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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.

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

Mahlab 
Report
2018

https://www.linkedin.com/company/mahlab-recruitment
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Strong
financial performance 

and profit growth

More lawyers are moving 

in-house

Lawyers with 3–5 years’ PQE 
and senior associates with 
5–8 years’ PQE in demand

Lawyers working

longer hours

Rise 
in temporary and 

fixed-term contracts

Increased
partner movement across 

the board

Areas in demand 

Banking & 
Finance

Corporate/
M&A

Construction & 
infrastructure

Trends 

 ▶ Innovation and technology (AI)

 ▶ Outsourcing

 ▶ Firm mergers and partner acquisitions

 ▶ Competitive lateral recruitment 

 ▶ Consulting and project management arms to 
compete with the big four

Major firms’ salary

 ▶ Average national salary increase around 2.5% 

 ▶ Lawyers with 3–6 years’ PQE increased by 3–5%

 ▶ Outstanding performers increased by up to 10%

 ▶ Senior associate star performers’ bonuses can be 
up to 20% of base salary

Rise of alternative 
fee arrangements

Hiring activity

Subscription models

Fixed fees

Bulk discounts

Private practice

Sydney

Perth

Brisbane

Adelaide

Melbourne

State of the market
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Market trends
The 2017/18 financial year has seen a strong 
financial performance from law firms, despite 
challenging operating conditions. As the Australian 
legal market continues to mature, growing revenue 
and profitability remains a key focus for most 
managing partners. Top-line revenue and profitability 
growth are driven by various innovation strategies, 
such as increased collaboration, technology, 
outsourcing, mergers and acquisitions and continued 
investment in competitive lateral recruitment.

Technology driving change 
Technology and innovation was a key focus for 
many firms this year. Increased investment in this 
area remains distinct from the execution of New Law 
strategies, which seek to utilise technology more 
effectively. The implementation of New Law was 
less prominent this year with many law firms having 
already adopted the practices of these competitor 
businesses, and in some cases collaborated with 
them to develop new, efficient ways to deliver legal 
services. Like their peers in the accounting and 
finance industries, law firms are now also seeking to 
diversify their client offerings, including establishing or 
acquiring consulting and project management arms. 
In 2018, the number of professionals employed to 
work in specialist innovation and operation roles in 
the legal profession grew substantially. 

For example, Gilbert & Tobin collaborates 
with Legal Vision to manage routine work for 
corporate clients and offers fee certainty through 
a subscription model. The firm is also pursuing its 
own innovations to deliver lower-cost solutions to 
clients. Corrs Chambers Westgarth is collaborating 
with the University of Western Australia to develop 

applications for legal service efficiencies for not-for-
profit clients. Mills Oakley has formed a partnership 
with Swinburne University of Technology to work on 
a project aimed at improving legal processes. Most 
firms have indicated budget spend on technology will 
continue to increase.

More firms are adopting artificial intelligence for 
greater analytics, improved reporting for internal and 
client work and to perform routine mundane work, 
such as M&A, due diligence and real estate contract 
reviews. Similarly, outsourcing by firms continued to 
increase this year, allowing lawyers to focus on their 
areas of specialisation and to maintain higher levels 
of profitability. 

Technology has changed clients’ expectations of the 
work they want their lawyers to perform. Clients are 
now asking lawyers to provide broader, more holistic 
advice aligned to their commercial and strategic 
objectives.

The big four accounting firms also continued their 
push into the legal services market. Their brand 
strength, client base and innovative, multidisciplinary 
services have enabled them to take market share 
from law firms. They distinguish themselves from 
traditional law firms by providing legal services as 
part of a holistic commercial offering that includes 
tax, finance and governance. 

Private practice
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The rise of alternative billing 
arrangements
Although many firms increased their fees this 
year, client pushback on fees was common as 
was client demand for more value, alternative 
billing arrangements and greater certainty around 
fees. Firms primarily used hourly billing although 
fixed fees and tailored value-adds increased. 
Negotiations around fees almost always resulted in 
discounting. Several firms reported being undercut 
in competitive bid processes, indicating work is 
still being undertaken at a loss to retain clients. 
Hiring of practice and project managers to manage 
pricing more efficiently and to provide more accurate 
budgets to clients increased.

