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What is a criminal barrister? 

1. Generally speaking, defence barristers are instructed by solicitors to represent individuals being 

prosecuted in the criminal courts, and to advise them in relation to their cases. Prosecutors prosecute 

those individuals on behalf of the CPS or other prosecuting authority.  

(i) A professional advocate: oral advocacy – examining witnesses, legal argument, closing 

speeches, etc, is the focus of a criminal barrister’s working life. 

(ii) Someone who provides specialist legal advice: written advocacy – opinions on the law, 

applications – are another key part of a criminal barrister’s day to day working life.  

(iii) Can specialist e.g. fraud, terrorist offences, international criminal law: as barristers’ 

careers develop, they may find that they develop a specialism in a particular area of law, and 

become known as experts in that area. 

(iv) In court most days: criminal barristers, unlike, for instance, tax barristers, typically spend 

every day in court for one thing or another. Preparation for the following day usually has to 

take place the evening before. 

(v) Prosecutes and defends: self-employed barristers either prosecute or defend, or both.  

(vi) Mostly self-employed but some in-house: self-employed barristers gather together in 

chambers or ‘sets’, and are apportioned work by Clerks. Self-employed barristers may be in-

house in a solicitors’ firm, or a large organisation such as the SFO or the CPS, or perhaps in a 

charity. 

Statistics 

2. These are the BSB stats from 20191 (the latest available): 

(i) There are 16,982 practicing barristers in England and Wales (versus c.140,000 solicitors); 

(ii) Of those, 13,434 are self-employed practicing barristers; 

 
1 https://www.barstandardsboard.org.uk/uploads/assets/912f7278-48fc-46df-893503eb729598b8/Diversity-at-the-Bar-2019.pdf  
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(iii) Of those, 609 are ‘sole practitioners (i.e. they work on their own and are not members of a 

‘chambers’); 

(iv) Of those, 10,465 are male, 6,389 women, 11 preferred not to say, and there was no information in 

relation to 17; 

(v) In terms of ethnicity, 2,289 identified as BME (nb. The BSB does not provide a breakdown of any of 

these ‘groups’), 13,387 as white, 257 opted not to say, and there was no information relating to 

1,049; 

(a) Criminal solicitors and criminal barristers: how are they 
different? 

3. People who find themselves involved in either criminal or civil proceedings will soon come into 

contact with lawyers. The legal profession in the UK is divided into two parts: barristers and solicitors. 

4. Barristers are known collectively as ‘The Bar’.  When barristers qualify, they are said to be ‘called to 

The Bar’. They act as consultants, giving expert legal opinions on points of law; and as advocates, 

prosecuting or defending cases in court.   

5. Traditionally, the Bar has been viewed as the senior branch of the profession, both for its deep-rooted 

history and because the most senior judges, and until recently all judges, have been appointed from 

the ranks of barristers.  

6. There are almost ten times as many practicing solicitors – 140,0002 in England and Wales.  

7. Solicitors act as the first point of contact for most individuals or organisations seeking legal advice.  

They also handle a wide range of legal activities unconnected to the work of the courts, such as 

drawing up wills or managing the legal documentation for people moving house.  Solicitors often 

practice in partnership with other solicitors in a ‘firm’.  They are supported by staff such as paralegals, 

who assist them directly with the preparation of cases.  

Criminal Solicitors  

8. A meeting with a solicitor is for most people their introduction to the workings of the legal system. 

This meeting may take place at the solicitor’s office, or at court (if the individual has not previously 

engaged legal representation). Solicitors will usually deal with clients face-to-face. Many clients go 

on to use the same solicitor over a period of years, and build up a strong relationship of trust.  

 
2 The Solicitors Regulation Authority [https://www.sra.org.uk/]  

https://www.sra.org.uk/
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9. In the criminal justice system, a solicitor is the first person to be contacted when someone has been 

arrested or is otherwise involved with the police. Anyone in this position is entitled to legal 

representation.  If they do not already have a solicitor, they can request one. 

10. On-call solicitors can be contacted at any time of the day or night and asked to attend a police station 

to advise a client.  Their first role is to determine the nature of the allegations against the client, and 

to advise the client of his or her legal rights.  When the client is interviewed by police, the solicitor is 

present to ensure that those rights are protected. From this point on, the role of the solicitor is to 

guide the client through each stage of the case until its conclusion. 

11. If the case proceeds to a criminal charge, the solicitor will gather evidence to support the defence 

case. That might be anything from statements from defence witnesses to expert reports. They conduct 

the preparatory and administrative work. They are in constant touch with the client, giving advice 

and taking instructions.  They also speak to prosecution lawyers, who are solicitors employed by the 

Crown Prosecution Service (CPS). 

12. If the case comes to court, a solicitor will not necessarily be the person to represent the client.  More 

likely, a barrister would be “retained” and “instructed” – in other words, employed to conduct the case 

in court.  In recent years, however, more solicitors have become qualified to conduct advocacy in 

court, without the need to involve a barrister.  In the magistrates’ courts, which is where the least 

serious cases are heard, solicitor advocates are increasingly active. More serious charges, which go to 

the Crown Court, will usually require the services of a barrister to act as advocate on behalf of the 

client. 

Criminal Barristers  

13. The role of the barrister is to provide advice and/or advocacy. For the most part, barristers receive 

cases from solicitors, and not directly from clients.  This used to be a hard and fast rule, but there is 

now a scheme in place called Public Access.  This allows anyone to go directly to a barrister who has 

undertaken certain training.  The idea of this scheme is to improve and widen access to the profession 

(and to save the cost of instructing a solicitor). 

14. The solicitor briefs the barrister with all the details of the case, usually at an early stage. The barrister 

will then prepare to represent the client in court.   

15. Barristers may also be retained to prosecute a case as well as defend one.  When a case comes before 

a judge or jury, it is the barrister who presents the case, whether acting for the prosecution or the 

defence.  Criminal barristers work almost exclusively in court, either prosecuting or defending 

criminal trials. A large part of their time is spent ‘on their feet’ arguing cases.  They specialise in oral 
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advocacy, arguing their client’s case or presenting the prosecution case on behalf of the Crown. When 

they are not in court, they are busy preparing their next hearing, having conferences with clients and 

doing advisory work on complex areas of the law. 

16. Most criminal barristers are self-employed, but work within “sets” with other barristers in a shared 

office known as a “chambers”.  This is a sort of association rather than a partnership. Members of 

chambers work for themselves and do not pool their fees.  But between them they employ staff to 

provide administrative support and manage their diaries.  

17. The go-between linking solicitors and barristers are the clerks, who are employed in chambers and 

act as a sort of agent, seeking cases, or “briefs” for members of chambers.  The clerks are the first point 

of contact for solicitors.  They advise on which barrister is most suitable for the case and negotiate 

the fees. 

18. A criminal barrister builds a reputation from conducting cases.  Some areas of the law are highly 

complex and require detailed expert knowledge. Within the criminal law, barristers can specialise in 

particular kinds of work, such as high-level fraud, organised crime, counter-terrorism or sex offences.  

Others maintain a more general practice. When barristers acquire a high degree of seniority and 

experience they are eligible to be appointed Queen’s Counsel (QC).  This is known as “taking silk”.  

QCs deal with the most high-profile and important cases.  

