role, there
are fewer suitable candidates in the market. As such, career progression within
IP does tend to be decent. There is also the ability to dual qualify as a patent or
trademark attorney, which would help you make the move into a boutique IP
firm.
Some practices expect their IP lawyers to handle both contentious and
non-contentious work, others split it.
An additional benefit in recent years has been the increased demand for
lawyers from the in-house sector. This demand will only continue to increase,
further adding to the requirement for good quality IP lawyers.

September 2020 opportunities
Given the popularity of IP, the majority of NQ roles tend to be filled by internal
trainees. Historically, very few have been released to the external market.
There have been a couple of external roles in the last two years though and
our advice is to be incredibly pro-active and stay close to your recruitment
consultant.
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Discipline analysis

Construction
The Current Market
In respect of non-contentious construction work, departments are incredibly
busy due to the continued buoyancy of the commercial property market. You
only need to look at the skyline across Manchester and Leeds to see the scale
of construction and development projects currently being undertaken.
Whether supporting part of a wider real estate group, or a standalone
department, non-contentious construction remains a busy and expanding area.
The contentious construction market has been busy for the past few years
with the top law firms working on European and, in some cases,
international matters. Once the preserve of London firms, increasingly more
and more construction litigation teams in the region are getting involved in
international arbitration work. With the commercial margins for construction
projects being so tight, managing, avoiding and resolving the contractual and
legal issues is so important to a project’s ultimate success.
Throughout 2019 and into this year we have been looking for construction
lawyers at all levels for our clients.

Is this a good career option ?
Both areas represent a fairly stable career to move into, although in terms of
transactional work, it is driven by the success of the commercial property and
residential development market. With new housebuilding rates down against
government targets this is an area that will continue to grow, with an increase
in legal work and disputes off the back of that. Finding a role that affords you
a split of transactional and litigation will probably serve you best in terms of
your long-term career in Construction Law.

September 2020 opportunities
There were a number of external NQ opportunities within construction in
2020. This is a popular area with internal trainees, but we still expect to see a
number of NQ roles across the regions be that contentious, advisory or a mix
of both.
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Discipline analysis

Restructuring & Insolvency
The Current Market
Insolvency teams are generally not as busy as they were in 2015-2017. The
big-ticket restructuring work is still bearing fruit though, which tends to be the
battleground for the top tier firms in Leeds and Manchester. Firms within the
top tier are sourcing less and less work from bank panels these days and more
from their corporate client base.
With challenging market conditions for various sectors, in particular retail and
hospitality, there is a fair amount of potential work out there for firms.
However, this hasn’t yet translated into a significant increase in roles
within the area. On the back of more clarity around United Kingdom’s exit
from the EU on 31 January, we predict there will be expansion to these teams
across 2020/21.

Is this a good career option ?
You hear of insolvency generally being busy and, as a safe and steady career
option, it is a good discipline to think about. That said, insolvency teams are
generally very finely balanced, keeping solicitors busy but not really requiring
much growth and requirements generally only arise when someone leaves.
It does represent a good learning ground for those wishing to move in-house
later in their careers. Insolvency lawyers have long been regarded as very
commercial, this being an attribute that the in-house world values hugely.
With most firms the work is almost quasi-Corporate, looking at ways to
restructure and turnaround businesses rather than resorting to more
traditional insolvency. However, this is sometimes the only option.

September 2020 opportunities
Looking at the trends of previous years, 2019 did see one or two roles available
from the international firms in Manchester. However, it’s unlikely there will be
a huge number of NQ roles this coming September, however this could change
depending on the landscape post-Brexit.
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Discipline analysis

Regulatory
The Current Market
This is an area which is extremely diverse and hard to bring together
under just the one heading. A lot depends on the focus of the wider firm,
e.g. finance-focused practices will likely have a Regulatory offering that covers
FCA compliance, whereas a healthcare firm will have a Regulatory practice
involved in professional disciplinary, inquests and mental capacity cases etc.
Therefore, the work can be quite radically different.
For most firms, Regulatory is predominantly going to be relating to
Environment, Health & Safety and other Regulatory defence work, advising
client companies being investigated and/or prosecuted for breaches of health
& safety, environment law, fire safety, product safety, food safety, road safety
and related legislation.
It is usually a mix of contentious and non-contentious matters and can involve
relatively frequent travel as there is often a need to attend clients on-site
following a significant event.

