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Introduction 

Since the 19th century, London has been a leading global political, financial and legal centre. Tied 

by a common language, judicial history and comparable rules of commence, it is not surprising 

that London has always proved an attractive destination for many Irish solicitors. The relative 

ease with which Irish solicitors can qualify for, and practice law, in England and Wales, has made 

the process of relocating to Britain’s capital reasonably straightforward.  

The ‘UK Legal Services 2015 Report’, published by ‘The CityUK’, revealed that law firms in the 

U.K. experienced their strongest rate of growth in six years in 2013, increasing turnover by 8.4% 

in 2013 to a record £30.6 billion, with a further 6% increase in turnover for 2014. The Irwin 

Mitchell ‘UK Powerhouse Report 2015’ predicts that the rate of economic growth within London 

is expected to grow by £8 billion in the next 12 months.  

As the British economy continues to grow, so too does the appetite within the City for lawyers 

across all practice areas, with opportunities for Irish newly-qualified solicitors continually 

emerging.  

This guide is intended to provide a newly qualified solicitor, considering potential opportunities 

within the London legal market, an overview of the qualification process towards practicing in 

England and Wales, a summary of the different types of London law firms and an explanation of 

the terminology used to describe certain categories of firms.  

For an Irish candidate, given the significant financial and professional rewards associated with a 

move to a premium London law firm, the incentive to explore the prospects of the British market 

are obvious. With offices in both Dublin and London, and relationships established with premier 

firms in both jurisdictions, Aperture Partners is uniquely placed to advise newly-qualified 

solicitors on potential opportunities across legal markets. For further information on the 

contents of this guide, or a confidential discussion please contact Aperture Partners. 

 

 



Qualification 

There are close to 11,000 law firms registered with the Law Society of England and Wales. 

Despite this significant number, recent trends suggest that Irish newly-qualified solicitors are 

primarily attracted to firms listed among the top U.K. practices, as measured by a number of 

indicators, including annual revenue, profit per equity partner and profit per lawyer. This isn’t 

surprising given that most of these firms will have a particular name recognition for many Irish 

candidates, who may have worked with, or opposite, these firms during their training contract.  

In addition to satisfying the general requirements of the Professional Practice Course, those 

intending to practice in London will be required to complete the Law Society conveyancing 

practice and procedure in England and Wales module. This module is now integrated into the 

core syllabus of the Professional Practice Course but can also be completed as a stand-alone 

certificate. 

Following qualification, a formal application is made by a candidate to the Solicitors Regulation 

Authority to be entered onto the Rolls. The application form (AD1 Form) requests general 

candidate information, has a requirement to complete a series of ‘suitability’ questions, and 

there is a requirement to make a formal declaration as to the accuracy of the details provided. 

In addition, the Solicitors Regulation Authority will require confirmation from the Law Society of 

Ireland that a potential candidate is in good standing. 

London Law Firms 

A number of terms of reference are often used to try and categorise the corporate and 

commercial law firms of London. Many potential candidates may have heard terms such as 

‘Magic Circle’, ‘Silver Circle’ or ‘Top Tier’ without knowing what, or who, constitute a particular 

description. Given the sheer number of firms, their histories, strategies, specialisations and 

numbers employed, any attempt to neatly catalog individual firms into particular descriptive 

boxes, will always do each an injustice. Despite a nuanced legal market, for a potential candidate, 

it may be useful to explain the terminology employed.   

The ‘Magic Circle’ is a term of reference for what were generally considered five of the leading 

law firms of the City (at one point it was called the 'Club of Nine' and included Stephenson 

Harwood and Hogan Lovells). The term was coined by journalists in the late 1990’s and those 

law firms traditionally regarded as constituting its number include: Allen & Overy; Clifford 

Chance; Freshfields Bruckhaus Deringer; Linklaters; and Slaughter and May.  



Just outside of the Magic Circle, there exists a number of firms, known as the ‘Silver Circle’, that 

undertake work, similar in type and quality, to their larger competitors. Although the average 

profits per equity partner and revenue per lawyer for the Silver Circle firms far exceeds the 

average for a typical U.K. law firm, these figures would generally be lower than those of the 

Magic Circle practices. Although without consensus, the firms typically described as constituting 

the Silver Circle include: Ashurst; Berwin Leighton Paisner; Herbert Smith Freehills; King & Wood 

Mallesons; Macfarlanes; and Travers Smith. 

