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ABOUT US ESTABLISHED 2004

Jepson Holt launched in 2004 to help law firms 
grow their businesses and lawyers find legal 
environments where they can thrive.

We are a specialist legal search business providing 
executive search solutions to the private practice 
market. The Directors each have over 10 years of 
experience in executive legal search and senior 
recruitment, along with supporting law firm growth 
through mergers & acquisitions.

When it comes to executive legal search and 
recruitment, our number one priority is growth – 
whether that be the growth of an entire law firm or 
the growth of a single career.

That’s why we take the time to understand exactly 
what you’re looking for, before taking a proactive 
approach to finding the right candidate or law firm 
for you.

As part of this approach, we apply our extensive 
knowledge of the legal market to put the right parties 
together. This is how we’ve been able to build trusted 
supplier / advisor relationships with law firms and 
legal professionals over the years.

We don’t try to force square pegs into round holes 
and by dealing fairly and honestly with both law firms 
and lawyers, we’re able to make placements that are 
successful in the short and long-term.
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Mark leads on executive search 
assignments to help firms 
develop their businesses and 

works with senior lawyers who want to 
build their careers. He is an expert on team 
moves and on mergers and acquisitions for 
legal businesses.

Before joining us he spent 10 years in 
London establishing, growing and leading 
a specialist legal executive search and 
recruitment consultancy.

Prior to embarking on his career in 
recruitment, Mark spent 17 years as a 
lawyer and during that time he led teams 
and departments inside law firms.

Emma has 17 years’ recruitment 
industry experience, focusing on 
senior hires. She is an expert in 

executive search within the legal sector, 
working on retained assignments and 
candidate-led processes.

Emma recruits across various practice 
areas, with a particular focus on 
Commercial IP/IT, TMT, Data Privacy, 
Commercial Litigation and White Collar 
Crime. Emma has also carved out a niche 
in the Legal Technology & Innovation 
space, recruiting at Director and C-suite 
level for Top 25 firms including the Magic 
Circle.
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The COVID-19 pandemic has had a wide-ranging impact on the UK economy, causing the largest 
recession in recent decades. Due to the restrictions, significant sectors of the economy have been 
closed or their business has been greatly reduced. The legal sector has been no exception to the 

negative effects of the pandemic.

In the weeks following the initial shutdown, many firms froze hiring, cut salaries (both at executive and fee 
earner level), decreased or delayed profit distributions, and furloughed staff. Firms such as Norton Rose 
offered a flexible decreased working week, which had been effective in preventing redundancies in the credit 
crunch. As a result of the uncertainty, firms with normally lean cash flows increased their liquidity in order to 
counteract any unexpected costs.

The decline in revenue has not materialised to the extent feared. Indeed, some firms have found that they 
are "thriving" in the current environment, posting record profits and returning furlough money to the 
government and cut pay to employees. While the industry as a whole looks strong, salary increases look to be 
minimal this year due to the overall shock of the pandemic.

Redundancies have taken place in the legal sector, however. Due to the efficiencies of new technologies, and 
the consequences of work from home, consultations have resulted in job losses for secretaries and back room 
staff. Among fee-earners there has been remarkably few redundancies, usually targeting a small number of 
individuals in a specific practice area.

NQ salaries in London have decreased at a number of UK firms as part of cost cutting measures. Most 
reductions have been in the region of £2,000 - £5,000. Many of these salaries were increased in 2019, due to 
competition with rising NQ salaries at elite US firms. As such, those cuts may be seen as simply returning to 
sustainable pay levels.

Uncertainty remains over the effect that working from home may have on pay scales. Firms with offices across 
the country employ "London Weighting"; and geographical boundaries (and offices) are disappearing as 
workers become remote.

Since the easing of  the initial lockdown in Autumn 2020, the majority of firms have gradually removed their 
hiring freezes and the market is looking robust in terms of  advertised vacancies. The roll out of the vaccine 
and the published route to re-opening suggest that the UK will return to normality by summer. Indications 
are that hires at both senior and junior levels will remain strong for the rest of the year. As with the credit 
crunch, it is anticipated that the effects of COVID and the lockdowns will lead to increased business for 
specific practice areas; litigation and restructuring being likely beneficiaries.

