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Mahlab
Report
2018
The Mahlab Report 2018
is the leading guide to the
legal industry’s employment,
remuneration and market
trends.
The Mahlab Report 2018 provides insights and
information regarding remuneration and rewards,
trends and employment experience of private
practice lawyers and partners, in-house lawyers,
general counsel and company secretaries as well
as law firms and legal directorates across Australia.
The information in the report is based on a unique
mix of Mahlab’s in-depth understanding of the
market and information gathered from clients and
candidates, as well as other leaders in the profession
throughout the year.
Mahlab would like to thank everyone who shared their
information and experiences with us. These first-hand
accounts have equipped us to produce an industry
report that informs employers and professionals in
Australia’s legal landscape.
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We also thank our consultants for their commitment
and personal effort in providing quality search
services to our clients and in assisting lawyers with
career management and placement services. Their
hard work enabled the discussions that informed this
year’s report.
We invite you to join the conversation about
the Mahlab Report 2018 by connecting with us
on LinkedIn. Your feedback and comments are
invaluable.
We wish you all the best for a successful new
financial year.

Katherine Sampson

Lisa Gazis
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State of the market
Corporate

10%

5%

growth in existing
legal functions

increase in staff joining
secretariat teams

High

2.6%

3-6 years’
PQE in demand

More Australian
companies establishing an
internal legal function

average national
salary increase

job satisfaction

Growth industries
Financial
institutions

Digital

Professional
services

Construction &
infrastructure

Why the growth?

Short-term incentives

▶▶ Increase in regulation

▶▶ 5–10% of base salary for junior lawyers

▶▶ Reduced reliance on external providers

▶▶ 10–20% of base salary for mid-level lawyers

▶▶ To oversee IPOs, takeovers, major litigation
or capital raisings

▶▶ Up to 50% of base salary for senior practitioners

Government roles

Competition between in-house
employers is very strong:
a fourth-year commercial lawyer
with good training and experience
and the right attitude is likely to
receive multiple offers if they put
themselves on the market.

Quality of work

Work-life balance

Responsibility

Lower remuneration
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Market trends
Expansion and creation are the key themes for
in-house law this year.
In-house legal teams have grown to meet the needs
of their corporate clients in a business world that
is more heavily regulated than ever before and
feeling the pressure to reduce spending on external
advisors.
Overall Mahlab reports at least 10% growth in
existing legal functions, ahead of most law firm
growth. The Financial Services Royal Commission
has necessitated additional recruitment of contract
staff into law firms and financial institutions alike as
they grapple with the demands of a ‘fast and furious’
commission process and requests for information
and analysis going back years.
This growth manifests across all industries, most
notably financial institutions for the reasons above but
also professional services, digital, and construction
and infrastructure.
At the same time, legal teams have also expanded
at state level across government departments
and agencies (especially in Victoria) and, at
Commonwealth level, in the regulators.

Rise of the in-house function
Recruitment into existing teams tends to be at the
three-to six-year post qualification experience level,
as in previous years, with more senior recruitment
trending upwards. Competition between in-house
employers is very strong: a fourth-year commercial
lawyer with good training and experience and the
right attitude is likely to receive multiple offers if they
put themselves on the market. Senior associates
and senior legal counsel are also in demand for
established legal teams in the private and public
sector.
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An exciting development this year is the increase
in the number of internal legal functions created.
These ‘greenfield sites’ open opportunities for more
experienced lawyers to establish and develop a legal
function in their own likeness, educating the business
about the function, and how it can add value to the
business and save money.
As for growth of an existing function, increased
regulation and cost are the main drivers for this
decision, with boards of listed companies particularly
keen to have the governance framework and
protection that an internal legal function provides.
Other companies make the decision to employ when
faced with a major change in their environment,
such as an IPO, takeover challenge, major litigation
or significant event on the horizon such as a capital
raising.
Overseas investors often look to the general counsel
as an essential member of a senior leadership
team and query why this role does not exist. More
Australian companies respond to this by going to
market for the first time to establish the legal function.
We have seen no legal function being abandoned,
except in obvious circumstances such as a takeover
or liquidation.

The search for cost savings and
greater efficiency
While the in-house sector enjoys a climate of growth,
general counsel are still constantly looking for ways
to save money. This impacts their relationships with
law firms: pressure to price on the deal rather than
hourly rates; ‘bulk’ discounts and reduced fees for
standard work; value-add services such as legal
education; and availability of secondments (into the
law firm as well as the more usual secondment from
law firm to corporate).
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Use of contract labour continues in the in-house
market as law firms increasingly push back on
seconding their best lawyers to the client and
permanent head count pressures subsist within
companies. Many contracts run for more than 12
months and some convert to permanent hires, the
terms of the engagement permitting. Similar to last
year, more law firms are offering this service to their
clients, with some firms bundling secondment into
their panel arrangements with corporate clients.