Is this a good career option ?
Particularly in Manchester (but also in Leeds) there are a good number of
firms who have sizeable Regulatory teams, although it tends to be the larger
commercial firms who have dedicated departments. At smaller firms, the work
would typically be serviced by the commercial litigation team.
The work can be extremely interesting and rewarding, and quite often will
involve other departments. On the non-contentious side you might be, for
example, involved in corporate and real estate deals where you are responsible
for dealing with the environmental aspects of an acquisition or disposal of a
business or property.

September 2020 opportunities
Regulatory does tend to be a popular area for trainees, as such there aren’t
large volumes of roles that are recruited externally. That said there will still
likely be one or two opportunities arising.
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Discipline analysis

Pensions
The Current Market
As you will no doubt be aware, the pensions landscape has been in a state
of flux over the past few years. As a result of new pensions freedoms and
de-risking, law firms are having to respond to emerging client needs.

Is this a good career option ?
As the above is currently ongoing, law firms have differing views on the
future of their pensions teams. In 2016 we reported that the pensions
industry will start to split over the coming years, with the larger law firms
growing their teams, offering more diverse and technical work to a wider client
base. Conversely the smaller firms could end up without pensions teams
altogether, as they won’t be able to source the wide client base required to
survive in this new landscape. We have actually started to witness this in the
last couple of years – we have seen a good number of pensions roles in the
larger firms, with the smaller firms reluctant to recruit.
However, so few pensions lawyers enter the market that, when one does, even
if there are no active roles at that time, firms will still be interested and, should
the time be right, create specific roles. As a pensions lawyer, you will always be
in demand!
It is a technically challenging area of law though so will typically appeal to
those with the strongest black letter law skills.

September 2020 opportunities
As per the above, we expect there to be a small number of external NQ roles
within the larger law firms and not so many within the smaller firms.
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Discipline analysis

Corporate Tax
The Current Market
Corporate tax is one of the fundamental issues affecting businesses of all sizes
and there are constant changes to the taxation system, regardless of which
political party is in power.
You would expect a full-service commercial law firm to provide a corporate
tax service to its clients. Unfortunately, in the North, that is not the case. More
so than pensions (as the other real niche discipline on the list), there are only
a very small number of firms in Leeds, Manchester and Sheffield who host
a corporate tax team. The mid-tier tend to avoid the area and will refer that
aspect of work out to a firm with a dedicated tax department.

Is this a good career option ?
Corporate tax presents a strong, stable career as there is always a need for tax
solicitors and they are often well rewarded by law firms. It is a very technical
area and regarded as particularly specialist. As there are not many firms who
have specialist corporate tax teams, the opportunity to move will be limited,
but when a role does arise (and in 2015 for example, a number of roles arose
in quick succession), there is nowhere near the competition you might expect
in a more general discipline.
Similar to pensions it is a technically demanding area of law and will therefore
likely appeal to those who have a very analytical and exacting approach, with
strong black letter law skills.

September 2020 opportunities
Although there were no live NQ corporate tax vacancies in Manchester and
Leeds in 2019, there is an ongoing requirement within top tier and national
firms that looks likely to still be there in September. Such is the nature of the
area, and the scarcity of individuals who are looking to work in tax, the firms
who do this work are always open to hearing about lawyers interested in
getting into this area. The key is proactivity.
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Discipline analysis

Family
The Current Market
2019 was another busy year for the family law market, with instructions
generally tending to be on the increase for the vast majority of larger and
more niche firms across the UK – particularly those instructions relating to
High Net Worth (“HNW”) individual clients. The latter is not surprising, given
the steady emergence of this specific type of work over the past four or five
years.
With a few exceptions, the upper end of the family market is essentially split
between large national firms operating top level teams or niche family
practices (often based in Harrogate, Cheshire and York!).

