
 

 

 

 
 
 

 
Herbert Smith Freehills 
meets KCL Law Society 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

KCL Law Society’s Non-Law Representative Rajib Lama met 
with HSF’s Jonathan Turnbull and Francesca Evans this 

October. Here are the answers to 14 of Rajib’s questions about 
the firm. 



 

 

About Herbert Smith Freehills  
 
 
Herbert Smith Freehills is one of the world’s leading professional 
services businesses, bringing together the best people across our 
27 offices, to meet clients’ legal services needs globally.  
 
Operating as one global team, we use innovative systems and 
processes to ensure your work is delivered intelligently, efficiently 
and reliably. We care about the markets and communities we work 
within and constantly strive to make them better. 
 
At Herbert Smith Freehills, we aim to be the leading global law firm 
for the attraction, promotion and retention of women as part of our 
commitment to inclusion across the spectrum of diversity. 
 
As the recipient of over 200 awards for casework, social and 
citizenship initiatives since 2012, Herbert Smith Freehills is a truly 
global award winning firm.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Preface 
 
KCL Law Society would like to thank Jonathan and Francesca for 
kindly offering their time to take part in this interview. 
 
We really hope that you find the interview informative. If you have 
any questions regarding a career in commercial law or specifically 
about Herbert Smith Freehills, please do not hesitate to get in touch 
with us.  
 
Applications for HSF’s first year workshops and campus 
ambassador positions are open now and close on the 31st of 
January. 
 
We wish you all the success in your career.  
 
 
Rajib Lama  
Non-Law Representative | KCL Law Society 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Jonathan Turnbull 
 

Jonathan is a senior associate in the intellectual property department and an 
IP litigator, with particular experience in pharmaceuticals and life sciences. He 
has a doctorate in bio-organic chemistry supervised by Professor CJ Schofield 

at the University of Oxford. Jonathan also holds a Master of Chemistry from 
the University of Oxford and a Diploma in IP Law from the University of Bristol.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

        Francesca Evans 
 

Francesca is a graduate recruitment assistant at Herbert Smith Freehills and 
holds a Bachelor of Arts in English Language and Literature from the 

University of Southampton.  
 
 

            
 

         Rajib Lama 
 

                 Non-Law Representative, KCL Law Society.  
                  Undergraduate student at King’s College London. 

 
 
 
 

 



 

 

Q1. Rajib – Jonathan could you please tell us about your typical day at 
work, and Francesca could you please tell us about a typical day at work 
for a summer intern?  
 
Jonathan – A typical day for me involves either getting into the office early so 
that I can leave in time to see my kids in the evening or getting in late, so I can 
take them to school. Once I get to my desk, I will check my e-mails and work 
out what my jobs are for the day. I may have quite a few e-mails in the 
morning, as many of my clients are US based, so I will start my day by going 
through these. I will then start preparing for meetings as, on average, half of 
my day involves attending telephone calls or meetings. These are either with 
other people within the firm, usually the IP team, or with clients. Several of 
these meetings are fixed meetings or regular catch-up meetings to discuss 
matters and next steps. These meetings usually revolve around talking about 
the relevant commercial or legal issues that we are facing in order to ensure 
that the approach we are adopting for our clients remains the best approach. I 
really enjoy this part of my job as I prefer working in teams to working on my 
own. There is no such thing as a ‘typical day’, as things develop or change 
constantly, so that a day can really shift away from what you thought it would 
be at the start of that day.   
 
In general, I work in teams of between three to six people. The team will usually 
comprise of one partner, one trainee and then differing number of associates 
depending on the size of the matter. The teams are built based on who is 
available, relevant legal or technical background and whether you have an 
existing relationship with that client. It is really important to understand your 
client’s business and to build a relationship with them, as this will mean that 
your advice is tailored to the client’s commercial needs.  
 