STIs can run as high as 50% of base salary for
senior practitioners, while STIs for junior lawyers
generally sit at 5 to 10% of base salary. An STI target
of 10 to 20% applies to team members at mid level
although much of this is still dependent on company
performance. This year, an increasing number of
in-house counsel report their STI is pretty much
‘guaranteed’ as it is a substitute for a more generous
pay increase. In this way, the company aims to ‘pay
market’ without raising the salary component.

The use of technology by in-house lawyers
continues. This is a significant trend and area of
innovative development for lawyers working in the
corporate sector. More funds and resources than
ever before are being directed to support in-house
legal teams with technology. Lawyers are taking
advantage of automation, AI and for some fortunate
legal teams, building their own bespoke platforms.

LTI participation tends to favour general counsel and
deputy general counsel operating at executive level.
They tend to be more common in ASX-listed entities.
These incentives tend to be linked to the value of
shares upon commencement, with the number of
shares matching the base salary at the available
percentage (usually 30 to 50%).

Companies are also briefing the Bar directly and we
see this trend increasing. Outsourcing to offshore
providers for routine matters continues, although this
tends to be arranged via a law firm.

Remuneration and incentives
Remuneration has not increased markedly, with most
organisations sticking to CPI or a little above (around
2.6%) and rewarding their staff through shortterm incentive (STI) and long-term incentive (LTI)
arrangements.

Recent adverse publicity about bonus schemes for
general counsel at the major banks may temper the
inclusion of senior legal staff in such programs in the
future1.
Government remuneration still lags behind private
enterprise but has caught up a little. The benefits of
a government role often outweigh the lower salary
in terms of interest and quality of work, work-life
balance and responsibility. A relatively junior lawyer in
government can find themselves handling complex,
sensitive and important matters not available in
a corporate setting or in a law firm. In addition,
roles often offer a significant people management
component.

¹ Bonuses for in-house counsel face scrutiny, Misa Han, The Australian Financial Review, 18 May 2018

In-house legal teams have grown to meet
the needs of their corporate clients in
a business world that is more heavily
regulated than ever and feeling the pressure
to reduce spending on external advisors.
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Satisfaction key to retention
Retention is not a major issue for general counsel,
provided the benefits of the in-house environment
remain: a balanced approach to work, some
flexibility of hours and work arrangements, exposure
to the business, interesting and good quality work
and professional development opportunities.
A lawyer might move to a more senior role in another
company, or in order to experience a new industry.
Others move within their company, trying non-legal
roles such as product development (especially where
the product is closely aligned to the law, such as
in financial services) or strategy. More rarely, a lawyer
may return to a law firm.
Job satisfaction remains high for in-house lawyers.
General counsel are keenly aware of the motivation
of lawyers leaving private practice for the corporate
sector and work hard to ensure their expectations
are met. While there are occasional grumbles about
resourcing, induction, training and even the office
layout from new recruits, most lawyers adapt well to
life outside a law firm and comment that they would
never go back.
Dissatisfaction arises where the legal function has
become removed or distanced from the business
for some reason, where an excess of bureaucracy
cripples decision making or where the legal function
has become a post box to external firms. An effective
general counsel, working with a CEO and board
that respects the function can usually remedy these
ills unless the company as a whole is suffering from
malaise. A drop in morale across an organisation
naturally impacts its lawyers – as does a downturn in
business and increased regulatory scrutiny.
The outlook for the in-house legal market is very
positive. The internal legal function is well entrenched
and is enjoying a major upswing, expanding at a rate
not seen since pre-GFC days.
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Increasing demand for company
secretaries
A career as a governance professional continues
to be a very viable and attractive alternative for
lawyers. Every year we see increasing demand for
legally qualified company secretaries and governance
professionals, particularly in the ASX-listed space.
From a career perspective, the relatively predictable
rhythm of the work appeals to many lawyers, as does
the opportunity to work closely with the chair and
board and see the machinations of the boardroom
first-hand. As in previous years, the role is often
combined with compliance and risk functions as well
as the senior legal (general counsel) role.
Secretariats continued to grow this year, albeit not
as much as the corporate legal function. Mahlab
reports a 5% increase in legally qualified staff
joining existing teams – a sizeable rise in what is
traditionally a stable sector. Despite increased use
of technology, organisations may find themselves
unable to manage an expanding compliance burden.
Those regulated by ASIC and APRA are under
considerable compliance pressure, especially in light
of the Financial Services Royal Commission and the
expected tightening of compliance standards once
its work is completed.
For some lawyers, working in the company secretary
space is a precursor to building a non-executive
director portfolio. The opportunity to see seasoned
board members in action in the boardroom can be
invaluable.
Legally qualified company secretaries continue
to pursue further professional development
opportunities, including undertaking the Governance
Institute of Australia course, which is highly regarded.
Salaries have risen hand in hand with in-house legal
remuneration, with a national average of 2.6%.
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Corporate lawyers’ salaries
Sydney
Year level