In general, the salary at Magic and Silver Circle firms typically starts from £60,000 for a newly-

qualified solicitor, rising to approximately £110,000 after five years. 

Outside of the ‘Top Tier’ practices of the Magic and Silver Circle firms exist a number of extremely 

well regarded outfits, that focus on work of a similar nature, and may match, or exceed the 

numbers of those fee-earners employed by their larger rivals. However, the salary offered by 

these firms, average profit per equity partner and average profit per lawyer tends to be 

noticeably lower than their Top Tier rivals. These firms are often referred to a ‘Mid-Tier’ firms. 

The salary at Mid-Tier firms usually starts from £40,000 for a newly-qualified solicitor, rising to 

approximately £80,000 after five years. 

Away from the long established commercial practices of the City, exist a number of outfits that 

are often referred to as ‘West End’ firms.  Like their larger competitors, these firms have a 

commercial and corporate focus, but are typically well regarded for specialist departments, such 

as intellectual property, property and real estate, private client and media. While there may be 

a greater concentration of these boutique law firms in the West End of London, than other parts 

of capital, they are not exclusively found there, being geographically represented in all parts of 

the city. A typical West-End firm remuneration package can be anything from 10 - 25% less than 

a Magic or Silver Circle equivalent. However, solicitors at these firms often boast of enjoying a 

better work/life balance. The salary for West End firms usually matches that of the Mid-Tier, 

starting from £40,000 at the higher end, for a newly-qualified solicitor, rising to approximately 

£80,000 after five years. 



Although a number of U.S. law firms have had a presence in the London market for decades, in 

the past five years a significant amount of major U.S. firms have been expanding their London 

footprint (such as Locke Lord and Ropes & Gray), often bringing cultural and working 

idiosyncrasies across the Atlantic with them. Some of the U.S. firms in London opened with the 

hire of just one or two partners at first, developing their practices from scratch. Others, such as 

Baker & McKenzie and White & Case, have had a foothold in the U.K. market for many years, 

with significant practices developed in their own right. Some have adopted a strategy to remain 

small boutique practices, such as McDermott Will & Emery or Vinson & Elkins. Many U.S. law 

firms, such as Dentons, McGuireWoods and Hogan Lovells, established a presence in the City 

through transatlantic mergers with existing British outfits.  

U.S. firms in the London market can be differentiated from their British counterparts by their 

relatively generous salaries, the high bonuses they pay to their highest fee-earners, longer hours 

and a distain for bureaucracy. London is increasingly seen as a location of strategic importance 

for these firms and they are demonstrating a willingness to pay huge sums to attract top talent. 

The salaries for U.S. firms can typically be divided into two streams, those paying New York rates 

(starting from £100,000 at the higher end, as a newly-qualified solicitor, rising to £140,000 after 

five years) and those paying Mid-Atlantic rates (starting from approximately £80,000 at the 

higher end, as a newly-qualified solicitor, rising to approximately £120,000 after five years). 

  



Rankings 

Despite attempts to categorise certain firms into particular groups, substantive differences 

between those firms counted among the largest commercial practices in the London market, 

can, for some, be difficult to clearly identify. Although London’s most high-profile U.K. practices 

differ slightly in terms of specialist departments and numbers employed, all have a reputation 

for advising some of the world’s leading corporations and investment banks, and are primarily 

focused on both domestic and international commercial and financial transactions. 

The ranking of the top British firms in the table below is based on the global revenue per firm 

(based on information available as of September 2015). However, other criteria may be useful 

to a potential candidate in identifying the nature of a particular practice. The revenue of each 

firm, taken together with the number of solicitors employed, can often indicate the depth of a 

firms’ international reach. The profit per equity partner and profit per lawyer usually reflects the 

general strength of a firm in the market, with those from Top-Tier and U.S. practices scoring 

proportionately higher figures than their Mid-Tier and West End counterparts. 