In terms of summer interns (or as we call them – vacation students), their day 
will mirror mine. I have been a trainee supervisor for the last six and half years, 
such that I have supervised thirteen trainees and numerous people on vacation 
schemes. I think it is really important that a vacation scheme reflects what it is 
really like to work at HSF – that’s the real point of it. If I have meetings or calls, 
my vacation student will attend those, and we will then discuss them afterwards. 
The scheme also has many presentations given by different departments within 
the firm. This means that the vacation students get a real flavour for what we 
do at HSF both in London and throughout our network of offices, in addition to 
seeing what it is like on a day-to-day basis. From my perspective, you should 
leave the vacation scheme with a real and genuine understanding of what it is 
like to work as a lawyer at HSF, and whether you like it or not.  
 
Francesca – On our vacation schemes we have a lot of people who are 
genuinely torn between taking the barrister or solicitor route. The scheme gives 
them an honest representation of what day-to-day life is like and what you can 
expect from a career at HSF and as a solicitor.  



 

 

We run vacation schemes throughout the year, one in spring, one in winter and 
two back-to-back over the summer. The winter and spring schemes are two 
weeks long and the summer schemes are three weeks long. There is no 
particular advantage or disadvantage of getting on either of these schemes, it’s 
just how it fits with your academic calendar. It’s a good opportunity for you to 
get to learn as much as possible about the firm, but it also gives us a chance to 
learn more about you. I think a vacation scheme is, and should be, a real two-
way process. We want to give you all the information you need to make an 
informed decision and we want to learn what you and your contemporaries think 
about HSF. Deciding on your career is a big decision and one that will potentially 
influence the rest of your working life.  
 
Q2. Rajib – Do summer interns get the opportunity to take part in pro-bono 
initiatives? If so, what kind of opportunities are on offer at the firm?  
 
Francesca – The opportunities really depend on what pro-bono initiatives or 
work is being done at the time. HSF does continuous voluntary work at the 
Whitechapel Legal Advice Centre where lots of vacation scheme students get 
the opportunity to go and offer any help they can to the associates and trainees. 
We run pro-bono fairs during the year, if you are on a vacation scheme and 
would like to get to know more, we can also set-up a meeting to talk further with 
you. In addition, on a vacation scheme there is both a pro-bono presentation 
and a pro-bono project, so you will have a further opportunity to hear more about 
HSF’s pro-bono work. The pro-bono project is a great opportunity to work in 
teams, find out more about HSF’s day-to-day pro-bono work and, work on your 
presentation and teamwork skills. This is not assessed on the scheme, it is just 
a good way to learn more.  
 
Jonathan – If pro-bono, or anything else, is something of particular interest to 
you, then make your interest known to Graduate Recruitment or your vacation 
scheme supervisor. They can then try to get you involved in anything that is 
going on. There are generally a lot of opportunities, so if you are interested then 
there should be an opportunity to get involved. It really is a two-way process 
though, you have to make your interest known before someone can help you 
find an opportunity.  
 
Francesca – I absolutely agree. You will also have a trainee buddy who you 
can ask. The idea of a trainee buddy is that you have someone who you can 
ask anything, including anything that you do not want to ask your supervisor. 
Your trainee buddy helps point you in the right direction but is also there to help 
facilitate things by organising coffees with other trainees, which will help you 
learn more about what the firm is really like. They’re your eyes and ears around 
the building and are also there to make sure you are enjoying your time on the 
scheme too.  
 



 

 

Q3. Rajib – What kind of training/supervision do the lawyers receive at 
your firm? As they progress in their careers, is there training schemes 
aimed at generating business?  
 
Jonathan – A law firm’s real assets are its lawyers. HSF has a continual training 
and mentoring programme, as personal and legal development is high up on 
the firm’s agenda. The people of the firm are what the firm is; we make the firm, 
we are the firm. At various stages of your career there are formal ‘development 
centres’ including ones for trainees, associates, senior associates, new 
partners and even further on. It’s wrong to think that your training stops at a 
certain stage, it’s a continual process. These formal centres are all designed 
around equipping you to progress in your career, but the training is not limited 
in this way. The firm offers a variety of courses, lectures and sessions that you 
can attend to help you build up any aspect of the skills that you need to be a 
modern lawyer, whether these are legal, inter-personal or business 
development. Clients are at the heart of our business, we need to understand 
their business and build relationships with them in order to best help them. 
Therefore, all this training is designed around helping them, which in turn helps 
generating business.  
 
