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I N T R O D U C T I O N  -  Q Y L  

It is with great pleasure that we launch the inaugural

Queensland Young Lawyers and Peppercorn

Recruitment Salary and Careers Guide. The catalyst for

this guide came from a number of QYL committee

members being asked by people entering the legal

industry for the first time about an appropriate starting

salary.   

As we all know, discussing pay and conditions with

one’s colleagues or peers is almost taboo in the legal

industry (and even expressly prohibited by some

employers).  As a result, many lawyers, particularly

junior lawyers, are simply unaware of their worth in the

current legal environment.  

We hope that this guide will shed some light on the

legal industry (for better or for worse).  We also hope

that the article on preparing for a performance review

is of assistance to young lawyers. 

We thank the QYL Committee members who helped

prepare this guide. Lastly, thank you to our ever

gracious sponsors, Peppercorn Recruitment for their

unwavering support and assistance. 20
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The QYL Executive Committee 

June 2018



I N T R O D U C T I O N  -  P e p p e r c o r n
R e c r u i t m e n t  

The goal for producing the 2018 Queensland Legal Salary Survey

was relatively straightforward – for young lawyers to “know their

worth”. It was against this backdrop that we sat down with the

QYL committee to formulate key questions to get answers to

what lawyers in the profession want to know.  

While this is the first survey we have done with QYL, our

intention is that it becomes an annual occurrence. Our firm belief

is that data contained in the responses of fellow lawyers is

invaluable for your career in the profession. It should arm you as

an employee with the ability and confidence to front your review

(or at least ask for one if your employer has no formal process in

place!) with hard data to ensure you get a fair benchmarking

relative to your colleagues in the industry.  

Finally, as partners at Peppercorn Recruitment, our huge thanks

go out to the QYL Committee in pulling together such a great

report. While the end results of the survey may raise an eye-brow

or two, we still firmly believe that every lawyer’s situation is

unique. And in saying that, we both wholeheartedly extend and

welcome the opportunity for you to come and discuss not only

your salary, but your legal career options with us. 

Thank you again for your contribution to the report and we both

hope that you respond again in 2019. 

Ross Dakin & Peter Liaw 

June 2018
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PEPPERCORN

RECRU I TMENT
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We are lawyers, and we are legal recruiters.

We understand the intricacies, demands and

challenges of the legal, risk and compliance

industries and this, combined with our

extensive networks, ensures we match the

best candidates to the right jobs. 

Based in Brisbane, we have recruited at all

levels across private practice, in-house and

government for permanent, fixed term,

contract and temporary positions. 

 +61 7 3031 3625 

peppercorncruitment.com.au 

Level 16, 200 Mary Street  

Brisbane QLD 4000 

Peter Liaw 

Partner

Ross Dakin 

Partner



20 1 8  SALARY  AND  CAREERS  GU IDE

QUEENS LAND  YOUNG  

LAWYERS
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Queensland Young Lawyers (QYL) is an

independent not-for-profit association

dedicated to encouraging and

supporting the personal and

professional development of young

lawyers and barristers in Queensland. 

Together with Peppercorn Recruitment,

the QYL Committee has worked

tirelessly to collate and present the

results of the Salary Survey.  

Kate Buckley 

QYL President

Elly Phelan 

QYL Vice-President



PAGE  07  |  THE  N I T TY  GR I T TY

The statistics in this guide are derived from the QYL & Peppercorn 

Recruitment 2018 Salary Survey, which was open for two weeks over May.   

We were thrilled and also grateful that 310 Queensland lawyers completed

the survey at such short notice, and our hope is to make it an annual “event”

with even more participants. 

We feel that the sample of data collected was sufficient to extrapolate the

averages and statistics in this guide, and where the data sample was too

small, those statistics have been omitted.  

