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This is the 17th edition of the Lexology Insights GCC law firm compensation, benefits and billing report. It was prepared on 

the basis of in-depth research carried out during February 2021. The results are based on data supplied by 32 participating 

international law firms, as well as interviews with partners, office managers and directors of HR and finance. The report was 

researched by Gwilym Davies of Lexology Insights. We intend to repeat this exercise annually, addressing any fluctuations in the 

market, along with new areas as suggested by respondents. For this reason, we remain eager for feedback on the usefulness of 

the findings and on how the report’s format and relevance can be improved.

Foreword
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Profile of participating firms

We would like to express our appreciation to all of the law firms that provided their time and cooperation in the preparation of 

this report. Their identity is confidential. 

All of the 32 law firms surveyed are experienced in advising international and domestic clients across a range of corporate, 

financial and general business areas. The sample of participating firms breaks down as follows:

No data analysis was undertaken for groups whose sample size was considered too small.

With many firms now truly international entities, the terms ‘US firm’ and ‘UK firm’ above are used to refer to the home country 

of the major originating component of a law firm within a given region.

United Arab Emirates (Dubai)

• All firms (total sample) – 32

• UK firms – 23

• US firms – 9

United Arab Emirates (Abu Dhabi)

• All firms (total sample) – 16

• UK firms – 11

• US firms – 5

Saudi Arabia (Riyadh)

• All firms (total sample) – 12

• UK firms – 7

• US firms – 5

Qatar (Doha)

• All firms (total sample) – 9

• UK firms – 7

• US firms – 2

Foreword
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In gathering the information for this report, we spoke to senior decision makers at law firms and obtained details of 

compensation, benefits and billing rates. The following information is presented in such a way as to conceal the identity of the 

firms that provided the information, while still providing meaningful comparative data on compensation, benefits and billing rates.

The introductory sections for each country are designed to give a brief general overview of local legal market conditions as well 

as any overriding trends in law firm management, compensation and human resources. Some of these introductions include 

editorial and anonymous quotes based on discussions held with partners, office managers and heads of operations, HR and 

finance at the firms surveyed. These sections comprise wide-ranging interpretations of data as supplied, as well as formulating 

themes revealed in the course of the research. 

Readers may notice isolated statistical anomalies in certain figures given in the tables and charts. These typically result from 

occasional variations in the level of response from participants or limited data samples for categories not applicable to all firms, 

both of which can give rise to isolated distortions. In these instances, please refer to the charts for an indication of the general trend.

Methodology

© Law Business Research 2021  11
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Key to tables and charts 

The following key clarifies what is meant by each job title, given that some are not universally applied by respondent firms:

Fee-earners

• Equity partner: In nearly all cases, a stakeholder in the 

firm or (in the case of some local firms) one of its owners. 

Among branch offices of foreign firms, this designation 

refers solely to members of the international partnership.

• Salaried/local partner: Either a local partner of an 

international firm in Asia or a partner-level lawyer who 

has not been admitted into the core equity.

• Counsel/of counsel: Pre-partner position or consultant/

academic/elder statesman retained by the firm on a full or 

part-time basis, typically locally qualified only.

• Level n associate [typically n to (n+1) years’ PQE]: Lawyer 

with n to (n+1) years’ recognised post-qualification 

experience (PQE), typically in year (n+1) of practice with 

a firm since achieving UK/US qualification or equivalent 

level. NQ at level 0 denotes newly qualified.

• Nth year trainee (UK)/intern (other): UK trainee lawyers 

yet to complete the LPC, or nth year lawyers from certain 

jurisdictions deemed equivalent to UK trainees.

• Paralegal – level 1-3+: Provides clerking duties, file 

management and skilled support. Usually possesses some 

form of legal training or qualification.

• Translator: Provides translating services.

Business and office management

• Chief operating officer/regional head of business: Senior 

director-level role at firms with larger offices and/or a 

major regional presence. In charge of overseeing the 

firm’s business operations, usually across multiple offices 

throughout the region.

• Office/business administration director: Senior business 

management role at most offices. Involved in managing 

multiple aspects of the firm’s business operations (HR/

finance/business development etc).

• Office/business administration manager: Business 

management role at most offices/senior role at smaller 

offices. Involved in managing multiple aspects of the firm’s 

business operations (HR/finance/business development etc).

• Office/business administration coordinator: Mid-level 

administration staff in charge of coordinating aspects of 

office management and business operations.

• Office/business administration assistant: Junior 

administration staff providing assistance to senior office/

business management.

• Office clerk: Provides general clerking duties.

• Compliance manager: In charge of making sure the office 

is fully compliant with any local regulatory issues.

• Public relations officer: In charge of procuring local visas 

and ensuring staff compliance with local employment 

regulations.

Facilities and office services

• Facilities/office services director: Senior facilities 

management role at larger offices. In charge of overseeing 

office services, facilities and health and safety.

• Facilities/office services manager: Facilities management 

role at larger offices/senior facilities management role 

at smaller offices. In charge of overseeing office services, 

facilities and health and safety.

© Law Business Research 2021  12
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Key to tables and charts 

• Facilities/office services coordinator: Mid-level staff in 

charge of aspects of facilities management.

• Facilities/office services assistant: Junior staff providing 

assistance to facilities management/office services team.

• Driver/office services assistant: Driver with additional duties.

• Driver: Provides driving services for clients and/or 

employees.

Finance

• Chief financial officer/finance director/regional head: 

Director-level role, typically at firms with larger offices 

and/or a major regional presence. In charge of overseeing 

the firm’s financial operations and strategy, usually across 

multiple offices throughout the region.

• Finance manager: Management role at larger offices/

senior role at smaller offices. Involved in managing the 

office’s financial operations and strategy.

• Finance coordinator: Mid-level administration staff in 

charge of aspects of office finance management.