There are also informal types of training and support. I have a personal mentor 
within my department, who is someone senior to me and who helps guide me 
in my career. I also have another mentor who is a partner in a different 
department. He does not work with me day-to-day and it is a bit like having a 
trainee buddy in that it is someone that I can go to and ask questions, and they 
can give me their objective and honest view. It is a very nice thing to have.  
 
Francesca – From a different perspective, diversity and inclusion is something 
that is very important to us. Having role models and mentors, particularly for 
trainees who have just arrived at the firm, is something we are very passionate 
about. We have several committees and networks that host a range of events 
and networking opportunities. People then keep in touch and build their network 
in an informal and relaxed matter. It’s all about creating a network of people that 
are important to you and whom you respect. The HSF networks encourage 
collaboration and we support as many events and networking opportunities as 
possible. The networks are really popular, and it is something that you learn 
about and have exposure to during a vacation scheme.  
 
Q4. Rajib – What kind of associates typically succeed at your firm and 
What do you consider to be the most important qualities in associates 
that are coming in?  
 
Jonathan – I don’t think there is a ‘type’, it’s not a box filling exercise. You 
cannot say “if you tick these five skills, then you will be a good associate” or “to 
progress you need these five skills”, it just does not work like that. Everyone is 
different and distinct. I think what makes a good person in whatever career 



 

 

they’re in. It’s someone who’s interested in what they do and, because of that, 
someone who is looking for opportunities. Generally, this means that these 
people like working in teams and have a continual willingness to listen, learn 
and develop. Simply being curious is a great trait and a useful mid-set to have.  
 
However, as lawyers are professionals you have to get further professional 
qualifications, which the firm pays for, and which will help you gain some of the 
core skills needed as a lawyer. For non-law students, this means that you have 
to sit the “Graduate Diploma in Law” or “GDL”, which is basically a compressed 
law degree in which Roman law and most the essays are stripped out. After you 
have done that, you have to go on the “Legal Practice Course” or “LPC” that all 
students, irrespective of degrees, have to do. Above all, you should enjoy what 
you do. If you enjoy what you do, then you will be curious, willing to learn and 
open to change. You will then have the drive and enthusiasm to succeed.  
 
One of the real advantages of a vacation scheme (or even just talking to 
lawyers) is that when you come to applying for a training contract you will be 
more informed of what you are getting into and be able to speak confidently 
about why you want to be a lawyer. By talking to people and finding out more, 
you will be able to ask yourself: “Does this life suit me, and would I enjoy this 
work?” Most importantly of all, you will be able to answer for yourself the 
following question: “Would I like working with these people at this firm?” This is 
what it is all about. Your working career will hopefully last a long time, so making 
sure that you’re interested in it and enjoying it is critical.  
 
Francesca – I too think all of that is really important. The first point that 
Jonathan made was really good as no two applications that we receive are the 
same. We aim to recruit an equal balance of law and non-law students and we 
do not have a specific ‘type’ or secret checklist. I think Jonathan summed it all 
up very nicely with the curiosity point.  
 
Q5. Rajib – Why do you think more and more firms are recruiting half of 
their trainees from non-law backgrounds? Is it because non-law 
graduates bring a different skill set?  
 
Francesca – I suppose that is right. However, just because you have a science 
background does not necessarily mean that you will want to focus on scientific 
parts of the law, such as Intellectual Property. The main point is that we like to 
have a balance of people with a balance of backgrounds, as this brings together 
people with different perspectives and that can be beneficial when seeking to 
solve our clients’ problems. Society is changing, and more and more law firms 
are getting up to speed with modern demands and the change to people’s 
approach to work. HSF has always been a very dynamic firm and we have 
always been flexible in our approach, especially on the recruitment side of 
things. We have always had an impressive balance of perspectives, included 
within which, is a good mix of law and non-law students.  