19. Not all barristers are self-employed. They may be employed within a firm of solicitors, or be in-house 

as corporate lawyers, or for an organisation such as the Crown Prosecution Service, the armed forces 

or the Serious Fraud Office.  

(b) “Mythbusters” 

20. Most people’s only experience of barristers is through television programmes and films (which are not 

always 100% accurate!). The idea of barrister as a career may not have occurred to you, or you may 

have dismissed the idea either because you personally feel (or may have been told) that you ‘lack’ the 

‘necessary attributes’. Below are some obvious ‘myths’ surrounding the barrister profession.  

(i) Myth: all barristers are posh white men 
i. The bar now has more female and more BAME barristers than ever before. Good grades are more 

important than which university you got them from, and by no means do you have to have 

gone to private or public school. 

(ii)   Myth: you have to be rich 
i. There are numerous scholarships, etc, available – Inns of Court, Kalisher. But the training is 
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still extremely expensive.  

(iii) Myth: you WILL be rich 
i. Whilst some areas are very lucrative, crime, family, etc, are not – at least in the first few years 

of practice.  

ii. Remuneration does not currently reflect expertise or effort involved, and in some cases equates 

to well below minimum wage. However, it is possible to earn a very decent living as you 

develop a Crown Court practice – but you have to expect to work hard for it! 

(c) Diversity at the Bar 

21. The Bar is changing – the number of women barristers has increased in recent years, as has the number 

of people of colour. 

22. The most recent equality and diversity statistics from the BSB show some improvement across the Bar 

as a whole3: 

(i) The overall percentage of women practitioners increased by 0.6% in 2019– to 38.0%.  

(ii) The percentage of Black and Minority Ethnic (BAME) practicing barristers has increased by 

0.6% since December 2016. 14.4% of the practicing Bar is now BME (no breakdown of this 

group provided).  

(iii) Male QCs still outnumber female QCs, but the percentage of women silks increased from 

15.8% in December 2018 to 16.2% in December 2019. 8.1% of QCs identify as BME.  

(iv) Crucially, the statistics for 1st Six pupil barristers shows the biggest rise in equality and 

diversity, with 55.5% of pupils identifying as female, and 17.2% of pupils being BAME.  

23. The Criminal Bar has led this push for diversity: we recognise the value in barristers with diverse 

backgrounds and life experiences. 

24. The Criminal Bar values practitioners who can bring skills from their own lived experiences, and from 

previous careers. This applies across the breadth of criminal practice – from working with vulnerable 

witnesses and defendants, to specialised knowledge in regulatory tribunals such as the NMC.  

25. The recent Lammy Review highlighted the need to promote a diverse Bar and judiciary. The Review 

noted “the many talented BAME barristers and solicitors who want to become judges” and urged the 

criminal justice system to take more proactive efforts to create a “modern, diverse judiciary”.  

26. There are various schemes and initiatives aimed at improving equality and diversity at the Bar, and 

 
3 https://www.barstandardsboard.org.uk/news-publications/research-and-statistics/statistics-about-the-bar/pupillage.html  

https://www.barstandardsboard.org.uk/news-publications/research-and-statistics/statistics-about-the-bar/pupillage.html
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across the legal profession as a whole:  

(i) Urban Lawyers, founded by Dr Tunde Okewale. This organisation offers mentoring, access to 

internship, and holds an annual careers conference. 

https://twitter.com/urban_lawyers?lang=en (no website yet).  

(ii) The Kalisher Trust. This charity is aimed at aspiring barristers from disadvantaged 

backgrounds, and offers academic scholarships, scholarships for internships with 

organisations such as JUSTICE and the CCRC. advocacy courses, and holds an annual essay 

competition. https://www.thekalishertrust.org/ 

(iii) Association of Women Barristers. This group offers female identified barristers a forum for 

networking and advice, and runs regular pupillage workshops. 

https://www.womenbarristers.com/ 

 
 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

For more information: the CBA has an Equality and Diversity Committee. Website: 

https://www.criminalbar.com/about/committees/equality-diversity-committee/ 

See also the section on funding for information about Inns of Courts scholarships, 

pupillage awards, etc. 
 

https://twitter.com/urban_lawyers?lang=en
https://www.thekalishertrust.org/
https://www.criminalbar.com/about/committees/equality-diversity-committee/
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 (a) The Criminal Justice System 

What is criminal law? 

1. The English legal system refers to the law of England and Wales. Scotland has its own legal system. Because 

the whole of the UK is within the European Union, at least for the time being, it is also subject to EU law.  

2. There are separate courts for civil and criminal law. In the English legal system, civil law refers to any law that 

is not criminal. Criminal law deals with the commission of offences through illegal acts. If convicted, the 

wrongdoer is punished with a penalty, such as a fine or a prison sentence. Civil law is about obligations that 

individuals owe to one another outside the commission of criminal act. The wrongdoer in civil law is penalised 

by being ordered to compensate the innocent party for their unlawful act.  

Who makes the law? 

3. Two major institutions are responsible for making the law: Parliament (the Legislature) and the courts (the 

Judiciary). The Government is formed by the political party with most seats in the House of Commons.  It is 

responsible for proposing new laws and getting them through various Parliamentary stages until they become 

Acts of Parliament or Statutes, and part of the laws of the land.  

4. The courts are presided over by independent, non-elected judges.  The law made by the courts is described as 

‘case law’. This refers to decisions reached by the courts in actual cases, which are summarised by specialist 

journalists called court reporters into journals known as law reports.  These cases create precedents, which are 

then followed in later cases.  Part of the job of a lawyer is to research precedents and to argue whether or not 

they apply in a particular case.   

5. The function of legislation is making, changing and repealing the law. Legislation has always been supreme 

over case law. That means that case law can be amended by changing the law, but not vice-versa. Unlike case 

law which only applies only in England and Wales, unless there a specific provision to the contrary, legislation 

applies in England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland.  

 
 
 

 

 

 

2. WHERE DO CRIMINAL BARRISTERS WORK? 
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The Structure of the Courts System 

6. The Ministry of Justice, which is a department of government, is responsible for the organisation and smooth 

operation of the courts. There are just under 900 courts in England and Wales. The diagram below sets out the 

modern criminal court structure and hierarchy.   
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The Magistrates’ Courts  
Where 
Located: 
 

Approximately 330 operating throughout England and Wales.1 

Who Sits: 
 

• Lay magistrates (3 usually), who are not legally qualified; 
or 

• A sole District Judge (a solicitor or a barrister) 
 
NB: Lay magistrates are advised on matters or law, practice and 
procedure by a Legal Adviser  
 

Criminal 
Jurisdiction: 
 

• Issue summons and warrants for search or arrest. 
• Bail applications. 
• Trial of summary only offences or in some cases either-way 

matters. 
• Committal proceedings where cases are formally sent to 

the Crown Court for trial or sentence.   
• Youth Court.  
 

Sentencing 
powers:  
 

A period of not more than 6 months in custody, or a maximum 12 
months for multiple offences.   
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The Crown Court 
Where 
Located: 
 

The Crown Court, technically speaking, is one court.  However, 
the country is divided into 6 circuits for administrative 
convenience.   
 
There are 77 court centres across England and Wales.1   
 

Who Sits: 
 

Depends on the nature and the gravity of the work.   
• High Court Judge 
• Circuit Judge 
• Recorder (part-time appointment e.g. barrister or 

solicitor of more than 10 years standing) 
• Magistrates may sit with judges on appeals. 
• Jury for trial. 