 

 

Rank 

 

Name 

 

Revenue 

 

HQ 

Profit Per 
Equity 

Partner 

Profit Per 
Lawyer 

Number of 
Solicitors 

(UK/ 

International) 

1 DLA Piper £1,626 

million 

London/ 

Chicago 

£903,000 £102,000 1,236/3,981 

2 Clifford Chance  £1,350 

million 

London  £1,117,000 £150,000 569/2,992 

3 Allen & Overy  £1,281 

million 

London £1,210,000 £207,000 519/2,523 

4 Linklaters £1,270 

million 

London £1,368,000 £220,000 450/2,601 

5 Freshfields 

Bruckhaus 

Deringer 

£1,245 

million 

London £1,370,000 £247,000 424/2,322 

6 Norton Rose 

Fulbright 

£1,118 

million 

London £394,000 £108,000 1168/3,405 
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7 Hogan Lovells  £1,098 

million 

London/ 

Washington 

£692,000 £145,000 788/2,593 

8 Herbert Smith 

Freehills 

£815 

million 

London/Sydney £801,000 £113,000 454/2,294 

9 Dentons £796 

million 

Decentralized £625,000 £110,000 944/2,744 

10 CMS  £753.3 

million 

London/ 

Frankfurt 

£437,000 £87,000 782/2,776 

11 Ashurst £561 

million 

London £680,000 £121,000 413/1,633 

12 Squire Patton 

Boggs  

£544 

million 

London/ 

Cleveland 

£526,000 £60,000 452/1,356 

13 Slaughter and 

May  

£504.5 

million 

London £2,229,000 £349,000 118/702 

14 Clyde & Co £395 

million 

London £580,000 £94,000 319/1,270 

15 Eversheds £380.7 

million 

London £642,000 £64,000 332/1,364 

16 Pinsent Masons £323.2 

million 

London £387,000 £54,000 367/1,548 

17 Simmons & 

Simmons 

£290.1 

million 

London £649,000 £112,000 241/842 

18 Berwin 

Leighton 

Paisner  

£246 

million 

London £661,000 £78,000 202/706 

19 Bird & Bird £259 

million 

London £470,000 £40,000 277/1,032 

20 Taylor Wessing £239.8 

million 

London £387,000 £70,000 338/947 

21 Irwin Mitchell £210.6 

million 

Sheffield £600,000 £61,000 208/693 
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22 DAC Beachcroft £198.9 

million 

London £307,000 £31,000 230/1,016 

23 Addleshaw 

Goddard 

£192.5 

million 

London £457,000 £70,000 173/674 

24 DWF £191 

million 

Manchester £325,000 £19,000 244/1,134 

25 Wragge 

Lawrence 

Graham & Co 

£180.4 

million 

Birmingham £367,000 £79,000 159/656 

26 Macfarlanes  £159.6 

million 

London £1,555,500 £238,000 80/344 

27 Osborne Clarke £151 

million 

London £550,000 £45,000 195/667 

28 Stephenson 

Harwood 

£145.2 

million 

London £746,000 £119,000 124/452 

29 Holman 

Fenwick Willan 

£143.8 

million 

London £469,000 £89,000 144/427 

30 Charles Russell 

Speechlys  

£134.5 

million 

London £325,000 £50,000 163/530 

31 Withers £134 

million 

London £275,000 £43,000 158/535 

32 Kennedys Law £129.9 

million 

London £410,000 £42,000 168/580 

33 Olswang £126.7 

million 

London £490,000 £62,000 115/195 

34 Nabarro £126.1 

million 

London £631,000 £100,000 102/429 

35 Watson, Farley 

& Williams  

£ 125.2 

million 

London £520,000 £76,000 130/438 

36 Mishcon de 

Reya  

£116.7 

million 

London £897,000 £99,000 112/327 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/DAC_Beachcroft
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Addleshaw_Goddard
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Addleshaw_Goddard
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/DWF_LLP
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wragge_Lawrence_Graham_%26_Co
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wragge_Lawrence_Graham_%26_Co
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wragge_Lawrence_Graham_%26_Co
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Macfarlanes
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Osborne_Clarke
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stephenson_Harwood
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stephenson_Harwood
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Holman_Fenwick_Willan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Holman_Fenwick_Willan
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Charles_Russell_Speechlys&action=edit&redlink=1
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Charles_Russell_Speechlys&action=edit&redlink=1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Withers_LLP
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kennedys_Law
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Olswang
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nabarro_LLP
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Watson,_Farley_%26_Williams
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Watson,_Farley_%26_Williams
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mishcon_de_Reya
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mishcon_de_Reya


