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The recovery in the job market for
solicitors at the nation’s leading
firms has strengthened after em-
ployment at these organisations
grew by 8.6 per cent in the year.

This growth comes on top of
the 5.3 increase in the year to July
and appears to indicate that busi-
ness confidence at law firms is
now much stronger than in the
second half of last year when em-
ployment contracted by 1 per cent.

The legal workforce at the 39
leading firms grew by the full-time
equivalent of almost 535 positions
in the year and the fastest job
growth was at small to mid-sized
domestic firms.

In the same period, the number
of partners at the 39 firms grew by
an average of 2.6 per cent, or a
total more than 60 new partner-
ships.

On legal employment, the
number of non-partner fee earn-
ers at small to medium-sized firms
grew by 11.6 per cent — well ahead
of the 8.6 per cent average growth
for the 39 firms.

But while small to medium-
sized firms led the way on job cre-
ation, they had below-average
growth in partner numbers — just
2.2 per cent, compared with 2.8 per
cent for the large firms and 4.2 per
cent for the Australian practices of
international firms.

These are the key findings
from The Australian’s end-of-year
partnership survey of the leading
firms, which was conducted by
Eaton Capital Partners.

The survey found that the
small to medium-sized firms cre-
ated total of 303 new jobs for solic-
itors — which was 56.6 per cent of
all employment growth at the 39
firms.

The small to medium firms ex-
panded their legal workforce al-
most twice as fast as the 5.2 per
cent growth rate at the large firms

Danny Gilbert is arguably Austra-
lia’s most shrewd and successful
law firm leader. 

For nearly 30 years, Gilbert +
Tobin has deftly changed tack
when other firms were waiting for
a weatherman to know which way
the wind was blowing.

At a recent legal conference
that saw me chair a discussion
where Danny was a panel mem-
ber, he made an interesting one-
word comment in response to a
question I asked him.

Danny simply answered “yes”
when I asked if law firms of the
future would be smaller and less
profitable.

To a man and a woman, every-
one in the audience sat up and
took notice.

Danny was acknowledging
that the twin client demands of
better service and lower cost
meant firms like G+T must seek to
develop new ways of doing things,
including the use of artificial tech-
nology. 

What this means for large law
is that firms like Johnson Winter
& Slattery are viewed in the mar-
ket as being authentic and right
for the times, given that the firm
has held as a badge of honour its
long-established low leverage

Compared with the big accounting
firms, lawyers are extremely cau-
tious — which is why today’s surge
in employment at leading law firms
is so significant.
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and well ahead of the 8.2 per cent
growth at the Australian practices
of international firms.

The large firms created the
equivalent of almost 193 new full-
time jobs for solicitors while the
legal workforce at the internation-
al firms grew by the equivalent of
almost 39 new positions.

In percentage terms, the fastest
growing legal workforce was at
Colin Biggers & Paisley. This
firm’s tally of non-partner fee
earners grew by 32.1 per cent,
closely followed by Piper Alder-
man on 31.7 per cent.

Nick Crennan, managing part-
ner at Colin Biggers & Paisley, said
the firm’s 20 service offerings were
growing well and much of this
work was being done by experi-
enced lawyers.

“We’ve worked hard to recruit
outstanding performers at all lev-
els and to really invest in our
graduate program,” Mr Crennan
said.

In terms of the absolute num-
ber of new jobs for solicitors, the
Australian practice of Norton
Rose Fulbright was well ahead,
mainly because of its merger with
Henry Davis York.

After absorbing HDY, the sur-
vey shows, the legal workforce at
Norton Rose Fulbright grew by
the full-time equivalent of almost
113 positions. 

The firm now has almost 477
non-partner fee earners.

When measured by legal em-
ployment, Clayton Utz is the larg-
est firm covered by the survey with
the equivalent of more than 623
non-partner fee-earners, followed
by King & Wood Mallesons on al-
most 590 and Allens on just more
than 530.

After Norton Rose Fulbright,
the largest increases in the num-
ber of legal jobs were at Sparke
Helmore and HWL Ebsworth,
where the number of non-partner
fee-earners grew by the full-time
equivalent of 38.4 and 37.5 posi-
tions respectively.