 
Criminal 
Jurisdiction: 
 

• Trial on indictment. 
• Sentence of cases committed from the Magistrates’ 

Court. 
• Appeals by defendants convicted summarily in 

magistrates’ courts.  
 

Sentencing 
powers:  
 

Unlimited.   

 

The High Court 
Where 
Located: 
 

Royal Courts of Justice, The Strand, London. 

Who Sits: 
 

Usually one High Court Judge. 

Criminal 
Jurisdiction: 
 

The Queen’s Bench Division (QBD) has some appellate 
jurisdiction in the context of criminal cases.  It deals with: 

• Judicial review in the Administrative Court; and 
• appeals by way of case stated from the Magistrates’ 

Court.   
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The Court of Appeal 
Where 
Located: 
 

Royal Courts of Justice, The Strand, London. 

Who Sits: 
 

Usually 3, but sometimes 5 or even 7 lord Justices of Appeal.  
The majority verdict prevails so usually an odd number will sit. 
 
Those entitled to sit are: 

• Supreme Court Justices; 
• The Lord Chief Justice; 
• The Master of the Rolls; and  
• High Court judges (as requested). 

 
Criminal 
Jurisdiction: 
 

Deals with criminal appeal cases from: 
• The Crown Court from the Defendant; 
• References from the Attorney-General on a point of law 

or against an unduly lenient sentence; 
• Referrals form the Criminal Cases Review Commission 

(CCRC); and 
• Applications for leave to appeal to the Supreme Court. 
 

Procedure  
 

 The Court of Appeal does not receive evidence from 
witnesses, but reads documents and hears argument.   

 

The Supreme Court 
Where 
Located: 
 

Parliament Square, Westminster.   

Who Sits: 
 

2-9 (but usually 5) Supreme Court Justices. 

Criminal 
Jurisdiction: 
 

Final court of appeal. 

Procedure: The Supreme Court does not receive evidence from witnesses, 
but reads documents and hears arguments.    
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Superior and Inferior courts 

7. The courts are divided into superior and inferior courts.  

8. The superior courts have unlimited jurisdiction. They can hear any case irrespective of where it arises. 

Generally, they hear the most important difficult cases.  

9. The inferior court has limited geographical jurisdiction. However, it is wrong to think of the inferior courts as 

unimportant. The Magistrates’ Court is the workhorse of the system, handling the vast majority of cases. Only 

a very small proportion of criminal cases are dealt with by the superior courts. Every criminal case, regardless 

of the severity of the offence, begins in Magistrates’ Courts and more than 95% of cases reach their conclusion 

there4.  

Trial and Appellate Courts 

10. The function of the trial courts is to hear cases for the first time.  Courts of first instance then reach a decision 

on the issues of fact and law which arise.  

11. The function of the appellate courts is to reconsider the application of legal principles to a case which has 

already been heard in the lower court. “Appellate” means appeal. 

12. If a defendant in a criminal case is convicted, they may appeal against conviction. A defendant may accept the 

conviction, but appeal against the severity of the sentence.  

13. If a defendant is acquitted, in certain circumstances the prosecution may appeal against the decision. 

Depending on the circumstances, permission will not always be required for a criminal appeal. 

14. If an appeal is lodged, it may be heard by more than one court before all the issues are finally resolved. The 

appeals process, which is open to a defendant or convicted party, allows for errors of fact, law, or procedure to 

be corrected. It also allows for sensible developments in law to reflect changes in society.  

15. As a general rule, the High Court, Court of Appeal and Supreme Court are the appellate courts. The Crown Court 

does however hear appeals on issues of law and fact from the Magistrates’ Court. 

The Jury 

16. For most people, when they think about the criminal justice system, the jury is the first thing that springs to 

mind. In reality, only around 3% of criminal cases reach the Crown Court, and of them less than a third are jury 

trials, as pleas of guilty are entered.  

17. As a general rule, anyone on the electoral register aged between 18 and 70 is eligible to sit on a jury. The only 

people who are automatically excluded are those with certain criminal convictions or mental health conditions.  

 

 
4 https://www.judiciary.uk/you-and-the-judiciary/going-to-court/magistrates-court/  

https://www.judiciary.uk/you-and-the-judiciary/going-to-court/magistrates-court/
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18. The jury system provides an important safeguard against the potential abuse of judicial power. A jury is initially 

composed of 12 jurors. There are circumstances where jurors may be discharged throughout the course of a trial. 

The minimum number of jurors permissible is 9. 

19. The jury’s role is to decide the facts of the case. The judge deals with matters of law. How they reach their 

decision is secret as their deliberations are private. Indeed, it is an offence for them to discuss their 

deliberations.  

20. It is possible for a criminal trial to take place in the Crown Court without a jury, however this only happens in 

exceptional circumstances.  

Court Staff 

21. Large numbers of court staff are employed to assist the everyday running of the courts. Key examples are: 

(i) Court Ushers – responsible for making sure everyone involved in the case is present and aware of their 

responsibilities. Tasked with preparing the courtroom and various administrative tasks.  

(ii) Court Clerks – Assist the officers of the court as well as judges and lawyers.  

(iii) Security staff – Ensure the safety of those attending court.  Arrange the transportation of defendants who 

are in prison to and from the court.  

(iv) Administrative staff – There is a large number of support staff who, such as those who work in the list 

office dealing with enquiries and manage the court calendar.  

(v) Witness Services – This operates in every court and is run by an independent charity. It provides support 

for prosecution and defence witnesses.  

22. There may also be various members of the press or public present in courts or at hearing. The vast majority of 

cases are open to the public so you can attend and sit in the public gallery to get a real feel for how the process 

works! 

The Youth Court 

23. If a young person between the age of 10 and 17 is charged with an offence, they will follow a different route 

through the criminal justice system to an adult defendant. The vast majority of them will be tried (and 

sentenced if applicable) in the youth court.   

24. The age of criminal liability is 10 years old, meaning that children under this age cannot be prosecuted or 

convicted of an offence. 

Aims of Youth Justice 

25. There are two aims of the criminal justice system in dealing with young people: 

(i) To prevent children and young people from offending; and  
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(ii) To have regard to the welfare of the child or young person. 

26. Youth courts are less formal than adult courts. Children are called by their first names and the judge or 

magistrates will speak directly to the child. These measures are designed to make it easier for children to 

understand what is happening and feel less intimidated.  

Proceedings in the Youth Court 

27. There are no juries in the youth court. The court will consist of either a single District Judge sitting along or up 

three magistrates.  

28. There are reporting restriction which means that the press, or any else for that matter, are not allowed to 

publish on any platform the proceedings. It is not a public court and those present will be involved in the 

proceedings or will have to request special authorisation to be there.  

29. How a young person involved in proceedings is referred to will depend on their age. The terms used are as 

follows: 

• Adult: A person aged over 18 years old 

• Child: A person aged under 14 years old 

• Young person: A person aged between 14 and 17 

• Juvenile: A person aged under the age of 18 

 

30. Children under 16 must attend with a parent or guardian. Sixteen and seventeen year olds may attend with a 

parent, guardian or someone to support them.  

Which Court? 

