
as important as the scope of the non-
lawyer executive’s role—which may 
involve responsibility for all the non-
legal functions in the firm. It’s quite 
a list and can include the following:

Recruitment, oversight and develop-
ment of a team of senior managers to 
head each of the firm’s functions, as well 
as the entire administrative and support 
staff working under the managers

The entire financial and accounting 
operation, including ensuring its auto-
mation to the highest possible level

Human relations, including HR poli-
cies and practices to improve retention 
of both lawyers and staff

Technology and its integration, in-
cluding developing an integrated data-
base that serves every function 

Production of a wide range of man-
agement reports and interpretation of 
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the included data for firm management
Lawyer recruiting to ensure that it is 

organized, efficient and strategic (rather 
than just “filling gaps”)

In conjunction with the practice 
groups, lawyer training and development

Practice organization and manage-
ment involving the profitability of prac-
tice groups and timekeepers 

Coordination of marketing and 
business development with all  
other functions

Ensuring that practice group and  
lawyer business plans are developed  
and the accomplishment of plan  
objectives is regularly measured

Non-voting membership on the com-
pensation committee and on the execu-
tive or management committee

Representing the firm in community, 
charitable and business organizations
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Participation in developing and  
implementing the firm’s strategic plan

Support and reinforcement of the 
firm’s culture

It’s an amazing list of competencies 
and responsibilities (and a far cry from 
simply handling mail procedures and 
cleaning services). Of course, even in 
some large firms today, as well as in far 
too many smaller and midsize ones, the 
senior administrative executive is still 
underutilized and underappreciated. 
However, this is not the case in the most 
successful firms. They realize this top 
professional position has become invalu-
able to the firm’s operation and success, 
in the near term and the long term. LP

Bob Denney (bob@robertdenney.com), 
President of Robert Denney Associates, Inc., 
has provided strategic management and 
marketing counsel to law firms for over 30 years. 
He can be reached at (610) 964-1938. 
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TH E EVOLUTION OF TH E PROFESSIONAL ADM I N ISTRATOR

Administrator Salaries, Coast to Coast

I ntangibles will always be a factor when 
negotiating the salary of a new adminis-

trator. Your firm’s culture and the unique 
qualities of the person you’re courting will 
influence the deal. In any negotiation, how-
ever, it’s wise to begin with the tangibles. 
So do your homework and arm yourself 
with salary data for your locale and firm 
size, as well as for the number of employ-
ees supervised and the experience and 

education of the new hire. Start with the 
Association of Legal Administrator’s annual 
Compensation and Benefits Survey, which 
provides base salary and bonus data for 
23 individual positions (www.alanet.org).

According to the 2007 edition of the 
survey, average total compensation for 
law firm principal administrators was 
$158,330. The picture sharpens when 
you look at salaries by geographic region. 

The median salary for principal administra-
tors was $100,000 in the northeastern, 
southern and north central parts of the 
U.S., but it was $124,000 in the Mid-
west at the high end, and $88,180 in 
the Southwest on the low end. Digging 
deeper, the survey report breaks down 
the salary data for 40-plus major cities. 

The data for salary based on number of 
employees supervised is a useful bench-
mark (see the chart). Although there was 
an approximate $26,000 difference in 
the median pay for those supervising 1 to 
49 employees ($75,000 to $102,000), 
salaries bumped up significantly above 
50 employees. The median salary was 
$130,000 for those supervising 50 to 
99 employees and $320,000 for those 
supervising 250-plus employees.

Education level factors in as well: The me-
dian base salary for an MBA was $150,000, 
while someone with a JD or LLP earned 
$128,250. This compares to $105,000 
for someone with a B.S. degree.  LP
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Annual Base Salary FOR Principal AdministratorS
BY Number of Employees Supervised

No. 	 Mean	 25th*	 Median	 75th*	 90th*

None	 $  129,130	 $  39,630	 $  83,250	 $  264,500	 $  315,000
1-2	 86,750	 64,000	 75,000	 104,000	 161,200
3-4	 114,160	 61,530	 85,230	 140,550	 203,500
5-7	 118,240	 70,000	 102,000	 145,000	 181,000
8-9	 130,800	 70,000	 90,250	 165,000	 240,700
10-24	 114,940	 67,500	 85,000	 110,980	 201,000
25-49	 105,290	 80,000	 95,000	 126,000	 150,000
50-99	 143,230	 100,000	 130,000	 165,000	 224,000
100-249	 199,950	 152,750	 190,000	 225,000	 310,000
250+	 342,060	 234,500	 320,000	 435,000	 570,000
* Percentiles

Source: 2007 Compensation and Benefits Survey, Association of Legal Administrators, www.alanet.org.