 

 

 
Jonathan – I think as a non-lawyer and a scientist what I enjoy most about my 
career in the law is being able to use my analytical skills to solve problems. One 
of the main reasons I became, and continue to be, a lawyer is that I like solving 
problems. I also like structure and working in teams. These are the things that 
made me feel that I was suited to a career as a Lawyer. Law firms recognise 
that they’re going to find people with the right mind-set that ‘fit’ in their firms from 
all different kinds of backgrounds. Gone are the days when law firms say, you 
must have done ‘x’ to be a lawyer or you must be from ‘y’ or you must do ‘z’ to 
progress further. The attitude of firms is a lot more that, “everyone has different 
experiences and talents, so let’s just see how you work or approach a problem”. 
So, reiterating what I said previously, there is no ‘tick box’ type of approach, it’s 
very much looking at people in the round and asking: “Is there a good fit here, 
can you work with us and can we work with you?”.  
 
Francesca – Yes, it’s a real partnership and a decision-making process for both 
parties involved.  
 
Q6. Rajib – Was there anything you wish you had known, before you 
applied, about the practice of law or the law firm that you applied to? 
 
Francesca – That’s a hard question!  
 
Jonathan – I think for me, my biggest regret is not thinking about things, or 
giving myself time to think about things, at an early stage. Personally, when I 
was looking at careers and what I wanted to do, I originally didn’t have any form 
of guidance or structure. I also came at it a lot later than most people and I just 
jumped in.  I would have really benefitted from doing things differently. By doing 
so, I would have been able to take advantage of all the wonderful opportunities 
available to talk to people from different careers, both within the law and outside 
of it, which would have meant that I would have reached my decision to pursue 
a legal career much earlier. This in turn would have given me more opportunities 
to talk to people working in firms and to do vacation schemes etc. However, 
what is most important is to think about what you enjoy rather than simply going 
mindlessly to lots of law fairs and events. I just did not engage in the process 
early enough, which was partly because I loved science so much. I was quite 
blinkered in assuming that I was going to be a scientist, that when it became 
clear that a career as a scientist was not for me, I had not thought of a ‘Plan B’. 
I just did not raise my head up and look around at what else was on offer. In 
retrospect, I wish I had given myself the time to think about my career at an 
early stage, even if all it did was to confirm ultimately that I did in fact want to 
be a scientist. It would have been much easier and informed decision if I had.  
 
 



 

 

Q7. Rajib – Sometimes there can be lawyers from many firms working on 
the same case, in-house counsel may also be involved. In situations like 
this, how do you go about collaborating? How do you share the work? 
 
Jonathan – In the type of work that I do, in-house lawyers or patent attorneys 
are invariably my contacts at a client. They invariably have a series of 
commercial objectives that they wish to meet and also have a broader role 
within their company. Unlike me, their time will generally not be focussed on IP 
or one or two big cases, but they will have diverse tasks and responsibilities. 
The consequence of this is that they need external lawyers like myself to help 
them facilitate, both from a practical and strategic perspective, reaching their 
commercial objective.  
 
The interaction between myself and my clients is that we are very much a team. 
We have open discussions on what we can do to meet the objectives and how 
we can help each other. Everything is discussed and worked out as a team. It 
is not a case of ‘us’ and ‘them’. Being a lawyer now you need to be very 
commercial, pragmatic and, be able to manage projects and teams. A lot of my 
current role is about managing time and teams. In terms of working with other 
lawyers, I frequently work with barristers when handling UK court proceedings 
or with lawyers from other jurisdictions when managing multi-jurisdictional 
litigation. As an IP lawyer, I also work frequently with patent attorneys. The only 
way that we can handle the disputes, particularly the multi-jurisdictional 
disputes, that we do is work effectively in teams. Collaborating is fundamental 
to everything. There is not always a strict structure dictating how we work, but 
clients do expect the best and most efficient service possible for them to achieve 
their aims.  
 
At HSF and within the litigation department, we have adopted project 
management techniques (and even have dedicated project managers). The firm 
is constantly looking at alternative working methods and ways to improve our 
client service.  
 
Q8. Rajib – We know HSF is a very international firm with many offices 
worldwide, but how independent are each of the offices in such a global 
setting?  
 