Hiring trends
Increased transactional activity this year resulted in 
more legal hiring. Activity was strongest in Sydney 
and Melbourne followed by Perth, Brisbane and 
Adelaide. Despite this, firms remained lean, and 
focused on staff utilisation. Hiring this year included 
a mix of permanent and contract hires to enable 
firms to respond quickly to changing business 
environments. Solicitors of three to five years’ post 
qualification education (PQE) and senior associates 
of five to eight years’ PQE continue to be in high 
demand by law firms of all sizes. While many firms 
have increased revenue in practice areas such as 
infrastructure, corporate/M&A, equity capital markets, 
finance, competition, employment and restructuring, 
overall revenue growth remained modest. 

In a market where significant pressure on resourcing 
remains contrary to flat revenue growth, many firms 
have sought to adapt their resourcing model by 
introducing more flexible solutions. Alternative legal 
services providers have increased penetration of the 
private practice market and are seconding lawyers 

(particularly at senior level) to some of Australia’s 
largest domestic and international firms. The firms 
themselves have also increased the number of 
lawyers directly appointed on temporary or fixed-term 
contracts. While this more flexible resourcing model 
is not new, historically it has not been a prominent 
feature of the private practice market for cultural and 
practical reasons. Overall, this reflects a broader 
market trend of law firms becoming smaller and 
leaner in terms of permanent headcount; with the 
aim of being better able to adapt to changing market 
conditions and keep client fees steady while growing 
profitability. For example, recruitment of contract 
staff into law firms increased partly in response 
to the Financial Services Royal Commission and 
the resulting surge in demand for information and 
analysis.

Flexibility key to job satisfaction
Lawyers reported working consistently longer hours 
than in the past, with more juniors leaving after only 
two years in a firm in search of a better work-life 
balance. This has exacerbated the skills shortage 
and firms have responded in some practices 
(particularly corporate law and banking and finance) 
by offering large premiums to attract new staff. In 
2018, this increase in departures combined with 
difficulty recruiting replacement solicitors meant many 
teams became smaller. Overall, this has provided 
an opportunity for younger lawyers to take on more 
senior work and responsibilities. This was appealing 
for most, provided they were given appropriate 
training and development opportunities and could 
achieve reasonable work-life balance.

In a bid to attract the best staff, firms emphasised 
their value propositions and policies around diversity 
and flexibility. Job sharing has increased, as more 
employers embrace the concept, and is popular with 
male and female lawyers. The resulting flexibility and 
talent diversity of lawyers is also attractive to clients.

Private practice lawyers
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For those opting out of the major firms, a career  
in-house is the most popular alternative. This year, 
more lawyers than the previous financial year have 
left law firms to pursue careers in-house or overseas 
and are doing so earlier in their legal career. Working 
in-house is recognised as being a more sustainable 
career choice than private practice in terms of 
demands, varied workload, career paths and work-
life balance. 

Recruitment and retention
Senior-level lawyers, namely senior associates, 
special counsel and partners without practices 
report that finding a new role in this market can be 
difficult. The senior job market for lawyers is not 
fluid and while some have found new roles, many 
have struggled and some have left practice as a 
consequence. Those who secured permanent 
positions often had to accept reduced salaries.  
A good number have had to work as contractors. 
Many lawyers have pursued further study to expand 
their skills to allow them to seek roles outside the law, 
with non-executive director roles, C-suite options, 
commercial and senior government roles preferred.

Retention of valued lawyers remains a crucial issue 
for law firms. Lawyers seek quality legal work, training 
and development, a career path, financial reward, 
recognition and a balanced lifestyle. While many 
firms can deliver on most of these aspects, work-

life balance is the area where they often fall short of 
employee expectations, despite some firms offering 
flexible hours, reduced work days and some limited 
time off following major transactions. 