Law firms back in the business of hiring staff
CHRIS MERRITT
LEGAL AFFAIRS EDITOR
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FASTEST GROWING LEGAL EMPLOYERS: WHERE THE JOBS ARE
% growth Non-partner Non-partner Non-partner

●LARGE ●INTERNATIONAL since fee-earners fee-earners fee-earners 
Dec 2016 at Dec 2017 at July 2017 at Dec 2016

ALLENS 7.5% 530.5 536.9 493.7
ARNOLD BLOCH LEIBLER 17.0% 84.8 93.9 72.5
BAKER & McKENZIE 7.5% 182.9 176.3 170.2
BANKI HADDOCK FIORA -1.2% 16.6 16.8 16.8
CLAYTON UTZ 2.4% 623.5 646.0 608.7
CLYDE & CO -6.1% 91.5 97.4
COLIN BIGGERS & PAISLEY 32.1% 148.5 147.8 112.4
COOPER GRACE WARD 8.4% 48.4 54.0 44.6
CURWOODS LAWYERS 16.4% 80.4 73.4 69.1
DENTONS 3.4% 133.3 128.9
DIBBSBARKER -12.5% 53.3 66.6 60.9
DLA PIPER AUSTRALIA -11.7% 203.7 207.3 230.7
GADENS LAWYERS 11.6% 169.5 175.9 151.8
GILBERT + TOBIN 9.2% 261.5 287.2 239.5
GILCHRIST CONNELL -9.4% 36.7 40.2 40.5
HALL & WILCOX LAWYERS 17.1% 182.0 166.8 155.4
HOGAN LOVELLS N/A 25.0 20.0  
HOLDING REDLICH 14.9% 119.5 123.0 104.0
HOLMAN WEBB 7.3% 59.0 57.5 55.0
HOPGOODGANIM -4.0% 86.8 91.0 90.4
HWL EBSWORTH LAWYERS 9.4% 437.0 433.0 399.5
JACKSON McDONALD -9.3% 68.9 69.2 76.0
JOHNSON WINTER & SLATTERY 1.8% 91.6 103.0 90.0
KING & WOOD MALLESONS 0.1% 589.7 615.7 589.0
MACPHERSON KELLEY 5.5% 90.7 88.7 85.9
MADDOCKS 11.5% 219.0 212.4 196.4
McCULLOUGH ROBERTSON 2.4% 121.0 122.2 118.2
MILLS OAKLEY LAWYERS 9.4% 304.0 289.7 278.0
MORAY & AGNEW LAWYERS 13.4% 245.0 226.0 216.0
NORTON ROSE FULBRIGHT 30.9% 476.7 379.7 364.3
PIPER ALDERMAN 31.7% 126.0 103.7 95.7
RUSSELL KENNEDY 12.5% 72.7 71.4 64.6
SEYFARTH SHAW 9.5% 23.0 22.0 21.0
SPARKE HELMORE LAWYERS 16.4% 272.9 265.0 234.5
SQUIRE PATTON BOGGS 1.1% 63.7 56.0 63.0
THOMSON GEER -2.2% 196.7 197.9 201.1
THYNNE + MACARTNEY 24.7% 23.7 20.0 19.0
TRESSCOX LAWYERS 1.8% 68.4 69.3 67.2
WOTTON + KEARNEY 14.3% 105.0 104.0 91.9
Total 8.6% 6748.6 6429.4 6213.8
Large 6.2% 3319.3 3303.7 3126.5
International 8.1% 519.4 274.3 480.5
Domestic 11.6% 2909.8 2851.5 2606.8

The key to designing future practices
model and access to senior part-
ners for clients.

Authenticity resonates in a
crowded legal marketplace.

The large law firm model based
on high leverage and lock-step
partnerships has not so much
been usurped as ransacked.

While much of the market is
agog at commoditisation and cut-
backs, at the pointy end where
most firms in this survey see
themselves, the successful law
firm of the future will compete on
quality, not price, and invest in the
future.

Shrewd law firm leaders realise
this. 

Cutting yourself to prosperity
is not an option when the market
for talent is so intense.

Similarly, ensuring your firm is
run for the benefit of junior part-
ners and the next generation of
leaders provides the strong struc-
tural foundations for further
growth.

