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MARKET CONDITIONS
2016 has proven a positive year of 
both growth and innovation for legal 
professionals in Sydney. Increased 
sector growth across the Sydney 
market in property, construction, 
business services and healthcare has 
made a major impact on the need for 
legal services. Legal salaries are on the 
rise, and hiring activity is up for both 
private practice and corporate legal 
departments. Property prices will start 
to streamline, providing opportunities 
for investment within Australia, 
creating the ability for Sydneysiders 
to compete with Asian investors. 
The market is moving swiftly along, 
creating opportunities for career 
growth and income advancement.

Since 2010, businesses have had a 
low state of confidence, which has 
impacted both hiring activity and the 
pursuit of mergers and acquisitions 
and other transactional work. Due to 
this trend, the price of legal services 
has impacted market expectations. 
Clients continue to demand a clear 
value-for-money and many have 
switched from large firms to less 
expensive mid-tier firms. The corporate 
and finance sectors remain stable with 
many legal professionals cautiously 
optimistic towards the short term 
market growth. However, the drop in 
oil and commodities prices continues 
to affect the legal sector, with mergers 
and acquisitions becoming a driving 
force for market growth. 

There has been a significant shift in the 
nature of legal services in the Sydney 
market from 2015 to 2016. Lawyers 
are being seen less as facilitators 
to their clients’ needs, and more as 
consultants to a variety of services. 
This change in the nature of legal work 
has impacted fee structures, hiring 
activity, salary trends and the overall 
value of legal professionals in the 
market.  

With the positive market growth in 
Sydney, it’s critical to understand 
how these trends will impact you on a 
financial level. Being prepared for the 
next step in your legal career can make 
all the difference. By understanding 
the market conditions, and the state 
of the legal sector, you will be able to 
make educated decisions about your 
financial future.  



SALARIES ON THE RISE
Many firms are reporting the end of hiring 
freezes, and reporting salary increases across 
all levels of legal professionals in 2016. While 
salary growth is still conservative, at an 
average of 3.8% year over year increase for 
private practices and 3.4% for corporate, the 
trend is a positive indicator in market growth 
across Sydney. 

We’re seeing larger salary increases in the 
junior level to senior associate levels, causing 
an uptick in the queue towards partnership. 
In specific survey findings among law firm 
employers, 79% reported that they will be 
offering wage increases in 2016.  We have 
also seen more law firms and corporate 
legal departments paying bonuses in 2016, 
compared to 2015, with the average bonus 
between 5 and 10% of salary and an average 
maximum of 20%.  

The average salaries of legal professionals 
in Sydney remains higher than Melbourne, 
Perth or Brisbane. The average salary for  
partners’ ranges from $465,000 (small firm) to 
$1,250.000 (major firm). Additionally, based 
on level of experience, the salary levels within 
major firms is ranging from $83,000 to 
$250,000. 

These salary increases are starting the 
movement in the corporate ladder, influencing 
personal financial growth among legal 
professionals. Whilst legal professional salary 
increases across Australia are less aggressive 
compared to the U.S. and international 
markets, Sydney is experiencing the largest 
growth and overall salary averages across 
Australia.
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Major Firms - Sydney

According to the Australian Bureau of Statistics Labour Force, permanent employment across 
Australia has continued to gradually increase since 2010. Currently, there are over 8 million 
Australians in the workforce, in permanent roles. While this number may seem low, the number of 
casual or contract professional in the market has recently exceeding 4 million.  



HIriNG ACtIVItY 
TRENDING UPWARDS

Hiring activity continues to increase in both 
private practices and corporate teams, for 
both permanent and contract roles. Some 
Sydney-based firms are estimating 2016 
growth of nearly 30%. Whilst most hiring 
is being seen in compliance and financial 
specialisations throughout corporate, 
and M&A, property law and banking and 
finance in law firms, legal professions 
across the board are seeing growth. And 
with growth, means opportunities for 
professionals moving up the ladder in 
pursuit of partnership. Hiring activity is 
at the highest and fastest growing rate in 
Sydney and Melbourne followed by Perth, 
Brisbane and then Adelaide.

The market for hiring legal professionals 
has quickly become candidate-driven, 
with legal teams and law firms increasing 
headcount and seeking the right talent to 
do so. This makes professionals already 
in the market in greater control than 
years prior. The market conditions and 
need for firms to increase hiring activity 
puts an extra pressure on retention. 
Legal professionals are in the position to 
negotiate salary, benefits and flexibility 
more than ever before. 

Active candidates in the job market have 
the luxury to be selective, ensuring that 
firms have a clear corporate culture, 
focused Corporate Social Responsibility 
programs and a flexible work policy 
in place. Inactive candidates, open to 
available positions outside of their current 
firm or department, are being poached and 
lured to take new opportunities. Therefore, 
employers are forced to consider salary 
expectations, bonus allotments and added 
benefits to avoid excessive turnover.