37 Fieldfisher £113.3 

million 

London £506,000 £63,000 150/416 

38 Bond Dickinson £107 

million 

Bristol £284,000 £38,000 135/506 

39 Travers Smith £105.9 

million 

London £947,000 £134,000 64/317 

40 Hill Dickinson £111.6 

million 

Liverpool £261,000 £34,000 151/455 

41 Berrymans Lace 

Mawer  

£104.1 

million 

Manchester £215,000 £19,000 210/950 

42 Shoosmiths £103 

million 

Northampton £386,000 £35,000 137/487 

43 Reynolds Porter 

Chamberlain 

£94.4 

million 

London £403,000 £88,000 77/354 

44 Weightmans  £89.2 

million 

Liverpool £285,000 £21,000 166/551 

45 Thompsons £82 

million 

London £240,000 £23,000 53/284 

46 Mills & Reeve £81.6 

million 

Norwich £324,000 £52,000 113/402 

47 Burges Salmon  £80.8 

million 

Bristol £484,000 £84,000 76/335 

48 Gateley £80 

million 

Birmingham £234,000 £67,000 154/479 

49 Ince & Co £79.4 

million 

London £275,000 £87,000 88/278 

50 Trowers & 

Hamlins  

£79.4 

million 

London £336,000 £63,000 119/311 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fieldfisher
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Bond_Dickinson&action=edit&redlink=1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Travers_Smith
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hill_Dickinson
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Berrymans_Lace_Mawer_LLP
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Berrymans_Lace_Mawer_LLP
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reynolds_Porter_Chamberlain
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reynolds_Porter_Chamberlain
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Weightmans
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thompsons
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mills_%26_Reeve_LLP
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Burges_Salmon
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gateley
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ince_%26_Co
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trowers_%26_Hamlins
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trowers_%26_Hamlins


Salary 

Information on the salaries for newly-qualified and junior solicitors in London law firms is more 

readily available than those of their Irish peers, as many U.K. firms tend to publish such data as 

part a process of enticing the most promising candidates to join their ranks. 

In general, there is a noticeable gap between the salaries paid to trainees in U.K. or U.S. firms, 

which is only exacerbated on qualification, with solicitors from U.S. firms benefiting from a 

significant annual increase in salary, often projecting them into the six-figure pay bracket. Many 

U.S. firms in London will roughly match the salary for their newly qualified solicitors with that of 

their New York first-year associates, which, for some firms, amounts to $160,000, approximately 

£100,000 at today’s rate. Not all U.S. firms will pay equivalent rates. However, despite this, a 

newly-qualified lawyer from a U.S. firm can expect to be paid at least £10,000 more than a 

similarly experienced colleague from a leading U.K. practice. The average salary for a newly-

qualified solicitor from a U.S. firm in London is £83,200, which compares extremely well against 

the £70,000 being offered by Clifford Chance and Slaughter and May. 

Further down the market there is relatively little difference between the newly-qualified solicitor 

remuneration packages offered by most of the Mid-Tier and West End practices.  

 

Firm Salary 
(NQ) 

Salary 
(1PQE) 

Salary 
(2PQE) 

Salary 
(3PQE) 

Addleshaw Goddard £59,000 £64,000 £67,000 £71,000 

Allen & Overy £78,500 £92,000 £104,500 £115,000 

Ashurst £65,000 £72,000 £81,000 £92,000 

Baker & McKenzie £70,000 £72,000 £77,000 £87,000 

Berwin Leighton Paisner £64,000 £68,000 £74,300 £82,500 

Bird & Bird £59,000 £63,000 £68,000 £73,000 

Bristows £58,000 N/A N/A N/A 

Charles Russell 
Speechlys  

£62,000 £65,000 £70,000 £72,000 

Clifford Chance £70,000 £75,500 £88,000 £98,500 

Clyde & Co £59,000 £64,000 £66,000 £72,000 

CMS  £66,000 £66,000 £68,000 £71,100 
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DAC Beachcroft £57,000 £60,000 £64,000 £67,000 

