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Nowadays, most firms have a diversity policy
in place. But how many of these are more
than just a gesture towards political
correctness? How can you tell what’s empty
rhetoric and what’s actually designed to
open up the profession to those previously
excluded because of age, gender, ethnicity
or sexuality? 

At the latest LC.N Training & Recruitment
Awards, top 30 national firm Shoosmiths
scooped the Commendation for Diversity,
sponsored by Real World. The accolade is
given to one firm that actively strives to
promote equality in its workforce and across
the profession as a whole, embracing
diversity and drawing on a wide range of
experiences that enable it to meet the needs
of employees, clients and wider community.
Shoosmiths exemplifies this perfectly, in that
it listens to what its employees have to say,
uses its diverse workforce to attract and
retain clients, and is involved in helping its
community to prosper. It also purports to tell
it straight, offering “old-fashioned manners,
and absolutely no stuffiness”.

Established in 1845, this eight-office firm
is one of the fastest-growing in the country
and is well known for its expertise in
planning, employment and debt recovery, to
name but a few. Over and above its strictly
legal achievements, it has often been
recognised for its diversity efforts, not least
by the LC.N commendation. A few years ago
it came top of the first ever Black Solicitors’
Network (BSN) diversity league table, which

measures diversity in the top 100 UK law
firms. And when Sweet & Maxwell conducted
research into the top legal employers of the
United Kingdom in 2009, Shoosmiths was
ranked top in two criteria – Diversity &
People, and Company Culture & Style. Rita
Tappia, Shoosmiths’ recruitment manager,
says: “We do a lot to promote diversity. What
we can do, we will do – we’re very proactive.”

Yetunde Dania is a partner in the
commercial litigation department, based in
Birmingham. She and her entire social
housing team joined Shoosmiths in 2008,
moving from another firm: “The partners
were looking for a new home for the team
and we specifically chose Shoosmiths
because we felt that all of us could thrive
here.” She immediately noticed a change in
culture: “One thing that really surprised me
when we arrived was the diversity training.
I’d never had that anywhere else. It covered
everything – we watched the famous Jane
Elliot blue-eye/brown-eye experiment, which
was really interesting.” Of African descent,
Yetunde says that many of the issues
discussed during that training she took for
granted, but she was aware that “there were
people who may not have had exposure to
other races or be used to appreciating
people’s differences. And it did promote
some interesting discussion afterwards”.
Diversity training is part of every new
recruit’s induction training, firm-wide.

So how does Shoosmiths attract a
diverse set of recruits? It seems to be about
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striking a balance between using the
traditional resources – legal publications and
law fairs – and getting the word out to
relevant organisations that Shoosmiths is a
progressive, inclusive firm. Rita comments:
“We don’t tend to advertise in specialist
interest publications, because if you want to
be a lawyer, it doesn’t really matter if you’re
black or gay – you should still be looking in
law-related magazines for a job!” But the
firm has strong links with, among others, the
BSN, the Black Lawyers’ Directory, Stonewall
and the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and
Transgender Forum. “Word of mouth is
important; we want people to know that
we’re not your traditional law firm,” says
Rita. “If you’ve got talent, it doesn’t matter
about your ethnic origin, marital status,
sexuality or anything else. You will be given
an opportunity to excel.” Yetunde also
considers it important to advertise widely 
to capture people from non-traditional
backgrounds who may not have access to
the more mainstream sources. 

When it comes to law fairs, Rita explains
that the firm focuses on those universities
that offer up the best candidates year on
year, “although that doesn’t necessarily
mean redbrick or Russell Group”. The firm
has strong relationships with local
universities – for example, the Reading
office has a strong relationship with Reading
University, the Solent office with
Southampton University and so on. Rita
says: “That way, we get a cross-section of
people who know about us and are keen to
work locally.” Yetunde comments: “We’re not
looking to just recruit trainees with a first
who’ve come via the traditional route. We
ask, ‘What can this individual add to
Shoosmiths?’ We have people who are older,
younger, traditional, non-traditional – it’s this
wide range of backgrounds that gives the
firm richness and depth.”