• Finance assistant: Junior administration staff providing 

assistance to senior finance management.

• Senior accountant: Accountant with significant experience 

and enhanced responsibilities.

• Accountant: Accountant providing typical financial services 

for a given office.

• Assistant accountant: Junior financial staff providing 

support for accountants.

• Billing/credit control manager: Management role at larger 

offices/senior role at smaller offices. Involved in managing 

billing/credit control.

• Billing/credit control coordinator: Mid-level administration 

staff in charge of aspects of billing collection/credit control.

• Billing/credit control assistant: Junior administration staff 

providing assistance to billing and credit control team.

• Payroll coordinator: Mid-level administration staff in 

charge of aspects of payroll.

Information technology

• IT director/regional head: Director-level role, typically at 

firms with larger offices and/or a major regional presence. 

In charge of overseeing the firm’s IT strategy, usually 

across multiple offices throughout the region.

• IT manager: Management role at larger offices/senior 

role at smaller offices. Involved in managing the office’s IT 

strategy and use.

• IT coordinator: Mid-level staff in charge of aspects of IT 

management.

• IT trainer: Provides IT training for employees.

• IT support staff – senior: Provides IT support for 

employees – senior position.

• IT support staff – junior: Provides IT support for 

employees – junior position.

Marketing and business development

• Marketing and business development director/regional 

head: Director-level role, typically at firms with larger 

offices and/or a major regional presence. In charge of 

overseeing the firm’s BD and/or marketing strategy, 

usually across multiple offices throughout the region.

• Marketing and business development manager: Senior 

marketing/business development management role 

at smaller offices/in charge of aspects of marketing/ 

business development strategy at larger offices.

© Law Business Research 2021  13
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Key to tables and charts 

© Law Business Research 2021  14

• Marketing and business development coordinator: Mid-

level administration staff in charge of aspects of office 

business development and/or marketing.

• Marketing and business development executive: Involved 

in developing new business, pitch proposals and client 

relations.

• Marketing and business development specialist: Provides 

detailed research and support in client pitches and 

business development.

• Marketing and business development assistant: Provides 

skilled assistance to senior marketing management.

Human resources

• HR director/regional head: Director-level role, typically at 

firms with larger offices and/or a major regional presence. 

In charge of overseeing the firm’s HR strategy, usually 

across multiple offices throughout the region.

• HR manager: Management role at larger offices/senior role at 

smaller offices. Involved in managing the office’s HR strategy.

• HR officer/coordinator: Mid-level administration staff in 

charge of aspects of office HR.

• HR administration assistant: Junior administration staff 

providing assistance to HR team.

Professional support

• Paralegal (non-fee-earning): Provides clerking duties, file 

management and skilled support. Usually possesses some 

form of legal training or qualification.

Secretaries

• Secretarial coordinator/team leader: In charge of aspects 

of or teams within the secretarial team.

• Executive assistant: Personal assistant to partners and 

senior management.

• Legal secretary – senior: Experienced secretary with 

some legal knowledge and responsible for important 

administrative tasks.

• Legal secretary – junior: Junior secretary with some legal 

knowledge and administrative responsibilities.

Receptionists

• Receptionist: Front-of-house staff also involved in clerical 

and administrative duties.
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The following tables and charts illustrate the ranges of compensation and billing rates for the report sample.

Due to the nature of the report, there are variations in the 

level of detail provided by respondents. Every attempt has 

been made to record the data in a common format in order 

to provide comparative statistics.

For each of the previously detailed positions, each table 

gives the following data:

• weighted mean; 

• median (50th percentile);

• arithmetic mean;

• Insights average;

• first/third quartile (25th/75th percentile firms);

• average salary/billing band range;

• fifth/95th percentile firms;

• number of people in sample; and

• number of firms in sample.

The weighted mean is calculated using average salary 

and billing values and employee numbers provided by 

participating law firms for a given job position. Therefore, 

firms with a greater number of employees will be given 

more weight in calculating this figure. 

The median (50th percentile) is the second quartile and the 

middle value of all average salary and billing values given 

by participating firms for a given job position.

The arithmetic mean is calculated using average salary and 

billing values provided by participating firms for a given job 

position with no weighting taken into account.

The Insights average is a ‘mean of means’, calculated 

by taking the mean of the weighted mean, median and 

arithmetic mean. This guidance figure may help to eliminate 

statistical anomalies which can arise in calculating these 

various averages. 

First quartile values represent average salary and billing 

figures for firms in the 25th percentile of the sample group 

(typically ‘lower-tier’ firms). Third quartile values represent 

average salary and billing figures for firms in the 75th 

percentile of the sample group (typically ‘upper-tier’ firms). 

The average salary/billing band range figure is the mean 

of all the ranges between highest and lowest salary/billing 

rate for each job position at each participating firm. 

The fifth and 95th percentile values represent average 

salary and billing figures for firms at the extreme ends of 

the sample (typically firms at the very bottom and top of the 

sample group). 

The number of people in the sample is the total number of 

people in the sample for a given job position.

The number of firms in the sample is the number of 

participating law firms with relevant personnel in a given 

job position. 

Certain data may be omitted in certain employment 

categories or firm groups due to insufficient sample sizes.

Key to tables and charts

© Law Business Research 2021  15



Lexology Insights – Gulf Cooperation Council Region law firm compensation, benefits and billing report 2021

Key to tables and charts
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United Arab Emirates (Dubai and Abu Dhabi)

Compensation figures are in dirhams (AED) and are annual. 

All salaries are gross, full time equivalent (FTE 1.0) and 

include any significant uplifts or allowances, except airfare. 

They are exclusive of bonuses. 

Billing rates are hourly and in dirhams. 

Saudi Arabia (Riyadh)

Compensation figures are in Saudi riyals (SAR) and are 

annual. All salaries are gross, full time equivalent (FTE 1.0) 

and include any significant uplifts or allowances, except 

airfare. They are exclusive of bonuses. 

