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Mahlab Report
2019
Welcome to the 2019 Mahlab Report, capturing all
the excitement of changes, trends and direction of
the profession Australia-wide in the last year.

The Report encapsulates
remuneration information post
1 July salary reviews and builds
on a long tradition of gathering,
analysing and informing you about
movements across the profession in
remuneration, areas of demand and
employment trends.

Since 1985 we have relied on the insights of clients,
candidates and our consultants to build an accurate
and timely picture of the state of the profession.
Thank you to all who contributed to making The
Mahlab Report Australia’s number one guide for
employers and employees across private law firm,
government and corporate workplaces.
We hope you enjoy the read and welcome your
comments and feedback to continue to improve our
work, through our website: mahlab.com.au or via
our LinkedIn page: linkedin.com/company/mahlabrecruitment
We look forward to working with you this financial
year and wish you success in this busy and
changeable time for the profession.

Join the conversation
You can join the conversation by using #MahlabReport and by connecting with us on LinkedIn.

Lisa Gazis

Managing Director of Mahlab (NSW)
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Katherine Sampson

Managing Director of Mahlab (VIC)
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State of the market
The appeal
of start-up
brands
is on the rise

Lawyers with
3-8 years’
experience
most in
demand

Soft
skills are
increasingly
sought after

Budgets for
automation
and AI
increase at
the expense
of headcount

Outlook
remains
positive

Growing
demand
for robust
corporate
governance

Growth areas

Infrastructure and real
estate development
Finance, debt and
capital markets

Information
technology
Corporate law
Employment
Litigation
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Flexible hours,
working from
home, job
sharing and
relaxed dress
codes are all
incentives
to move and
remain
in-house.
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Corporate
2019 saw in-house legal teams increase headcount to support business
growth and to better respond to increased regulatory and business
pressures. Delivering efficient legal services by growing and developing
teams and meeting management demands for faster, better and cheaper
legal services continue to be the challenges for general counsel.
This year has seen an increase in roles for lawyers
with experience in infrastructure projects, real estate
development, litigation including class actions,
corporate law particularly mergers and acquisitions,
finance, debt and capital markets, employment and,
information technology. While most of the demand
is for lawyers with 3 to 8 years’ experience, senior
roles also increased, a result of the creation of more
complex in-house legal team structures. General
counsel roles were limited as these roles are tightly
held but when they did arise, they were competitive,
given the scarcity of the roles and the number of
quality candidates pursuing the opportunity from
both in-house and private practice.
The Royal Commission into Misconduct in the
Banking, Superannuation and Financial Services
Industry highlighted the need for robust compliance
and risk management processes. Increasingly
senior management view compliance as being a
corporate and personal responsibility. This has all
resulted in an increase in roles for regulatory lawyers
particularly in the financial services sector. Mahlab
reports an increase in legal roles overall and this is
across compliance, governance, data privacy, and
company secretaries and risk lawyers.
This year a number of lawyers have made moves
to government and statutory authorities. Roles
in the public sector have proved appealing for a
variety of reasons, particularly roles in statutory
authorities which offer a public sector environment
with a private sector overlay. Reasons for appeal
also include the opportunity to contribute to a
greater purpose and at senior levels, the opportunity
to lead teams, be part of the executive, to enjoy
highly visible positions and flexibility. In the current
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market where remuneration increases have been
flat, public sector lawyers in non-executive roles can
have the added advantage of guaranteed annual
remuneration increases which presently sit above
the private sector market range.

