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FLEXIBLE WORKING ARRANGEMENTS
There is no question that remote-working is going to be a ‘game changer’ for 
the legal sector in Scotland. With a reputation for being a long-hour office-
based culture, many lawyers have now greatly enjoyed less commuting, 
more time with family and ultimately for many, a more efficient way of 
working. While we expect that law firms and in-house legal teams are likely 
to adopt a ‘blended’ approach as we return to work, better flexible-working is 
going to be here to stay and will remain a priority when hiring and retaining 
staff.  

The private practice market in Scotland adapted quickly to remote-working 
due to the Covid 19 pandemic. While there were certainly some firms better 
prepared than others, the majority of law firms embraced the ‘new normal’ 
and saw activity return to higher than expected levels. While there was a 
decent level of recruitment activity during the pandemic, many firms held off 
on some of their more strategic growth plans and we expect to see a surge in 
vacancies in the second half of 2021 and into 2022. The demand to hire the 
best talent in the Scottish legal market will now not only focus on the firms 
that offer the best quality work and the highest remuneration but also 
sustainable flexible-working arrangements. 

SCOTLAND’S FUTURE
While politically it still remains unclear if Scotland is heading towards 
another independence referendum, it is clear that many commercial 
law firms and in-house legal teams continue to successfully operate 
and seek new business outside of Scotland. Additionally, a large 
number of Scottish organisations are now part of wider businesses 
that have also expanded globally. We also continue to see new 
entrants to the market from start-ups to acquisitions as Scotland 
remains an attractive location of choice.  
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LAW FIRM COMPETITION FOR TALENT PANDEMIC & LONDON RETURNERS
During the pandemic, many London-based Scottish lawyers have taken 
advantage of remote-working and returned home. While for some this 
may be a short-term benefit, however it has also accelerated the 
thinking of many of Scottish lawyers who would have been considering 
a long-term return prior to the pandemic. As the market starts to 
return to a level of normality, many London-based lawyers will have 
decisions to make in terms of the renewal of leases on property and 
also potentially having to return to work in the City- although initially 
we expect this to remain on a more flexible-basis. For some, the timing 
will be right to consider a permanent return to Scotland.  

2021/22 SCOTLAND MARKET OVERVIEW

TECHNOLOGY CONSTRUCTION BANKING & FINANCE

CURRENT AREAS IN DEMAND

PROJECTS & RENEWABLES
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PRIVATE PRACTICE

60%

Private practice lawyers citing  
flexible-working as a priority

42%

Private practice lawyers feel currently  
restricted with their career path

54%

Private practice lawyers looking to 
make a career change in 2022 

32%

Increase in Scottish lawyers returning 
from London during the pandemic

Despite the Covid 19 pandemic the private practice market in 
Scotland has remains buoyant with all of the commercial firms 
now back in hiring-mode. While there has been more 
opportunities than possibly expected over the last 12 months, 
experience and level has needed to be exactly on point in order 
generate interest. The majority of recruitment has been due to 
replacement or an increase in project activity which made it 
harder for lawyers looking to change direction or for those in 
quieter than normal areas such as real estate. 

Recruiting at Associate level remains one of the major challenges 
for Scottish law firms with salary levels and now flexible-working 
arrangements needing to be attractive enough to laterally hire the 
best talent and keep existing lawyers happy. Additionally, Scottish 
law firms will need to continue to demonstrate plans for 
investment, growth and commitment to remain competitive.  

We hope to see a return to higher levels of trainee retention in 
2021/22 as there is no question it was a tough year for NQ’s 
qualifying last year, with many firms having limited options.  

The pandemic has slowed down the Partnership track for many 
lawyers this year, notably within the larger commercial firms. This 
is likely to create a backlog of ambitious senior associates who if 
not not satisfied with assurances from their existing firms are 
likely to be considering their options over the 12 months. Partners 
with a decent, portable book of business will continue to be in 
demand.  

The overall financial results of the private practice sector has 
been encouragingly positive. However, many of the smaller and 
specialist law firms will not come out of the pandemic in as strong 
a position, leaving them more vulnerable than a year ago.  

A number of the national and mid-tier firms have really taken 
advantage of the market during the pandemic and have been 
able to hire lawyers that were perhaps not on their radar 
previously. The diversity in private practice in terms of size, 
culture and offering continue to make Scotland an attractive 
option for firms looking to open, merge or form strategic alliances.
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IN-HOUSE

39%

Increase in In-House roles with a focus 
on commercial contracts

68%

In-House lawyers expecting 
significantly better flexible-working

52%

In-House lawyers that feel their remuneration 
is competitive

48%

Private Practice lawyers seeking their first 
in-house move in 2021/22 

While reasonably slow during the start of the Covid 19 pandemic, 
the in-house market has returned to a more positive position from 
a recruitment perspective- we expect this trend continue into 
2022. 