Is this a good career option ?
Family solicitors generally report enjoying steady, fulfilling careers. The family
market, particularly at the higher value end of the spectrum, is a fairly small
market insofar as the number of firms working in the area and, consequently,
family solicitors are generally known to their peers. However, given the
increased focus on HNW clients and work in the past couple of years, a
significant number of firms have attempted to capitalise on this trend – with
varying degrees of success.
Overall, there is always a steady stream of family law roles so there are always
good opportunities to move on to pastures new, as opposed to other, more
niche areas.

September 2020 opportunities
Family law remains a very popular area and NQ positions are often swallowed
up by internal trainee solicitors. That said, we have seen a number of roles
appear in recent years at a range of different law firms and are hopeful of
seeing a number of opportunities this year.

23

Discipline analysis

Private Client
The Current Market
Much like family law, private client work is usually split between the larger
firms and niche practices providing a variety of services to a wide range of
clients. Services vary from those practices specialising in the increasingly busy
area of Court of Protection Law, to those operating large volume teams
servicing standard wills, to bespoke inheritance planning advice relating to
High Net Worth clients.
This great variety of work, all coming under the umbrella of “Private Client
matters” affords junior private client solicitors a good choice of areas within
the discipline to qualify into and later specialise in.
At the risk of stating the obvious, there is always very much a need for private
client solicitors to handle the management of estates of all sizes.

Is this a good career option ?
Again, a steady and stable career in which the lawyers seem to feel fulfilled
– we rarely speak to private client candidates who are disillusioned with this
area and are looking to change discipline. It is an area which maintains good
job security – teams do not really bolster unnecessarily and so therefore are
not bloated teams looking to downsize dramatically in quieter periods.
With a lot of firms of all sizes hosting successful private client teams, there is
plenty of opportunity to change specialisation within this exciting, varied area
of the law.

September 2020 opportunities
Private client NQ roles escaping into the market are rare as departments have
very good track records of ensuring they retain the internal trainee solicitors
they like, but with the number of firms operating in this discipline there is
always the chance of a role appearing.
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Discipline analysis

Clinical Negligence
The Current Market
The clinical negligence market has remained busy in 2019, following on from
a fairly buoyant year in 2018. The past couple of years have also seen the
number of firms/teams offering Clinical Negligence / Healthcare services
increase – particularly in the Leeds market, where national firms new to Leeds,
such as Bevan Brittan, have established themselves as alternatives to the
already existing offering in Leeds and Yorkshire.
The impact of costs reforms in the clinical negligence area, first introduced
in late 2016, was not as significant as many thought it would be and steady
instructions in this area continued throughout 2019 – albeit, with instructions
on the defendant side being slightly more numerous.

Is this a good career option ?
Clinical negligence has always been an excellent career choice in the past and
continues to be a buoyant area with good prospects going forward.

September 2020 opportunities
We saw multiple roles arise in 2019 and expect there to be a good number of
clinical negligence roles available, especially on the defendant side, for external
NQs for September 2020.
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Discipline analysis

Personal Injury
The Current Market
The personal injury market has never quite hit the lofty heights of the
pre-Jackson reform era, where solicitors were inundated with personal injury
claims and had a huge market to cater for. It is generally the claimant side of
the personal injury market that has borne the brunt of recent costs reforms,
with the defendant side still fairly buoyant (as outlined above).

Is this a good career option ?
Despite the significant impact of the costs reforms on the claimant side of
personal injury law, this area is still a good area to qualify into, especially if you
are looking at the very high-end, high-value side of the market. Larger
claimant firms, such as Irwin Mitchell are still recruiting into this area, albeit to
a slightly lesser extent. On the defendant side, the market has been consistent,
and we expect this to continue into 2020.

September 2020 opportunities
We expect this year to be very similar to 2019 in terms of volumes of hires,
both on the claimant and the defendant sides.
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The Internal Process
Without stating the obvious, this differs from firm to firm.
Timeframes, formats andcommunication of offers are
handled differently by each firm and even change
year-on-year.

Timeframe
In the past, law firms have generally released their internal
vacancy lists to trainees in April or early May but this year we have
been told that a couple of the larger firms are looking to issue their
lists in March. A couple of mid-tier firms have already made their
appointments! This is a reaction to the ever more competitive legal
market with firms ensuring their own trainees remain with the firm
without having to explore the external market.
The early release of the vacancy list may seem slightly unfair in that,
in a traditional training contract, you will not have been in your fourth
seat for very long and if undertaking a six seat training contract, you
will not have even started their final seat! You will, however, be
appreciative of the process starting early so you can secure your ideal
role.

