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Sydney recruitment – when will the talent drought end?

Like the water levels in Sydney's dams, talented lawyers in the Sydney recruitment market are in desperately short supply. The good news for lawyers is that , with  firm's desire to grow there are serious opportunities for individuals to increase their experience and career progression by moving firms and for more senior lawyers to improve either quality of life, or salary, or both.

Compounding the problem,  the pipeline of talent is leaking at a rate that even Sydney Water would blush at. Lawyers at top tier firms are reporting receiving up to 5 calls a week inquiring if they would be willing to move offshore. The demand for lawyers in England, the US and the Middle East has increased the brain drain leaving the Sydney market. Some top tier firms are so used to their lawyers quitting to go offshore, that they no longer accept their resignation, but rather give staff a 2 year leave of absence to encourage them to return to the firm once the wonderlust is satisfied.  

Further stress has been placed on the problem with new entrants into the Sydney domestic market such as Jones Day, Mills Oakley, and Cosoff Cudmore Knox.

In-house remains a popular choice for lawyers within practice, however, the demand has dropped off a small amount over the past few years. If one looks at advertisements in the printed media for in house roles, there has been a drop from the peak of demand a few years ago. This, I believe, is because those firms who wished to grow their in house functions to compensate for increased use of external lawyers have done so, and we are now back to the situation of hiring to maintain staff numbers, not to increase them.  Cicero is beginning to see more lawyers willing to look at returning to practice having had a spell in house. Reasons given include wishing to keep their skills at the cutting edge, wishing to  return to a broad spectrum of work and clients, and occasionally because the promised work life balance did not materialise  as hoped.

But certainly the largest demand for staff is from private practice, with the areas of Corporate Advisory, Banking and Finance, Construction, Asset Finance and Money laundering leading the areas where demand outstrips supply. And it is not just at the larger end of town where the need lies, mid tier and boutique firms are also crying out for staff to enable their expansion.  And it is these firms that seem to be most able to attract staff, as they are more nimble in their recruitment practices, are able to offer a quality of life that is both attractive to Generation Y and Partners alike. Interestingly, the shortage of candidates is not just at the qualified level, but also at the support staff level.

 The firms who are best able to attract and maintain staff are those that offer flexible work practices, a demonstrable commitment to quality of life and high salaries. Those that are thinking outside the box and offering such enticements as sign on bonuses are those that are winning the war for talent.

Cicero is a Sydney based Search and Selection company. For further information, please call Jonathan Gill on 02 8211 0234.
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