Billing rates are hourly and in Saudi riyals. 

Qatar (Doha)

Compensation figures are in Qatari riyals (QAR) and are 

annual. All salaries are gross, full time equivalent (FTE 1.0) 

and include any significant uplifts or allowances, except 

airfare. They are exclusive of bonuses.

Billing rates are hourly and in Qatari riyals. 

Where figures were provided in currencies other than those 

on display, the following exchange rates were used:

$1 = AED3.67

$1 = SAR3.75

$1 = QAR3.64

£1 = AED5.08

£1 = QAR5.12

£1 = SAR5.25

Readers will notice isolated anomalies in the average 

figures for compensation and billing. These are the result 

of occasional variations in the levels of response, giving 

rise to some distortions. In these instances, please refer to 

the charts for a better indication of the overall trend in that 

particular sector.
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Overview

The global upheaval of the COVID-19 pandemic continues to affect all businesses and industries, and the legal services sector 

is proving no exception. Despite the sector’s reputation for resilience to economic turmoil, such has been the scope and scale 

of the pandemic that no corner of the legal market has remained untouched by change. Among the most pressing issues with 

which law firms have had to grapple during the last year have been the enforced and prolonged periods of home-working – 

which have largely proved a success story. Although most law firms in the GCC currently have employees back in the office 

to some degree, an increased focus on flexible working now looks certain to be a trend that will outlast the pandemic. Having 

solved any early technical issues arising from mass home-working, law firms are now looking to grapple with the challenge 

of maintaining levels of engagement and motivation from remote workers, while also working out how to rethink business 

development for the remote age. 

The impact of the pandemic on new business and work volumes for participants has been varied, and although drop-offs 

were widely reported during the early period of the pandemic when enforced lockdowns came into place, things have typically 

rebounded a lot quicker than most were expecting – albeit with some shifts in the relative activity seen in various practice 

groups. Indeed, the majority of the firms surveyed remained fairly bullish about the year ahead as work levels, utilisation and 

recruitment all seem to be pushing back towards pre-pandemic levels despite the continued uncertainty of how long it will take 

for things to get back to what used to be considered normal. Several participants pointed out that Dubai in particular is rather 

used to lurching from boom to bust, and so is perhaps a more adept market than most markets at taking the current disruption 

in its stride – with the belief that recovery is always around the corner in one form or other. 

Regional trends and conditions 

© Law Business Research 2021  17
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“Quote… unquote” – COVID-19 impact on operations

“I think we’re pretty optimistic on the next few months. We’re 

not seeing any deals being cancelled or anything like that and 

things seem to be pretty positive. I think some firms were hit 

hard out here in the last year though, and I get the feeling that 

some of the US law firms – which tend to be less established 

in the region – were struggling even before the pandemic hit. 

I wouldn’t be surprised if some of those firms end up pulling 

out of the region once the dust has settled.”

Head of HR, UK law firm 

“Overall, I’d say that across the region work levels have 

remained rather static during 2020. We expected the bottom 

to drop out of corporate work, but it never really got that bad. 

And because of the various lockdowns and the market playing 

catch up, the usual seasonal slowdowns around Ramadan and 

Christmas didn’t really happen. One unexpected area where we 

did see things drop was in international dispute resolution; our 

local disputes team have more work than they can handle but 

the international arbitration team have seen some slowdown. 

It seems clients have been holding back on the expenditure of 

going into big complex disputes during such an uncertain period.”

Head of HR, UK law firm 

“We were lucky when it came to office leasing – our renewal 

came last year and it was a timely decision to downsize our 

premises – which given the way things are going with regard 

to office attendance made great sense.”

Head of operations, US law firm

“Things in the UAE have been helped by the fact we have a 

very young population when compared to most nations – so a 

lot of cases here have been mild or asymptomatic. There’s now 

an aggressive vaccination drive going on, though we’re treading 

delicately with employees and trying to not get into the politics 

of vaccination – though ultimately this may be hard to avoid 

since not being vaccinated here is unlikely to be an option if 

you want access to offices and public buildings going forwards.”

Head of HR, UK law firm

“We haven’t had any redundancies , but we did see some 

resignations. A few expats have been reassessing their 

reasons for being here, and few of our people decided they 

wanted to go back to their home nations in light of what’s 

happened in the last year. I think we may see some more of 

that over the next year or two.”

Head of HR, UK law firm 

“During the last year we’ve had some people get stuck in their 

home countries or requesting open-ended transfers home. 

There’s a question of how to deal with that long term. We’ve 

started by removing any uplifts and allowances people may 

have had for being stationed in a particular market if they’re 

no longer there, moving people to local rates of pay.”

Head of HR, UK law firm
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“Quote… unquote” – COVID-19 impact on operations

“The enforced period of working from home has done wonders 

for agile working in general – both in terms of attitudes and 

tech. We’re now back in the office and have been since late 

summer. We’re usually just below 50% capacity in the office 

most days at the moment, and I think we’ve probably led a bit 

more of a push to get people back on site than most other law 

firms – though obviously we’re not pressuring those who don’t 

feel safe with the idea.”

Head of operations, UK law firm

“There’s been some difference in the approach to restrictions 

to tackle the virus between the governments in Dubai and Abu 

Dhabi. As in most things, Abu Dhabi has been a little more 

conservative, while Dubai has been a little looser – probably 

because tourism is such a massive business in Dubai these 

days, though given the current spike of cases it seems to have 

been a mistake.”

Head of HR, UK law firm

“Our Doha office has been doing pretty well recently and 

is very profitable for us, despite being a small team. The 

thawing of political relations and the lifting of the travel and 

trade embargo between Qatar and its neighbours should help 

things, though of course nobody’s really travelling anyway at 

the moment. We’ve had workarounds for various things in and 

out of Qatar for a while and it’s still a bit early to say if the 

news is going to help boost business for us there – as it is, it 

exists pretty separately from the UAE now anyway.”