Francesca – Having an international mind-set is important to the firm. This is 
reflected in all the opportunities to work internationally both during your training 
contract and afterwards. Working in different offices is actively encouraged by 
the firm, as it ensures that HSF is ‘one firm’ rather than a series of separate 
offices. If you apply for a vacation scheme (spring or summer) and are 
successful, you can then apply to participate in our international scheme. Some 
of the current vacation students are going to work in Hong Kong, Singapore, 
Madrid, Paris and Brussels. To participate in the International scheme, you 
have to submit a short application form. In this form, you have to set out your 



 

 

preference for the offices in which you wish to spend your time. During your 
training contract, we also have a number of opportunities to work internationally. 
A training contract requires you to sit in four different seats, each of which lasts 
six months. When looking at your training contract seats, we always 
recommend a secondment seat. Currently our trainees are seconded to many 
of our International offices. Separately, there are also opportunities to do a 
secondment at a client, such as Sky. Although this will not necessarily be an 
International secondment, it is an opportunity to work closely with clients and to 
get to understand their business. HSF is very proud of the international 
opportunities that it offers and lots of people who apply to the firm do so with 
these in mind.  
 
Jonathan – HSF is a true network of offices. I work closely with colleagues in 
different offices. We are not just a series of discrete offices around the world, 
but a proper connected network.  
 
Francesca – Even in Graduate Recruitment, our application process is a global 
process. There are assessment centres around the world and opportunities for 
you to interview at or for the different International offices. We are very aware 
that many of our applications come from International students, such that 
having our network of offices really helps accommodate them in the process.  
 
Q9. Rajib – How do you see commercial awareness? And what are you 
expecting when you say you want future associates to be commercially 
aware?  
 
Jonathan – I think this links back to the previous point – You need to be 
curious in what you do and that also applies to being curious about your 
clients, their business and their commercial position. I think the most important 
thing about being commercially aware is that you have a genuine interest in 
business or the sector in which you work. Our clients do not instruct us simply 
because of our legal expertise. They only instruct people who are interested 
in, and consequently understand, what they do. It’s really important. 
Commercial awareness is also something that you gain from working with 
clients, as you get to see what really matters to them and what things are like 
for them on a day-to-day basis.  
 
If you enjoy what you do, and the sectors within which you work, you will 
naturally just find yourself reading around the area and about your clients. I 
don’t simply pick up the same newspaper and read the same thing, I am just 
curious around what is going on in the sectors in which I work, which is mainly 
the pharmaceutical sector. This is not necessarily to ‘win work’, but simply 
because I enjoy it and enjoy having conversations with clients about what they 
are doing and what they want to do.  
 



 

 

This also applies for when you are applying for a training contract, it’s about 
being interested and engaged in what we do. The more interested you are, the 
more you read and the more people you talk to. This will mean that you are able 
to give informed and genuine answers to any questions you could be asked as 
part of the recruitment process. Ultimately, what HSF is looking for is a genuine 
interest in the law, our clients and our sectors, and the ability to express that 
genuine interest.  
 
Francesca – I would definitely echo that. In Graduate Recruitment we read a 
lot of applications and answers, and we like to see a bit of originality. Lots of 
people like to write about cases that HSF are working on, but we would 
recommend writing about something you are actually interested in because at 
interview you will always be able to talk about it in more depth and with more 
passion. It is important to remember that when the interviewer has your 
application form in front of them, they may ask you about your answers and if 
you’ve written about a case to ‘tick a box’, then you may not remember the full 
facts or be able to explain why it is important or interesting. On the other hand, 
if it is something you are genuinely interested in, then your natural enthusiasm 
will come across and what you say will not sound forced or contrived.  
 
Q10. Rajib – How much legal work experience do you expect non-law 
students to have? 
 
Francesca – It depends, for a vacation scheme application we would not 
necessary expect students to have previous legal work experience. This is 
because the vacation scheme itself is designed to provide that experience. With 
a training contract application, however, we would expect some legal work 
experience. This could be in the form of attending vacation schemes, 
shadowing or open days. Having said that, having no work experience is not a 
barrier to applying but is something that you will probably need to explain at 
interview.  
 
Jonathan – To me, it boils down to a simple point: HSF is looking for applicants 
who can explain how they have made a genuine and informed decision to 
pursue a legal career and one at HSF. A vacation scheme really helps with this, 
as it gives you an opportunity to consider your career, ask questions and work 
out what it is that is attractive to you. This experience makes it much easier to 
answer that question. If you can’t get a vacation scheme, then there are other 
ways to gain experience and show your interest, such as open days or just 
simply talking to people who work in the law.  
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Q11. Rajib – With current shift in the economy, do you see a shift in 
practice areas? Do you see any trends in the legal space?  
 
