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The law touches almost every
part of life, from buying a home
to starting a business to sorting
out a family matter.

Yet for most people, the legal world can feel
confusing and it is not always obvious who to
turn to when a question comes up.

The truth is that lawyers specialise, much like
doctors do. Knowing the main areas of legal
practice and roughly what each one covers,
makes it far easier to find the right help when
you need it. Here is a plain-English guide.

Solicitors and barristers: What is the
difference?

In Australia, the legal profession is generally
split into two roles. Understanding the
distinction is a useful starting point.

Solicitors handle most of the day-to-day legal
work. They give advice, prepare documents,

manage cases and are usually the first point of
contact for a client. Barristers, on the other
hand, are specialists in courtroom advocacy
and complex legal argument, and they are
typically briefed by a solicitor when a matter
calls for that expertise.

For everyday legal needs, a solicitor is who
most people deal with and they will bring in a
barrister only if a case requires it.

Common areas of legal practice

Within those roles, lawyers focus on particular
fields. These are some of the areas you are
most likely to encounter.

Family law

Family lawyers deal with relationships and the
issues that arise when they change. That
includes divorce and separation, parenting
and custody arrangements and the division of
property between former partners. It is an area
where clear, calm guidance matters, since the
issues are often personal as well as legal.

Personal injury and compensation
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Personal injury and compensation lawyers
help people who have been affected by an
accident, injury or illness pursue the support
they may be entitled to. This is a broad field
that includes areas such as workplace
injuries, motor vehicle accidents and disability
benefits.

One feature that sets much of this area apart
is how it is funded. Compensation lawyers
frequently work on a "no win, no-fee" basis,
which means there is no upfront payment and
you only pay if a favourable result is achieved.
Firms like TPD Compensation Lawyers, for
instance, are no win, no fee TPD lawyers who
help people claim Total and Permanent
Disability benefits through their
superannuation when injury or illness leaves
them unable to work. That funding model is
designed to make legal help accessible even
when money is tight.

Property and conveyancing

Buying or selling property is one of the most
common reasons people seek legal help.
Conveyancing lawyers handle the transfer of
property, review contracts of sale, manage
settlement and make sure the paperwork
behind a purchase is in order.

Wills and estates

Wills and estates lawyers help people plan for
the future and manage what happens
afterwards. This covers drafting wills, setting
up powers of attorney and guiding families
through the administration of an estate.
Getting advice here can save loved ones a
great deal of stress later on.

Employment law

Employment lawyers work on the relationship
between employers and employees. They
advise on matters such as workplace
agreements, contracts, disputes and
questions about fair treatment at work, acting
for either side depending on the situation.

Criminal law

Criminal lawyers represent people who have
been charged with an offence, as well as
advising on rights and process. Their role is to
ensure a person receives a fair hearing and
that the proper legal procedures are followed.

How lawyers typically charge

Fees are one of the biggest reasons people
hesitate to seek legal advice, so it helps to
understand the common ways lawyers charge.

Some work on fixed fees for defined tasks,
such as drafting a will or handling a
conveyance, which makes the cost
predictable. Others charge by the hour, which
is common for matters where the amount of
work is hard to estimate in advance. Many
firms also use retainers, where you pay an
amount up front that the lawyer draws against
as they work.
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Then there is the no win, no fee model (also
called a conditional costs agreement), where
payment depends on a successful outcome. It
is worth knowing that in Australia, lawyers are
not permitted to charge individual clients a
contingency fee, meaning a straight
percentage of the amount won, so no win, no
fee arrangements work differently from what
you might see in other countries.

Finding the right fit

Once you know which area your issue falls
under, finding the right lawyer becomes much
simpler. A few general pointers help.

Start by matching the lawyer to your need,
since a specialist in the relevant field will
usually serve you better than a generalist. Ask
about experience with matters similar to
yours and be upfront in asking how fees work
so there are no surprises. Many firms offer a
free initial consultation, which is a low-
pressure way to get a feel for whether they are
the right fit before you commit to anything.

The bottom line

The legal world is broad, but it is far less
intimidating once you understand how it is
organised. Whether your question is about
family, property, work or an injury, there is
almost certainly a lawyer who focuses on
exactly that area.

Knowing the basics puts you in a stronger
position from the very first conversation. When
something does come up, you will have a
clearer sense of who to call and what to ask,
which makes the whole experience a good
deal less daunting.
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