Head of HR, UK law firm

“Work and life seems to have just gone on as normal in 

Riyadh. Local work is happening as usual and they just don’t 

have the same fears about COVID. They just get on with things. 

Dealing with various offices in our network, I have to say our 

Riyadh office is probably the least complaining or demanding 

of the lot, they just always seem to get on with things.”

Head of operations, US law firm
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“Quote… unquote” – Home-working

“For the move to home-working, the IT side of things was 

okay; the larger challenge was in culture. It tends to be the 

nature of senior lawyers that they like to see the people who 

are working for them. Most of our partners were massively 

against the idea of home-working for all, but when the 

decision was taken out of their hands it proved to be a huge 

success; productivity and responsiveness of teams increased 

and now the partners absolutely love it. Partners thought we’d 

have trouble getting people to work but the issue we now face 

is how to actually stop people working. There are some people 

who are clearly over-working themselves and there is an 

issue of how to shut off. So we face a real conundrum, since 

it’s hard to make moves to actually reduce productivity – but 

we have to, otherwise we risk seeing some people burn out.”

Head of HR, UK law firm

“Capacity of our office in Dubai is about 125 but with social 

distancing it’s half that, and the most we’ve ever had in at 

one time since the pandemic has been 45. Since New Year, 

the leadership team have been swinging between ‘let’s get 

everyone back’ and ‘keep office attendance voluntary’. The 

infrastructure was already in place for home-working, but 

changing the mindset of the leadership team was a big issue. 

There were many who thought people wouldn’t be able to 

work efficiently and productively from home – but the opposite 

turned out to be true. People have been working ridiculous 

hours, to the point where it’s concerning in some cases. 

We’ve been doing a lot to try and help with mental wellbeing 

– employee assistance programmes, webinars on mental 

health and neurolinguistic programming – as well as coaching 

managers on how to look for signs of stress in employees.”

Head of HR, UK law firm 

“You have people who have family at home, good private 

workspaces and all the things they need – but some people 

only really intellectually thrive from being around others. The 

real challenge is going to be how to cater to those who really 

thrive in this new environment – how do we get them back 

to the office? Whether or not the isolation is affecting their 

mental health is another thing. I think so many people have 

got so used to the isolation of working at home that when the 

pandemic is over, we’re going to see agoraphobia becoming 

a major issue. We’ve been told to shut away for our own 

protection for the best part of a year; add to that the various 

additional mental walls people may build up around themselves 

and I foresee serious long-term mental health problems for 

large portions of the population once all this is over.”

Head of HR, UK law firm
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“Quote… unquote” – Home-working

“Home-working has seen some real benefits for individuals 

and the firm. From a financial point of view the amount of 

money we’ve saved on business travel has been astronomical. 

An unbelievable number of flights were taken annually for 

internal and external meetings as well as training sessions. 

It’s funny to think these all stopped dead yet the business 

didn’t really suffer at all as a result. Clearly, the biggest 

challenge for everyone now is dealing with any potential 

feelings of isolation. We’ve upped the spending on wellbeing 

packages and had lots of online speakers on mental health 

subjects. The question now is how do we maintain or replace 

the glue of connection we all used to get from being in the 

office? The truth is, whatever happens from now on the 

genie is out of the bottle with regards to home-working. Now 

people have got a taste for it – and now companies know 

how it can work – we’re never going to see people back in 

the office full-time. Ever. Firms that insist otherwise will be 

putting themselves at an immediate disadvantage in terms of 

recruitment and retention.”

Head of operations, US law firm

“We did an internal survey of people’s attitudes to home-

working and after the early stages when the majority of people 

were desperate to get back to the office, things have effectively 

reversed; now most people don’t want to go back. The only 

negative feedback we’re getting is that people are working 

more at home and are finding it hard to switch off from work. 

That is something we’ll have to address going forward as we 

think more about long-term agile working plans – as well as 

how we go about training and integrating new people remotely.”

Head of HR, UK law firm

“There’s been a big drive of people moving from apartments 

to villas this year. I think this was already afoot with rental 

prices dropping in recent years, but the downtown open-plan 

apartments with no dedicated workspaces have become a lot 

less desirable during lockdown, and with travel having dropped 

off, people are less interested in being close to the office.”

Head of HR, UK law firm

“When we’re in the office we have to wear masks, which is 

tough for a full day, but we’re also operating well remotely, 

and clients either haven’t particularly cared or noticed any 

difference. The world was already moving towards flexible 

working and I think the expectations of employees will now be 

geared around this even in a post-COVID world.”

Head of HR, UK law firm

“The approach to office attendance in the post-COVID era has 

differed quite significantly from country to country in this region. 

Things in Qatar and Saudi are a lot more relaxed really, and I 

think our Doha team are basically all in the office these days. 

Saudi seems less bothered about the virus generally and while 

it’s up to the individual whether to attend the office, I think most 

people are in again now.”

Head of HR, UK law firm



© Law Business Research 2021  22

Lexology Insights – Gulf Cooperation Council Region law firm compensation, benefits and billing report 2021

Regional trends and conditions

“Quote… unquote” – Compensation and HR

“A lot of firms here went to mandatory 80% weeks in the 

summer. We didn’t take our hours down, but we did make 

some redundancies. Mainly they were historic bad performers, 

and trims we’d been waiting to make at some point. We 

offered all employees the chance to move to reduced hours or 

unpaid leave – though not many took up the offer. There were 

no real government-backed schemes for things like furloughs 

here so we took a fairly hybrid approach back then.”