Format
As mentioned above, this differs depending upon the firm. Most
processes will involve at least one interview with the department’s
partners and some will even involve some form of technical test.
If you are lucky - and nobody else is competing to qualify in your
chosen area - you may get through based on your performance
within the department. This is rare these days, so don’t be
disheartened if you are asked to interview.

Completion of the process and communication of offers
The larger firms have, by and large, made a concerted effort in recent
years to conclude their internal NQ processes early – often by the end
of May, early June – and, as mentioned above, that may be even earlier
this year. The smaller and mid-tier firms may have other factors to
consider and they can take until maybe even September before
completing the process.
Once firms have concluded these internal processes, any unfilled
vacancies or any gaps identified in departments will then be released
to external applicants and that is where we come in!
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Looking at other opportunities
Most trainee solicitors will be retained by their training firms.
There are, however, a number of firms who have struggled in
the past, and possibly will again, to find roles for all of their
trainees. This can be due to budgeting, workflows or market
concerns but these days it is often because there are more
trainees interested in qualifying into a particular
department than jobs!
It is, therefore, very important NOT to wait until the internal process
at your firm is complete. You want to be in a position where, should
an external vacancy arise that you are interested in, you can apply for
that position very quickly. You do not want to have to delay your
application whilst you get your ducks in line.
Therefore...
Come and see us for a private chat about your qualification
options;
We will then be able to make you aware of relevant vacancies in
your desired location/locations; and
Get your CV into a position where it is ready to go once a
vacancy arises. We will assist you in preparing your CV and will
make it relevant to each application.
Where you would prefer to stay at your training firm, if we do make
applications for other NQ roles, we make it very clear that that would
be your preferred option so it does not come as a great surprise to the
other firm.
Where we make applications on your behalf, we will assist you all the
way through the process.
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Preparing your CV
If we had a Pound for every time a trainee solicitor has said
that they are dreading putting together a CV, we would be
very rich indeed! Some find it a very daunting task,
especially if they have not drafted a CV since applying for
their training contracts or even for that summer job whilst at
university. If you are in this position you should not be
worried, it is not as hard as people think and we are here to
help you through the process.
That said, you should not underestimate the importance of your CV it is the first impression you are making on a potential employer. Even
if you do not make the move, that partner will be an important figure
in the legal market who you want to impress.
What should you do?
Spend a good amount of time drafting your CV. Far too often, we see
CVs which have clearly been cobbled together in a hurry.
It is understandable-as trainee solicitors, you are generally very busy,
so CV preparation is often restricted to late nights throughout the
week or on weekends, free time which is precious to the busy modern
trainee!
Use our Trainee Solicitor CV template by clicking here
(also included below) and follow the general instructions we have
provided.
Think about the key facets of your work over the past few years and
the clients you have worked for. If such information or client
identities are in the public domain, include it/them. If they are not,
err on the side of caution and describe the transactions or cases in as
much detail as possible
without identifying the client.
Keep the CV to three pages - the age-old guideline of two pages is not
necessary, between two and three pages is fine and, certainly, when
you build your experience throughout your career, it is going to require
more space.

continued
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Preparing your CV
Do NOT attach a photo - even if you are a supermodel!
Do NOT include a personal statement - partners and decision-makers
want to assess your qualities themselves, rather than be told by you
that you are a “conscientious, ambitious trainee solicitor with an
incredible work ethic”.
When discussing your experience, talk frankly about the subject
matter of your work rather than just the prescriptive elements of your
role. Avoid being too generic - statements like ‘drafting leases,
licences to assign and alter and contracts of sale’ offers nothing to a
real estate partner as that would be expected of you. Instead focus on
the clients and files, including figures and specifics about transactions
and cases.
Make sure you have a Business Development section - include
anything networking, client- focused or intra-departmental - and
finish off with Hobbies and Interests. Don’t lie or exaggerate about
your interests - if you falsely talk about trekking the Simian
mountains, you can guarantee the partner interviewing you will
have been there last year!
The CV is a very personal document and therefore an objective eye is
essential to make sure it is in an A1 condition before it goes to a
potential employer. We will provide you with an honest assessment of
your CV and give you any advice required to make it better.
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NAME
Address: [ ]
Email: [ ] Tel: [ ]
EDUCATION
2008 – 2010 [GDL or LPC Provider]
GDL & LPC
2005 – 2008 [University]
		