Debevoise & Plimpton £94,250 £100,000 £109,000 £123,500 

Dechert £74,000 £80,000 £92,500 £103,500 

Dentons £65,000 £70,000 £77,000 £85,000 

DLA Piper £65,000 £70,000 £77,000 £85,000 

Eversheds £62,000 £64,000 £68,500 £77,000 

Farrers £55,000 £60,000 £64,000 £68,000 

Fieldfisher £54,000 £62,000 £65,000 £71,000 

Freshfields £67,500 £77,500 £87,500 £100,000 

Gowling WLG £59,000 N/A N/A N/A 

Herbert Smith Freehills £69,000 £74,000 £87,000 £96,500 

Hogan Lovells £70,000 £70,750 £77,000 £85,000 

Holman Fenwick Willan £58,000 £62,000 £66,000 £73,000 

Ince & Co £58,000 £64,960 £69,020 £76,125 

Jones Day £75,000 £77,500 £85,750 £94,000 

K&L Gates £68,000 £70,000 £75,000 £78,000 

King & Wood Mallesons £64,000 £68,000 £80,000 £87,000 

LG  £62,000 £67,000 £70,000 £72,000 

Linklaters £68,500 £74,000 £85,625 £95,500 

Macfarlanes  £70,000 £75,000 £81,500 £90,000 

Nabarro £62,000 £66,500 £71,000 £78,000 

Norton Rose Fulbright £70,000 £69,000 £77,000 £85,000 

Olswang £58,000 £63,500 £66,000 £75,000 

Osborne Clarke £62,500 N/A N/A N/A 

Pinsent Masons £58,000 £64,000 £66,000 £72,000 

Radcliffes Le Brasseur £38,000 £39,500 £41,500 £48,250 

Reed Smith  £63,000 £64,000 £70,250 £76,500 

Reynolds Porter 
Chamberlain 

£58,000 £61,000 £65,000 £70,000 

Sackers  £67,000 £72,000 £81,000 £92,000 
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Shearman & Sterling £88,000 £93,000 £100,000 £110,000 

Sidley Austin £90,000 £95,000 £105,000 £115,000 

Simmons & Simmons £59,000 £66,000 £75,000 £78,000 

Skadden Arps £94,000 £94,000 £100,000 £110,000 

Slaughter and May  £70,000 £75,500 £87,000 £96,500 

Squire Patton Boggs £62,000 £63,500 £64,500 £69,000 

Stephenson Harwood £62,000 £65,000 £70,000 £75,000 

Taylor Wessing £61,000 £65,000 £71,000 £77,000 

Travers Smith £70,000 £75,500 £85,000 £86,000 

Trowers & Hamlins £58,000 £61,000 £65,000 £71,000 

Watson, Farley & 
Williams  

£65,000 £70,000 £75,000 £83,000 

Weil Gotshal & Manges £95,000 £98,500 £102,300 £114,600 

White & Case £90,000 £95,000 £101,000 £110,000 

Withers £56,000 £60,000 £66,000 £70,000 
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Conclusion 

Recruitment within the legal industry saw a marked upturn in 2013, continuing through to 2014 

and 2015. The outlook for 2016 remains positive, and we envisage a continued demand for 

quality legal talent, across all practice areas, particularly from the banking and corporate 

departments of City firms.  

As a result of the reduced number of solicitors qualifying during the recessionary period, there 

is a marked demand, at present, for junior and mid-level solicitors across virtually all of the 

London law practices. Given this, salary expectations have risen, on average, by 15% when 

compared to 2010 rates.  

In such a competitive market, most firms are conscious of their remuneration rankings, and are 

keen to benchmark compensation against rival firms. Many Silver Circle firms have increased 

associate pay to match their Magic Circle competitors, but U.S. firms continue to dominate the 

remuneration charts, and look set to do so, for the foreseeable future.  

For an Irish candidate, given the significant financial and professional rewards associated with a 

move to a premium London law firm, the incentive to explore the prospects of the British market 

are obvious. With offices in both Dublin and London, and relationships established with premier 

firms in both jurisdictions, Aperture Partners is uniquely placed to advise newly-qualified 

solicitors on potential opportunities across legal markets. For a confidential discussion please 

contact Barry Crushell. 
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