Head of HR, UK law firm

 

“Like most UK law firms we rolled people up a level but 

salaries remained frozen. We avoided any redundancies. We 

will increase associate salaries this year – perhaps taking 

people up to the levels people were supposed to reach last 

year – but that’s still going to leave us effectively a level 

below where we were a year ago. I guess it will just be a bit of 

a reset for us – and probably the market in general.”

Head of operations, UK law firm

“We had associate promotions, but no salary increases 

in 2020. We’ve now got until the summer to decide what 

approach we want to take in 2021, so we’re very keen to see 

what others are doing in the spring.”

Head of HR, UK law firm

“We deferred the pay review in May and had a look at things 

in November instead. Instead of rolling people through the 

bands, we did some nominal flat rate increases for fee-

earners; associates basically all got either a 2% or 3% raise 

– a band jump in a normal year would have been around 7%. 

We made no increase for business services though. As for 

2021, the firm has made a decision to shift our pay reviews to 

the summer going forwards, which gives us a bit more time to 

think about this. I think we will still be cautious; I don’t think 

we’ll be able to put associates back to where they should be 

on the pay scale since there are still a lot of issues around 

things like payment times which are stretching us. The firm is 

in a strong position without doubt, but we remain cognisant of 

the uncertainty the next year will bring.”

Head of HR, UK law firm 

“We froze all compensation and suspended our May 2020 

review, but we had a deferred review in November 2020 for 

fee-earners and put them up to the levels they should have 

been promoted to in May, and even made some minor upward 

adjustments to the bands. We’d been a little behind our direct 

top-tier competitors and we had been intending to do this in 

May, so felt the time was right to do it in November. Business 

services staff pay has remained frozen, however.”

Head of operations, UK law firm

“We had a global pay freeze in May, but this was lifted in 

November for fee-earners when we performed deferred pay 

reviews and people went up to the levels they should have in 

May. We plan to do normal reviews and rises again this May – 

and we may even look at the bands, since I think some top-tier 

competitors may have even increased bands at the junior end. 

Business services staff have remained frozen all year – though 

we expect normal reviews will resume for them this spring.”

Head of HR, UK law firm
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“Quote… unquote” – Compensation and HR

“We deferred our 2020 pay reviews from the summer to 

November, but in the end we made no salary increases. 

We delivered on chargeable hour bonuses, but we won’t be 

looking at any salary increases until our next review in May 

2021 – but we are budgeting for increases then.”

Head of HR, UK law firm 

“Our salary reviews were deferred until January 2021, but we’ve 

decided to pass them over entirely. We’ll be awarding lawyers 

their bonuses for billable hours, but no salary increases this 

financial year at all. I think most people are realistic and just 

happy to have a job right now. Our next real review will be in 

July 2021 now, by which time I think we’ll have a better idea of 

where the market is and how we’re doing in riding this out.”

Head of HR, UK law firm

“From a pay perspective our office in Riyadh has really bucked 

the trend as we actually made some increases there as we 

were having retention issues. Saudi remains a very candidate-

driven market, with the best lawyers knowing exactly how 

much they’re worth to firms. The talent pool is growing a bit 

and you are beginning to see lawyers who are more interested 

in establishing a career path than just chasing the dollars – but 

generally speaking, it remains a fairly immature market, with 

associates driven by pay and willing to jump from one firm to 

another for a bigger pay packet without a second thought.”

Head of HR, UK law firm

“When the virus first hit we stopped seeing resignations, and 

attrition basically dropped to zero as people became anxious 

about keeping their jobs. But that’s changed now and there’s 

actually a fairly active recruitment market again – both locally 

and internationally.”

Head of HR, UK law firm

“We had quite an interesting system last year to try and avoid 

any redundancies. We offered people a choice of going down to 

four days a week at 80% pay – or they could stay at five days 

a week at 80% pay with the promise that if we hit budget for 

the year they’d get paid back that 20% missing salary. The vast 

majority ended up choosing the latter. One of the main reasons 

was that most didn’t really think they could do their job effectively 

in a four-day week anyway. It remains to be seen if we’ll hit 

budget – it’s going to be a close call either way, but the workforce 

is more engaged in making sure we do than ever before.”

Head of HR, UK law firm

“When the pandemic hit we had some salary reductions for 

senior staff and lawyers – though these have been rolled back 

now. With our reviews having come at the end of 2020 we 

decided to roll lawyers up through the bands, but support staff 

salaries have remained frozen for the year ahead.”

Head of operations, US law firm
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“Quote… unquote” – Compensation and HR

“We’ve offered employees a work from home allowance of 

between AED1,000 and AED2,000 – designed to cover some 

purchases for home office equipment, chairs, bluetooth 

headsets etc. Obviously, we’ve made huge savings on travel 

expenses but we do think business travel will return since 

there’s clearly still going to be value in facetime with clients 

and colleagues; though more will be facilitated online than 

ever before – especially training. Not having to buy meals for 

those working late in the office has also proved a big saving 

too. As for office rental, we’re tied in for another few years 

in our current location, though I don’t think we’d be looking 

to downsize now since I think we’ll need the space for social 

distancing even if capacity has to reduce.”

Head of HR, UK law firm

“We’ve had to step up our mental health provisions to try and 

keep on top of what people are going through. I think people 

are generally getting pretty good at mentally balancing home 

and work, but obviously despite all our best efforts it’s not 

always easy to tell what’s really going on. We have some who 

are desperate to get back to the office and some who never 

want to come back.”

Head of operations, UK law firm
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“Quote… unquote” – Billing

“Getting paid on time in the Middle East is difficult at the 

best of times, but cashflow in mid-2020 was very grim and 

there were certainly businesses in the region that went down 

because of this. When we engage with new clients now we 

have to do a lot more due diligence on them. This used to be 

something we wouldn’t ask for fear of offending people, but 

things have changed and we can’t be shy about asking for 

upfront payments now.”