March 2021

PANDEMIC AND PAYINTRODUCTION
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ELITE US

Minimum Maximum

NQ £115,000 £150,000

1 PQE £125,000 £160,000

2 PQE £135,000 £170,000

3 PQE £145,000 £185,000

4 PQE £155,000 £210,000

5+ PQE £165,000 £225,000

Legal Director/
Of Counsel

£190,000 £270,000+

Salaried 
Partner

£250,000 £400,000+

Equity Partner £800,000+ ∞

The elite US Firms (sometimes called White Shoe 
firms) have been established in the UK market 
for decades. This group includes a range of 

practice areas; some have large offices and international 
reach e.g. Kirkland and Ellis, while some have small 
teams which operate within a specific sector, such as 
Wilson Sonsini Goodrich & Rosati. In terms of revenue, 
they are among the most profitable firms globally.

These firms pay the highest NQ salaries, as well as the 
highest salaries in general. Competitor firms in the 
Magic Circle have increased NQ salaries in a bid to 
keep up with US rates, though they do not match them. 
These firms either pay UK associates in US dollars or 
salaries are pegged to the US dollar so remuneration can 
fluctuate with changes in the exchange rate.

Though the figures given are base salaries, there is a 
strong element of performance based remuneration, 
which attracts strong business generators keen to receive 
a portion of the profit they have generated.

While they provide the highest remuneration, these 
firms have long working hours with high billable targets.

FIRM TYPES
INTERNATIONAL
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MAGIC CIRCLE

NQ £90,500 £100,000

1 PQE £100,000 £105,000

2 PQE £105,000 £115,000

3 PQE £115,000 £125,000

4 PQE £125,000 £135,000

5+ PQE £135,000 £160,000+

Legal Director/
Of Counsel

£170,000 £230,000+

Salaried 
Partner

£220,000 £400,000+

Equity Partner £450,000+ ∞

Minimum Maximum

The Magic Circle are top calibre UK based firms, 
who have the highest profitability and pay 
outside of the high end US firms. They service 

very high quality work, with strong relationships among 
large domestic and international clients and market 
leading capabilities in the corporate, banking and 
finance sectors.

Innovation hubs and back room functions from select 
firms have been outsourced to regional locations from 
London, with Clifford Chance opening in Newcastle in 
May 2018 via an acquisition of the insolvent Carillion's 
legal arm. Allen & Overy have a Legal Services Centre in 
Belfast, and Freshfields opened in Manchester in 2015. 
These have historically been devoid of qualified lawyers, 
though Freshfields have offered an apprentice route to 
qualification since 2018.

FIRM TYPES
INTERNATIONAL
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SILVER CIRCLE

NQ £84,000 £93,000

1 PQE £88,000 £100,000

2 PQE £93,000 £105,000

3 PQE £100,000 £115,000

4 PQE £110,000 £125,000

5+ PQE £120,000 £150,000+

Legal Director/
Of Counsel

£140,000 £170,000+

Salaried 
Partner

£160,000 £200,000+

Equity Partner £350,000+ ∞

Minimum Maximum

The Silver Circle are a group of elite UK law 
firms. The meaning and membership of the 
"Silver Circle" has shifted over the years but 

current members are thought to include Herbert Smith 
Freehills, Ashurst, MacFarlanes and Travers Smith. 

Though these firms have a lower turnover than the 
Magic Circle, they are above most other UK law firms, 
and in terms of profit per equity partner (PEP), and 
quality of work they can match the Magic Circle. 

Despite a reputation for being London focussed, they 
maintain international outlooks. All of the firms are full 
service, and are particularly strong on corporate work. 
However, they possess unique strengths, such as Ashurst 
in finance and Herbert Smith Freehills in dispute 
resolution.

They are seen as more relaxed than the US Firms and 
the Magic Circle, with lower billable hours.

FIRM TYPES
NATIONAL, INTERNATIONAL
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NQ £75,000 £95,000

1 PQE £84,000 £105,000

2 PQE £90,000 £115,000

3 PQE £97,000 £125,000

4 PQE £104,000 £135,000

5+ PQE £110,000 £145,000+

Legal Director/
Of Counsel

£130,000 £225,000

Salaried 
Partner

£150,000 £230,000+

Equity Partner £250,000+ ∞

MaximumMinimum

Over the past few decades, various US firms have 
either entered the UK market either via one 
or more acquisitions, such as K&L Gates; or 

through a merger like Hogan Lovells.