Remuneration increases remain 
modest
Low remuneration increases for solicitors reflected 
a challenging, rapidly shifting business environment. 
Average salary increases nationally are around 2.5%, 
sitting modestly above CPI figures (1.9%). Some 
lawyers in hot spots of demand such as banking 
and finance, construction and infrastructure and 
corporate/M&A law achieved greater increases. 
Bonuses continue to be used as retention strategies 
along with laptops, phones and other offerings. 

Lawyers with three to six years’ PQE in the major 
firms have achieved increases of around 3 to 
5%, while outstanding performers in similar sized 
practices were awarded increases of up to 10%. 

High-achieving senior associates in the same firms 
typically earned around 3% plus bonus. Bonus 
figures for this group can be as high as 20% of the 
base remuneration package but tend to sit more 
commonly at 10% of base remuneration. Bonuses 
are generally limited to senior associates who exceed 
expectations in fee generation, client attraction, 
management of matters and teams and the like.

 
Technology has changed clients’ 
expectations of the work they 
want their lawyers to perform. 
Clients are now asking lawyers 
to provide broader, more 
holistic advice aligned to their 
commercial and strategic 
objectives.

Private practice lawyers
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Partners

Market trends
Lateral partner hiring, acquisition of new practices 
and firm mergers remained prevalent features of the 
Australian legal market this year. Many firms aim to 
grow their market share by investing to acquire new 
practices or increasing the depth of existing teams.

Partners with practices and established teams were 
most highly sought after and are perceived as less 
risky in terms of integration into a new firm and client 
transitioning. In a six-week period to May 2018, 
Mills Oakley added five new partners to grow the 
partnership to 100 as part of a strategy to become a 
top-five Australian law firm. Hall & Wilcox in Brisbane 
acquired a team of 20 from DibbsBarker; and 
Dentons in Sydney acquired 18 partners from the 
same firm, resulting in the cessation of that practice. 
Mergers, acquisitions and partnership moves will 
continue in the Australian legal market for the 
foreseeable future.

Individual performance 
pressures
Managing the financial performance of individual 
partners remains squarely in focus for many firms, 
and the pressure for individual partners to perform 
continues unabated. Consequently, some partners 
feel disgruntled that individual benchmarks set 

¹ Revealed: Freehills partners dudded in global merger, Edmund Tadros and Misa Han, The Australian Financial Review, 1 June 2018 

by firm management are not realistic in a highly 
competitive market undergoing rapid transformation, 
and in circumstances where resourcing is lean 
(whether due to market conditions or a focus on 
controlling costs).

For these partners, the options are to change their 
equity status or move on to a more compatible 
environment in terms of performance measures, 
clients, work, pricing and culture. 

Remuneration 
Compensation remains a key issue for many 
partners. Consultation with partners regarding 
compensation has become more important than 
ever, particularly in firms with multiple offices. With 
firms now much more corporatised and centrally 
managed than in the past, partners are feeling more 
removed from decision-making. Some feel they are 
not always heard; others feel ignored.

A decision in 2016 by the global management of 
Herbert Smith Freehills resulting in a 10% reduction 
of the Australian partners’ share of the single global 
profit pool agreed when Freehills and Herbert Smith 
merged had dramatic implications. The Australian 
Financial Review reported the firm has now 
overhauled this structure, but not before the loss of 
20 partners to White & Case¹.
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Partners

For key partners who are meeting their individual 
targets, this strong performance demands reward. 
Those firms who cannot reward high performers 
appropriately risk losing key partners and practices. 
This is an issue for even some of the largest and 
most successful firms, in which high-performing 
partners and practices may in some circumstances 
need to financially support niche or less profitable 
practices to provide the seamless service demanded 
by many clients. While many partners who made 
moves this year achieved a comparable guaranteed 
base to the compensation they had previously been 
earning, many firms offered a significant upside for 
exceeding benchmarks.