Head of HR, UK law firm

“We had to do a lot of fee-chasing in 2020. We had some real 

difficulties in collecting some money, especially where we had 

to wait for a chain to be paid before it got to us. Realisation also 

dropped as we were pressured into making more discounts. 

We’ve maybe seen a 5% to 7% drop-off in these kind of metrics 

over the last year, but we’re hopeful it will bounce back.”

Head of operations, UK law firm

“We placed extra emphasis on chasing up collections in 2020. 

There was pressure to chase up old stuff and make sure 

delays were kept to a minimum on new work. There was a lot 

of pressure from clients to discount fees as well, and I know 

some firms were offering 40% discounts in the early stages of 

the pandemic.”

Head of HR, UK law firm

“So far this financial year is tracking a profit and we’re hoping 

to end on budget for this year. Cash collection is generally 

quite difficult in this region, but we’ve been trying as hard as 

we can to make up ground, and we’re actually no worse off 

overall year-on-year for collection than we would normally be.”

Head of HR, UK law firm 

“Sadly, we’ve seen a post-COVID trend for clients being less 

loyal; some with whom we’ve had long-term relationships 

have suddenly jumped ship to competitors if it meant saving a 

few pennies on the pound. I guess it’s inevitable in times like 

these, but it’s always leaves a sour taste.”

Head of HR, UK law firm

“Collections haven’t been that bad – actually not really any 

worse than usual. Where we’ve seen drops in realisation 

is in fee negotiations; clients have pushed hard for further 

discounts since the pandemic hit and continue to do so. 

Although we hit budget in the fiscal year that ended in April 

2020, this fiscal year looks like we’ll be seeing a drop in 

revenues of somewhere between 10% to 15%.”

Head of finance, UK law firm
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United Arab Emirates (Dubai) 

All figures in below table = % of surveyed firms which implemented.

Implemented during 2020 Expected longer term

100% home working (fee-earners) 90% 20%

100% home working (support staff) 90% 20%

Bonus payments suspended (fee-earners) 30% 0%

Bonus payments suspended (support staff) 45% 0%

Reduced working hours (fee-earners) 20% 0%

Reduced working hours (support staff) 30% 0%

Pay review suspended (fee-earners) 55% 5%

Pay review suspended (support staff) 60% 10%

Pro rata salary reductions [in line with reduced hours] (fee-earners) 45% 0%

Pro rata salary reductions [in line with reduced hours] (support staff) 50% 0%

FTE 1.0 salary reductions (fee-earners) 5% 0%

FTE 1.0 salary reductions (support staff) 10% 0%

Hiring freeze (fee-earners) 50% 0%

Hiring freeze (support staff) 50% 0%

Redundancies (fee-earners) 10% 0%

Redundancies (support staff) 10% 0%

Government employment retention/support scheme (fee-earners) 0% 0%

Government employment retention/support scheme (support staff) 0% 0%
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United Arab Emirates (Dubai)

Most international law firms in Dubai have established salary grids/bands for associates – typically seven to 11 levels loosely 

reflecting zero to 10+ years of relevant post-qualification experience (PQE); and in most cases with upper and lower ranges 

(typically a variance of 10%) available for each level. Such ranges allow firms a degree of flexibility on setting individual associate 

pay levels each year without having to revise bands annually (eg, in a tightly budgeted year associates may sit at the lower end 

of the ranges, while in better years they may occupy the higher ranges). Provided that associates meet performance targets, they 

will typically advance up a seniority level in these lockstep compensation grids annually – though 2020 was no typical year. 

Type of associate compensation system operated by firms surveyed:

• Lockstep grid based purely on years’ PQE: 16%

• Lockstep grid based primarily on years’ PQE (with some flexibility based on merit/competency): 60%

• Lockstep grid based purely on merit/competency (not PQE): 24%
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United Arab Emirates (Dubai)

Compensation trends – UK law firms

The COVID-19 disruption – coming as it did in the early part of 2020 – caused almost all UK law firms which had yet to conduct 

2020 pay reviews to immediately slam on the brakes. For firms of UK origin, which tend to conduct pay reviews during the 

March to July period, this meant an almost universal suspension of pay reviews. In most cases associates were rolled up a level 

of internally recognised post-qualification experience (PQE) while keeping their previous level of pay; many firms also introduced 

emergency reductions in hours and pro rata pay, but these were typically lifted by Autumn 2020. These pay review suspensions 

were typically adopted under the proviso that reviews would instead be looked at later on in the 2020 calendar year once the 

dust had settled. Although the majority of firms did hold true to this idea, the decisions taken during these deferred reviews 

differed fairly widely.  Among magic circle firms, associates typically had salaries topped up to the levels they would have been 

increased to in the spring (in a normal year) – meaning that associate lock-step pay grids at these firms tend to now look almost 

identical to where they were in early 2020. For firms below this top tier, decisions were more fractured; most chose to make 

increases less than would have been usual for rising up a level in a normal review cycle; but others chose to make no changes 

at all – meaning associate pay has effectively remained frozen since Spring 2019 at these firms, with last year’s 1PQE lawyers 

now sitting at 2PQE (but still on 1PQE salaries) and so on. The net effect among the UK law firm group has therefore been a 

slight reduction in the average like-for-like salaries among associates. 

Changes in upcoming 2021 reviews are likely to be cautious, with few firms feeling the need to adjust bands given current 

market conditions. And while those firms that froze salaries throughout 2020 are likely to make increases during 2021, they are 

unlikely to be the kind of double-level jumps that would be required to match average associate lock-step levels of 2019. It is 

therefore unlikely the UK law firm group as a whole will return to the kind of average compensation rates reported in March 

2020 until Spring 2022.

Among business services (support staff) in Dubai, compensation levels for support staff (FTE 1.0) at UK law firms have typically 

remained frozen throughout 2020 and early 2021, with any deferred 2020 pay reviews tending to apply to fee-earners only. Most 

firms report they anticipate making increases for support staff in Spring 2021 pay reviews, but it is expected these are likely to 

be more modest than the average 3.5% increases that have been prevalent during the last few years. 

