
26 Best in Law 2012 LawCareers.Net

Charting new waters is always a 
challenge – whether for students 

plotting a course to a legal career 
or for firms seeking to expand their 
horizons in an unsettled climate. It 
is one that international firm Ince 
& Co has risen to with relish: an 
undisputed titan of maritime law, the 
firm is also an expert in other areas 
such as energy and offshore and 
insurance and reinsurance. 

While at many firms work 
placements are increasingly seen 
as the preferred route to a training 
contract, at Ince they are viewed as 
a chance for candidates to find out 
whether life at the firm will suit them. 
This is why the team tries to make 
the whole experience as realistic as 
possible, giving prospective trainees 
first-hand insight into what a training 
contract at Ince & Co would really 
be like.

“The vacation scheme is the ideal 
opportunity for window shopping,” 
explains Kevin Cooper, a partner 
and chair of Ince’s recruitment 
committee. “One important element 
is that we don’t give people goody 
bags or get them to do team-building 
exercises – we actually get them to do 
the work of a trainee.”

The placement scheme operates 
in a similar way to the training 
contract itself. After a brief induction, 
candidates are assigned a partner with 
whom they sit alongside throughout 
their two weeks at the firm – quite 
literally, as an extra desk is placed in 
the partner’s office. A trainee is also 
on hand to act as a ‘minder’ to the 
vac schemer while they are there, 
helping them to find and successfully 
complete real assignments.

As Ince does not have a rigid 
departmental structure, trainees and 
associates can source work from lots 
of different partners irrespective 
of which business group they are 
sat in. The trainee recruitment 
placement scheme runs in a similar 
way: although vac schemers may be 
given some tasks by the partner they 
sit with, they are also encouraged to 
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People come 
away feeling 
that they have 
really achieved 
something. It 
might be part of 
a multimillion-
dollar case; 
it might be a 
very small bit 
of research; but 
they will have 
contributed 
something to 
the overall work 
of the firm and 
I think they 
enjoy that

work on assignments from elsewhere 
within the firm. 

“You have to find the work that 
you want to do,” explains Lucy Espley, 
today a trainee, having undertaken a 
placement with the firm in 2010. “You 
have to go and talk to the relevant 
partners, steel yourself to walk into 
their office and say, ‘I’m a two-week 
work placement student – please give 
me some work’”. Lucy continues: “I 
wasn’t left to drift completely. My 
trainee mentor basically pointed me 
in the right direction. It can be quite 
daunting going into a law firm not 
really knowing the etiquette, but he 
really helped me and it was a great 
experience.”

The fact that vac schemers are 
trusted with genuine tasks is another 
element that Kevin thinks makes the 
programme such a success. “Perhaps 
unlike a lot of other firms, we give 
these potential future trainees a 
chance to get their hands dirty,” he 
says. “People come away feeling that 
they have really achieved something. It 
might be part of a multimillion-dollar 
case; it might be a very small bit of 
research; but they will have contributed 
something to the overall work of the 
firm and I think they enjoy that.”

This level of involvement and 
integration helps to make the 
vacation schemers feel part of the 
firm from day one, and also creates a 
clear impression of what the training 
contract will entail.

“It was definitely a true 
representation of what it’s like to be an 
Ince trainee,” confirms Lucy. “I don’t 
think they sugar-coat anything. They 
throw you into the non-departmental 
structure of the firm – and if you can 
prove yourself, you will gain further 
responsibility. Once you’ve done one 
good piece of work for a partner, 
they will give you as much as you can 
handle. One of the partners told me 
during my work placement that part of 
the ethos of the firm is work hard play 
hard, and I think that sums it up well.”

Kevin echoes this view. “I think 
people do get a good work/life 
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balance here, but the only way you can 
really achieve that is by being good at 
your job” he explains. “People work 
better when they are setting standards 
themselves rather than having them 
imposed on them, so you give people 
the freedom to make such choices. 
Those are the sort of people who we 
are looking for during the interview 
process and training scheme.”

For those keen to experience 
this innovative style of working for 
themselves, it is important to bear in 
mind that the firm allocates training 
contract and vacation scheme places 
on a first come, first served basis. 

“One piece of advice would be 
to get your application in early,” says 
Kevin. “Not only because it shows 
you are on the ball and keep an eye 
on deadlines, but because those who 
apply later might find that all the 
places have been filled.”

Those who impress will be called 
in for interview with a partner and 
a member of HR. The interviewers 
will explore the interviewee’s interest 
in law and the firm, along with their 
other interests and experiences. The 
interview also includes discussion of a 
practical exercise which tests how the 
interviewee thinks on their feet. 