This guide also includes firms such as Baker McKenzie, 
which developed through organic growth; and Dentons, 
the world's largest firm by headcount, which operates a 
decentralised model with no head office. 

These firms generally pay above market rate, and can 
match the Silver or Magic Circle in both remuneration 
and charcter of work; though there is variation both 
between firms and within firms themselves. 

Transatlantics Hogan Lovells and BCLP have expanded 
their offices into the UK regions, in Birmingham and 
Manchester respectively.

Cross-Atlantic M&A activity has also taken place with 
firms at a national and boutique level, Womble Bond 
Dickinson forming in November 2017 and more recently, 
US Armstrong Teasdale entering the UK market in 
February 2021 via an acquisition of London boutique 
Kerman & Co.

FIRM TYPES
TRANSATLANTIC, INTERNATIONALUS INTERNATIONAL
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UK INTERNATIONAL

NQ £66,000 £84,000

1 PQE £70,000 £87,000

2 PQE £74,000 £91,000

3 PQE £78,000 £98,000

4 PQE £83,000 £105,000

5+ PQE £88,000 £120,000+

Legal Director/
Of Counsel

£110,000 £150,000+

Salaried 
Partner

£120,000 £190,000+

Equity Partner £250,000+ ∞

Minimum Maximum

London has numerous firms that, whilst 
headquartered in the City, have global reach via 
overseas offices. These firms undertake a variety 

of commercial, corporate, disputes and finance work; 
and some have well developed specialisms in areas such 
as maritime and commodities.

It would be a disservice to try and methodically 
categorise these firms due to the diversity of their work. 
However, they can be collectively categorised as strong 
payers that undertake high class work for an array 
of clients from private individuals to SMEs to global 
corporations.

Asia is a particular area of interest for many firms 
outside of the UK, with HFW, WFW, Stephenson 
Harwood, Bird & Bird and others operating from strong 
bases in Singapore.

While most are focussed on London in terms of the UK 
market, firms such as DLA Piper, Eversheds Sutherland, 
CMS, Pinsent Masons and Addleshaw Goddard have 
considerable presence in the regional markets.

These firms usually have reasonable working hours and 
targets, with secondment opportunities for those who 
are looking to experience life in an overseas office.

FIRM TYPES
CITY, INTERNATIONAL
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MID MARKET

NQ £60,000 £68,000

1 PQE £62,000 £75,000

2 PQE £64,000 £79,000

3 PQE £67,000 £85,000

4 PQE £70,000 £92,000

5+ PQE £75,000 £100,000

Legal Director/
Of Counsel

£90,000 £130,000

Salaried 
Partner

£110,000 £160,000+

Equity Partner £175,000+ ∞

Minimum Maximum

The London market also encompasses firms 
which are either headquartered elsewhere in the 
country, or have strong regional offices which 

comprise a significant part of their UK offering. Many 
also have overseas offices, which often feed into the 
work undertaken in their London office.

These firms are usually full service, operating across 
a spectrum of practice areas and for a diverse range 
of clients. Many are known as strong players in the 
defendant insurance market, such as DWF, Clyde & Co, 
Kennedys and DAC Beachcroft. 

The remuneration on offer at these firms is below the 
salaries provided by City firms, though still strong 
in comparison to some of the smaller boutiques and 
regionals in the capital. There is often a better work life 
balance, while maintaining high calibre work.

At this level, we also see firms which have converted to 
PLCs and floated on the stock market. Share values have 
held up well despite initial dips at the beginning of the 
pandemic.

FIRM TYPES
NATIONAL, INTERNATIONAL

11

S A L A R Y  G U I D E  2 0 2 1



WEST END

NQ £44,000 £65,000

1 PQE £47,000 £71,000

2 PQE £50,000 £76,000

3 PQE £54,000 £83,000

4 PQE £58,000 £90,000

5+ PQE £63,000 £96,000

Salaried 
Partner

£100,000 £130,000+

Equity Partner £140,000+ ∞

Minimum MaximumWest End is a term used to refer to smaller 
commercial focussed firms that were 
traditionally based in that part of the 

city. These firms focus on core areas of corporate, 
commercial, real estate and dispute resolution work, 
though there is a good level of diversity, with other firms 
focusing upon media, tech, sport etc.

Some of these firms are very long standing members 
of the London legal market, handling the legal affairs 
of companies or families for decades. Others are more 
recent boutiques, founded by partners departing from a 
larger firm to set up their own.