Mahlab reports an
increase in legal roles
overall and this is across
compliance, governance,
data privacy, and
company secretaries
and risk lawyers.
While corporations are wanting to hire highly
skilled lawyers, ‘soft skills’ and client relationship
management abilities are now critical given the
emphasis on partnering with and managing
stakeholder relationships. Attitudinal fit is also
gaining prominence. In return, lawyers are wanting
high quality and varied work, flexibility, and a shared
values-driven environment. Of these, in 2019,
flexibility in its various permutations has been a
strong, consistent theme.
Continued on page 4 >
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Start-up brands are offering greater appeal to inhouse lawyers and established large companies
are now struggling to compete for talent. Start-ups
appeal to lawyers as they are perceived as allowing
them to make a bigger contribution and to have
greater influence. Many lawyers are now preferring
organisations which have a greater, compelling
purpose, self-made inspirational leadership and, are
working in the new economy; Uber, Google, and
eBay are some high-profile examples.
Despite an increase in roles, mobility has slowed.
Whilst corporations will often meet market and offer
increases to lawyers to join their organisations, they
have been more conservative in the salary packages
offered to new starters. For many in-house lawyers
there has been little financial upside to making a
move. In the current climate of moderate salary
increases, non-salary benefits have been used as
tools to retain staff and are proving very effective,
and while in-house life is demanding, it generally
does not have the relentless long hours and high
pressure experienced in many law firms which can
impact on health and personal life.
The ongoing pressure to manage costs is an
enduring trend that is increasingly assigning
workloads solely to the in-house legal teams.
Innovation is key to managing workloads and
service delivery demands and budgets for innovation
are growing. Parallel to the rise in the use of
technology and its ability to maximise value across
the company, lawyers now, more than ever, feel the
need to demonstrate their own value to the business
and to define their roles and responsibilities.
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Cost pressures also ensure a place for contractors
although this year there has been mixed views
voiced by general counsel around the challenges of
contract hire. These include challenges in attracting
suitable quality talent, the high cost of hire and, a
lack of corporate knowledge which takes time to
build up, impacts on productivity and is lost at the
end of the contract; a situation which is repeated
with the end of one contract and the start of another.
A definite preference is to hire permanent skilled
lawyers who can offer more continuity and efficient,
value-added services. Other general counsel
appreciated having resources to draw from and then
being able to scale back as needed. Interestingly,
when new roles are approved there is a pressure on
general counsel to commence the hiring process
and use the budget as soon as possible to avoid
any sudden cancellation of the approval by senior
management based on cost-cutting.

... lawyers now, more
than ever, feel the need
to demonstrate their own
value to the business and
to define their roles and
responsibilities.
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Innovation
In-house legal functions remain at the forefront of innovation in the law by
taking advantage of automation and artificial intelligence (AI). Technology
is allowing lawyers to respond faster, support more clients and improve
business performance. Budgets for innovation continue to be increased
often at the expense of headcount and other areas of legal spend.
Some legal teams have even built their own bespoke
platforms. High volume, low value tasks are now
automated, contracts can be pre-screened with risks
being identified in minutes, contracts are now applied
consistently, and sales cycles have quickened.
Additionally, technology is enabling general counsel
to support strategic decisions by providing insights
into negotiation trends across client segments.
Billing processes have also been streamlined and
improved through AI. The push to utilise technology
has resulted in a greater focus on processes and
policies to ensure the optimum benefit from the use
of technology and artificial intelligence. Lawyers will
often work in collaboration with IT professionals and
the consultancy arms of accounting and law firms to
improve processes and to streamline and automate
whatever can be automated.

... technology is enabling
general counsel to
support strategic
decisions by providing
insights into negotiation
trends across client
segments.

Insofar as the regulation of technology is concerned,
lawyers are assigned with the increasingly
challenging task of keeping up with new legislation
and ensuring that they implement effective regulatory
and risk minimisation strategies. This is particularly
relevant in the complex and expanding area of data
privacy and security; two key issues concerning
corporate counsel in 2019.
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Retention
Work-life balance and exposure to interesting and quality work, good
remuneration and supportive work cultures, as well as opportunities for
development and progression generally support the retention of lawyers.
Typically, movement occurs when lawyers move
into more senior roles in another company, or
where lawyers make a lateral move in order to
gain experience and work in a new industry. Other
movement within the company was observed when
lawyers moved into non-legal roles, such as sales
strategy or product development where they were
able to expand their skills outside of the law.
Dissatisfaction in an in-house environment in 2019
arose mostly in situations where the legal function
was unable to offer development opportunities, was
removed or distanced from the business or where
there was a perceived lack of flexibility or consistent
turnover of staff at senior management level and
within the team. Generally, in-house lawyers found
attractive roles quickly, particularly those at the 4 to
8 year PQE level.
Flexibility in the workforce has become a key theme
in what lawyers want from their employers. Flexibility
or rather agility means different things to different
people although a clear theme is having control over
where, when and how much individuals work. Whilst
most employers offer some form of flexibility there
is still a huge variance between what is offered and
expectations of lawyers. For many lawyers flexibility
means being able to work from wherever and when
it suits them. The most typical flexibility offered is
the ability to work from home (usually 1 day per
week) or to start early and leave late or vice versa.
The arrangement assumes a high level of trust.