Prior to any analysis, entries in the survey were reviewed and corrected where

obvious errors were identified.  For example, a graduate lawyer earning

$550,000 per year, was corrected to $55,000.  Likewise, ‘5 of the best damn

billables you’ve seen’ was corrected to 5 billable units per day.  

THE  N I T TY  GR I T TY
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DEFINITIONS

Boutique/small law firm = 1-10 solicitors 

Medium law firm = 10-30 solicitors 

PAE = post admission experience 
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SURVEY

RESPONDENTS  
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Women  
70%

Men 
30%

23-28 

45%

28-32 

35%

33-40 

15%

40+ 

5%

         Survey Respondents by gender. 

         Survey Respondents by age. 
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YOUR FIRM

Most respondents who completed the survey came from boutique/small law

firms and mid-tier firms.  

WHERE YOU WORK

A majority of respondents were based in Brisbane. 
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SALAR I E S

For accuracy reasons, only salary data from respondents who stated that their

offices were located in Brisbane CBD and Brisbane suburbs were used for the

statistics in the salary tables. 

The salary figures are inclusive of superannuation. 

Hyphens indicate that the data sample was too small. 

PAGE  1 0  |  SALAR I E S

GRADUATE/TRAINEE SOLICITOR

Top-tier firms had the best average pay bracket, and Government legal roles

were also strong. Government legal roles do not always have as much wage

growth. 
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0 - 1 YEARS PAE

1 - 2 YEARS PAE
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There was a healthy jump in salary for 0 - 1 PAE at boutique/small firms. 

There was a considerable gap in the results between the lowest and highest

salary for boutique/small firms.
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2 - 3 YEARS PAE

3 - 4 YEARS PAE
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Of the survey respondents, average salaries were fairly consistent in the 2 - 3

PAE bracket, with bonuses explaining the highest end of the mid-tier

category.

There was a big jump in the average in-house legal salary, as this is typically

the career point where lawyers transition to those roles. 
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4 - 5 YEARS PAE

5 - 6 YEARS PAE
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The large ranges across the 4-5 PAE is explained by Associate and Senior

Associate promotions at this level.

While the average for in-house is still high from the results, typically the 5-6

PAE level is the tipping point where in-house no longer more often than not

pays better than private practice
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6+ YEARS PAE

The figures in the table below are the average salary per position with 6+

years PAE. 

Pay disparity is often greater at the 6+ PAE level where there are many more

factors influencing salary. These can include practice area, bonuses, staff

supervision, promotions and client introductions. 
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BUDGETS
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17.4% of respondents (excluding government lawyers and research clerks) said

that they did not have a budget. 

15% of respondents had budgets calculated by reference to their annual

salaries. Of these, four times their annual salary was the most common (6.5%),

closely followed by 3 times their annual salary (6%). 

Small firms appear to have lower budgets on average, compared to large firms

and top tier firms (data excludes budgets of graduates and research clerks). 
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Below is the distribution for average billable units per day. 

0

2

4

6

Small Firms Mid-Tier Firms Top-Tier Firms

8

5.6  

YOUR BILLABLES 

6  
6.4 

The lowest budget was 3 billable hours per day for a graduate working at a

boutique/small firm. 
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REV I EW

Peppercorn Recruitment get a lot of enquiries from lawyers about what salary

they should be on and looking for tips to negotiate for better remuneration.

Preparation is critical, and it should not be done simply the night before.

Consider the following areas when it comes time for your pay review.  

A salary review meeting is a business conversation. You must find ways to

justify an increase in your salary. For example:  

PEPPERCORN RECRUITMENT
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HOW  TO  PREPARE

FOR  A  PAY  REV I EW

A BUSINESS CONVERSATION

Work quality – update your resume or prepare a transaction bible of all the

major projects you were involved with.  

Financials – prepare a spreadsheet of your billable hours. It demonstrates you

are thinking commercially and understand your value/cost to the business. 

Client feedback – keep a record of positive feedback from clients.  

Business development – record what contributions you have made and the

impact, if any, it has had for workflow or client relationships. 