Advantages to life in a firm like this include greater 
responsibility, more partner time and higher levels of 
client contact. 

These are also appropriate for those who are seeking to 
specialise in a niche sector or practice area, such as film 
or music.

Although the salaries are lower than the other London 
firms shown, the firms are well-established and service 
high quality work. They are likely to have a positive 
work-life balance, with the lowest billable hours.

FIRM TYPES

SMALL, BOUTIQUE
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FIRM TYPES
MANCHESTER

HighMid

NQ £28,000 - 

£42,000

£35,000 - 

£42,000

£40,000 - 

£45,000

1 PQE £30,000 - 

£44,000

£38,000 - 

£44,000

£42,000 - 

£47,000

2 PQE £32,000 - 

£45,000

£40,000 - 

£46,000

£43,000 - 

£50,000

3 PQE £34,000 - 

£46,000

£42,000 - 

£49,000

£45,000 - 

£58,000

4 PQE £36,000 - 

£47,000

£43,000 - 

£52,000

£46,000 - 

£65,000

5+ PQE £40,000 - 

£60,000

£55,000 - 

£70,000

£60,000 - 

£100,000

Legal 

Director

£60,000 - 

£80,000

£70,000 - 

£90,000

£80,000 - 

£110,000

Salaried 

Partner

£80,000 - 

£130,000+

£100,000 - 

£150,000+

£120,000 - 

£190,000+

Equity 

Partner

£140,000+ £180,000+ £290,000 - 
∞

LowManchester is the largest legal centre outside 
of London based on the number of Top 
100 partners. Driven by the investments 

in the transport, real estate, infrastructure, and tech 
sectors; the second largest legal market is well served 
by regional, national and international firms, as well as 
boutiques based in the City Centre and in the affluent 
southern areas.

Many national heads and practice leaders are based here, 
such as Mark Molyneux, Addleshaw Goddard's Head of 
Litigation. It has benefited from "Northshoring", with 
firms choosing to expand here due to the depth of talent 
in both legal and professional services, in conjunction 
with the relative costs compared to London. Freshfields 
Bruckhaus Deringer chose Manchester as the site for 
their regional support centre in 2015.

In matters of remuneration, the salaries available are 
among the highest outside London. The quality and 
variety of firms ensures that salaries remain close and 
competitive, with the top pay being provided by the Tier 
1 regional bulwarks: DLA Piper, Eversheds Sutherland, 
Pinsent Masons, CMS and Squire Patton Boggs.

REGIONAL, NATIONAL, 

INTERNATIONAL
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LEEDS

HighMid

NQ £30,000 - 

£40,000

£36,000 - 

£43,000

£40,000 - 

£50,000

1 PQE £30,000 - 

£42,000

£38,000 - 

£45,000

£42,000 - 

£53,000

2 PQE £32,000 - 

£44,000

£40,000 - 

£47,000

£43,000 - 

£55,000

3 PQE £34,000 - 

£46,000

£42,000 - 

£50,000

£45,000 - 

£60,000

4 PQE £36,000 - 

£48,000

£44,000 - 

£53,000

£46,000 - 

£66,000

5 PQE £41,000 - 

£60,000+

£46,000 - 

£70,000+

£55,000 - 

£105,000

Legal 

Director

£60,000 - 

£80,000

£70,000 - 

£100,000

£90,000 - 

£120,000

Salaried 

Partner

£80,000 - 

£145,000+

£90,000 - 

£150,000+

£110,000 - 

£170,000+

Equity 

Partner

£130,000+ £170,000+ £295,000 - 
∞

LowLeeds is the biggest legal hub in the Yorkshire 
region, followed by Sheffield and smaller 
offerings in York and Hull. The higher end of 

the market is dominated by the large internationals: 
DLA Piper, Pinsent Masons, Eversheds Sutherland, 
Addleshaw Goddard and Squire Patton Boggs. However, 
they are equalled in the rankings by Walker Morris, 
the largest single site law firm in the UK; and Stewarts, 
a high value disputes firm with a London based head 
office.

Regional offices of national firms such as Shoosmiths, 
Mills & Reeve, Irwin Mitchell, Gateley and Freeths are 
well-established. 