If your firm is characterised by
senior equity partners not want-
ing to spend on the future of the
firm, that is a firm that will not en-
tice the best and brightest due to
its selfish and siloed culture.

Investment in a law firm’s
greatest asset, its people, is still the
best strategy when it comes to an-
swering the fundamental ques-
tions that should be at the front of
all private practice leaders’ minds. 

Namely, how do I ensure my
firm remains relevant to clients
and attractive to staff?

The Australian’s partnership
survey, conducted by Eaton Capi-

tal Partners, shows that over the
past 12 months there has been an
8.6 per cent increase in lawyer
numbers below partner level for
participating firms. That is a
tremendous nod to the enduring
strength of the legal sector.

Partner numbers also in-
creased, by the more modest
2.6 per cent.

Once more, domestic firms led
the hiring charge, providing the
largest below-partner growth rate
of 11.6 per cent.

These firms, with their cohort
of established clients and in many

cases long history, are able to
make informed investment and
planning decisions based on that
market familiarisation and estab-
lished relationships.

Firms such as Arnold Bloch
Leibler, Maddocks, Wotton +
Kearney, Moray & Agnew and
Holding Redlich all saw double-
digit growth in lawyer numbers in
2017.

While Norton Rose Fulbright
has seen its ranks swell by just
over 30 per cent in the wake of its
merger with Henry Davis York,
the trend evident in the survey is
that fee-earner growth for global
firms in Australia has been strong
but more modest (8.1 per cent) as
compared to domestic rivals.

It is often the case that in order
to ensure internal global partner-
ship support for investment into
new markets such as Australia, it
is easier to get consensus on what
are considered to be the two to
three strong regional sector op-
portunities, rather than seeking to

initiate too many battles on too
many Australian practice fronts
and embark on a widespread hir-
ing spree.

The big news story of the year
was White & Case’s entry into
Australia, but it did so via plucking
a major projects team that was
predominantly based in Mel-
bourne.

While it is refreshing to see that
optimism abounds, a note of cau-
tion still needs to be struck.

Women still make up less than
20 per of equity partners of the
participating firms, which is an in-
dictment on the profession and
will be covered extensively next
week.

We are also seeing the emer-
gence of what I would call a pro-
fessional class of law firm partner,
with these folks characterised by
swanning off to their next gig after
not covering themselves in glory
at their previous posting.

Partners can bring relation-
ships and clout, but they can also
bring baggage too. 

Cultural fit should still be the
starting point with regards to any
potential lateral partner hire. 

Graduate numbers are also
fairly static, meaning that we still
often disappoint many of the best
and brightest who fail to land roles
due to the intense competition for
graduate places.

Despite such potential pitfalls,
the survey shows that the legal
glass is half full.

Long-term success will be
based on strong and stable leader-
ship. 

Law firm leaders need to be
conscious that in looking to strike
the right note, they need to know
their song well before they start
singing.

Justin Whealing is a partner with 
Eaton Capital Partners.

Investing in people is 
still the best strategy 
amid the sector’s 
rapid disruption

JUSTIN WHEALING

The successful law firm of the future will 
compete on quality, not price, and invest in
the future. And shrewd  leaders realise this

When judged by the business
confidence data on both profes-
sions regularly published by the
Commonwealth Bank, bean coun-
ters look effusive and it is law firms
that are the doom merchants.

So when law firms embark on a
hiring spree it suggests the amount
of work coming through the door
has given managing partners a
choice: find more fee earners or
watch clients take their deals else-
where.

The result is annual job growth
of 8.6 per cent at the 39 leading law
firms — a figure that is consistent

with the positive news in this
week’s national accounts.

Today’s partnership survey
shows the rate of growth in legal
employment has accelerated since
June when The Australian’s survey
— again conducted by Eaton Capi-
tal Partners — found annual em-
ployment growth at the leading
firms of 5.3 per cent. Allowance
does need to be made for the year’s
big merger, when most of the exist-
ing fee earners at Henry Davis
York became new fee earners at
Norton Rose Fulbright. But the
trend is unchanged.

The national accounts show
business investment was running
7.5 per cent higher in the Septem-
ber quarter than it was a year ago.
The legal work associated with that
investment surge means law firms
are set for a very merry Christmas.