BENCHMARKING

Research what your peers are earning. While scrolling through Seek and salary

survey data is very persuasive, don’t forget to speak with recruiters who can

give you market based salary advice specific to your individual situation. 

NEGOTIATE GOALPOSTS

If you do not get the salary increase you asked for, you should then negotiate

some KPIs or outcomes and link a salary to achievement of those outcomes

with a specific timeline. 
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REV I EW

Use the time. Your salary review is also the time to raise any other related issues

with your supervisor. This is an hour you rarely get to discuss your career and

nothing else. Some of these concerns might include: 

WHAT DOES OUR DATA SAY

June is the most common month for pay reviews, followed by July

and then May.   

25% of respondents said that their firms did not conduct pay reviews

regularly, or at all. 
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HOW  TO  PREPARE

FOR  A  PAY  REV I EW

CAREER CHECK

are you being given enough work or indeed the right type of work? 

are you getting sufficient supervision/mentoring/guidance? 

do you want to do further study? 

do you see business or client opportunities? 

At Peppercorn Recruitment, our Partners are both former lawyers and have a

combined two decades of legal recruitment experience. We have provided frank,

honest and pragmatic advice to many lawyers over their careers on matters such

as negotiating salaries, drafting CVs, interview tips and tricks and of course,

changing jobs. 

CONCLUSION
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BONUSES
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Respondents were asked if their firm had a bonus scheme.  

Of the respondents who answered that their firm offered a discretionary bonus

scheme, 37.5% did not know any details about the scheme or how it applied. 

The most common bonus structure was obtaining a percentage of receipted

fees over budget as a bonus. The most common percentage stated by

respondents was 25%.  Other responses included 10%, 15%, 20%.  The highest

percentage was 33%. 

Generally, firms that offered a percentage of receipted fees as a bonus offered

this bonus to all lawyers. 

Yes 
38%

Informal/discr. 
13%

No 
41%

Unsure 
9%

Does your firm have a bonus scheme?
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Some respondents disclosed that their firm offered a fixed bonus amount if the

lawyers made their budget.  Some of these amounts included $5,000 or

$8,000.  Some firms seem to set unobtainable bonuses structures.  For

example, one respondent from a top tier/large law firm said that their bonus

structure only applied when people receipted 200% of their budget (which

was 7.5 billable units per day). 

Most of the firms that offer bonuses offered some type of a referral bonus for

employees and for new clients.  Some firms offer 10% or 12% of the fees

receipted from a new client to the client referrer for the first 12 months. 

Firms that offer bonuses / type.
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S TAY ING  POWER

AND  F L EX I B I L I T Y
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F LEX I B I L I T Y

Most respondents intend to stay at their employer for 1-3 years: 

S TAY ING  POWER

Respondent's intention to remain with current employer. 
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F LEX I B I L I T Y

This trend was consistent across all firms. 

Intention to remain with current employer, by firm size. 
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F LEX I B I L I T Y

Respondents listed the key reasons for staying with the current employer:  

Respondents ranked the key motivators for moving firms:  
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F LEX I B I L I T Y

Key results include:  

F L EX I B I L I T Y

32.5% of respondents stated that their firm offered no flexible working

arrangements.  

10% stated that their firm offered days in lieu and the ability to work from

home.  

5% stated that their firm allowed them flexible start and finish times. 

BENEF I T S



C o n c l u s i o n  

The goal for producing the 2018 Queensland Legal

Salary Survey was relatively straightforward – for

young lawyers to “know their worth”.  

Knowledge is power, and with this document, we hope

that young lawyers are empowered in their next pay

review or job interview. 

T h a n k  y o u  

Together with Peter and Ross from Peppercorn

Recruitment, a huge number of Queensland Young

Lawyers committee members have volunteered

countless hours to put this guide together. We are

grateful to each of you for the time you have dedicated

to produce this guide.