31. All criminal cases involving children will start in the youth court unless the child is jointly charged with an 

adult. At the first appearance they will enter a plea.  

32. The law says that children should be tried and sentenced in the youth court where possible. There are however 

some exceptions, which include: 

(i) Children charged with murder, attempted murder and manslaughter must be sent directly to the Crown 

Court. 

(ii) Children charged with a grave crime may be sent to the Crown Court if a sentence substantially 

longer than the 2-year maximum detention and training order is realistic.  

33. The majority of cases will stay in the youth court. Where case may be sent to the Crown Court, it is usually 

decided that it is preferable that it remain in the youth court as it is a specialist court for children. This of course 

means that children charged with really serious offences do not have the right to elect to have their case heard 
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before a judge and a jury. If a case is sent to the Crown Court then modifications will be made to how that child 

is treated in an effort to make the experience less intimidating.  

Sentencing in the Youth Court 

34. Magistrates’ sentencing powers include: 

• Detention and training orders  

• Fines up to £1,000 

• Youth community orders 

• Reparation orders 

• Referral orders 

• Absolute or conditional discharges 

• Ancillary orders 

• Binding over the offender’s parents 

 

35. The maximum length of detention and training order which can be imposed is 2 years. There is no power for 

the youth court to suspend a sentence.  

36. The youth court can commit children convicted of a grave crime to the Crown Court for sentence. This should 

only happen where it has become apparent that the offending was more serious than it first appeared when the 

youth court accepted the case.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(a) The Pros and Cons of being a Criminal Barrister 

 

3. IS THIS THE CAREER FOR ME? 
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1. A career at the Criminal Bar is one of the most interesting and varied jobs. However, it is very 

competitive, often the stakes are high and it can be stressful. So before deciding that the Criminal Bar 

is definitely for you, it is worth thinking seriously about the pros and cons of being a criminal 

barrister. 

Pros 

(i) Variety and Intellectual Challenge 

2. The cab-rank rule means that a barrister must accept any case which is offered to them, as long as 

they are competent to take it. This means that you cannot cherry-pick cases, and so you never really 

know what might come your way. A criminal barrister might go from defending someone accused of 

robbery to prosecuting a theft in the local magistrates’ court. No two days will be the same, and you 

will find there is always a fresh challenge, or a new area of law to research and put into practice in 

court. It is also a job where you will come into contact with new people on a daily basis such as clients, 

probation officers, police officers, Judges, other barristers, and solicitors.  

(ii) Independence 

3. The Bar tends to attract people who are motivated and ambitious, and want a career where they are 

independent and in charge of their own career progression. As a criminal barrister, you will rise or fall 

on the basis of your reputation, and that will be the direct result of what you put into your cases, the 

relationships you build with solicitors, and the results you get for your clients. It is exciting and 

dynamic. As a criminal barrister, you are self-employed and so you do not have a “boss”. With that 

comes the perks of being able to organise your own diary and take holidays (provided you are not in 

court).  

(iii) Advocacy 

4. For a criminal barrister, advocacy is the area of expertise. If you love standing up and getting your 

point across, if you enjoy the thrill of trying to win someone over to your point of view, if you get a 

real buzz from performing – the Criminal Bar is a fantastic fit, and there is nothing else quite like it. 

Many senior criminal barristers still remember the first time that they put on a wig and gown and 

gave a defence closing speech to a jury, arguing that they should find their client not guilty.  

(iv) A Sense of Vocation 

5. Many barristers will tell you that the Bar is a vocation, not just a job. Being a criminal barrister can be 

immensely satisfying in that it offers an opportunity to provide the specialist knowledge that can 

assist a client in obtaining their desired result, and therefore make a real difference to their lives. You 
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are offering advice and representation to clients at a very stressful time for them – clients who often 

lack the expertise to advocate for themselves. Many clients are poor and vulnerable, suffering from a 

range of issues that they are trying to address. By sitting down, talking to a client and resolving an 

outstanding court case, you can make a big difference. If you want a career that has meaning, look no 

further.  

Cons  

(i) The Unpredictable Workload 

6. We have all claimed on our pupillage applications to want a career that is fast-paced, dynamic and 

full of variety – but how true is that? As a criminal barrister your workload could be extremely 

unpredictable, with cases sent to you at the last minute, trials unexpectedly overrunning and sudden 

developments in your case meaning that you will have to redo all of your preparation. It is important 

that criminal barristers remain flexible, because, particularly when you are starting out, you are likely 

to be frequently pulling out of plans at the last minute because “something has come up”. Criminal 

barristers certainly do not have a 9-5 working day. 

(ii) There Are No Employee Benefits  

7. The vast majority of practising criminal barristers are self-employed, and while that might be great if 

you are independent and a self-starter, there are drawbacks. While your employed friends will enjoy 

all sorts of benefits, from paid holidays to health care, as a self-employed barrister, do not expect 

anything – and that includes a pension, or even maternity or paternity leave. As a criminal barrister, 

you are going to be responsible for yourself. If you are not working, you are not earning. While earnings 

can sometimes sound high at the Criminal Bar, they are unpredictable, and you have to remember to 

factor in the cost of all of the things that an employer would typically provide. 

(iii) Travel and early mornings 

8. As a criminal barrister, you are required to practise in many courts throughout the country. 
Occasionally, junior barristers are sent as far as Cardiff, Manchester, the Isle of Wight, etc. 
This requires travelling for long periods of time, which can be tiring. Cases are often listed 
for a 10am start, which means getting up early so that you make it to Court on time and don’t 
keep your client and/or the court waiting. Occasionally you may even have to go down the 
night before and stay somewhere closer to the court you are due to appear in. 

(iv) The Competition to Get Pupillage  
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9. Perhaps the biggest drawback of becoming a criminal barrister is just how hard it is to get started. The 

sad reality is that far more people are graduating from the BPTC/Bar Courses every year than there are 

pupillages. Sometimes even very talented individuals may find themselves 

disappointed. Nevertheless, that does not mean you should not give it a go, and there are lots of things 

you can do to increase your chances!  

(b) How much will I earn? 

10. This is a difficult question to answer as barristers are mostly self-employed and no one has yet done 

a comprehensive survey of earnings. What is more, the amount a barrister earns will vary greatly 

depending on their area of practice, and perhaps which part of the country they work in. Crime, as 

compared with other areas of law, such as commercial or chancery, is relatively low-paying. This is because 

it is largely legal aid work, and legal aid has been severely curtailed over recent years (see below). Even then, 

people’s concepts of ‘low paid’ differ. 

11. By anyone’s standards, it has to be said, the junior end of the criminal Bar is poorly remunerated. For 

example: 

(i) A magistrates’ court trial will pay around £75 - £150 depending on anticipated length. 

This includes all preparation, drafting, and the trial itself. 

(ii) For most other hearings in the magistrates’ courts you would be paid about £50. 

(iii) A CPS ‘list’ (requiring you to prepare and prosecute 8-12 trials) in the magistrates’ courts 

pays about £200 

12. Crown Court work is better paid, via the AGFS. This scheme is viewed as deeply unsatisfactory by 

many at the Bar, as it does not apportion pay in a way which reflects the amount of work required, 

and requires barristers to do some things for free. 

13. From time to time you may get a privately-paying client. 

14. As a self-employed individual, you will have to deduct income tax from your fee. You will also have 

to pay chambers rent. Other expenses include renewing your practicing certificate each year, 

registering as a data controller, text books, wigs and gowns. 

