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Over the years football clubs 
have sometimes sidelined 

their culture, history and fans in 
the name of progress. Take, for 
example, Wimbledon FC, which in 
2003 controversially relocated over 
50 miles away to Milton Keynes while 
still laying claim to the team’s history 
and identity. In the cut-throat world 
of commerce, it is also easy to think 
of examples of businesses that have 
disregarded their culture, history and 
people in the name of progress.

 Not so Farrers. At over 300 years 
old, Farrer & Co is rightly proud to 
boast one of the richest histories of any 
law firm in the world. Farrers made 
its name acting for prestigious private 
clients in all aspects of their business, 
from John Pitt to the Duke of York 
and his family, and private client work 
remains a renowned and reputable 
part of its practice. These days, Farrers 
also competes with the top City firms 
in the commercial sector, though it 
has retained the open, friendly culture 
that has been cultivated by centuries 
of private client practice. “Sounds like 
the same old glossy brochure spiel,” 
you might think – but with trainee 
retention figures over the last five 
years standing at around 96% and an 
ever-increasing collection of TARAs 
on its mantelpiece, the evidence bears 
this out.

“At Farrers, we attract the really 
strong candidates who have decided 
they don’t want City training but 
prefer to be at a top private client 
firm with more diverse practice areas. 
There isn’t the sense that you are 
a very small cog in a big corporate 
wheel,” explains training principal 
James Price. “Part of the reason we 
attract so many top applicants is 
because the enthusiasm that people 
first witness on open days is infectious. 
Our solicitors enjoy working here and 
they like their colleagues. We pride 
ourselves on this.” 

Current trainee Lizzy Sainsbury 
was also sold by the atmosphere. 
“It’s a very friendly firm, which is 
apparent when you first walk into 
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reception,” she says. “Colleagues 
are open and accessible – there’s no 
sense that anyone is too important 
to talk to trainees. Everyone’s got a 
good sense of humour, which helps 
make the firm a fun place to work. 
There’s a real sense of camaraderie 
– most people are proud of Farrers 
and its ethos, and get on well with 
their colleagues on a personal level. 
It’s striking how modest everyone at 
the firm is too. There is a lot of very 
British humour – self-deprecation is 
common, which really helps to put 
nervous trainees at ease and make 
partners seem less intimidating.”

No one person is bigger than 
Farrer & Co, which has preserved its 
culture and core practice areas while 
staying at the vanguard of the legal 
field. Farrers’ solicitors are stewards 
of the firm, tasked with ensuring its 
continued wellbeing for the next 
generation. As a result, the need for 
excellent training and recruitment 
is taken very seriously and there is a 
healthy annual recruitment budget 
for marketing, law fairs, open days 
and the like. It’s not all about money, 
though: the award-winning training 
and recruitment is down to the vast 
amounts of time and effort put in 

by the graduate recruitment team, 
Donna Davies and Claire Roche, in 
conjunction with several partners. “All 
interviews are carried out by a dozen 
or so partners,” explains trainee 
recruitment partner Jonathan Eley. 
“It’s those partners who, with input 
from Claire and Donna, ultimately 
decide who will be offered training 
contracts, and we invest a lot of time 
with the potential trainees.”

Assessment of some young 
hopefuls takes place on Farrers’ three 
vac schemes. “We recruit a number of 
our trainees through our vac scheme, 
access to which is via an open day,” 
says Jonathan. “Those that impress 
on the vac scheme are offered an 
interview with two of our partners. 
However, we don’t just recruit through 
this route – people who don’t do the 
vac scheme are also encouraged to 
apply for a training contract, even if 
they have been unsuccessful in getting 
a vac scheme place, and there is no 
allocated number of training contracts 
for vac schemers.” 

“The partner-led interviews can 
go on for two and a half hours,” 
continues James. “We spend a lot of 
time on making sure that we recruit 
the right people. We realise that 
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we are in competition for the best 
candidates with other firms and for 
those candidates, the interview can 
be as much about them assessing us 
as the other way round.” Many people 
might find the prospect of a two and a 
half hour interview daunting, but it’s 
no interrogation. “We check all the 
obvious things, like academic ability, 
but also look for individuality and a 
decent sense of humour,” explains 
James. “The atmosphere at the firm is 
important to us and we like to chat to 
get to know them and their interests.” 

This is not to say that there is a 
definitive Farrers ‘type’, as Jonathan 
elaborates: “We’re trying to recruit 
a diverse but complementary group 
of characters from a variety of 
backgrounds. We’re not exclusively 
looking for, say, really strong 
leadership qualities, because we 
recognise that some people will have 
other valuable strengths. We look to 
recruit people with whom we would 
like to work on a personal level – 
people who will continue to maintain 
the spirit of the firm, which is 
primarily one of excellence combined 
with friendliness and empathy 
towards colleagues and others. We 
don’t set about to be aggressive or 
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confrontational in interview – that’s 
really not the style of the firm. We just 
want to get to know the candidates as 
well as possible.”

Lizzy recalls her interview being 
conducted very much along these 
lines: “I was obviously nervous 
beforehand, but it felt like a normal 
conversation and the interviewers 
were very adept at allowing me to 
express the real me – which was to 
their benefit as well, because a key 
thing to find out is whether the 
candidate will be able to embrace the 
firm’s culture and get on with other 
people.”