All this has been happening
while the political class in Canber-
ra has been distracted for months
by matters that have zero impact
on business. Only a cynic would
suggest these events are linked.

NEXT FRIDAY The firms where 
women do well

Job growth gives good reason for festive cheer
PREJUDICE
CHRIS MERRITT

FASTEST GROWING LEGAL PRACTICES: PARTNER NUMBERS
Growth Total Total Total

●LARGE ●INTERNATIONAL since partners at partners at partners at
Jan 2017 Jan 2018 July 2017 Jan 2017

ALLENS -1.1% 129.0 128.0 130.5
ARNOLD BLOCH LEIBLER -0.3% 34.5 34.5 34.6
BAKER & McKENZIE AUSTRALIA -2.3% 79.4 80.4 81.3
BANKI HADDOCK FIORA -11.8% 9.0 10.2 10.2
CLAYTON UTZ -2.6% 167.4 170.0 171.9
CLYDE & CO 4.3% 24.0  23.0
COLIN BIGGERS & PAISLEY 0.3% 64.1 66.5 63.9
COOPER GRACE WARD -4.8% 19.8 21.0 20.8
CURWOODS LAWYERS -11.8% 15.0 16.0 17.0
DENTONS 6.6% 49.9  46.8
DIBBSBARKER -12.2% 34.6 36.4 39.4
DLA PIPER AUSTRALIA -11.9% 65.8 70.9 74.7
GADENS LAWYERS 2.4% 90.3 82.7 88.2
GILBERT + TOBIN -1.3% 69.8 69.3 70.7
GILCHRIST CONNELL -5.8% 16.1 17.2 17.1
HALL & WILCOX LAWYERS -2.8% 66.2 67.0 68.1
HOGAN LOVELLS N/A 7.0 7.0  
HOLDING REDLICH 14.5% 53.8 51.0 47.0
HOLMAN WEBB 1.5% 26.4 26.0 26.0
HOPGOODGANIM 1.5% 40.9 40.3 40.3
HWL EBSWORTH LAWYERS 2.1% 211.4 219.0 207.0
JACKSON McDONALD -5.6% 25.5 26.2 27.0
JOHNSON WINTER & SLATTERY -1.8% 59.9 63.0 61.0
KING & WOOD MALLESONS AUSTRALIA 3.0% 159.1 154.5 154.5
MACPHERSON KELLEY -5.6% 40.6 42.1 43.0
MADDOCKS 5.7% 70.8 67.7 67.0
McCULLOUGH ROBERTSON -1.6% 48.0 45.6 48.8
MILLS OAKLEY LAWYERS 9.6% 95.6 88.2 87.2
MORAY & AGNEW LAWYERS 6.7% 95.0 94.0 89.0
NORTON ROSE FULBRIGHT AUSTRALIA 21.0% 148.9 116.8 123.1
PIPER ALDERMAN 18.0% 59.0 51.0 50.0
RUSSELL KENNEDY 0.6% 33.9 32.9 33.7
SEYFARTH SHAW -8.2% 9.0 10.0 9.8
SPARKE HELMORE LAWYERS 4.1% 73.7 77.8 70.8
SQUIRE PATTON BOGGS -3.7% 20.6 20.6 21.4
THOMSON GEER 10.6% 96.0 95.8 86.8
THYNNE + MACARTNEY 6.6% 16.0 17.0 15.0
TRESSCOX LAWYERS -7.6% 25.4 26.3 27.5
WOTTON + KEARNEY 12.9% 21.0 22.0 18.6
Total 2.6% 2373.4 2264.9 2312.7
Large 2.8% 1047.4 1024.3 1019.2
International 4.2% 189.9 118.0 182.3
Domestic 2.2% 1136.1 1122.6 1111.2

We’ve worked hard to recruit outstanding
performers at all levels and to really 
invest in our graduate program.
NICK CRENNAN, COLIN BIGGERS & PAISLEY

Australia &  
White & Case
White & Case provides global legal solutions with  
local know-how for our clients in the Asia-Pacific region.  
We bring together a leading team of project, project finance  
and environmental lawyers in Australia with the world’s  
top-ranked Energy, Infrastructure and Project Finance  
legal practice.* 

whitecase.com

* White & Case ranked Band 1 for Global Projects & Energy  
for twelve consecutive years.
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