For those who obtain a place 
on the placement scheme and 
are interested in the prospect of 
becoming an Ince & Co trainee, a 
training contract interview is arranged 
following completion of their two 
weeks with the firm. Candidates who 
measure up to the firm’s criteria will 
then be offered a training contract.

When it comes to the all-
important question of what makes 
an Ince lawyer, Kevin explains there 
is no set personality profile: trainees 
are variously drawn from all age 
groups, educational backgrounds and 
professions. “In terms of background, 
we are a very broad church,” he says. 
“In terms of attributes, however, we 
are looking for two things. First, 
you have to be academically bright, 
because maritime law in particular 
can be quite tricky. It was only when 
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I became a shipping lawyer that I 
realised that all of the cases I never 
really understood at university all 
had the names of ships in them. But 
it is also commercially tough. We 
have very sophisticated clients: ship 
owners, aviation firms, insurers and 
energy companies, most of which 
have in-house lawyers who know 
their business very well. So, secondly, 
we need people who can marry 
intellectual ability and commercial 
common sense.”

The placement scheme gives 
participants a chance to test 
the waters of Ince & Co’s niche 
specialisms and work out whether 
these often unfamiliar areas might 
appeal. Kevin also points out that 
it is not always the easy route to a 
training contract. “Coming to do one 
of our vacation schemes won’t harm 
people’s chances of getting a training 
contract,” he says. “Particularly if 
they don’t have a lot of experience 
in the particular sector we serve. 
But it won’t necessarily help them 
that much either, because they still 
have to get through the training 
contract interview. Sometimes our 
vac schemers genuinely don’t know 
whether they want to work for a firm 
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People work better when they are 
setting standards themselves 
rather than having them imposed 
on them, so you give people the 
freedom to make those choices
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like us, but something specifically 
about Ince & Co has caught their 
attention and excited an interest. It’s 
also reassuring for us if we do offer 
them a place as they’ve had two weeks 
here to decide whether they like it.”

Kevin concludes: “This feeds back 
to the very ethos of the firm. One of 
the reasons I think we won the TARA 
for the best City firm work placement 
scheme this year was because of the 
fact that we all pull together as a 
firm and take our recruitment and 
training very seriously. We have one 
of the best retention rates in the City 
and a high proportion of our partners 
trained here. We are very proud of 
our people, and we want the people 
we take on to feel that too.”

By Rowan McIntyre

Ince & Co LLP
International House
1 St Katharine’s Way
London
E1W 1AY
T 020 7481 0010 
E recruitment@incelaw.com 
W graduates.incelaw.com 

Method of application
Online application form

Application deadline
Applications for the 2013 trainee 
recruitment placement scheme can be 
submitted between 1 December 2012 
and 31 January 2013

Applications for the 2015 training 
contract intake can be submitted 
between 1 February 2013 and 31 July 
2013

Method of selection
Tests and interview

Work areas
We offer contentious and non-
contentious legal services to clients  
in the following sectors;
•	 Aviation 
•	 Energy and offshore 
•	 Insurance and reinsurance 
•	 International trade
•	 Shipping 

Offices 
Beijing, Dubai, Hamburg, Hong 
Kong, Le Havre, London, Monaco, 
Paris, Piraeus, Shanghai, Singapore 

What trainees said
“Ince & Co’s scheme was the best I 
attended because I was able to share 
a room with a partner and a trainee. 
I got a variety of very challenging but 
very interesting work.”

“The placement involved getting 
stuck into real case work. The cases 
were interesting and I felt that my 
contribution was valued and I was able 
to undertake several court visits. It was 
an excellent placement.”

“Ince’s culture is one of the best things 
about the firm and this is an aspect 
which comes through during the vac 
scheme. While on the placement you 
are treated as one of the trainees, as 
opposed to at other firms where you 
are treated as a vac schemer and kept 
slightly apart from normal firm life. 
This allows a vac schemer at Ince to 
really get an insight into the firm and 

how it works and to see what trainee 
life is like. The firm puts on events 
such as trips out and lunches/drinks 
but you are also encouraged to mingle 
with other employees and not to stick 
together in an artificial vac-schemer 
group. Great scheme and really 
enjoyed it.”

“They gave me real work to do, for 
which I needed to liaise with solicitors 
and partners on the cases – it was 
a real week of being a trainee and 
showed me the exact type of thing I 
would be doing as an Ince trainee.”
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