And Farrers’ friendly approach 
continues beyond the interview room. 
“Some of my friends who are now at 
other firms felt that after accepting 
their training contract offers, they 
had no further contact from their 
firm for the next two years,” recalls 
Lizzy. “Farrers was totally different 
and constantly sent me email updates 
and invitations to firm events and 
parties. The recruitment team are 
very accessible, so it’s easy to call 
them if you need any help choosing 
an LPC elective, for example. They 
really are very caring and helpful, 
which has been brilliant.” This policy 
represents a natural, though carefully 
augmented, extension of the firm’s 
ethos, as Jonathan confirms: “In the 
two years between recruitment and 
trainees arriving at the firm, we keep 
in contact by inviting them to various 
events, such as a Christmas lunch, 
and those events will be attended by 
current trainees as well as associates 
and partners. The future trainees 
also form bonds with each other at 
these events, and often organise their 
own get-togethers before they start at 
the firm. We hope that these bonds 
will be strengthened by the firm’s 
preference that all of its recruits 
take the LPC at Kaplan Law School. 
There, the course is tailored to our 
requirements, with opportunities for 
Farrers partners to come in and teach 
some of the modules. We’re excited 
about our relationship with Kaplan. 
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We encourage our trainees to take the 
GDL there too, but it is by no means 
obligatory.” 

The training programme is 
carefully planned from first stage 
to last. “Having spoken to a huge 
number of trainees over the years, I 
think they appreciate a number of 
things in their training contracts,” 
James explains. “The variety offered 
by our specialisations and six-seat 
training system is highly valued. 
Trainees get to know everyone and 
experience a wide range of work 
during their training contracts, which 
is useful for helping them decide 
on the area into which they want to 
qualify.” This six-seat model differs 
greatly from the structure at most 
firms. It gives trainees the opportunity 
to experience the diverse practice 
areas offered by Farrers and, crucially, 
the chance to spend more time 
working in their chosen area before 
they qualify. 

“I’m on my sixth seat, having 
already done intellectual property, 
financial services, litigation, estates 
and family,” says Lizzy. “The sixth seat 
is always a repeat of the area in which 
you want to qualify, so I’ve chosen 
litigation and am now preparing to 
qualify as a permanent member of 
the team. It’s a great system through 
which to learn the ropes of your 
practice area, and regular clients have 
had a chance to get used to me, too.”

Trainees usually sit next to and 
work with a partner when they start, 
and Lizzy has experienced some big 
litigation cases during her training 
contract. “The whole system of 
pastoral care means that trainees feel 
ready to shoulder responsibility when 
it is given,” she explains. “Donna and 
Claire, who head up the graduate 
recruitment team, are always there 
to offer support and are, frankly, two 
of the loveliest people you will ever 
meet! But really, throughout the 
firm there is a culture of everyone 
looking after each other. James is very 
hands-on and makes it clear that he 
is an available point of contact for 
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support regarding any professional 
or personal problems that may arise. 
There are also trainee supervisors 
who are available to work through 
day-to-day work issues that come up 
– I’ve got on really well with every 
supervisor I have worked under. Every 
trainee is also allocated to a partner 
when they start, who is there to look 
after you throughout your career at 
the firm. The support network is very 
comprehensive.”

If you want real responsibility 
and high-quality work combined 
with a caring culture, then applying 
to Farrers should be a no brainer. 
“The collegiate, friendly culture of 
the firm has a really positive impact 
on trainees,” reflects Jonathan. 
“They know that they won’t arrive 
to be chained to the photocopier 
by a bullying partner. The ethos is 
collaborative, open and apolitical, 
and trainees will be involved from day 
one in a range of good-quality work 
with some very interesting clients. We 
have a very high trainee retention rate 
– we want to keep our trainees and 
see them very much as the potential 
partners of the future.” 

By Josh Richman

Farrer & Co LLP
66 Lincoln’s Inn Fields
London
WC2A 3LH 
T 020 3375 7000 
E training@farrer.co.uk 
W www.farrer.co.uk 

Method of application
Online application form

Application deadline
Apply by 31 July 2013 for training 
contracts commencing in 2015

Method of selection
Interview

Work areas
•	 Agriculture/rural issues 
•	 Banking & finance 
•	 Charities 
•	 Commercial property/real estate 
•	 Company & commercial 
•	 Construction 
•	 Corporate tax
•	 	Defamation/reputation 

management
•	 Dispute resolution 
•	 	Employment, pensions & 

incentives 
•	 Family/matrimonial 
•	 Intellectual property 
•	 Media & entertainment 
•	 Mergers & acquisitions 
•	 Private client 
•	 Sports & leisure 
•	  Technology, media & 

telecommunications 

Offices 
London

What trainees said
“The training contract itself is 
excellent here. Being able to 
experience six seats is unique to 
Farrers, and gave me a far broader 
training than I would have had 
elsewhere. The recruitment team 
put a staggering amount of effort 
into ensuring all seat preferences 
are catered for – spending weeks 
carefully orchestrating each of the 
seat changes to make sure everybody 
is content. They genuinely care about 
each individual trainee.”

“The supervision from all supervisors 
was first rate. You always share a 
‘pod’ with your supervisor, which 
means they are always a ‘swivel  
on the chair’ away, should you 
have any questions. The seats were 
challenging in that you were always 
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given responsibility early,  
but this was carefully supervised  
and measured.”

“The six-seat system at Farrers 
provides trainees with a fantastic 
opportunity to experience a wide 
range of practice areas.”

“I feel the quality of the training I 
am receiving is truly superb, both in 
terms of the interesting and varied 
work I have been given, and the 
amount of guidance and teaching 
I’ve been given by my supervisors. 
I’ve had extensive client contact 
from the start, and been allowed 
a large amount of autonomy and 
responsibility, while simultaneously 
feeling confident that my work is 
rigorously checked and my progress 
carefully monitored. ” 

 “The people really make Farrers: 
whether it’s the clients (who we 
have a lot of contact with, both 
professionally and at firm events), 
or colleagues. I have never felt 
that there is someone – fee earner, 
support staff or partner – who I 
could not approach at work, or chat 
to at the pub on a Friday night.”