There are also significant regionals, such as Clarion 
and Schofield Sweeney. These act for both national and 
international clients, and compete with national firms in 
the quality of work on offer.

There has been recent significant M&A activity in the 
area, with Knights plc acquiring local firm Shulmans 
LLP in March 2020, and Kennedys opening a Leeds 
office through the acquisition of Langleys insurance 
practice in January 2021.

In addition, Leeds has grown to be an area with 
considerable expertise in the Legal Tech sector, with 
Reed Smith and Eversheds operating tech driven legal 
solutions from bases in the City.

FIRM TYPES
REGIONAL, NATIONAL, 

INTERNATIONAL
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BIRMINGHAM

HighMid

NQ £28,000 - 

£40,000

£36,000 - 

£43,000

£40,000 - 

£48,000

1 PQE £30,000 - 

£44,000

£38,000 - 

£44,000

£42,000 - 

£50,000

2 PQE £32,000 - 

£45,000

£40,000 - 

£46,000

£43,000 - 

£53,000

3 PQE £34,000 - 

£46,000

£42,000 - 

£49,000

£45,000 - 

£58,000

4 PQE £36,000 - 

£47,000

£43,000 - 

£52,000

£46,000 - 

£65,000

5 PQE £40,000 - 

£60,000

£55,000 - 

£70,000

£60,000 - 

£100,000

Legal 

Director

£60,000 - 

£80,000

£70,000 - 

£90,000

£80,000 - 

£110,000

Salaried 

Partner

£80,000 - 

£130,000+

£100,000 - 

£150,000+

£120,000 - 

£190,000+

Equity 

Partner

£140,000+ £180,000+ £290,000 - 
∞

Low

Birmingham acts as the head office for Gateley 
Plc, Gowling WLG, Shakespeare Martineau, 
Clarke Willmott and others. It is the largest 

market in the Midlands, and is comparable in terms of 
pay and opportunity to Leeds and Manchester. 

The highest pay and top rankings are provided by the 
three internationals: DLA Piper, Pinsent Masons and 
Eversheds. Squire Patton Boggs and Gowling WLG are 
close in terms of remuneration and work available. 

There is a relative lack of strong local firms (i.e. those 
who operate solely in the West Midlands), though this 
is a result of local firms such as Shakespeare Martineau 
and Anthony Collins expanding out to become national 
firms, rather than remaining region specific. There 
are notable boutiques, however these are practice area 
specific, such as Parisi Tax.

As a result of investments such as HS2, it is anticipated 
that Birmingham will remain a popular legal hub in the 
future, assisted by its large market and transport links to 
other cities and legal centres in the country.

FIRM TYPES
REGIONAL, NATIONAL, 

INTERNATIONAL
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BRISTOL

NQ £34,000 -    

£46,500

£45,000 -    

£53,500

1 PQE £36,000 -    

£49,000

£42,000 -    

£57,000

2 PQE £38,000 -    

£52,000

£43,000 -    

£60,000

3 PQE £40,000 -    

£55,000

£45,000 -    

£64,000

4 PQE £42,000 -    

£58,000

£47,000 -    

£67,000

5+ PQE £44,000 -    

£65,000+

£49,000 -    

£76,000+

Legal Director/Of 

Counsel

£70,000 -    

£110,000

£85,000 - 

£120,000+

Salaried Partner £85,000 - 

£120,000+

£105,000 - 

£140,000+

Equity Partner £160,000+ £220,000 - ∞

Mid High

Bristol has a unique legal market in comparison 
to the other regions. The large international 
firms prevalent outside of London are largely 

absent from Bristol, which instead has a series of strong 
regional and City firms.

TLT, Osborne Clarke and Burges Salmon are the three 
largest law firms headquartered in Bristol .

Thrings, VWV, Michelmores, Ashfords, and Foot 
Anstey are the most notable among the local firms. 

Smaller national firms are also present, with Bevan 
Brittan, Clarke Willmott having Bristol branches; 
alongside the larger nationals such as DWF and DAC 
Beachcroft.

The top end of the NQ scale, £53,500, is provided by 
Simmons & Simmons; and Osborne Clarke also provide 
an NQ salary in excess of £50,000. These are the highest 
available outside of London, so while the general Bristol 
salaries are comparable to elsewhere in the regions, 
Bristol's high end is the most generous.

FIRM TYPES
REGIONAL, NATIONAL, 

INTERNATIONAL
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