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“Don’t be fooled by the rocks that I 
got, I’m still Jenny from the block,” 
opined one of 2002’s more eloquent 
songstresses, in a bid to convince us 
all that despite the bling, she is still in 
touch with her roots. J-Lo should have 
read the history of Osborne Clarke, 
which serves as a shining example 
of how to respect and nurture one’s 
heritage while growing into the future.

Established in Bristol during 
the 18th century, Osborne Clarke’s 
venerable history demonstrates a 
commitment towards embracing big 
new ideas – and the opportunities that 
accompany them – which is why it is 
these days described with increasing 
frequency as a truly international firm.

Osborne Clarke’s first break 
came from its close relationship with 
Isambard Kingdom Brunel and the 
Great Western railway. That railway 
thrust the West Country firmly into 
the mechanised, industrial modernity 
of 19th century Britain. As the 19th 
century gave way to the 20th, it also 
helped to forge Osborne Clarke’s 
reputation as a firm that was well 
versed in working with big business. 

The firm has been steadily 
expanding since, all the while 
preserving its status as a premier 
legal services provider in Bristol. In 
1987, Osborne Clarke became the 
country’s first regional firm to open 
a City office, which has since grown 
to rival the Bristol office in terms of 
headcount and income, with clients 
including finance houses such as 
Citibank, Lloyds Banking Group and 
Nomura, as well as major corporates 
such as Carphone Warehouse.

Further expansion came during 
the technological revolution of the 
1990s: as a supporter of innovation 
and new possibilities, the firm made 
sure that it was well placed to take 
advantage. It developed a thriving 
technology and media practice which 
led to the opening of an office in 
the tech-haven of Reading in 1998, 
before establishing a Californian 
base in Silicon Valley in 2000 – going 
on to boast big-name clients such 
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We’re not solely a City,  
national or provincial firm. 
Increasingly, we see ourselves  
as an international firm

as Facebook, Dell, Nintendo and 
Vodafone. The following year saw the 
firm open an office in Germany, and 
in 2012 it further expanded into Italy 
and Spain.

“We don’t naturally fit into a peer 
group of firms,” explains training 
principal Nick Johnson. “We’re not 
solely a City, national or provincial 
firm. Increasingly, we see ourselves as 
an international firm.” This plurality 
gives its own distinct USP, suggests 
Nick: “It’s good for clients and 
candidates to be able to pigeonhole 
you and therefore work out what 
you’re about, but it’s also great to be 
unique – and we take advantage of 
our uniqueness to the maximum.” 

That was certainly the impression 
of current trainee Sarah Crabtree, 
who first became aware of the firm 
as an undergraduate at a university 
law fair. “During my second year, 
Osborne Clarke’s marketing involved 
a very striking, very big orange cat (or 
something) – it’s still a matter of debate 
as to what it was actually supposed to 
be! But whatever it was, it attracted 
my initial attention.” And it wasn’t 
just the mascot that seemed unique: 
“When I went over to the stand, I 
spoke to current trainees who were 

more than happy to chat, which was 
quite different from some of the other 
trainees miserably handing out free 
highlighters at other stands,” recalls 
Sarah. “I’ve since attended a law fair 
as a trainee and it’s understandable 
that some people get fed up of being 
asked obvious questions by hundreds 
of people, but the Osborne Clarke 
trainees were very enthusiastic – it was 
clear that they enjoyed their jobs. They 
had lots of personality and seemed like 
my sort of people.”

The firm’s unique character was 
also evident when Sarah followed 
up her initial interest. “I did nine 
vac schemes in one summer, which 
was pretty hard work! I experienced 
a diverse range of firms and got job 
offers at several of them, but I knew 
after my two-week placement here 
that Osborne Clarke was the only one 
which I really wanted. It was different 
in that it was really informal – there was 
no need to vie for anyone’s attention. 
We got taken on nights out which was 
really fun and a great way to get to 
know people. Another key difference 
was the amount of responsibility and 
quality work that I was given. Obviously, 
at some firms it can be hard to supply 
vac schemers with the kind of work that 
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is given to trainees, but Osborne Clarke 
was really accommodating and had us 
each shadowing a trainee, doing what 
they did – everyone was so easy to get 
on with.” 

Sarah recalls the interview as more 
of an informal chat than an Apprentice-
style grilling: “An interview follows the 
work placement – I’d gotten into the 
swing of Osborne Clarke by then and, 
although I was nervous, it wasn’t that 
intimidating. It was made very clear 
that the decision whether to offer me 
a training contract did not rest on the 
interview. It was much more a case of 
getting to know me and asking me for 
feedback about my enjoyment of the 
work placement.”