 Legal aid 
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15. Legal Aid comes from government funding and pays for people to have legal representation who 

cannot afford to pay for it themselves. The blog of the late Sir Henry Brooke (a former Court of Appeal 

judge) provides a useful history of how our Legal Aid system has developed5. 

16. There has recently been a lot of discussion about the Legal Aid system in the United Kingdom. Much 

of the discussion has focused on the spending cuts the government have made in this area and the 

way in which criminal defence barristers’ legal aid fees are calculated; a scheme called the Advocates’ 

Graduated Fee Scheme (or AGFS)6. The cuts have had a significant impact on the criminal justice 

system7. An example of the issues with the fees can be found here8. Recently however, the Criminal 

Bar Association have successfully negotiated with the Ministry of Justice to secure improvements and 

extra investment to the AGFS9. Although this is a significant achievement, the CBA are clear that this 

breakthrough is only the first step to fixing the problems our justice system is facing10 and they 

continue to campaign on a variety of other issues11. 

Pupillage awards 

17. Chambers offer pupillage awards. These vary widely (see below). They normally constitute an ‘award’ 

and ‘guaranteed minimum earnings’ in your ‘second six’ (the second part of pupillage during which 

you have your own cases). This means that if you do not earn a certain minimum amount in a month 

– e.g. £1,000 – chambers will top up the difference out if its own funds. Some chambers do things 

slightly differently. Anything you are paid in your first six (the non-practicing half of pupillage) is tax 

free. You have to pay income tax in your second six. 

(i) Highest pupillage awards 

 
5 https://sirhenrybrooke.me/2016/07/16/the-history-of-legal-aid-1945-to-2010/   
6 https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmjust/1069/1069.pdf  
7 https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmjust/1069/1069.pdf  
8 https://www.criminalbar.com/resources/news/cba-monday-message-22-10-18/  
9 https://www.criminalbar.com/resources/news/members-announcement-2/  
10 https://www.criminalbar.com/resources/news/agfs-statement-24-11-18/  
11 https://www.criminalbar.com/resources/news/cba-monday-message-03-12-18/  

https://sirhenrybrooke.me/2016/07/16/the-history-of-legal-aid-1945-to-2010/
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmjust/1069/1069.pdf
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmjust/1069/1069.pdf
https://www.criminalbar.com/resources/news/cba-monday-message-22-10-18/
https://www.criminalbar.com/resources/news/members-announcement-2/
https://www.criminalbar.com/resources/news/agfs-statement-24-11-18/
https://www.criminalbar.com/resources/news/cba-monday-message-03-12-18/
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18. The very highest criminal pupillage awards are around £50,000.12 Often these sets are not exclusively 

criminal chambers but have a strong criminal team whilst other members of chambers practice in 

other areas such as international human rights law13. 

(ii) Lowest pupillage awards  

19. The current minimum that chambers are able to pay pupils is, as of 1st January 2020, £16,322 (out of 

London) or £18,866 (in London). 14 

20. If you secure pupillage before you do your Bar Course, it may be possible to draw down some of your 

pupillage award to cover the cost of the Bar Course. However, depending on the amount of award 

involved, that may not be feasible. 

(c)  Alternative legal careers 

21. Not everyone who completes legal training goes on to become a barrister and practice at the Bar.  

Some become solicitors instead.  Some take up roles in other branches of the profession.  Some give 

up the law altogether. 

22. Whatever path you choose, you will find the legal training you have undertaken, and the qualifications 

you have achieved, will equip you for a wide range of other careers.  You will have developed a breadth 

of technical and highly transferable skills, which will qualify you to embark on any one of a number 

of different career paths. 

23. Within the legal profession, these include:  

 

 
12 https://www.matrixlaw.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Matrix-Traineeship-Brochure-2018-19.pdf at page 4; 
http://deanscourt.co.uk/docs/crime-pupillage-application-overview-2020.docx; 
https://applications.pupillagegateway.com/vacancies/view/1505; https://www.2harecourt.com/careers/pupillage/; 
https://www.6kbw.com/recruitment/pupillage;  
13 https://www.matrixlaw.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Matrix-Traineeship-Brochure-2018-19.pdf; 
https://applications.pupillagegateway.com/vacancies/view/1505  
14 https://www.barstandardsboard.org.uk/resources/minimum-pupillage-award-from-1-january-2020-
announced.html#:~:text=The%20Bar%20Standards%20Board%20(BSB,annum%20for%20pupillages%20outside%20London.  

Barristers' clerk  Looks after the administration and business activities of a set of 

chambers. 

Licensed 
conveyancer  

Looks after all the legal, administrative and financial elements of the 

buying and selling of property. 

Paralegal Works to support the work of solicitors and barristers. 

https://www.matrixlaw.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Matrix-Traineeship-Brochure-2018-19.pdf
http://deanscourt.co.uk/docs/crime-pupillage-application-overview-2020.docx
https://applications.pupillagegateway.com/vacancies/view/1505
https://www.2harecourt.com/careers/pupillage/
https://www.6kbw.com/recruitment/pupillage
https://www.matrixlaw.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Matrix-Traineeship-Brochure-2018-19.pdf
https://applications.pupillagegateway.com/vacancies/view/1505
https://www.barstandardsboard.org.uk/resources/minimum-pupillage-award-from-1-january-2020-announced.html#:%7E:text=The%20Bar%20Standards%20Board%20(BSB,annum%20for%20pupillages%20outside%20London
https://www.barstandardsboard.org.uk/resources/minimum-pupillage-award-from-1-january-2020-announced.html#:%7E:text=The%20Bar%20Standards%20Board%20(BSB,annum%20for%20pupillages%20outside%20London
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24. Beyond that, the options are numerous. Popular paths include the following: 

Company secretary  In charge of the governance of a business and ensures that it is run in 

compliance with financial and legal requirements 

Police officer  The police work within the framework of the legal system and are 

required to have a close working knowledge of the law. 

Advice worker  Provides impartial and confidential advice across issues like benefits, 

debt, housing and immigration. 

Civil Service roles  Implements government policy and support the delivery of services to 

the public. 

Human Resources 
officer  

Develops, advises on and implements policies relating to the effective 

employment of staff in an organisation. 

Trading Standards 
officer 

Acts for consumers and businesses to advise on, and enforce, laws that 

govern the way goods and services are bought and sold. 

Financial Conduct 
Authority roles 

The FCA offer a huge range of career options and act to protect 

financial consumers from harm, enhancing the integrity of the UK 

financial system and promoting effective competition. 

Compliance  
officer 

Employed by a company to ensure that company does not contravene 

any statures or regulations which apply to its activities.  

 

Legal Advisor 
 

Responsible in the Magistrates Court for advising magistrates on 

points of law, practice and procedure. 

Law teacher/ 
professor 

Consists of both teaching and research, including the publication of 

articles in law reviews.   
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(a) Routes to becoming a barrister 

1. There are, generally speaking, three stages to qualifying as a barrister: 

(i) The academic stage - obtaining an undergraduate degree 

(ii) The vocational training stage – Bar Course 

(iii) The practical stage – Pupillage 

2. If you study a subject other than law at undergraduate level, you can undertake a Graduate Diploma 

in Law (GDL), or “law conversion course”, which is a year-long course in which you study the seven 

‘core areas’ of law: criminal law, contract law, European Union law, equity and trusts, land law, public 

law and tort. 

