
 

 

CASE STUDY 

Selecting for the Future 

Overview  
Allen & Overy (A&O) is a leading international law firm comprising over 5,500 people in 44 
offices across 31 countries. Like all law firms, they are confronted with the realities of how 
the practice of law is changing. For example, lawyers no longer have a monopoly on the 
field. From legal document technicians to virtual law offices and self-help legal websites, 
today’s lawyers face competition from a variety of non-lawyer sources. Technology has also 
transformed the practice of law and lawyers must become proficient in a wide range of 
technology platforms. Outsourcing of legal work to foreign countries is another challenging 
economic reality. 

Recruiters at A&O responded pragmatically with their ‘Lawyer of the Future’ project which 
defined the skills and qualities the firm were looking for in their future lawyers. They then 
partnered with Amberjack to define recruitment practices that would enable A&O to attract 
and recruit these ‘future lawyers’ globally. 

Challenge 
With a generation of candidates submerged within a technology driven landscape, 
innovation lay the heart of their needs. For A&O, it was essential to provide ‘lawyer of the 
future’ candidates with a realistic job preview, showcasing the challenges a trainee lawyer 
would face at A&O, whilst providing an outstanding candidate experience.  

A&O wanted the new selection process to be immersive and engaging yet challenging, to 
drive loyalty and provide a realistic job preview. Translating the automation and efficiencies 
that A&O had within their firm into the candidate experience was therefore important. 

With an ever-growing candidate pool, it was fundamental to ensure that candidates had a 
positive experience, regardless of the outcome. Automation of the process was essential to 
effectively deal with recruitment volume. They chose to work with Business Psychologists at 
Amberjack to ensure a robust refresh for their Early Careers recruitment, for Training 
Contract hires.  

Approach 
Amberjack’s solution included changes to both the sifting and selection stages of the 
process. This involved not only re-designing interviews but, most significantly, the 
introduction of an immersive video based Situational Judgement Test (SJT) to sift out 
candidates at the start of the process. The SJT was made up of job-related scenarios, 
designed to assess how a candidate would respond to typical scenarios they might face in 
the role. 

Applying Science 

Evidence for the approach came from: 

• Amberjack’s “Future Talent Insights” research; analysis of predictive effectiveness of 
selection tools in relation to assessment criteria 
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• Candidate experience considerations, with 60% of companies saying that candidate 
experience was very important (the highest rank of a 1-10 scale) in a 2018 report 

• Considering diversity and social mobility, as SJTs have less Adverse Impact towards 
minority groups (Lievens, Peeters & Shollaert, 2008) and have high favourability 
ratings from candidates (Lievens, 2013) 

• Using a realistic job preview, as these have been shown to be important in the 
recruitment process (Breaugh, 2017), feeding into candidate expectations as well as 
job satisfaction once in the role (Bilal & Bashir, 2016) 

• Referencing academic research around storytelling to engage the listener 
authentically and help them to understand the situation in a more meaningful way 
(Suzuki, et al., 2018) 

Solution Design 
To ensure A&O were assessing candidates on the basis of attributes defined for the ‘Lawyer 
of the Future,’ a total of 55 Partners, Senior Associates/Associates and Trainees were 
interviewed by Amberjack Assessment Consultants. The interviews explored their roles, 
values and ‘what good might look like’ in the future at A&O. Thematic analysis was used on 
this rich data, along with mapping to the existing ‘Lawyer of the Future’ framework and 
Amberjack’s High Potential assessment framework. This enabled the Designers to 
differentiate the ‘acceptable’ from the ‘exceptional.’ In addition to gaining this insight, the job 
analyses were critical to building a bank of realistic job scenarios for the SJT and interview 
questions. 

Using the bank of realistic scenarios obtained from the job analyses, situations that provided 
a real-life preview of the job were created. Following this, subject matter expert trials 
validated the items in terms of culture and authenticity, enabling the final set of scenarios to 
be chosen and creatively linked together to tell the story of life at A&O. The output was an 
SJT like no other, showcasing different locations and projects within a 24-hour period. Given 
the global scale of the business, they were inspired by the theme ‘the sun never sets’, 
demonstrating that there is always someone doing something extraordinary at work.  

Central to the design of the SJT was the use of storytelling. Through storytelling, certain 
reactions in the brain take place, making the content even more compelling. Via neural 
coupling, listeners connect the story to their own ideas and experiences (speaker–listener 
neural coupling underlies successful communication per Stephens, Silbert & Hasson, 2010). 
At the same time, dopamine is released into the system making it easier to remember more 
accurately. (Denenberg, Kima & Palmiter, 2003). Finally, activity in the cortex takes place, 
making fact processing much easier. Together, these activities lead to a more meaningful, 
memorable and moving experience. Storytelling for the SJT was anchored in the job analysis 
findings and more specifically, the A&O themes: supportive, international, friendly, high 
performing and innovative. 

The SJT was filmed from a third-person perspective whereby the candidate follows four 
characters around A&O office locations in New York, London, Frankfurt and Singapore. The 
disparate scenarios were connected using geographical captions and timestamps, 
orientating the candidate through the 24 hours. Interactions between the characters in the 
scenarios include in-person and video conference conversations to demonstrate the global 
scale of the business and the breadth of opportunities. A final addition to the SJT was a 
ticking clock, demonstrating time moving throughout the 24-hour period, but also bringing an 
element of pace and dynamism.  

The second stage of the solution involved designing an interview question bank for the final 
stage interview. It combined A&O’s competency-based style questions and new future-
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focused scenario-based questions (FFSBQs) to help assess future potential. The Designers 
ensured these questions promoted social mobility and inclusion. FFSBQs are designed not 
to reward past performance over future potential; because whether or not a person had an 
opportunity to do something in the past would not be an accurate indicator of whether they 
would have the capability to do it in future. 

Outcome 
As a result of this project, an immersive and engaging, yet challenging, recruitment process 
was deployed. It increased recruiter confidence in the hiring decisions being made, 
strengthened the A&O brand, and provided a superior candidate experience. It also 
increased objectivity, in terms of looking for future potential and not relying on school type or 
attainment to appraise candidates. 

Over five months 1,117 hours were spent on the planning, design, system set up and 
implementation of the SJT, with the process going live in time for the 2019 Graduate intake. 
The high-quality, innovative SJT platform design exceeded both the client and candidates’ 
expectations whilst also efficiently deselecting unsuitable candidates.  

Adverse impact analysis was carried out on the SJT after the first 152 completions. The 
Psychologists measured whether applying a certain benchmark systematically negatively 
affected selection rates for the protected characteristics of gender, ethnicity and disability. A 
benchmark was set where there was no Adverse Impact against these protected groups with 
a 30% sift of candidates at this stage. 

Other outcomes as a result of the improved process included: 

• Over 3,700 candidates completing the SJT in the months following deployment  

• A reasonable adjustment, text-based version of the SJT also went live, leading to an 
inclusive, technology enabled process 

A large-scale predictive validity and Adverse Impact analysis of the assessment tools was 
later carried out, in partnership with Amberjack, to substantiate the success of the selection 
process. 
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