Compensation trends – United Arab Emirates (Dubai) (cont.)
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United Arab Emirates (Dubai)

Comparing like-for-like associate salary levels among UK law firms in Dubai, for which two years of data was available, yielded 

the following results:

• Percentage of firms that increased like-for-like salary levels for associate pay: 20%

• Mean net percentage change in lower limit of salary bands for associates: -4.8%

• Mean net percentage change in upper limit of salary bands for associates: -5.0%

• Mean net percentage change in average level of salary bands for associates: -3.4%

Comparing the overall 2021 survey results with those of 2020 yielded the following results for Dubai:

• Average net percentage change in like-for-like junior (0 to 3 PQE) associate compensation levels: -3.2%

• Average net percentage change in like-for-like mid-level (3 to 7 PQE) associate compensation levels: -4.5%

• Average net percentage change in like-for-like senior (7+ PQE) associate compensation levels: -3.1%

• Average overall net percentage change in like-for-like associate compensation levels: -3.8%

Provided that associates meet performance targets, they will typically advance up a seniority level in lockstep compensation 

grids annually. The average annual salary increase for an associate advancing up a level on a UK law firm lockstep grid in Dubai 

during the first 10 years of practice is 7.6%, associate compensation levels tending to plateau thereafter.

Compensation trends – United Arab Emirates (Dubai) (cont.)
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United Arab Emirates (Dubai)

Compensation trends – US law firms

For most US law firms – which predominantly conduct pay reviews between November and January – the COVID-19 crisis 

arrived after pay increases for 2020 had already been effected. The majority of US law firms also managed to avoid adopting 

the kind of temporary reductions in work hours and pro rata pay that many UK law firms felt the need to introduce in the early 

stages of the pandemic. Although there has always been disparity between associate pay at upper-market US law firms and 

their UK counterparts, the COVID-19 crisis has widened this gap further, since US law firms had typically already introduced pay 

rises before the majority of UK law firms effectively reduced associate lock-step pay bands for 2020. In the recent December 

2020/January 2021 review cycle upper-tier US law firms typically rolled associates up through the pay bands as usual – though 

there has been little in the way of overall upwards adjustment of bands. Lower-tier US law firms have typically seen trends 

more akin to the UK law firm group, with some downwards adjustments of the bands taking place.

Comparing like-for-like associate salary levels among US law firms in Dubai, for which two years of data was available, yielded 

the following results:

• Percentage of firms that increased like-for-like salary levels for associate pay: 33%

• Mean net percentage change in lower limit of salary bands for associates: +0.6%

• Mean net percentage change in upper limit of salary bands for associates: +4.1%

• Mean net percentage change in average level of salary bands for associates: -0.3%

Comparing the overall 2021 survey results with those of 2020 yielded the following results for Dubai:

• Average net percentage change in like-for-like junior (0 to 3 PQE) associate compensation levels: +6.1%

• Average net percentage change in like-for-like mid-level (3 to 7 PQE) associate compensation levels: -1.5%

• Average net percentage change in like-for-like senior (7+ PQE) associate compensation levels: +0.7%

• Average overall net percentage change in like-for-like associate compensation levels: +1.4%

Provided that associates meet performance targets, they will typically advance up a seniority level in lockstep compensation 

grids annually. The average annual salary increase for an associate advancing up a level on a US law firm lockstep grid in Dubai 

during the first eight years of practice is 8.0%, associate compensation levels tending to plateau thereafter. 

Compensation trends – United Arab Emirates (Dubai) (cont.)
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Headcount growth – United Arab Emirates (Dubai) 

United Arab Emirates (Dubai)

Hiring freezes have been ubiquitous among both UK and US law firms since the onset of the pandemic, though in practice many 

such freezes are proving to be fairly loose policies – with numerous US law firms reporting that certain practice groups have been 

actively hiring in order to fulfil increased demand and that some replacements of departed staff have been taking place as usual. 

Participants also report that, in general, the lateral hiring market in Dubai is showing signs of warming up again as 2021 begins.

All personnel

• Mean annual headcount turnover: 16%

• Percentage of firms surveyed that increased total headcount during the past year: 31%

• Mean net percentage change in total headcount (among all firms): +1.2%

• Median net percentage change in total headcount (among all firms): 0%

Fee-earners

• Mean annual headcount turnover: 14%

• Percentage of firms surveyed that increased fee-earner headcount during the past year: 28%

• Mean net percentage change in fee-earner headcount (among all firms): +3.7%

• Median net percentage change in fee-earner headcount (among all firms): 0%

Support staff

• Mean annual headcount turnover: 15%

• Percentage of firms surveyed that increased support staff headcount during the past year: 17%

• Mean net percentage change in support staff headcount (among all firms): -1.3%

• Median net percentage change in support staff headcount (among all firms): 0%
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Billing – United Arab Emirates (Dubai)

United Arab Emirates (Dubai)

Billable hours
• Average total work hour target for associates: 1,763

• Average billable hour target for associates: 1,645

• Average number of billable hours clocked by associates during last financial year: 1,432

• Average utilisation percentage (billable hours recorded/billable hour target): 85%

UK law firms
Comparing the overall 2021 survey results with those of 2020 yielded the following results for Dubai:

• Average net percentage change in like-for-like junior (0 to 3 PQE) associate standard billing rates: +7.1%

• Average net percentage change in like-for-like mid-level (3 to 7 PQE) associate standard billing rates: +2.7%

• Average net percentage change in like-for-like senior (7+ PQE) associate standard billing rates: +1.9%

• Average overall net percentage change in like-for-like associate standard billing rates: +3.6%

It remains fairly standard for individual associates’ billing rates to increase annually, based on increasing seniority. The average 

annual step increase at UK firms in Dubai is 4.6% during the first eight years of fully qualified professional practice, associate 

rates tending to plateau thereafter. 

