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Young lawyers may find it difficult to keep their 
feet in the current economic environment.

F
or many years now young lawyers have had a 

tried and tested way of doing things.

We jumped through 20 different hoops to secure 
an articles offer, deferred that offer for “the last year 
of freedom” in Europe and returned with a tan and an 
unparalleled “seen-it-all” attitude.

On commencement of our time at the patiently- 
waiting firm, we were generally useless for a year or 
two, following which we picked up and moved to the 
UK or the US in search of greener pastures, much to 
the dismay of the firm that took us under its wing. 

Throw in a mortgage on an urban apartment in South 
Yarra, months of unused accrued annual leave, a 
Facebook account and maybe an engagement, and there 
you have it: a comically cliched life of a junior lawyer. 

Really, there was little reason to turn our minds to the 
thought of career progression as young practitioners.

It was all there; a beaten track, made by the feet of 
thousands of 20-somethings in the legal industry 
before us.

The problem that so many young lawyers are now 
facing is this: the professional goal posts for this 
demographic have recently been moved.

The economic events that we followed in 
the media at the end of 2008 have now 
trickled down to the legal sector.

While taking care not to sound 
alarmist, what we are dealing with 
now is, for young lawyers at least, an 
unprecedented environment.

Suddenly those overseas stints are 
not so easy to come by, we are having 
second thoughts about committing 
to a mortgage and we have all heard 
the anecdotal evidence of the top-tier 
firms releasing a worrying portion 
of their trainees into the wilds of 
unemployment.

Of course the effects of the downturn 
within the legal sector will be far-reaching. 

The plight of city-based dry cleaners, the 
major coffee chains, the Bank Place and 
Hardware Lane lunch spots, European 
car dealers and popular Friday-night 
watering holes will be difficult to ignore 
in the coming months.

In this article, however, the Young 
Lawyers Journal wishes to focus on 
the young professionals, in what is

undoubtedly a changed legal 
services market.
We have sought the opinion of a 
number of representatives from various 
sectors within the legal industry in 
order to, hopefully, provide some 
guidance on a changed legal market.
One of the most immediate effects of 
the recent economic contraction is the 
daunting, and to many young lawyers 
previously unfamiliar, “R” word - 
redundancies.
One of the Australian Law Students’ 
Association’s (ALSA) biggest concerns 
in the current climate is situations 
where firms have taken on too many 
graduates, a portion of whom are let go 
before they finish their graduate year.1 
While retrenchments have occurred, 
and Mahlab Recruitment anticipates 
more of this to come, “anecdotal 
accounts abound of creative solutions 
offered by over staffed law firms to 
avoid retrenchment”.2 
It has become apparent that top- 
tier firms have generally frozen 
recruitment, most of which is currently
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being made by mid-tier and boutique 
firms, who have taken what Mahlab 
Recruitment senior legal recruitment 
consultant Megan Drysdale describes as 
an “opportunistic” approach to scooping 
the cream of the legal market.3
Megan warns young lawyers to 
prepare for pay cuts, pay freezes and 
conservative moves to the next salary 
band in the coming months.
We are also seeing creative solutions 
being applied with regard to salaries, 
from agreements to back-pay withheld 
increases in salary once the market 
picks up to enforcement of mandatory 
part-time arrangements.4 
All signs point to the fact that the 
employment situation for young lawyers 
has suddenly shifted from a sellers’ to 
a buyers’ market, and there will now be 
what Megan describes as a “correction” 
in their salary levels as a whole.
The situation is likely to extend to 
graduates, who Douglas Workplace 
& Litigation Lawyers principal and 
managing director Andrew Douglas 
predicts will be offered significantly 
less to enter the legal market.5 
The second half of 2008 proved 
challenging for international firms 
and Mahlab Recruitment observed 
a “marked decline in the campaign 
activity by major international firms in 
Australia”.6