There has been renewed growth across the banking and financial 
services sector with both traditional banks as well as the retail 
banks and other niche FS organisations hiring once more. We 
have started to see much of the strategic growth that was 
planned pre-Covid start to return which is also highly 
encouraging.  
 
Additionally, we have seen particular growth with the in-house 
legal teams within technology, communications, life-science and 
renewable energy- notably at the junior and mid-level. These 
sectors are proving popular destinations for private practice 
lawyers looking to make their first in-house move. We expect to 
see a significant increase in the number of in-house roles over the 
next 12 months.  

The Oil & Gas market in the North East continues to face its 
challenges with many existing in-house lawyers parking any 
motivations to move, at least until we are the other side of the 
pandemic. This has created a far more static market for those 
looking to break into the Energy sector or to move laterally.  

For many Scottish lawyers a move in-house remains a popular 
career choice and also one that has now never been more 
accessible, even at the junior end of the market. In addition to 
commercial contracts, there continues to be demand for 
regulatory experience in-house, notably within financial services. 
We have also witnessed a rise in opportunities for lawyers with 
data protection/ data privacy exposure. 

One new trend in-house in Scotland that is starting to emerge is 
many in-house legal teams are starting to find it difficult to 
remain competitive from a remuneration perspective. Salaries in 
the top-tier law firms continue to rise and combined with an 
expected new approach to flexible-working in private practice, it 
will be interesting to see if there is a shift in the demand to move 
in-house.  
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“ The Scottish legal 
market will present a high 
number of options in both 

law firms and in-house 
legal teams in 2021/22. ” 
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Please note our salary survey figures are indicative and are intended to be used for guidance only. Salary figures are based on our existing specialist market knowledge 
gained in the Scottish market. The above figures are based on salary only and do not include bonus or benefits. For the purpose of this salary, figures are based on 
positions within commercial law firms and large commercial organisations. Regional salaries and those within smaller law firms and companies will differ. Market 
commentary is based on discussions with our client and candidate population. Should you wish to have a private and confidential discussion on salaries, packages and 
market conditions please contact us at info@thomsonlrc.com 

SALARY FIGURES- SCOTLAND 2021/22

PQE LEVEL MINIMUM MAXIMUM

NQ £35,000 £45,000

1 YEAR PQE £40,000 £47,000

2 YEARS PQE £45,000 £50,000

3 YEARS PQE £49,000 £53,000

4 YEARS PQE £52,000 £57,000

5 YEARS PQE £55,000 £61,000

6 YEARS PQE £58,000 £66,000

7 YEARS’ PQE £63,000 £75,000

IN-HOUSE NQ £40,000 £45,000

JUNIOR LEGAL COUNSEL £45,000 £58,000

SENIOR LEGAL COUNSEL £60,000 £85,000

HEAD OF LEGAL £85,000 £140,000+



ABOUT THOMSON LEGAL
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Thomson Legal was founded by David Thomson, a veteran and leading 
expert in the legal recruitment market in Scotland. Having worked 
internationally and with a network of Scottish and global clients, the aim of 
Thomson Legal is to help candidates with their career moves both 
domestically and internationally. Thomson Legal is regarded as an 
innovative, market-leading legal consultancy by clients and candidates alike.  

After graduating in Law & Modern Languages from University of Glasgow 
and working in-house, David moved into legal recruitment in 1999, initially 
working with legal recruitment specialists Mahlab in Sydney, Australia. After 
returning and working in the UK and Ireland, David has built up the 
reputation of being an expert in his field working with leading global 
recruitment companies including Taylor Root, Hays Legal and Hudson. David 
provides strategic advice and recruitment assistance to major international 
law firms and FTSE 100 companies and works with market leaders in the UK, 
Ireland, Europe, Offshore, the US, Middle East, Australia, New Zealand and 
Asia Pacific. For more information or to discuss how Thomson Legal can help 
you with your legal career, please get in touch. 

CONTACT THOMSON LEGAL: 

Aberdeen : + 44 (0) 1224 502 044 
Edinburgh: + 44 (0) 131 450 7164 
Glasgow:    + 44 (0) 141 224 0260 

London:      + 44 (0) 203 174 2482  
Dublin:        + 353 (0) 1 699 1360 

Mobile:       + 44 (0) 775 380 9223 

Email:        david@thomsonlrc.com 
Web:         www.thomsonlrc.com

https:/uk.linkedin.com/in/davidbthomson

@thomsonlrc

mailto:david@thomsonlrc.com
http://www.thomsonlrc.com
http://uk.linkedin.com/in/davidbthomson
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