One such trainee is Jenna Ostrowski.
She is in her second year and was attracted
by “the firm’s excellent reputation”, among
other things. Prior to starting her contract,
she had three years of paralegal experience
at a number of different firms and
organisations (including the Law Society,
Nissan and Ashurst), so is well placed to
comment on different ways of working. 

An enjoyable assessment day – complete
with the opportunity to build a house out of
Lego! – was not at all like “a scary X Factor
audition, like at some firms”. Instead,
Shoosmiths took a “welcoming and informal”
approach. Having started at the firm, her
initial impressions were confirmed. “I could
see immediately that I would be working in a

diverse culture. There are lots of different
people from lots of different backgrounds. I
knew that the firm had a much higher
proportion of female partners when
compared to other firms. I’ve definitely
worked at places where the partners were all
white, middle-aged, middle-class men. It’s
not like that at all here; lots of them are
young and lots are women.” 

In terms of ethnic and cultural variety,
Yetunde’s team alone is a perfect example of
an interesting mix. “There’s me, of course,
and then a couple of people from an Asian
background, and someone from Poland,” says
Yetunde. “In terms of cultural issues, we
know that Christmas Eve is really important to
our Polish colleague. Another example is that
I recently baked a cake for the team and one
colleague said he couldn’t eat it because he
was fasting in such a way that wouldn’t allow
him to eat eggs. So we started to talk about
that. It provides an opportunity to learn about
different cultures and beliefs. It is this
richness that we can give back to clients.” 

Indeed, the benefits to a firm of a
diverse workforce are manifold – not least
when it comes to client attraction and
retention. The firm has recently launched a
consumer brand, Access Legal, designed
specifically for individuals. “If we reflect our
clients, who are not all white, middle-class
and middle-aged, then we can give them a
better service,” explains Rita. “Our lawyers
come from all different backgrounds,
bringing with them different experiences and
perceptions. That encourages discussion
and allows things to be challenged and
changed.” Yetunde agrees: “Our diverse
staff can add to the service we offer. In
housing, where we submit many tenders,
we’re often asked about our diversity
practices and it’s nice to be able to have
something meaningful to say to potential
clients, not just pay it lip service.” Jenna
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has also noticed the way that clients
respond to a varied workforce: “There are
certainly lots of different characters here
and that’s a real advantage – we can sell
ourselves to clients on that basis alone.”

In terms of career progression, there is a
palpable sense that anything is possible,
and that includes making partner, even if –
gasp! – you’re both black and a woman.
Yetunde compares her previous experiences
to what Shoosmiths has on offer. “At my
previous firms, it felt like they were full of
men of a certain age and ethnicity. I looked
around at partner meetings and there were
very few women or partners from ethnically
diverse backgrounds. Here, there is a good
balance among my fellow partners – there
are the traditional long-termers as well as
younger partners and women.”

Rita explains that there is transparency
in terms of moving up the ladder. First, the
firm publishes promotion criteria on the
intranet, so it is clear what needs to be done
to move to the next level. “It’s not secretive
– you’re not left wondering, ‘What did that
person do that I haven’t done?’. That’s
especially good for trainees.” Next, the firm
wants people to take an active interest in
their own careers, as opposed to just letting
things happen to them: “Not everyone wants
to be partner, but everyone wants to feel
valued, welcomed and important in their
role.” And there is certainly room for people
to do what feels right: “If you want to be an
excellent technical lawyer, you feel that

you’ve reached the pinnacle of your career
and you don’t want to be a partner, with all
the additional responsibilities, stress and
management duties, we can provide an
environment where that is possible.”

Similarly, flexible working practices are
commonplace, says Rita: “As long as the
business can accommodate it, a request is
likely to be granted.” There are a number of
maternity returners who work flexible hours.
And Rita reminds us that Shoosmiths’ chief
executive was herself a trainee at the firm,
who had children and returned to work.
Yetunde adds: “I recently decided that I
wanted to focus on some things at home and
put in a request to vary my hours, which has
been well received and will hopefully be
approved. Another member of the team works
compressed hours so she can take her
children to and from school on a Friday.” Such
requests are granted to both men and women.