Law LLB 

Does it matter which university I  go to? 

3. Being a barrister requires a high degree of intellect and academic ability. Obviously, a good way to 

demonstrate this is by achieving a good degree. Where you obtained that degree is nowadays much 

less important. Wherever you study, gaining extra-curricular experience through relevant activities 

is an absolute necessity. If you’ve got a first from Oxford but no experience outside of academics, you 

will be in a worse position than someone from a less ‘prestigious’ university who has also gained 

experience through mooting, volunteering, relevant paid work, etc.  

The GDL 

4. There are a number of providers of the GDL, ranged across the country. Most require you to have 

gained at least a 2:2 (hons) degree or overseas equivalent. Though, if you do have a 2:2, you may have to 

consider how this will affect your chances of gaining pupillage, further down the line. BSB statistics show that 

very few successful pupillage applicants gained a 2:2 at first degree. 15 At the same time, according to the BSB, 

performance on the BPTC is a better guide to future success in securing pupillage than performance in a first 

 
15 See‘BTPC Key Statistics 2016, Part 4: BPTC graduate progression statistics’, p.8, available at 
https://www.barstandardsboard.org.uk/media/1758995/bptc_key_statistics_report_2016_-_part_4_-
_bptc_graduate_progression.pdf .  

 

4. HOW DO I BECOME A CRIMINAL BARRISTER? 

https://www.barstandardsboard.org.uk/media/1758995/bptc_key_statistics_report_2016_-_part_4_-_bptc_graduate_progression.pdf
https://www.barstandardsboard.org.uk/media/1758995/bptc_key_statistics_report_2016_-_part_4_-_bptc_graduate_progression.pdf
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degree.16 Chambers Student [https://www.chambersstudent.co.uk] provides a comparative list of 

providers, including details of the number of available places, and the fees. 17 

Bar Courses  

5. During your Bar Course, you will gain practical skills across the core modules: criminal litigation, civil 

litigation, civil and criminal advocacy, opinion writing, drafting, ethics, and Alternative Dispute 

Resolution. There are additional, elective modules. 

6. Providers of the Bar Courses also offer numerous and varied volunteering (or ‘pro bono’) opportunities 

that will improve your CV – and provide context for the practical skills you are learning. For instance, 

most have law clinics, or links to local law centres or NGOs. 

7. More recently, applicants to the Bar Courses must pass the Bar Court Aptitude Test (BCAT) before 

being accepted onto the course. This is designed to test aptitude for critical thinking and reasoning, 

skills considered necessary to successfully pass the BPTC.18 

8. The Bar Courses are notoriously expensive and fees tend to increase, year-on-year.  

Inns of Court:   

9. You must join one of the four Inns of Court before you can start the BPTC. These are Middle Temple, 19 

Inner Temple,20 Lincoln’s Inn21 and Gray’s Inn.22 Most would agree that there is no hierarchy between 

the Inns, and which you choose is really a matter of personal preference. The Inns used to provide 

training for barristers, but this has more recently become the responsibility of University providers. 

The Inns still retain a role in the education of Barristers, however. 

10. In order to qualify as a barrister, you must not only study for and pass your Bar Course but, alongside 

that, you must complete twelve ‘qualifying sessions’ with whichever Inn you are a member of. 

Traditionally, these have been dining sessions! Years ago, aspiring lawyers had to munch their way 

through thirty-two dinners in order to qualify. Nowadays, qualifying sessions are fewer in number, 

and contain an educational element. They still – or at least some do – require you to attend a dinner 

 
16 See https://www.barstandardsboard.org.uk/media-centre/press-releases-and-news/bsb-publishes-new-figures-showing-
success-rates-for-student-barristers/ 
17 https://www.chambersstudent.co.uk/law-schools/graduate-diploma-in-law/gdl-providers-compared  
18 See https://www.barstandardsboard.org.uk/media/1721499/bcat_faq.pdf  
19 https://www.middletemple.org.uk/  
20 https://www.innertemple.org.uk/  
21 https://www.lincolnsinn.org.uk/  
22 https://www.graysinn.org.uk/  

https://www.chambersstudent.co.uk/
https://www.barstandardsboard.org.uk/media-centre/press-releases-and-news/bsb-publishes-new-figures-showing-success-rates-for-student-barristers/
https://www.barstandardsboard.org.uk/media-centre/press-releases-and-news/bsb-publishes-new-figures-showing-success-rates-for-student-barristers/
https://www.chambersstudent.co.uk/law-schools/graduate-diploma-in-law/gdl-providers-compared
https://www.barstandardsboard.org.uk/media/1721499/bcat_faq.pdf
https://www.middletemple.org.uk/
https://www.innertemple.org.uk/
https://www.lincolnsinn.org.uk/
https://www.graysinn.org.uk/
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(during which you must wear robes23), but there will usually be a talk or a lecture afterwards. These 

dinners cost. The price varies according to the type of event.24 Complete twelve of these and the 

qualifying sessions constitute a not unsubstantial additional cost that must be factored into the 

calculation of how much money you will need to undertake qualification. There are, however, ways 

to mitigate this cost. The Inns often require students to assist with their advocacy training 

programmes, for instance, by acting as witnesses. They will offer a qualifying session in exchange for 

a few hours’ assistance (and, another bonus, there are usually free sandwiches at these training 

sessions!). 

Pupillage 

11. Most chambers offer 12 or 18-month pupillages each year. Applications are made either through the 

Pupillage Gateway25 or directly to chambers. The Pupillage Gateway opens in January each year. 

Chambers which do not participate in the Gateway offer their pupillages at various points throughout 

the year. 

12. Gaining pupillage is very competitive. Many of those who do gain pupillage take more than one year 

of application ‘rounds’ to do so. You can apply for pupillage as many times as you like, up to five years 

from the date you pass the Bar Course. 

13. Normally, your pupillage will begin in the year following your successful application. So, if you were 

offered pupillage in the Spring of 2021, you would probably start pupillage in the Autumn of 2022. 

Statistics: 

14. When it comes to applying for pupillage, the statistics can be discouraging: 

BPTC enrolments 2017/18: 1,624 

Pupillages 2020/21:534 

Pupillage applicants annually: 300026 

15. The stats seem to be broadly similar each year, though there has perhaps been a decline in the number 

of pupillages offered, and the number of people applying for the BPTC/Bar Courses. These stats cover 

all pupillages, not just those offered by Criminal sets. 

 
23 You do not need to purchase these, and very few, if any, students bring their own along. Student gowns are provided by the 
Inns, on the night. See e.g. https://www.middletemple.org.uk/members/student-information-and-services/dress-in-hall  
24 A calendar of events at Middle Temple is available here: https://www.middletemple.org.uk/inn-calendar  
25 The Bar Council’s online application system. A centralised site which allows chambers to post pupillage vacancies. Applicants 
are allowed to apply to a maximum of 20 chambers in each round: www.pupillagegateway.com  
26 https://www.chambersstudent.co.uk/the-bar/a-career-at-the-bar/a-preliminary-warning 

https://www.middletemple.org.uk/members/student-information-and-services/dress-in-hall
https://www.middletemple.org.uk/inn-calendar
http://www.pupillagegateway.com/
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Deciding where to apply: 

16. It can be hard to gain a real insight into chambers. Mini-pupillages are probably the best means of 

doing so. There are also opportunities to meet members of participating chambers at law fairs – many 

universities run them for their students – or the Bar Council’s Pupillage Fair, held every Autumn, and 

where you can also speak to current pupils and get help with pupillage applications. 