Overall, the outlook for the in-house legal market
is very positive. Internal legal functions are well
entrenched and will continue to grow as the demand
for skilled lawyers persists. An in-house career
remains an attractive career alternative with most in
house counsel advising they are very satisfied with
their career choice.

Flexible hours, working
from home, job sharing
and relaxed dress
codes are all incentives
that have made the
appeal to moving and
remaining in-house
stronger than ever.

Flexible hours, working from home, job sharing and
relaxed dress codes are all incentives that have
made the appeal to moving and remaining in-house
stronger than ever. Other retention strategies include
development opportunities and secondments.
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Remuneration
and incentives
Remuneration, benefits and incentives such as bonuses and flexible work
options have been used to attract and retain staff.
Lawyers making the move in-house do so to enjoy
closer business involvement, better work, greater
career prospects and greater flexibility. Good
performers will almost always be rewarded and
bonuses together with other benefits in a low wage
rise environment have been utilised to reward these
lawyers. Bonuses have typically ranged from
10 to 25% and most lawyers reported they did not
achieve their full bonus, but attained around 75%.
Long-term incentives continue to be offered at
senior levels, particularly in the larger ASX-listed
and multi-national businesses.
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Bonuses typically ranged from

10 - 25%

and most lawyers reported they
did not achieve their full bonus, but
attained around 75%.
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Corporate lawyers'
salaries
Sydney
Year Level

Range

Mode

1

$70,000 – $90,000

$88,000

2

$90,000 – $110,000

$107,000

3

$100,000 – $130,000

$125,000

4

$120,000 – $150,000

$136,000

5

$135,000 – $170,000

$160,000

6-8

$150,000 – $190,000

$175,000

8-10

$170,000 – $230,000

$200,000

10+ inc DGC

$200,000 – $280,000

$245,000

Range

Mode

1

$62,000 – $84,000

$80,000

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

$146,000

6-8

$145,000 – $175,000

$168,000

8-10

$175,000 – $220,000

$187,000

10+ inc DGC

$180,000 – $255,000

$235,000

Melbourne
Year Level

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 include superannuation
but do not include bonuses or
other benefits.
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Brisbane
Year Level