A spirit of innovation underlies a lot of what
drives the firm. Rita is currently in the midst of
further developing the diversity policy, with a
view to rolling it out to all the firm’s offices.
She explains that the idea is to have national
coverage, but with a local emphasis: “We work
with regional children’s charities, helping some
of their young adults who are looking for work.
We do things such as giving CV and interview
advice, talking to them about what it’s like to
work in an office environment, and helping
them with presentation skills.” The firm is also
involved with local schools in a similar way.

Yetunde is a strong believer in the power
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of mentoring – although she can have
trouble letting go. “I started mentoring
students at The College of Law nine years
ago,” she explains, “but the trouble is I take
on a mentee and then I can’t stop
mentoring! It’s one of those things where it
doesn’t matter what stage of your career
you’re at – you always need independent
people who you can bounce ideas off. I’ve
said to both my mentees that they’ll be 50
and I’ll still want to find out what’s going
on!” Lucky them, we say.

Shoosmiths’ lack of hierarchy and
commitment to openness is evident in a very
physical sense – the office layout. “Having an
open-plan office makes a massive
difference,” says Rita. “There are lots of quiet
rooms, but day to day, people sit with their
team – partners, secretaries, trainees,
everyone. It means you get to hear what’s
going on, join in the banter and ask questions
at any time, without the barrier of a door. It’s
a great way to learn and it makes a big
difference to the feel of the office.” Jenna
has benefited in her training from a non-
hierarchical arrangement: “I have loved my
second seat in corporate. I did a completion
over the phone, essentially on my own, which
was very exciting. My supervisor was calling
in to check how things were going.”

So, do a diverse workforce and a relaxed
approach to working practices create the
ideal environment in which to train? Jenna
thinks so. “The reputation of the firm, and
the reality, is that it’s very friendly and not
stuffy in any way. People are laid back and
approachable, regardless of their level. And
it’s definitely a very supportive firm. As a
trainee, that’s really nice. If you’re a bubbly
and friendly person – regardless of your
background – this is a good firm to train at.” 

Yetunde has the final word: “The firm’s
approach to diversity is so good. It does what
it says it’s going to do. And the staff can see
it being done, especially by way of new
recruits from lots of different backgrounds.
We appreciate and celebrate our differences,
and it enables us all to be who we are and
not have to pretend otherwise.” Something
to be commended, indeed.

By Isla Grant

Shoosmiths
The Lakes
Northampton
NN4 7SH 
T 08700 863 3075 
E join.us@shoosmiths.co.uk  
W www.shoosmiths.co.uk 

Method of application: Online application form

Application deadline: Apply by 31 July 2011 for
training contracts commencing in 2013

Method of selection: Assessment centre
including interview

Work areas
• Banking
• Business training
• Mergers & acquisitions
• Commercial property
• Competition & procurement
• Construction
• Corporate finance
• Debt recovery
• Dispute resolution
• Employment
• Finance litigation & recovery
• Financial services & regulatory
• Health & safety
• Insolvency
• IP & brand protection
• Initial public offerings
• Joint ventures
• Licensing
• Marine
• Moving home & remortgaging
• Outsourcing & offshoring
• Pensions
• Personal injury
• Planning
• Private equity
• Property finance
• Property litigation
• Public companies – regulatory/compliance
• Personal wealth management
• Social housing
• Tax
• Risk management & insurance
• Technology & e-commerce
• Trading agreements

Offices 
Basingstoke*, Birmingham, Milton Keynes,
Manchester, Northampton, Nottingham, Solent,
Thames Valley

*Office not available for training contract

The Real World
judges commented:

“With only around
50% of employers
actively engaging in
diversity as a
business case and a
high proportion of
them seeing it simply
as a legal
requirement, it is
gratifying to observe
an organisation that
views diversity as an
integral part of its
overall business.”

“This firm clearly
demonstrates that
diversity goes far
beyond a company
statement on a
website. They have
demonstrated through
numerous internal
initiatives and high
profile external
recognition and
measurement that
their approach
ensures they attract
and retain some of
the brightest people
and create a highly
motivated workforce,
delivering a great
service to their client
base. Their staff are
seen as ambassadors
for excellence within
the business and
diversity is promoted
and upheld through 
a series of initiatives
including diversity
awareness training,
work experience
opportunities and
mentoring for under-
represented groups
within the legal
profession.”


