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The Union flag was arguably the 
most ubiquitous symbol of 2012. 

With all the excitement surrounding 
the Olympics and Paralympics, it is easy 
to forget that our patriotic fervour was 
initially ignited by the Diamond Jubilee 
back in June. There were fireworks 
and flotillas, banquets and bunting; 
even hardworking lawyers caught a 
break when an extra bank holiday gave 
them time out to celebrate our current 
Queen Elizabeth’s landmark year. But 
how many law firms out have been 
working hard since the days of the first 
Queen Elizabeth?

Not many, is the answer – but 
one of the few is Thomson Snell and 
Passmore, based in Royal (of course) 
Tunbridge Wells, which can trace 
its history all the way back to 1570, 
12 years into the reign of the Virgin 
Queen. And while rightly proud of 
its venerable history – the firm once 
scored an entry in the Guinness 
Book of Records as the world’s most 
durable law firm – it understands that 
to maintain its competitive advantage, 
it must also preserve its reputation as 
one of the country’s finest producers 
of legal talent. 

“We genuinely see our trainees as 
associates and partners of the future,” 
explains Joanne Gallagher, a corporate 
and commercial lawyer and the firm’s 
training partner. “We take great pride 
in the lawyers we produce and we want 
to keep them. We have had several 
senior partners of the firm who trained 
here; a good number of the current 
equity partners were trained here; 
and likewise with salaried partners 
and senior associates. This is not just a 
recent development – it’s been going 
on for some time.”

The fact that so many senior 
staff once trained at the firm reflects 
the depth of an inclusive and open 
culture which ensures that each 
new cohort of trainees is warmly 
welcomed and, more generally, 
that all employees at the firm can 
flourish. “People here are genuinely 
supportive; they want to see people 
stay at the firm and grow,” says 
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Joanne. “Even from my perspective – I 
came to the firm in 2003 as a senior 
associate – I noticed the open-door 
culture, whereby lawyers at all levels, 
from trainee upwards, can talk to 
each other and bounce ideas around. 
That helps to develop the thought 
processes of trainees in terms of both 
commerciality and astute thinking.”

With such a premium placed on 
the free exchange of ideas, it should 
come as no surprise that the firm likes 
its applicants to be able to demonstrate 
that they have some experience of 
life outside academia. Although good 
results are of course a prerequisite, it 
is becoming increasingly important to 
show some depth of character beyond 
the exam hall. This can range from 
an understanding of the commercial 
setting in which the firm operates to 
the enthusiasm to pursue and obtain 
work experience – in either a legal or 
non-legal setting.

“Work experience allows people 
to make an informed choice about 
the career path they want to follow,” 
says Victoria Heming, head of 
human resources. “We also realise 
that it can be quite hard to get legal 
work experience these days; but any 
sort of work – perhaps in the retail 
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or service industries – can help to 
develop one’s skills. It’s all about 
developing character, personality and 
the person.”

The firm itself offers two separate 
work placement programmes – one 
for university students and, more 
unusually, one for 16 year olds. The 
latter is organised in conjunction with 
local schools and aims to provide an 
initial introduction to the professional 
working environment; while the 
former is a more traditional two-week 
scheme giving budding lawyers the 
chance to sample life as a trainee, 
discover different practice areas and 
learn a little bit more about the firm.

Unlike at some firms, the vacation 
scheme is not a direct route to a 
training contract, although it does 
give the firm a chance to get to know 
potential applicants a little better. All 
interviews take place around the same 
time in the summer and then the lucky 
few are selected for the relevant intake. 

“We only take four or five trainees 
a year,” says Victoria. “We want to be 
able to give them a truly varied and 
detailed experience, and we don’t 
think that would be possible with 
larger numbers for a firm of our size. 
We have eight individual practice 

areas, so generally we have a trainee 
in each one.”

The training contract itself 
comprises a four-seat rotation, with 
each trainee spending six months in 
each seat to gain a meaningful insight 
into the relevant practice area. One 
of the most impressive aspects of 
the training contract is that thanks 
to the small intake, the firm can 
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almost always accommodate trainees’ 
preferences when it comes to seat 
choices.

“We try to ensure that the trainees 
get the seats they want,” says Joanne. 
“I have to say it is incredibly hard and 
I am very fortunate that I don’t have 
the job – Victoria and her team have 
that head-scratching exercise each 
year. Obviously, we have the firm’s 
business needs as well as the trainees’ 
requirements to take into account, 
but we feel it is important that people 
go into the areas that they genuinely 
have an interest in – otherwise they 
won’t excel.”

In each seat, trainees are placed 
in the care of a trainee supervisor 
– usually either a partner or senior 
associate – who is responsible for 
regulating the flow and variety of 
their work during their time in the 
department. Great care is taken to 
ensure that trainees are neither too 
quiet nor too busy, and that they 
cover all the important angles of each 
practice area. Not only that, but they 
are also expected to pitch in with the 
everyday work of the firm as soon as 
possible.