Senior associates and special counsel who have 
moved into partnership roles have generally 
brought a small client following, offering mid-size 
or boutique firms the opportunity to grow. The 
number of partners offered partnerships this year 
remained steady, however the path to partnership 
remains long, with many structural and situational 

challenges and high overall benchmarks. Bottlenecks 
in law firms and the inherent difficulties achieving 
partnership means many senior lawyers opt out of a 
career in private practice, which was consistent with 
trends in previous years. 

Partnership remuneration levels have generally 
remained steady with slight increases in some 
firms although most firms reported a profitable 
year. However, profits were generally modest and 
relied heavily on the creation of efficiencies and, in 
some instances on reducing partnership numbers. 
Competition and business challenges resulted in 
several partnerships reducing partner compensation, 
while other partnerships reduced equity partner 
numbers to maintain overall profits and thus retain 
valued partners.

 
Partners with practices and 
established teams were most 
highly sought after
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Partners’ remuneration

Sydney
Mode

Major firms $1,278,000

Mid firms $905,000

Small firms $470,000

Melbourne
Mode

Major firms $1,190,000

Mid firms $815,000

Small firms $440,000

Brisbane
Mode

Major firms $995,000

Mid firms $632,000

Small firms $342,000

Perth
Mode

Major firms $1,019,000

Mid firms $661,000

Small firms $377,000

Adelaide
Mode

Major firms $650,000

Mid firms $395,000

Small firms $210,000

The defining criteria of what is a major, mid and small commercial CBD firm includes: size, locations, reputation, quality of work, expectations of employer as well as pay, 
desirability of employment and training and development.
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Private practice lawyers’ salaries

Major firms

Sydney
Year level Range Mode

1 $78,000 – $110,000 $88,000

2 $86,000 – $118,000 $100,000

3 $92,000 – $132,000 $120,000

4 $100,000 – $150,000 $132,000

5 $116,000 – $174,000 $142,000

SA 1 $142,000 – $192,000 $160,000

SA 2 $150,000 – $224,000 $174,000

SA 3 $163,000 – $235,000 $190,000

SA 4 $172,000 – $245,000 $215,000

SA 5/SC $198,000 – $340,000 $255,000

Melbourne
Year level Range Mode

1  $70,000 – $100,000 $78,000

2  $78,500 – $107,000 $84,000

3 $82,000 – $120,000 $98,000

4 $94,000 – $135,000 $120,000

5 $110,000 – $140,000 $126,000

SA 1 $125,000 – $155,000 $138,000

SA 2 $131,000 – $170,000 $150,000

SA 3 $136,000 – $183,000 $162,000

SA 4 $165,000 – $210,000 $180,000

SA 5/SC $170,000 – $310,000 $225,000

Given that firms take into account a range of factors when determining remuneration, an individual’s position within a band will vary based on their background,
experience and performance. Lawyers paid at the higher end of the bands are usually top performers and/or employees who bring with them an additional skill
that is over and above the general requirements of the role. For tailored advice please contact our consultants.

The defining criteria of what is a major, mid and small commercial CBD firm includes: size, locations, reputation, 
quality of work, expectations of employer as well as pay, desirability of employment and training and development.

Figures include superannuation but do not include
bonuses or other benefits.
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Major firms

Brisbane
Year level Range Mode

1 $69,000 – $82,500 $77,000

2 $72,000 – $98,000 $84,500

3 $82,000 – $108,500 $90,000

4 $92,000 – $124,000 $99,000

5 $98,000 – $149,500 $118,000

SA 1 $119,000 – $162,000 $134,000

SA 2 $132,000 – $181,000 $157,000

Perth
Year level Range Mode

1 $73,000 – $89,000 $77,000

2 $82,000 – $98,000 $87,000

3 $86,000 – $108,000 $98,500

4 $98,000 – $142,000 $115,000

5 $115,000 – $155,000 $125,000

SA 1 $125,000 – $167,000 $142,000

SA 2 $140,000 – $192,000 $160,000

Adelaide
Year level Range Mode

1 $55,000 – $68,000 $58,000

2 $60,000 – $76,000 $66,000

3 $65,000 – $90,000 $74,000

4 $75,000 – $120,000 $85,000

5 $80,000 – $135,000 $95,000

SA 1 $90,000 – $150,000 $115,000

SA 2 $100,000 – $180,000 $125,000

Given that firms take into account a range of factors when determining remuneration, an individual’s position within a band will vary based on their background,
experience and performance. Lawyers paid at the higher end of the bands are usually top performers and/or employees who bring with them an additional skill
that is over and above the general requirements of the role. For tailored advice please contact our consultants.