Jonathan – In the legal market there are currently two broad approaches that 
are being taken. Firms are either becoming more specialist by focusing on 
particular areas of law, or industries, or becoming truly global in their outlooks 
and capabilities. A niche approach allows you to really focus on understanding 
clients and particular areas that are of interest to them, such that you can add 
real value that way. A truly global practice gives you the capability to handle the 
complex, multijurisdictional matters (disputes or deals) that now arise in the 
modern global economy. Firms such as HSF, have large international clients 
who want to work across borders and in all jurisdictions. Clients appreciate 
having a trusted advisor who is knowledgeable about them and capable of 
operating in all their jurisdictions allowing them to implement their global 
commercial plans.  
 
Ultimately, both the niche and the global approach are aiming at the same thing: 
adding value to clients by understanding them and their needs. Gone are the 
days where lawyers are just instructed to provide advice on the black letter law 
alone. We need to give clients commercial advice that helps them understand 
their position and commercial choices.  
 
Q12.Rajib – What would you say are the biggest challenges that your firm 
is facing and how might associates help to impact this?  
 
Jonathan – I think the biggest challenge facing all firms is demonstrating why, 
in a competitive marketplace, they should be selected as their client’s trusted 
advisor. For firms, it is crucial that they are able to demonstrate continuously 
how they are adding value and that they remain at the top of their practice areas. 
This is vital, as clients and their needs are constantly evolving, and firms must 
evolve with them. Clients expect to see active change: standing still is not an 
option.  
 
As an associate, I work closely with all of my clients and I can see first-hand 
how they and their businesses are evolving. We are the future of the firm and 
therefore need to adapt and evolve with our clients.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Q13. Rajib – With agile working being the norm, what spot in the world 
would you like to work from the most?  
 
Francesca – My office, I actually really like working from my office.  
 
Jonathan – Me too. For me, it is not necessarily the location that is important, 
but the flexibility of agile working. Some days I really enjoy coming to the office 
so that I can have face-to-face meetings and thrash out a solution to a problem 
by bouncing ideas off colleagues. Other days, where I really need to get my 
head down to review a document, I prefer being at home or having the flexibility 
to go to somewhere else that allows me to focus on this.  
 
In addition, the flexibility of work has really resulted in a cultural change. You 
can mould your time and environment to suit you and get your work done. 
Asking me where I would most like to work is also dependent on circumstances. 
Sometimes I want to work at home, so I can pick my kids up from school and 
other times it gives me flexibility to do other things.  
 
Q14. Rajib – Finally, what would your top tip be for non-law students 
wanting to get into commercial law?  
 
Jonathan – It links back to previous answers, just lifting your head up and 
looking at the opportunities available to you – recognising that even in the law 
there is a huge variety of things available. It is about working out what you want 
and talking to people about this. This could be over a coffee, on the telephone, 
or at a careers fair or vacation scheme. It doesn’t matter whether you are 
involved in a formal scheme or it is all informal chats, it helps you to make an 
informed, educated and genuine decision.  
 
What you should not do is go by a ‘colouring-by-numbers’ approach, without 
thinking if it’s really what you want to do and whether a particular firm is right for 
you. Pausing, even just for five minutes, to work out your priorities and where 
you want to go in your career can be really beneficial. This is particularly so 
given the number of firms, and the number of practice areas. Take the time to 
work out what you want and what suits you.  
 
Francesca – I think you’re in a really great position, being at university and 
having so many societies at your finger-tips. Don’t panic and just try to take as 
many opportunities as you can. We do like to see people who have worked in 
teams and who have taken responsibility for things, but the context does not 
matter. It could be through sport, volunteering, music or something else. It is 
important though to show other interests and to show your personality. Take 
advantage of the opportunities presented to you, such as law fairs, that will help 
you find out what makes each firm unique and then tailoring what you do to 
what is important to you. There is not a tick-list of things to achieve. 
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