“It works really well,” says first-
year trainee Harriet Serpis, whose 
introduction to the firm came as a 
16-year-old work placement student. 
“Because you’re usually the only 
trainee in the department, you’re 
the fee-earner’s only port of call in 
terms of trainee support and they are 
working at full capacity, so they really 
need you. The work I have been given 
in my employment seat, for instance, 
has been really challenging and varied 
– I couldn’t have asked for more in 
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terms of experience.”
This is not left down to fate, of 

course, and another central plank 
of the firm’s training contract is the 
continuous assessment that takes place 
to ensure that trainees get the most 
they possibly can out of each seat. While 
formal meetings with the training 
supervisor occur midway through and 
at the end of each seat, trainees are 
encouraged to seek feedback from all 
fee earners from whom they receive 
work, and both the training supervisor 
and HR stay updated on their progress. 
As the training partner, Joanne is also 
kept apprised of how each and every 
trainee is developing.

“I think that the structure and 
support we give trainees, in the form 
of the continual informal assessments 
and the regular formal assessment, 
are key factors in the success of 
our training contract,” says Joanne. 
“There’s a constant dialogue with our 
trainees and constant communication 
between different trainee supervisors 
to ensure that each trainee receives 
a balanced amount of work. For 
instance, if in one seat it is noticed that 
they are strong on drafting, but lacking 
in communication skills, the next 
supervisor will ensure that in that seat 
they are given more client contact. We 
want our trainees to experience, learn 
and grow as much as they can with us 
by giving them a strong foundation 
and setting them on their journey to a 
successful legal career.”

First-year trainees are also 
appointed a second-year buddy who, 
as Victoria explains, is there to answer 
the sort of questions that “they don’t 
want to ask anyone else”. In addition, 
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perhaps again due the small size 
of the intake, there is real rapport 
between the trainees, which makes for 
a collegiate working atmosphere. 

“The buddies will generally take 
you out for coffee to make sure you 
are settling in okay,” says Harriet. “But 
all of the trainees are very supportive 
of each other – we are all really 
good friends and spend a lot of time 
together. We go out for lunch and for 
drinks after work and always attend 
social events organised by the firm”.

When quizzed about whether she 
sees her future at the firm and whether 
she would recommend it to others, 
Harriet is unequivocal. “Absolutely!” 
she says. “I really enjoy working here. 
It is a very supportive environment and 
the work is incredibly varied, but for 
me the most rewarding thing is that 
you are given so much responsibility 
early on, so that when you come to the 
end of a seat you feel you have really 
achieved something and you have a 
lot to say about what you have learned 
over the last six months.”

All in all, as they say, “a common-
sense approach that is surprisingly 
uncommon”.

By Rowan McIntryre

Thomson Snell & Passmore
3 Lonsdale Gardens
Tunbridge Wells, Kent
TN1 1NX 
T 01892 510000
E recruitment@ts-p.co.uk 
W www.ts-p.co.uk 

Method of application
Employer application form

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

Method of selection
Interview

Work areas
•	  Clinical negligence/personal 

injury 
•	 Commercial property 
•	 Corporate & commercial 
•	 Court of protection 
•	 Dispute resolution 
•	 Employment 
•	 Family 
•	 Probate 
•	 Residential property 
•	 Tax planning 
•	 Trust management & tax returns 

Offices 
Tunbridge Wells, Thames Gateway 

What trainees said
“The training contract scheme 
has been fantastic. From day one 
I have had ‘real’ work to do and 
client exposure. Everyone is really 
approachable and friendly and I 
always have a wide range of fee 
earners to go to if I need assistance 
or help. The support within the firm 
is particularly good, with regular 
meetings with HR and a ‘buddy’ 
system with the second-year trainees.’ 

“I have enjoyed learning about the 
firm’s wide range of clients and the 
formal aspects of the training, as 
the firm is part of ‘Law South’. This 
provides a fantastic opportunity to 
meet other young lawyers in the area 
and train with them in an enjoyable 
setting.”

“I am always thanked for the work I 
do and I have always felt appreciated. 
This positive attitude of the fee 
earners and secretaries in the firm 
ensures that, in my opinion, trainees 
are more positive, willing and 
dedicated.”

“I think what has impressed me most 
about my time at TS&P so far is how 
much trainees get involved and are 
listened to.”  

“The supervision at TS&P is excellent. 
In every seat, we are in an office with a 
designated supervisor and are actively 
encouraged to ask questions and seek 
their assistance when necessary. This 
system works very well in practice, 
providing a very open environment 
where I feel that my development is 
important to the firm. 

“I am amazed at the amount of 
responsibility and client contact I have 
been given during my first seat.  I have 
enough freedom so that I feel as though 
I am managing my own cases, coupled 
with enough supervision so that I am 
comfortable that I am giving the correct 
advice. The balance is perfect.  I am 
treated as part of the fee earning team, 
and am very comfortable with billing 
and time recording already.”     

“I have found that the supervision 
offered by the firm is excellent.  Each 
trainee is allocated a supervisor, who 
is the first port of call for any queries 
and guidance.  However, I have found 
all members of the firm extremely 
helpful and supportive, and I feel that 
everyone is approachable and happy to 
help whenever I have had any queries 
with work.  I have had plenty of client 
contact and have been able to take on a 
lot of responsibility from an early stage 
in each of my three seats so far.”

“Really good seat allocation. Great 
supervisors. Approachable partners.”
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