Property prices also have a clear impact on 
the industry, and the financial freedom on 
individuals. Property price growth is likely 
to slow and prices are set to become more 
consistent in 2016 after a period of strong 
growth, according to LJ Hooker’s Head of 
Real Estate Christopher Mourd. “The market 
is definitely slowing, with growth slowing 
people can (now) make better decisions,” 
he says.  A more consistent market means 
both buyers and sellers “can see what’s 
really going on.” 

HIA senior economist Shane Garrett agrees, 
saying the price growth of 2015 won’t 
last. “Activity is at such a high level … it 
can’t be kept at such a high level. There’s 
also the fact that population growth is 
slowing and less people are coming here 
from overseas to work as the international 
(economic conditions are improving.” 

“Over the past year Sydney and Melbourne 
have continued to see the strongest rates 
of home value growth however, over recent 
months we have seen values in each of 
these cities fall.  Whether values in Sydney 
and Melbourne continue to fall or the rate 
of value growth just slows, will be one of 
the primary factors determining housing 
market conditions in 2016. A slower market 
is particularly good news for first home 
buyers who will likely face less competition 
from investors with deep pockets,” Core 
Logic RP Data senior research analyst 
Cameron Kusher says.



THE QUEUE FOR PARtNER 
IS MOVING FOrwaRD

With all of the growth and change that we’re experiencing in the market and the trends 
around salary and hiring impacting Sydney-based firms, it’s expected that the progression of 
legal 
professional to partner is swiftly moving. Firms continue to attract senior lawyers in line for 
partner, able to present satisfactory salary and benefits packages to potential hires.  

Whilst the queue for partner continues to move forward, the goal of partnership is still an 
exclusive and challenging one to achieve. Many senior associates are reporting their firms 
reducing the number of partners. With the total opportunities for partner within a single 
market limited, many lawyers have chosen to shift to small or mid sized law firms with the 
opportunity for partner and more enticing salary packages.



10 tIPS FOr SUCCESS 
IN TODAY’s MARKET

1.  Make sure you are adequately insured 
for loss of income, disability, death and 
professional indemnity.  Regardless of your 
income, accidents happen. Being prepared 
for these accidents can make all the 
difference. Don’t be afraid to live your life 
to its’ fullest, just be prepared for the worst 
case scenario. 

2.  Pay your taxes. Working with an accountant 
to forecast your annual tax payments will 
ensure that you are prepared for additional 
fees that you may incur. In addition, the bar 
association takes a dim view of those who 
fall behind with their taxes.

3.  Don’t change your spending habits right 
away. Just because you’ve entered a 
new income bracket that allows for some 
discretionary spending, doesn’t mean you 
have to change your usual spending habits. 
Live within your means. Just because you’re 
earning a certain income, doesn’t mean you 
always will.

4.  Focus on building up a “slush fund” to 
account for mishaps in the future. You 
never know when you may come across 
misfortune, poor health or family issues. 
Having a “slush fund” put aside will help you 
account for hard times that may hit. 

With all of growth and 
change within the legal 
market in Sydney, it’s 
critical to understand 
your financial state and 
set goals for the short and 
long term. For successful 
legal professionals, the 
shift into higher level roles 
brings an entirely new 
complexity of financial 
responsibility. Without a 
clear financial plan and 
advisor, the ability to plan 
for the future and build a 
successful portfolio may 
be out of reach. 

Especially for newly 
appointed partners or 
barristers, the shift to a 
self-employed ideology 
can be a dramatic change. 

The following are 10 
tips for financial success 
for successful legal 
professionals.



5.  Pay down any debt with 
extra income you may 
earn. Assuming, you havn’t 
changed your normal 
spending habits from tip 
#3, put any extra income 
directly towards debt. This 
includes your mortgage. With 
Sydney’s property prices 
at an all time high, most 
of us have mortgage debt. 
You don’t want the bank to 
own you in your later years. 
Work on paying off your 
debt so that you have the 
independence you deserve.

6.  Maintain spending on 
continuing education. It’s 
important to allocate your 
income on areas that will 
act as a positive investment. 
Your education is the best 
investment you can make. 
Ensure you are focusing on 
career development through 
continuing education.

7.  Allocate income towards 
superannuation. You have  
very little deductible expenses 
that you can actually use later 
on in life. Superannuation is 
one of them. Make use of all 
the tax concessions that are 
available for you to. Because 
at the end of the day, it 
doesn’t matter how much you 
earn today, it matters what 
you put away for the future.

8.  Allocate some of your income 
on your image. What’s that? 
A financial adviser telling 
you to spend money? Yes, 
occasionally splurging on a 
new suit or nice pair of shoes 
will take you a long way. It not 
only makes you feel confident 
and powerful, it will give off 
the message to others that 
you are capable and credible.

9.  Allocate some of your funds 
for networking and team 
building purposes. It’s 
important to stay connected 
within your profession, and 
across the legal market. 
Ensure you are networking 
and building your network of 
legal professionals in Sydney. 
Also, provide team building 
opportunities for your 
employees to do the same

10.  Always have a positive 
outlook on life and your 
future, no matter how hard 
things may become. If you 
follow steps #1 through #9, 
your future will be bright and 
financially secure.
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