The personable style is carried 
into the recruitment and training 
programme. “We recruit two years in 
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advance – this year it was 15 individuals 
who will be spread across our UK 
offices,” explains graduate recruitment 
manager Sarah Houston. “The 
numbers fluctuate, but they are always 
quite small compared to other firms. 
We concentrate on quality training, 
which comes partly through having 
a lower number of trainees.” Sarah C 
appreciates this approach: “Every new 
recruit is an important individual and 
not just a statistic. We get treated as 
people; it’s not a case of, ‘How many 
hours can we get out of you?’”

The same values inform the firm’s 
approach to recruiting, as Nick points 
out. “I’m proud of the fact that there 
isn’t a single type, background or 
personality that we look for when 
recruiting. As a result, we have an 
interesting mix of people who are 

great to spend time with. If there is 
a set of characteristics that we value, 
it’s those that all employers desire – 
everyone wants bright, hardworking 
people who are good team players 
and problem solvers.” He continues: 
“Language skills are becoming 
more important – while most of the 
international work we conduct is 
primarily in English, it’s always good to 
be able to communicate with people 
in their native language. Particularly 
for an ambitious international firm 
like Osborne Clarke, it’s good to have 
people in the United Kingdom who 
can speak the languages of countries 
in which our other offices are based 
– it helps to make those offices feel 
more part of the overall firm.” 

Senior lawyers oversee all aspects 
of recruitment and training, with 

We are energetic, non-hierarchical, client 
focused, open and collaborative
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a committee of four partners (the 
trainee leadership group) combining 
their efforts with the graduate 
recruitment team. The committee is 
made up of a partner from each of the 
firm’s UK offices, so that all trainees 
have an accessible point of contact 
wherever they are based over their 
four-seat training contract. “It’s worked 
very well,” confirms Nick. “There 
was a sense in the past that it was too 
much of a job for one individual to 
do properly and afford trainees at 
each of the offices enough partner 
contact. Trainees now have a partner 
in their office whom they can turn 
to with any issues, while that partner 
will also be proactively keeping an 
eye on how everything is going within 
the office.” The programme is an 
expensive investment in terms of time 
and resources, but one that is essential: 
“Trainees represent the grassroots of 
the firm,” explains Sarah H, “and we 
also need to make sure that we meet 
their standards.”

Sarah H is proud of the firm’s 
ethos, which has taken such careful 
nurturing and development. “We are 
energetic, non-hierarchical, client 
focused, open and collaborative,” she 
enthuses. “We also have a competitive 

benefits package which means that we 
can attract and retain the best talent.” 
Ultimately, the culture at the firm sets 
it unmistakably apart. “It’s really not a 
stuffy firm,” says Sarah C. “We’re only 
formal when we need to be. You can 
have a bit of colour in your clothing 
and there’s no compunction to wear 
pure business dress. It’s not the ‘old 
boys’ club’ atmosphere that people 
often associate with law firms, and I 
for one am very happy about that. We 
pride ourselves on our strong working 
relationships and really getting under 
the skin of our clients’ businesses. 
There’s no special Osborne Clarke 
formula – it’s a case of whether you 
can build a good rapport, work hard 
and be really good at what you do.”

By Josh Richman

Osborne Clarke
2 Temple Back East
Temple Quay
Bristol
BS1 6EG
T 0117 917 3484       
E brighter.minds@osborneclarke.com 
W www.osborneclarke.com/trainees 

Method of application
Online application form

Application deadline
The deadline for summer 2013 
vacation scheme is 31 January 2013. 
The training contract application 
deadline is 31 July 2013 for training 
contracts commencing in 2015

Method of selection
Assessment centre and interview

Work areas
•	 Advertising & marketing 
•	 Banking & finance 
•	 Charities 
•	 Commercial property/real estate 
•	 Company & commercial 
•	 Competition & EU 
•	 Construction & engineering
•	 Corporate finance 
•	 Corporate tax 
•	 Dispute resolution
•	  Employment, pensions & incentives 
•	 Energy & natural resources
•	 Environment 
•	 Insolvency/restructuring 
•	 Intellectual property 
•	 Media & entertainment 
•	 Mergers & acquisitions 
•	 Private client 
•	 Sports & leisure 
•	 	Technology, media & 

telecommunications

Offices 
Barcelona, Brescia, Bristol, Cologne, 
London, Madrid, Milan, Munich, Padua, 
Rome, Silicon Valley, Thames Valley 

What trainees said
“The fee earners went the extra 
mile to make me feel welcome and 
genuinely wanted to know about me.”
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