The defining criteria of what is a major, mid and small commercial CBD firm includes: size, locations, reputation, 
quality of work, expectations of employer as well as pay, desirability of employment and training and development.

Figures include superannuation but do not include
bonuses or other benefits.

Private practice lawyers’ salaries



11Mahlab Report 2018 Private practice

Mid firms

Sydney
Year level Range Mode

1 $69,000 – $85,000 $78,000

2 $83,000 – $102,000 $91,000

3 $93,000 – $115,000 $98,000

4 $98,500 – $130,000 $112,000

5 $106,000 – $150,000 $127,000

SA 1 $116,000 – $160,000 $144,000

SA 2 $130,000 – $170,000 $152,000

SA 3 $142,000 – $180,000 $165,500

SA 4 $157,000 – $190,000 $175,000

SA 5/SC $170,000 – $298,000 $215,000

Melbourne
Year level Range Mode

1 $64,000 – $81,000 $74,000

2 $67,000 – $98,500 $79,000

3 $74,000 – $105,000 $88,000

4 $75,000 – $119,000 $98,000

5 $81,000 – $135,000 $115,000

SA 1 $107,000 – $143,000 $128,000

SA 2 $115,000 – $155,000 $138,000

SA 3 $125,000 – $167,000 $148,000

SA 4 $140,000 – $175,000 $160,000

SA 5/SC $150,000 – $280,000 $185,000

Given that firms take into account a range of factors when determining remuneration, an individual’s position within a band will vary based on their background,
experience and performance. Lawyers paid at the higher end of the bands are usually top performers and/or employees who bring with them an additional skill
that is over and above the general requirements of the role. For tailored advice please contact our consultants.

The defining criteria of what is a major, mid and small commercial CBD firm includes: size, locations, reputation, 
quality of work, expectations of employer as well as pay, desirability of employment and training and development.

Figures include superannuation but do not include
bonuses or other benefits.

Private practice lawyers’ salaries
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Small commercial CBD firms

Sydney
Year level Range Mode

1 $55,500 – $78,000 $61,000

2 $66,000 – $92,000 $72,000

3 $73,000 – $98,000 $84,000

4 $82,000 – $120,000 $92,000

5 $93,000 – $139,000 $112,000

SA 1 $99,000 – $162,000 $127,000

SA 2 $120,000 – $178,000 $132,000

SA 3 $133,000 – $190,000 $146,000

SA 4 $144,000 – $198,000 $155,500

SA 5/SC $162,000 – $212,000 $175,500

Melbourne
Year level Range Mode

1 $48,000 – $73,000 $50,000

2 $55,000 – $85,000 $60,500

3 $57,000 – $93,000 $70,000

4 $60,500 – $108,000 $78,000

5 $75,000 – $120,000 $98,000

SA 1 $78,500 – $132,000 $105,500

SA 2 $105,000 – $144,000 $115,000

SA 3 $110,000 – $155,000 $125,000

SA 4 $120,000 – $168,000 $135,000

SA 5/SC $135,500 – $205,000 $165,000

Given that firms take into account a range of factors when determining remuneration, an individual’s position within a band will vary based on their background,
experience and performance. Lawyers paid at the higher end of the bands are usually top performers and/or employees who bring with them an additional skill
that is over and above the general requirements of the role. For tailored advice please contact our consultants.

The defining criteria of what is a major, mid and small commercial CBD firm includes: size, locations, reputation, 
quality of work, expectations of employer as well as pay, desirability of employment and training and development.

Figures include superannuation but do not include
bonuses or other benefits.

Private practice lawyers’ salaries
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