(b)  Funding  

17. The Government does not offer student loans for 

education post-undergraduate degree in most cases. 

Funding for the GDL and the BPTC must be sourced from 

elsewhere. A combination of the following sources of 

funding may be required: 

Bank loans 

18. Many banks offer Career Development Loans or 

Professional Loans. However, rates of interest can be quite 

high, and a bank loan is unlikely to be enough to cover the 

entire cost of the Bar Course. 

Inns of Court Scholarships 

19. Each of the four Inns offers over £1m-worth of 

scholarships each year to GDL and Bar Course students. 

Applications are in May of each year. You must be a 

member of an Inn in order to apply (as you must be a 

member of an Inn before you start the BPTC). Each Inn has 

a different approach. Middle Temple, for instance offers a 

scholarship interview to every applicant. The interview 

tests a range of skills, and awards are then based on merit 

and weighted according to financial means. Grey’s Inn 

interviews shortlisted applicants, with a focus on thinking 

on your feet over legal knowledge.27  

20. Not only are Inns scholarships an excellent source of 

funding, gaining a scholarship is an achievement in itself, 

and an excellent addition to your CV.  

 
27 Chambers Student provides a useful comparator at https://www.chambersstudent.co.uk/the-bar/the-inns-of-court-
compared  

https://www.chambersstudent.co.uk/the-bar/the-inns-of-court-compared
https://www.chambersstudent.co.uk/the-bar/the-inns-of-court-compared
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University providers: 

21. Providers of the BPTC offer a range of scholarships and bursaries, as well.  

Can I work during the GDL/Bar Course?: 

22. It should be possible to hold down a job that only requires a day or so’s, or a few hours’, work per week. Be 

mindful of the fact, however, that as academic courses go, the GDL and the Bar Courses are particularly 

demanding and time-consuming.  

23. Both courses can be studied part-time (so over two years). This increases overall cost but means that the course 

can be accommodated around a full-time job, with classes being held in the evenings. This may be a far more 

realistic option for many people. 

(c) What should I be doing? 

24. The key to success when applying to become a criminal barrister is having the right experience. Not only will 

this help you decide if being a criminal barrister is right for you, but it will also demonstrate your commitment 

to a career at the Criminal Bar and improve your chances of securing pupillage. 

25.  Experience comes in many forms and there is no right or wrong way to gain exposure to the reality of life at 

the Criminal Bar. However, in order to improve your chances of success you must think outside the box!  

Work Experience 

26. The most obvious way to gain experience of the Criminal Bar is to undertake work experience with a 

barrister – i.e. a mini pupillage. A mini pupillage usually lasts a week and involves you shadowing a 

member of chambers and going to court with them. 

27. You apply for mini pupillages directly through barrister’s chambers who each have their own 

application procedure and process. Although most mini pupillages are unpaid, there are schemes, such 

as the Midland Circuit Mini-Pupillage Scholarship Programme,28 to assist with the associated costs. 

Many chambers understand that a week is a long commitment and therefore they may be flexible in 

accommodating a shorter period.  

28. In addition to mini-pupillages, it is also important to undertake work experience in a solicitor’s office 

as well, if possible. This will help you understand the difference between being a criminal barrister 

and a criminal solicitor and decide which route is best for you. A typical question at pupillage interview 

stage is “why do you not want to be a criminal solicitor, and what is it about being a barrister that 

attracts you?”. It is often helpful to be able to say that you understand the difference and that you 

have experienced work as a solicitor but that you would prefer a career at the Bar. If you can answer 

 
28 https://www.dropbox.com/sh/2blbf14viexy4j2/AAAA4VLTi64Zwe0rWfF5TJAsa?dl=0 

https://www.dropbox.com/sh/2blbf14viexy4j2/AAAA4VLTi64Zwe0rWfF5TJAsa?dl=0
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this question with reference to particular work experience undertaken and what you learned about 

the equally important but differing roles of instructing solicitor and counsel, you will almost certainly 

impress. 

Top Tip: If you go to an event and there is a barrister attending you would like to shadow, approach 
them directly and ask if they can offer you a mini pupillage. The worst they can say is no! Usually, 
they will guide you in the right direction.  

Volunteering 

29. Volunteering is a fantastic way to gain experience of and exposure to the criminal justice system. 

Some organisations offer placements on a full-time basis for 3 or 6 months. This is a great way to 

totally immerse yourself in a project or programme. However, it is not the only way to gain this sort 

of experience for those who cannot afford to volunteer for free, full time. 

30. Training to be an Appropriate Adult, sitting as a board member of your local Independent Monitoring 

Board or applying to become a Magistrate are all examples of flexible voluntary roles within the 

criminal justice system available across the country that can be arranged around work 

commitments. 29  

Top Tip: The Kalisher Trust offers scholarships for successful applicants who would otherwise be 
unable to afford to do so to undertake full time voluntary placements at various organisations.30  

31. It is also possible to volunteer in a more informal manner, and even volunteering outside of the legal 

context is worthwhile. For example, activities involving communicating with vulnerable individuals 

such as tutoring or mentoring is a good way to gain experience, or charity work at a local organisation 

such as a homeless shelter. 

Paid Employment 

32. Obtaining paid employment within a barrister’s chambers or a solicitor’s firm is another excellent way 

to obtain experience relevant to becoming a criminal barrister. Paralegal and legal assistant roles are 

widely advertised and often specifically target law graduates and Bar Course students who are yet to 

commence pupillage.  

Top Tip: Try and keep your CV to two pages long. 

Court Visits 

 
29 For more information, see: http://www.appropriateadult.org.uk/index.php/information/become-an-appropriate-adult; 
https://www.imb.org.uk/join-now/how-to-apply/; https://www.gov.uk/become-magistrate/apply-to-be-a-magistrate 
30 https://www.thekalishertrust.org/legal-internships 

http://www.appropriateadult.org.uk/index.php/information/become-an-appropriate-adult
https://www.imb.org.uk/join-now/how-to-apply/
https://www.gov.uk/become-magistrate/apply-to-be-a-magistrate
https://www.thekalishertrust.org/legal-internships
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33. You probably know that the criminal courts are open to the public. You can sit in the public gallery 

and watch any hearing or trial (except in the Youth Court) as often as you like. If you have a free 

morning or afternoon why not pop down to your local court and see a criminal case for yourself.  

Top Tip: The magistrates’ courts publicly list all the cases being heard in each courtroom that day 
(if you go to Crown Court, you will also find a list of hearings for each courtroom, but these will 
likely helpfully also tell you what sort of hearing it is!). If there is a long list of cases in any given 
courtroom these will be short hearings dealing with case management or perhaps sentencing. If 
there are only one or two matters listed it is likely that courtroom will be hearing a trial. There is 
a lot of work that goes into getting a case trial ready and case management hearings are just as 
important as the trial itself. 