[Course and grade obtained]
1998 – 2005 [Secondary School & 6th Form]
		
[Grades obtained at GCSE & A-Level]
RELEVANT EMPLOYMENT HISTORY
[Firm name] – Trainee Solicitor [Dates]
I undertook seats in [list the different seats you sat within – start with the seat
most relevant to the position you are applying for]
Commercial Property
* Acting for [Client – name where possible], [details of work undertaken, with as
much reference to figures as possible]
* Acting for [Client - name where possible], [details of work undertaken, with as
much reference to figures as possible]
* Acting for [Client - name where possible], [details of work undertaken, with as
much reference to figures as possible]
* Acting for [Client - name where possible], [details of work undertaken, with as
much reference to figures as possible]
Corporate
* Acting for [Client – name where possible], [details of work undertaken, with as
much reference to figures as possible]
* Acting for [Client - name where possible], [details of work undertaken, with as
much reference to figures as possible]
* Acting for [Client - name where possible], [details of work undertaken, with as
much reference to figures as possible]
* Acting for [Client - name where possible], [details of work undertaken, with as
much reference to figures as possible]
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Commercial Litigation
* Acting for [Client – name where possible], [details of work undertaken, with as
much reference to figures as possible]
* Acting for [Client - name where possible], [details of work undertaken, with as
much reference to figures as possible]
* Acting for [Client - name where possible], [details of work undertaken, with as
much reference to figures as possible]
* Acting for [Client - name where possible], [details of work undertaken, with as
much reference to figures as possible]
Employment
Split between Contentious and Non-Contentious if necessary
* Acting for [Client – name where possible], [details of work undertaken, with as
much reference to figures as possible]
* Acting for [Client - name where possible], [details of work undertaken, with as
much reference to figures as possible]
* Acting for [Client - name where possible], [details of work undertaken, with as
much reference to figures as possible]
* Acting for [Client - name where possible], [details of work undertaken, with as
much reference to figures as possible]
ADDITIONAL LEGAL EXPERIENCE
* Detail any paralegal experience you may have, in chronological order.
BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT
* [Examples of the various different business development activities you have been
involved in. List as many as you can, including any sporting events, charity events,
memberships, etc].
INTERESTS & ACTIVITIES
* [List all relevant interests and activities which you currently undertake outside of
work.]
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Frequently asked questions
After years of working with trainees qualifying as solicitors,
we have seen various questions asked and certain issues
raised time and again. In an attempt to pre-empt the same
questions this year, we composed responses to the
following:

1.

My firm has offered me a position but it is in the 		
wrong discipline. Should I take it anyway?
It depends which discipline you want to qualify into. If you want
to qualify into Real Estate, Corporate, Banking, Commercial
Contracts or (to a lesser degree) Construction, we think you
would generally be capable of obtaining a desired role elsewhere
as there will be a number of roles out there.
If you are looking at a more competitive or less busy discipline
such as employment or litigation, you could be waiting for some
time before securing a role externally (if at all!).
Unfortunately, at present, outside of the transactional areas
above, you cannot bank on that security and our advice would
be to accept a role that you have been offered by your firm.
Your firm should give you time to decide whether you want to
accept the role, so you can hope that the ideal position becomes
available in the interim and, failing that, you always have the
option of looking for the ideal role even after acceptance. That
said, the longer you practise in an area, the harder it will be to
move to another firm into a different discipline.

2.

Can I qualify into one discipline and change later?
At the risk of sounding like a broken record, this was more of an
option in a different market, especially a retrain into a discipline
with a skill shortage. Whilst it is not impossible, it is tougher
now with more available solicitors looking for a new role,
particularly at the junior level.
That said, corporate and real estate teams may be open to
re-trainers from disciplines such as projects and you should
speak to us about any desire to do this.

continued
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Frequently asked questions
3.