US law firms
Comparing the overall 2021 survey results with those of 2020 yielded the following results for Dubai:

• Average net percentage change in like-for-like junior (0 to 3 PQE) associate standard billing rates: +2.6%

• Average net percentage change in like-for-like mid-level (3 to 7 PQE) associate standard billing rates: +1.3%

• Average net percentage change in like-for-like senior (7+ PQE) associate standard billing rates: +2.9%

• Average overall net percentage change in like-for-like associate standard billing rates: +2.3%

It remains fairly standard for individual associates’ billing rates to increase annually, based on increasing seniority. The average 

annual step increase at US firms in Dubai is 6.4% during the first nine years of fully qualified professional practice, associate 

rates tending to plateau thereafter.
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COVID-19 emergency measures – United Arab Emirates (Abu Dhabi) 

United Arab Emirates (Abu Dhabi)

All figures in below table = % of surveyed firms which implemented.

Implemented during 2020 Expected longer term

100% home working (fee-earners) 75% 13%

100% home working (support staff) 75% 13%

Bonus payments suspended (fee-earners) 13% 0%

Bonus payments suspended (support staff) 38% 0%

Reduced working hours (fee-earners) 25% 0%

Reduced working hours (support staff) 25% 0%

Pay review suspended (fee-earners) 63% 0%

Pay review suspended (support staff) 63% 0%

Pro rata salary reductions [in line with reduced hours] (fee-earners) 50% 0%

Pro rata salary reductions [in line with reduced hours] (support staff) 38% 0%

FTE 1.0 salary reductions (fee-earners) 0% 0%

FTE 1.0 salary reductions (support staff) 13% 0%

Hiring freeze (fee-earners) 38% 0%

Hiring freeze (support staff) 38% 0%

Redundancies (fee-earners) 0% 0%

Redundancies (support staff) 0% 0%

Government employment retention/support scheme (fee-earners) 0% 0%

Government employment retention/support scheme (support staff) 0% 0%
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Compensation trends – United Arab Emirates (Abu Dhabi) 

United Arab Emirates (Abu Dhabi)

Type of associate compensation system operated by firms surveyed:

• Lockstep grid based purely on years’ PQE: 21%

• Lockstep grid based primarily on years’ PQE (with some flexibility based on merit/competency): 50%

• Lockstep grid based purely on merit/competency (not PQE): 29%

Comparing the overall 2021 survey results with those of 2020 yielded the following results for Abu Dhabi:

UK law firms
• Average net percentage change in like-for-like junior (0 to 3 PQE) associate compensation levels: -3.25%

• Average net percentage change in like-for-like mid-level (3 to 7 PQE) associate compensation levels: -7.8%

• Average net percentage change in like-for-like senior (7+ PQE) associate compensation levels: -6.3%

• Average overall net percentage change in like-for-like associate compensation levels: -6.0%

Provided that associates meet performance targets, they will typically advance up a seniority level in lockstep compensation 

grids annually. The average annual salary increase for an associate advancing up a level on a UK lockstep grid in Abu Dhabi 

during the first 10 years of practice is 6.9%, associate compensation levels tending to plateau thereafter.

US law firms
• Average net percentage change in like-for-like junior (0 to 3 PQE) associate compensation levels: -0.5%

• Average net percentage change in like-for-like mid-level (3 to 7 PQE) associate compensation levels: +0.4%

• Average net percentage change in like-for-like senior (7+ PQE) associate compensation levels: +4.6%

• Average overall net percentage change in like-for-like associate compensation levels: +1.7%

Provided that associates meet performance targets, they will typically advance up a seniority level in lockstep compensation 

grids annually. The average annual salary increase for an associate advancing up a level on a US lockstep grid in Abu Dhabi 

during the first nine years of practice is 7.8%, associate compensation levels tending to plateau thereafter. 



© Law Business Research 2021  69

Lexology Insights – Gulf Cooperation Council Region law firm compensation, benefits and billing report 2021

Headcount growth – United Arab Emirates (Abu Dhabi) 

United Arab Emirates (Abu Dhabi)

All personnel
• Mean annual headcount turnover: 15%

• Percentage of firms surveyed that increased total headcount during the past year: 38%

• Mean net percentage change in total headcount (among all firms): -3.2%

• Median net percentage change in total headcount (among all firms): 0%

Fee-earners
• Mean annual headcount turnover: 15%

• Percentage of firms surveyed that increased fee-earner headcount during the past year: 58%

• Mean net percentage change in fee-earner headcount (among all firms): +0.8%

• Median net percentage change in fee-earner headcount (among all firms): 0%

Support staff
• Mean annual headcount turnover: 10%

• Percentage of firms surveyed that increased support staff headcount during the past year: 0%

• Mean net percentage change in support staff headcount (among all firms): -9.1%

• Median net percentage change in support staff headcount (among all firms): 0%
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Billing – United Arab Emirates (Abu Dhabi)

United Arab Emirates (Abu Dhabi)

Comparing the overall 2021 survey results with those of 2020 yielded the following results for Abu Dhabi:

• Average net percentage change in like-for-like junior (0 to 3 PQE) associate standard billing rates: +1.7%

• Average net percentage change in like-for-like mid-level (3 to 7 PQE) associate standard billing rates: -0.1%

• Average net percentage change in like-for-like senior (7+ PQE) associate standard billing rates: -0.2%

• Average overall net percentage change in like-for-like associate standard billing rates: +0.3%

It remains fairly standard for individual associates’ billing rates to increase annually, based on increasing seniority. The average annual 

step increase is 4.7% during the first eight years of fully qualified professional practice, associate rates tending to plateau thereafter.
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