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In-House Counsel Legal

Executive Search Trends:
MID-YEAR SNAPSHOT 2026
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The first half of 2026 has reinforced a clear shift in the legal executive market. While hiring remains selective, organizations
continue to invest aggressively in senior legal leadership, particularly executives who combine technical expertise with
commercial judgment, enterprise leadership and strategic business partnership. The defining themes include: GC/

CLO leadership demand, premium compensation for strategic legal executives, growth in compliance and
regulatory leadership (including an understanding of the geopolitical landscape), continued strength in
alternatives and private capital, elevated demand in energy/infrastructure, industrial manufacturing, and
heavily regulated sectors, and an increasing expectation that senior legal leaders sit close to the business
primarily in-office or hybrid rather than fully remote.

The strongest trends are:
1. General Counsel and other senior legal leadership roles dominate the hiring market.

2. Compensation for top GC/CLO roles continues to reach new highs, particularly in private credit, entertainment,
energy, and global industries.

3. Life sciences, healthcare, energy, infrastructure, industrial manufacturing, and regulated industries are
generating a disproportionate share of retained searches.

4. Boards and CEOs increasingly want enterprise business leaders, not simply technical lawyers.

5. Hybrid work remains the norm for many mid-level roles, while senior leadership positions increasingly require a
meaningful in-office presence at least 3-4 times a week.

Most Interesting Strategic Observation

The clearest theme is that companies are no longer hiring GCs simply as legal advisors. The majority of GC, CLO, DGC
and VP searches emphasize:

* Strategic Business Partnership

* Executive Leadership

* Board Engagement

* Enterprise Risk Management

* Governance Expertise

* Commercial Judgment

* Executive Presence and High EQ
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Bottom line: So far in 2026 the requests for retained/exclusive legal executive searches show a very strong market for
sophisticated legal business leaders, particularly GCs, DGCs, compliance leaders, and public-company governance
specialists, with the hottest sectors being life sciences, energy/infrastructure, and private capital. Compensation at the
top of the market is materially higher than traditional GC benchmarks, especially where board exposure, fund formation,
public-company readiness, or transformational growth are involved.

Compensation: More Pronounced in the First Half of 2026

The 2026 in-house retained search market is proving to be more compensation-intensive, with first-half
activity visibly concentrated around enterprise legal leadership GCs, CLOs, DGCs, compliance chiefs, and
VP-level legal executives particularly in regulated, capital-intensive, and transformation-driven sectors.
Compensation for these leaders is highly competitive and no longer just about base salary; clients are increasingly
deploying variable pay, equity, carry, and long-term incentives to compete for talent and align legal executives with
enterprise value creation.

This mirrors what we're seeing in MLA's own data: the 2026 In-House Compensation Survey Report and 2026 CLO
Report both indicate that senior-level packages are increasingly incentive-weighted, GC/CLO compensation shows
wider variability at the top, and equity is becoming more common in senior roles.

Bottom line: 2026 shows a more obvious “premium leadership market,” especially for CLO/GC roles tied to
sophisticated industries, private capital, entertainment, life sciences, industrial manufacturing and global enterprise.

Industry Mix

2026 is more concentrated in life sciences/healthcare, energy/infrastructure, private credit/private capital,
industrial manufacturing and complex global leadership.

Bottom line: 2026 appears more exposed to highly regulated, governance-intensive and capital-intensive sectors, which
likely explains the higher compensation and the emphasis on Board/CEO-level judgment. Clients continually emphasize
strategic partnership, senior leadership, public-company readiness, board support, risk management, governance,
compliance and business judgment.

Trends to Watch

Alternatives, private capital and investment platforms are a standout sector

The alternatives’ legal and compliance market remains active, with demand driven by strategic growth initiatives,
succession planning and increasing regulatory complexity rather than broad-based headcount expansion. Strongest
demand in private credit, real estate and hedge fund platforms, particularly for private funds, transactional, regulatory/
compliance and broader asset management expertise.

Market read: Alternatives and private capital remain high-value legal hiring markets, especially where legal leaders
support growth, fundraising, private funds, regulatory complexity, cross-border expansion and value creation.

Compliance and regulatory leadership are prominent across sectors and around the world

From Switzerland to the UAE, we are seeing an increase in requests for compliance leaders with experience in risk
management. Energy sector searches also show regulatory intensity focused on FERC matters and environmental
compliance and energy policy.
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https://209075.fs1.hubspotusercontent-na1.net/hubfs/209075/MLA%20-%20Web%20Research%20Page%20PDFs/2026%20In-House%20Counsel%20Compensation%20Report.pdf
https://209075.fs1.hubspotusercontent-na1.net/hubfs/209075/MLA%20-%20Web%20Research%20Page%20PDFs/The%20CLO%20Report%20-%202026%20Edition.pdf
https://209075.fs1.hubspotusercontent-na1.net/hubfs/209075/MLA%20-%20Web%20Research%20Page%20PDFs/The%20CLO%20Report%20-%202026%20Edition.pdf

Market read: Compliance is evolving from a control function into a strategic business function. Demand is strongest
where compliance intersects with revenue growth, regulated industries, international expansion, energy policy,
healthcare/life sciences and enterprise risk.

Energy, infrastructure and industrial sectors are especially active

The first half shows a notable pattern of energy, infrastructure, utilities, environmental and advanced manufacturing
searches partly being driven by data centers.

Market read: The legal hiring market is being shaped by infrastructure investment, energy transition, industrial growth,
aerospace/defense, utilities, and regulatory complexity.

Succession

Organizations continue to build succession pipelines below the GC level by investing in Deputy GC and Associate GC
talent capable of assuming broader enterprise leadership over time.

A notable rise in AGC hiring, with organizations recognizing the need for experienced lawyers who can own key areas
of responsibility while also serving as part of the succession bench for Deputy GC roles and beyond. AGC roles are often
leading a function or practice area, while DGC roles tend to be more enterprise-wide and closer to succession planning.

Market read: Hiring in the AGC/DGC layer is becoming more intentional. Companies are using these roles to build
bench strength, deepen functional coverage, and create pathways to future GC leadership.

For more information on the market please reach out to an MLA consultant near you. www.mlaglobal.com
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