I have a choice of seat changes. What are the best
tactics?
Try to get seat you want when you can! Some people believe
your third seat (in a traditional four seat training contract) is
your statement of intent and puts you in the best position, some
people believe the fourth seat is where you should to qualify as
you are under the noses of decision-makers. Too many people
work to these different tactics that they miss out on their
desired seat move.

4.

Are there any possibilities of moving in-house at
this stage?
In-house opportunities at NQ level are rare, but come up very
occasionally, especially as all businesses are still trying to save
some money! Private practice is still the more realistic sector to
qualify into.

5.

What are the best disciplines for an in-house move
at a later date?
Commercial contracts is still the discipline favoured by
companies seeking to appoint an in-house solicitor, however it is
not unheard of for lawyers in construction, corporate and to a
lesser extent, employment, property or litigation to move
in-house. The key is qualifying into the area where you enjoy the
work most, not doing something you do not enjoy because of an
idea you may want to work in-house in the future.

6.

Can I apply to the same firm in different areas of
law?
You can, but do not just apply for any seat you have completed
on your training contract.
Most firms appreciate that trainee solicitors will generally have
two or even three disciplines they would like to consider
qualifying into, as opposed to a burning desire to focus on one.
This is how CapeClarke can assist you in the application process
as we can manage that process appropriately because of our
relationships with key people in each firm.

continued
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Frequently asked questions
7.

Can I apply to the same firm in different locations?
Again, you can generally apply to the same firm in different
locations. Some firms want to see a particular connection to a
location, but most of the national firms (with multiple offices)
normally just want the best solicitor they can get. The key point
to bear in mind is not to make more than one application to the
same firm. Each of the national firms have a central recruitment
database and it would look unprofessional to make duplicate
applications, regardless of whether it is to a different office.
Again, this is where CapeClarke can help as we can make key
people aware that you can consider a role in numerous locations.

8.

How do I control the process of finding a role in
September 2020?
Start as soon as you can! Roles may not appear for some
months, but contact us – we can register you, then help get your
CV into an order that can be submitted for positions as and
when they arise and we can also discuss a more proactive
approach to make certain firms aware of your availability. It is
all about communication and making sure we co-ordinate your
applications to various firms appropriately.

9.

What are the chances of a temporary / locum /
paralegal role on qualification?
This was more prevalent in the downturn but it still happens
occasionally. Very rarely, will firms offer other NQs a paralegal
role as they are aware they will leave as soon as they secure a
qualified solicitor position. If you have no offers on the table, it
is worth taking the paralegal role as it is additional experience
working in the law and by the time next year’s NQ solicitor roles
come around, you will have 12 months more experience than
other applicants. That said, if you take a paralegal role, do not
halt the search for a qualified solicitor role in the hope your firm
will make you a NQ offer.

continued

35

Frequently asked questions
10. When will firms make their decisions about
September 2020?
It depends on the firm but is usually any time from April all the
way through to September / October – that said, we placed our
first NQ in February last year! A couple of firms have stated
they are going to get the process moving earlier this year.
We would advise that you do not wait and see if your firm offer
you a role if they are leaving the decision until very late, so that
you do not miss out on good opportunities in the meantime.

11. When should I start looking?
Get the ball rolling now! We can make sure that your CV is in
the condition that will sell you best to a firm, as well as
discussing any options in the market. Even if the NQ market
does not move for a short time, at least you will be in a position
to apply for interesting roles as and when they arise, rather than
having to make hasty amendments to your CV at the last
minute!
If you want to qualify into an area such as corporate, real estate,
commercial or banking, you should consider getting your CV to
key firms sooner rather than later.

12. Should I use an agency?
No surprise to hear that we would extol the benefits of using a
recruitment consultant!
What we can offer is tailored advice on your CV and a multitude
of contacts across Yorkshire and the North West. We know
where the vacancies are as soon as they are offered externally
and we can manage the application process so that you are
making yourself stand out to the recruiting partners. We will
also be able to advise where a targeted approach may be worth
making and where your personality and skill-set will be best 		
matched.
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And finally...
We hope you have found this guidance useful
and we hope that you would like to engage us
as your recruitment consultants to handle the
next stage of your career.

Contact

www.capeclarke.com
0113 238 5965 or 0161 3000 750

Connect
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