 
Top Tip: Take a pen and paper and note down what you have witnessed in Court that day. Focus 
on why you found it interesting, and in particular the role of the advocate. For example – “what 
impressed you about the barrister’s advocacy?”, “what made the most impact in court” etc. This 
means that when you come to writing your applications you can be more specific/engaged rather 
than merely stating the fact that you went to Court to watch for 2 days.   

Advocacy 

34. Criminal barristers are experts in advocacy. It follows that public speaking experience is extremely 

important for anyone considering a career at the Criminal Bar.  

35. Mooting, participating in mock trials and debating will provide you with experience of what being in 

a criminal trial is like. It is also an opportunity for you to demonstrate your skillset and develop your 

own advocacy style.  

36. In addition to the advocacy and public speaking opportunities above, the Free Representation Unit 

(‘FRU’)31 provides aspiring barristers with the chance to represent employment and social security 

clients at Tribunals. Although the cases you will be working on are not criminal cases, the opportunity 

to develop your advocacy skills in a courtroom like setting (representing real clients) is invaluable. 

There are countless members of the Criminal Bar who conducted their first ever case in an employment 

or social security Tribunal.  

 

(d) When should I be doing it? 

 
31 http://www.thefru.org.uk/volunteers 

http://www.thefru.org.uk/volunteers
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37. There’s no time like the present!  

38. Demonstrating your commitment to a career at the Criminal Bar and obtaining the necessary 

experience to help you succeed can begin at any stage, whether you’re at school, university or in 

between. The important thing is to keep busy and engage with the opportunities you come across!  

(e) How can I do it? 

39. There are lots of tools available to help you learn about and access the above opportunities. 

40. Social Media is a free and easy way to keep up to date with current legal affairs and available 

opportunities at the Criminal Bar. There are many Twitter accounts that are a great source of 

knowledge (and inspiration) for anyone considering a career as a criminal barrister: the Secret Barrister 

(@BarristerSecret, CrimeGirl @CrimeGirl and Women in Criminal Law @WomenInCrimLaw) to name 

but a few.  

41. In addition, there are a number of student engagement programmes available to aspiring barristers (at 

any level) who offer guidance and support, as well as the four Inns of Court, each of whom have a 

dedicated student support team (see below): 

https://www.graysinn.org.uk 
https://www.innertemple.org.uk 
https://www.lincolnsinn.org.uk 
https://www.middletemple.org.uk 

 
Top Tip: The Bar Council and the Kalisher Trust run annual essay writing competitions. Consider 
submitting an entry one year. The author of the winning entry for both competitions will receive 
a generous cash prize 

(f) Work experience and volunteer opportunities 

The key to success when applying to become a criminal barrister is having the right experience. Not only 
will this help you decide if being a criminal barrister is right for you, but it will also demonstrate your 
commitment to a career at the Criminal Bar and improve your chances of securing pupillage.  
Experience comes in many forms and there is no right or wrong way to gain exposure to the reality of life 
at the Criminal Bar. However, in order to improve your chances of success you must think outside the 
box!  
Here is a list of useful contacts and suggestions for obtaining relevant work and volunteer opportunities. 
Please note, some require you to have reached a certain stage in your education. 
 

https://www.graysinn.org.uk/
https://www.innertemple.org.uk/
https://www.lincolnsinn.org.uk/
https://www.middletemple.org.uk/
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Mini Pupillages: 

This is the most direct way of gaining experience of the Criminal Bar and the life of a barrister. Mini-
pupillages usually last a week – although you should be able to ask for a shorter period if it would be hard 
for you to accommodate a week (e.g. due to work commitments or financial constraints32). 
Most chambers display their mini-pupillage policy and application process on their website. Some offer 
them all year round, some during specific periods. Some are assessed, some are not. 
If you are undecided about which area of law you wish to practice in, you could apply for mini-pupillages 
in areas of law of potential interest, in order to see what working in that area of law is really like. 

Internships/volunteering: 

Internships33 – e.g. with an organisation like Liberty or JUSTICE – or less formally, e.g. by training as an 

Appropriate Adult, or working at your local CAB or the Samaritans, is a fantastic way to gain relevant 

experience. Below are some useful links: 

Organisation/ Role Description Link 
 

 
Appropriate Adult 

Attends police station interviews with 
vulnerable suspects in order to assist with 
understanding/ensure rights observed. 

http://www.appropriateadu
lt.org.uk/index.php/inform
ation/become-an-
appropriate-adult 

Citizens Advice 
Bureau (CAB) 

Assist members of the public with issues 
including housing to benefits. 
Advisory/admin roles available.  

https://www.citizensadvice
.org.uk/about-us/support-
us/volunteering/ 

Free Representation 
Unit (FRU) 

Represent claimants in the employment 
tribunal or the social security tribunal. 
Excellent opportunity for real court-based 
experience. Nb. Requires a law degree.  

http://www.thefru.org.uk/
volunteers 

 
JUSTICE 
 
 

All-party law reform and human rights 
organisation which seeks to inform debate, 
frame issues and influence decision-
makers. Offers a number of paid internships 
and unpaid externships. 

Subscribe to the mailing list 
for information about 
upcoming opportunities: 
https://justice.org.uk/our-
work/get-involved/ 

LIBERTY Human rights charity. Offer advisory 
volunteer roles. Note: all roles are unpaid 

https://www.libertyhumanr
ights.org.uk/who-we-

 
32 Most mini-pupillages are unpaid, though there are schemes e.g. the Midland Circuit Mini-Pupillage Scholarship programme: 
https://www.dropbox.com/sh/2blbf14viexy4j2/AAAA4VLTi64Zwe0rWfF5TJAsa?dl=0 
33 Some are unfortunately unpaid. However, there are plenty of paid opportunities available. Alternatively, some organisations do 
‘externships’ which can be completed remotely and only require a few hours. 

http://www.appropriateadult.org.uk/index.php/information/become-an-appropriate-adult
http://www.appropriateadult.org.uk/index.php/information/become-an-appropriate-adult
http://www.appropriateadult.org.uk/index.php/information/become-an-appropriate-adult
http://www.appropriateadult.org.uk/index.php/information/become-an-appropriate-adult
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/about-us/support-us/volunteering/
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/about-us/support-us/volunteering/
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/about-us/support-us/volunteering/
http://www.thefru.org.uk/volunteers
http://www.thefru.org.uk/volunteers
https://justice.org.uk/our-work/get-involved/
https://justice.org.uk/our-work/get-involved/
https://www.libertyhumanrights.org.uk/who-we-are/volunteering-and-work-experience
https://www.libertyhumanrights.org.uk/who-we-are/volunteering-and-work-experience
https://www.dropbox.com/sh/2blbf14viexy4j2/AAAA4VLTi64Zwe0rWfF5TJAsa?dl=0
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yet are full-time. are/volunteering-and-
work-experience 

The Kalisher Trust Charity run by legal professionals which 
offers advocacy training and scholarships to 
undertake further education and internships 
at e.g. JUSTICE, the CCRC, City of London 
Police, Amicus, the Death Penalty Project. 

https://www.thekalishertru
st.org/legal-internships 

 

 

https://www.libertyhumanrights.org.uk/who-we-are/volunteering-and-work-experience
https://www.libertyhumanrights.org.uk/who-we-are/volunteering-and-work-experience
https://www.thekalishertrust.org/legal-internships
https://www.thekalishertrust.org/legal-internships
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