Range

Mode

1

$70,000 – $90,000

$87,000

2

$87,000 – $109,000

$105,000

3

$97,000 – $128,000

$123,000

4

$120,000 – $150,000

$135,000

5

$130,000 – $169,000

$157,000

6-8

$150,000 – $180,000

$172,000

8-10

$170,000 – $227,000

$197,000

10+ inc DGC

$200,000 – $275,000

$240,000

Year level

Range

Mode

1

$62,000 – $83,000

$79,000

2

$82,000 – $97,000

$93,000

3

$90,000 – $120,000

$114,000

4

$95,000 – $140,000

$130,000

5

$125,000 – $155,000

$145,000

6-8

$145,000 – $175,000

$168,000

8-10

$175,000 – $220,000

$185,000

10+ inc DGC

$180,000 – $250,000

$230,000

Melbourne

Salary bands in the corporate market tend to be very broad. An individual’s position within a band will depend on a number of factors including
background and experience of the individual, size of the organisation and its legal function, industry sector and level of management responsibility
within the role. For tailored advice please contact our consultants.
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Figures refer to total package
including benefits but excluding
bonuses and share options.
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Corporate lawyers’ salaries
Brisbane
Year level

Range

Mode

1

$65,000 – $85,000

$75,000

2

$75,000 – $95,000

$92,000

3

$87,000 – $120,000

$109,000

4

$100,000 – $135,000

$124,000

5

$120,000 – $160,000

$139,000

6-8

$135,000 – $175,000

$160,000

8-10

$155,000 – $215,000

$177,000

10+ inc DGC

$180,000 – $255,000

$222,000

Year level

Range

Mode

1

$70,000 – $85,000

$78,000

2

$75,000 – $100,000

$89,000

3

$93,000 – $122,000

$112,000

4

$105,000 – $140,000

$128,000

5

$120,000 – $158,000

$140,000

6-8

$143,000 – $180,000

$171,000

8-10

$165,000 – $220,000

$192,000

10+ inc DGC

$190,000 – $250,000

$222,000

Year level

Range

Mode

1

$62,000 – $70,000

$68,000

2

$65,000 – $80,000

$78,000

3

$75,000 – $92,000

$89,000

4

$80,000 – $120,000

$107,000

5

$100,000 – $140,000

$125,000

6-8

$125,000 – $145,000

$140,000

8-10

$140,000 – $185,000

$170,000

10+ inc DGC

$170,000 – $225,000

$205,000

Perth

Adelaide

Salary bands in the corporate market tend to be very broad. An individual’s position within a band will depend on a number of factors including
background and experience of the individual, size of the organisation and its legal function, industry sector and level of management responsibility
within the role. For tailored advice please contact our consultants.
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Figures refer to total package
including benefits but excluding
bonuses and share options.
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Company secretaries’ salaries

Publicly listed companies
Year level

Range

Mode

Sydney

$155,000 – $485,000

$257,500

Melbourne

$135,000 – $460,000

$245,000

Non-publicly listed companies
Year level

Range

Mode

Sydney

$125,000 – $305,000

$215,000

Melbourne

$120,000 – $280,000

$185,000

Salary bands for company secretaries are broad. An individual’s position within a salary band will depend on a number of factors including background and experience of the individual, size
of the organisation and its secretariat function, industry sector and level of management responsibility within the role. For tailored advice please contact our consultants.
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General counsel
remuneration

There is no single remuneration standard for the
general counsel role and packages offered for this
position will vary. While their salary reviews were
modest at around 2.6% on average nationally, their
bonuses and LTIs can be rewarding but are based
on individual and company performance.
Several factors influence the remuneration of a
general counsel, including:
• the size of the legal team (if any);
• geographical reach;
• whether the general counsel is a member of the
executive leadership team (ELT) with a direct
reporting line to the CEO;
• industry sector;
• whether the organisation is publicly listed or not.
Some general counsel roles are relatively narrow,
solely managing the legal affairs of the company;
others may have a broad portfolio of responsibilities
including company secretary and corporate
governance matters, insurance, risk, compliance,
human resources, and/or government and public
relations.
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The location of the general counsel role may also
influence salary if outside a capital city (for example
a regional role). In general, salaries for general
counsel in an ASX-200 company in Sydney,
Melbourne, Brisbane, Adelaide and Perth do not
vary. In the unlisted environment, and in smaller
companies, the location of the role may directly
impact remuneration. Hobart and Darwin have few
general counsel roles, and salaries tend to be slightly
lower than in the other capital cities.
The total remuneration package for a general counsel
can be significantly higher than their base salary
because they have the potential to earn significant
bonus percentages. On average, a general counsel
will have a STI component of 20 to 40% but 50% is
not unheard of. LTIs are often paid in addition to STIs
for general counsel in ASX-listed companies and/or
when the general counsel is a member of the ELT.
Again, LTI percentages vary but are commonly
20 to 50% and usually vest over a three-year period.
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Victoria
Level 2, 535 Bourke Street, Melbourne 3000
T: (03) 9629 2111 E: melb@mahlab.com.au
New South Wales
Level 3, 15 Castlereagh Street, Sydney 2000
T: (02) 9241 1199 E: syd@mahlab.com.au
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