Range

Mode

1

$65,000 – $85,000

$75,000

2

$75,000 – $97,000

$93,000

3

$90,000 – $120,000

$110,000

4

$100,000 – $135,000

$125,000

5

$120,000 – $160,000

$140,000

6-8

$135,000 – $175,000

$162,000

8-10

$155,000 – $220,000

$180,000

10+ inc DGC

$180,000 – $260,000

$225,000

Range

Mode

1

$70,000 – $85,000

$78,000

2

$75,000 – $100,000

$92,000

3

$93,000 – $123,000

$112,000

4

$105,000 – $140,000

$128,000

5

$120,000 – $158,000

$143,000

6-8

$145,000 – $180,000

$171,000

8-10

$165,000 – $225,000

$195,000

10+ inc DGC

$190,000 – $250,000

$228,000

Range

Mode

1

$62,000 – $72,000

$70,000

2

$65,000 – $82,000

$78,000

3

$75,000 – $93,000

$90,000

4

$80,000 – $120,000

$108,000

5

$100,000 – $142,000

$127,000

6-8

$125,000 – $145,000

$140,000

8-10

$140,000 – $185,000

$170,000

10+ inc DGC

$170,000 – $225,000

$208,000

Perth
Year Level

Adelaide
Year Level
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Company secretaries
2019 was a positive year for company secretaries in line with previous
trends, as a result of the regulatory environment and greater demand for
robust corporate governance in the listed and non-listed space.
Recent Royal Commissions and greater public
scrutiny have brought the need for good governance
and compliance to the fore. Company secretaries
are no longer administrative servants and their
responsibilities continue to grow. This year, several
senior roles were created by companies seeking
stronger resources in this area to better support the
CEO and the Board.
The company secretary today must add value and,
amongst other things this includes taking a more
proactive role than ever in delivering information to
the Board and initiating relevant topics for agendas.
This requires a strong understanding of the business
and its strategic direction, a healthy appreciation of
risk and high learning agility. Soft skills, the ability to
collaborate and work with stakeholders including
synergistically with the legal team are all important.
We have observed that a number of companies this
year have created separate compliance and risk
functions. This reflects the complex and expanding
regulatory burden. Whilst dedicated compliance and
risk functions create more robust compliance and
risk capabilities, it can also blur responsibilities and
requires strong collaboration between the company
secretary, compliance and the risk and legal
functions to achieve best outcomes.
Most company secretaries reported being under
resourced. Many have some administrative
support, albeit a shared resource. An overwhelming
proportion of company secretaries work with
software programmes to ensure efficiencies in the
company secretarial process and increasingly more
company secretaries are producing notices and
documents for the CEO and Board digitally rather
than in hard copy. In larger ASX-listed companies
there is often a large team of company secretaries
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reporting to the group company secretary, who are
responsible for different parts of the business and
subsidiary companies. This compares to smaller and
mid-sized companies where figures can range from
around 1 to 3 professionals.
Company secretaries with legal qualifications tend
to be preferred by many employers. Company
secretaries will generally seek further career
development by pursuing governance courses with
organisations such as the Governance Institute of
Australia to build on their skills and knowledge.

The company secretary
today must add value and,
amongst other things this
includes taking a more
proactive role than ever in
delivering information to
the Board and initiating
relevant topics for agendas.
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Company secretaries'
salaries
Publicly listed companies
Location

Range

Mode

Sydney

$200,000 – $490,000

$285,000

Melbourne

$200,000 – $485,000

$280,000

Non-publicly listed companies
Location

Range

Mode

Sydney

$140,000 – $320,000

$240,000

Melbourne

$130,000 – $310,000

$230,000

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
Remuneration for general counsel across Australia varies considerably. This
is because there is no one ‘standard’ general counsel role.
There are a number of factors that influence the
remuneration of a general counsel. These factors
include:
•

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 that organisation is publicly listed
or not.

Some general counsel roles are relatively narrow,
solely managing the legal affairs of the company,
while other general counsel can have a broad portfolio
encompassing a range of responsibilities including
company secretary and corporate governance
matters, insurance, risk, compliance, human
resources, and/or government and public relations.
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 Sydney, Melbourne, Brisbane, Adelaide and Perth
are competitive. In the unlisted environment, and in
smaller companies, in which capital city the role is
based in 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.
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The total remuneration package for a general
counsel can be significantly higher than just their
base salary because general counsel have the
potential to earn significant bonus percentages. On
average, a general counsel will have a short-term
incentive (STI) component of 20 to 40%. Long-term
incentives (LTI) 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
20–40% and usually vest over a three year period.
For further information regarding general counsel
remuneration please contact a Mahlab consultant.

The total remuneration
package for a general
counsel can be significantly
higher than just their base
salary because general
counsel have the potential
to earn significant bonus
percentages.
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Sydney

Melbourne

Level 3, 15 Castlereagh Street
Sydney 2000
T: (02) 9241 1199
E: syd@mahlab.com.au

Level 2, 535 Bourke Street
Melbourne 3000
T: (03) 9629 2111
E: melb@mahlab.com.au

www.mahlab.com.au
#MahlabReport