The previously established trend 
among young Australian lawyers of 
leaving their jurisdiction, encouraged 
by an increasing relaxation of 
recruitment requirements by UK firms, 
has swiftly been brought to a halt.7 
Due to mass redundancies among 
London firms, “there is no shortage of 
locally trained newly qualified lawyers 
in the London market”, Megan says.8 
Megan is quick to note that this applies 
on the other side of the world also: “the US 
market is in a worse situation that the UK 
market [and] is a harder one to get into”.
The Chinese and Middle Eastern legal 
markets are doing slightly better, but 
have nonetheless significantly tightened 
recruitment requirements.9 
A large number of foreign-based 
Australian lawyers are returning home.10 
Andrew predicts that the current 
economic contraction will have the 
effect of debunking the “work/life 
balance” myth promoted by many 
law firms in an attempt to attract 
Generation Y lawyers.
He believes more responsibility will fall 
on young lawyers, who will be expected

more than ever to come in early and 
stay late.11
The advice for the young lawyers who 
have not been turned out by their 
respective firms is to get used to the 
idea of redeployment and use their 
initiative to take advantage of such 
opportunities.
Andrew urges young lawyers to 
“keep their head down” and resist the 
temptation to engage in the politics and 
gossip of the office.
“Demonstrate your team colours and 
demonstrate your commitment”.12 
He reminds us of what we all secretly 
suspected - that the power really does 
lie with those two or three, particularly 
secretaries: “be nice to secretarial staff 
[because] during a recession . . . it does 
not help to make powerful enemies, and 
partners’ secretaries can be very powerful 
The harsh reality of the recruitment 
downturn is that a significant portion 
of young lawyers will find themselves 
out of a job.
Andrew concedes that “unfortunately, 
they are coming onto the street at 
a time when no one is hiring young 
solicitors”.13
Although both the Brisbane and Perth 
legal markets have been “slower than 
Sydney and Melbourne to feel the effects 
of the global economic downturn”,14 
Megan warns that young lawyers should 
be realistic about these opportunities, 
“remembering that there are still a lot of 
lawyers in those markets”.15 
For those who have suddenly found 
themselves with a lot of time on their 
hands, Megan’s advice is to use the time 
to study and further your development. 
The overriding message in a myriad of 
suggestions made by both Megan and 
Andrew is “engage in activities that are 
legally focused”.
They also urge young lawyers not to 
underestimate the power of networking 
and fostering contacts, both with peers 
and with clients.
“Keep making those relationships” is 
Andrew’s advice to young practitioners, 
“because one thing that does stand 
during a recession is relationships”.16 

I guess that means that young lawyers 
had better buckle up, dust off those 
business cards and get networking.
It seems that the well worn rug has well 
and truly been pulled out from under 
our feet. ■

TANYA SKVORTSOVA,
YLS EDITORIAL COMMITTEE MEMBER

Solicitor, Christopher Bunnett Lawyers

YOU ARE NOT ALONE
As a Young Lawyers’ Section (YLS) member 
you have access to a wealth of LIV services 
to help you in your career.

YLS
www.liv.asn.au/younglawyers
The YLS provides practical guidance to new solicitors 
on how to build a successful legal career, both 
professionally and personally.

CPD and career development
www.cpd.liv.asn.au
The LIV provides a comprehensive continuing 
professional development (CPD) program consisting 
of seminars, workshops and conferences. CPD is 
specifically tailored for new solicitors.

LIV Library
www.library.liv.asn.au

The LIV Library provides members with access to a 
comprehensive collection of legal resources, research 
services and training programs.

Keeping practitioners informed
www.liv.asn.au/members/news

Membership ensures practitioners receive the latest 
legal information. Publications include the biannual 
Young Lawyers Journal, the monthly award-winning LIJ, 
and electronic newsletters Friday Facts and lawBytes. 
lawBytes has news, invitations and information 
specifically for young lawyers.

Personal support services
www.liv.asn.au/counselling

The LIV is fully supportive of a work/life balance and 
offers a number of personal support services.
The LIV’s confidential counselling service LawCare, 
aims to help members deal with personal and 
professional problems that interfere with their work 
performance and personal life.

Find out more at
www.liv.asn.au/members/services or contact 
Member Services on (03) 9607 9470 
or members@liv.asn.au

1. Interview with ALSA vice-president 
Christopher Holmes, Melbourne, 19 
March 2009.
2. Mahlab Recruitment, Market 
Update www.mahlab.com.au/ 
newsletters/MarketUpdate at
February 2009.
3. Interview with Mahlab 
Recruitment senior legal recruitment 
consultant (private practice) Megan 
Drysdale, Melbourne, 17 March 2009.
4. Note 3 above.
5. Interview with Douglas Workplace

& Litigation Lawyers principal and 
managing director Andrew Douglas, 
Melbourne, 13 March 2009.
6. Note 2 above.
7. Note 3 above.
8. Note 2 above.
9. Note 3 above.
10. Note 2 above.
11. Note 5 above.
12. Note 5 above.
13. Note 5 above.
14. Note 2 above.
15. Note 3 above.
16. Note 5 above.
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