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The Year of Paradox

Commentary and Analysis by Nikia L. Gray, Executive Director

fthere was a zodiac cycle for the legal job market, Finally, 58.2% of all jobs obtained were in private
2023 would have been named “the year of practice, which is the highest this figure has been
paradox.” Looking over all of NALP’s research in 31 years, driven primarily by growth in large firm
reports, it was nothing short of a dichotomous employment.
twelve months for entry-level employment. The
final tailwinds of the talent wars lingered just long Graduate salary figures also hit new highs. For the fifth
enough to propel the Class of 2023 to some of the yearin a row, the national median salary increased,
most incredible employment outcomes NALP has growing to $90,000, with the median law firm salary
ever recorded before completely dissipating and reaching $165,000, a 10% increase over the prior
leaving their more junior peers to experience one of year and the ninth consecutive year that figure has
the most difficult summer associate recruiting cycles ~ increased. The Class of 2023 did indeed do well.

since the Great Recession. Allin all, NALP’s research
clearly indicates that the entry-level legal job market
is in the process of shifting. For the Class of 2023,
however, it was an exceptional time to graduate. ! !

NALP’s research

(] [ ]

primary metrics NALP tracks. At 92.6%, the Class Clea rly 1] d | Cates
of 2023 achieved the highest overall employment
rate NALP has ever recorded. A record-setting 82.1% that th e entry- leVEI

of graduates were employed in positions for which
bar passage was required, another all-time high.
Further, the overall employment rates remained at
a record high when adjusted for those working in
part-time or short-term positions. The percentage

This year’s graduates set records on all four of the

legal job market is
in the process of
of 2023 graduates employed in full-time, long-term Sh ifti ng. ’ ’

bar passage required/anticipated jobs was 81.1%.

© 2024 NALP 2
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However, even with these incredible outcomes there
are suggestions in the data that the market is starting
to contract and that future classes may not fare as
well. Although the overall employment rate hit a

new record, the actual number of jobs obtained by
graduates fell by 1.4 percentage points, or almost
460 jobs. The total number of graduates fell by

even more (2.4 percentage points or approximately
860 graduates), keeping the overall employment
rate high. Similarly, the fact that there were fewer
graduates bolstered the private practice employment
rate despite the total number of jobs in the sector
dropping by approximately 200 jobs — a first in

six years. This may seem like a minor change, but
recall that the Class of 2024 is much larger than

the Class of 2023 and will need to source several
thousand additional jobs in the months ahead. Thus,
these small changes may have bigger implications
next year.

Similarly, when we look beneath the overall figures
we see additional indications of a changing
market. Small firm employment typically moves
countercyclically with the economy and large firm

About NALP

employment and this year we indeed saw the rate

of employment in the smallest law firms of 1-10
lawyers (which includes graduates working for solo
practitioners, typically as clerks or paralegals) fall to
its lowest level since 1989. However, the number of
graduates working as solo practitioners themselves
actually inched up by 25 jobs this year to 1% of all
private practice positions. Additionally, the number
of law school funded jobs, although still near a
historic low, grew by 53 positions, going from 347 to
400 jobs. While neither change was large, these two
metrics typically increase in softer markets when it’s
more challenging for graduates to find jobs. Read in
context with NALP’s earlier reports on the difficult
2022 and 2023 summer associate recruiting cycles,
this suggests that, despite the incredible outcomes of
the Class of 2023 (and the Classes of 2021 and 2022
before it), future classes will face a different market.

In sum, the Class of 2023 graduates are likely to be
the final benefactors of the talent wars. So, while we
congratulate the Class of 2023 for their incredible
achievements, it’s time to batten down the hatches.
The legal job market is moving into a new zodiac
phase and all signs point to challenges ahead. ®

NALP is an association of more than 3,000 legal career professionals who advise law students, lawyers, law offices, and law schools
in North America and beyond. NALP believes in fairness, facts, and the power of a diverse community. We work every day to be the
best career services, recruitment, and professional development organization in the world because we want the lawyers and law
students we serve to have an ethical recruiting system, employment data they can trust, and expert advisers to guide and support
them in every stage of their careers. Visit NALP online at www.nalp.org.
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he Class of 2023 marks the third consecutive

year of law graduates achieving incredibly

strong employment outcomes, although this
year may truly be the top of the market, as challenges
loom ahead for the Class of 2024. As NALP com-
memorates fifty years of employment reporting and
analysis, it is remarkable that this year’s class shat-
tered several of the records that the organization has
been tracking over the past five decades.

Among one of the many high-water marks set by

this year’s class is the percentage of graduates who
were employed as of March 15, 2024, approximately
ten months post-graduation. With an employment
rate of 92.6%, the Class of 2023 had the highest
employment rate ever recorded.! To put this record in
context, it was only a decade ago when the entry-level
legal employment market was struggling to absorb
the largest JD class in history and to overcome the
lingering effects of the Great Recession. These twin
effects resulted in the employment rate for the Class
of 2013 falling to 84.5%, more than eight points
lower than this year’s class.

* NALP first began tracking employment rates based on all graduates with a
known employment status with the Class of 1982. With the Class of 2014, NALP
began measuring the employment rate of law graduates as of March 15, or ten
months after a typical May graduation. From 1996-2013 employment status
had been measured as of February 15 (nine months post-graduation), and
prior to 1996 employment was measured as of six months post-graduation, an
important distinction when making comparisons with employment rates prior
to 2014.

© 2024 NALP

The Class of 2023 Smashes Employment
Records, as NALP Celebrates 50 Years of
Employment Reporting

A Summary of the Findings by Danielle A. Taylor, Director of
Research & Chief Data Strategist

Chart 1. Class of 2023 Employment Status
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Advantage Job, 7.8%

Other Professional Job, 2.0%

Q//omer Job, 0.7%

__Not Employed/
Seeking Work, 5.0%

y _Not Employed/
Not Seeking Work, 0.8%
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# of Graduates
= 34,392

(with known employment status)

Bar Passage Required/
Anticipated Job, 82.1%

Enrolled in Graduate
Studies, 1.0%

Note: The chart reflects graduate employment statuses as of March 15, 2024. Jobs for
which an offer has been accepted but for which the start date is after March 15, and
jobs for which type, e.g., bar passage required/anticipated, was not specified account for
0.59% and 0.04% of graduates, respectively, but are not shown in the chart.

Chart 2. Class of 2023 Employer Types

Education, 1.4%

Business, 8.1%‘

Public Interest, 9.7%

# of Jobs
= 31,859

Judicial Clerkships,

Private Practice, 58.2%
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Military, 1.0%

Other Government,
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Note: Figures in this chart reflect all job types - both legal related and other as of March
15, 2024. For clarity, the category for unknown employer type, representing, 0.05% of
jobs, is not shown. Overall, 97.5% of jobs were reported as full-time.
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However, unlike last year, the improvement in the
employment rate was not driven by more employed
graduates. For the Class of 2023, both the number of
graduates (35,215) and the number of jobs obtained
(31,859) declined compared to the Class of 2022, but
the drop in the number of graduates was larger than
the falloff in jobs (2.4% vs. 1.4%, respectively), which
is why the employment rate still increased.

Beyond the improvement in the overall employ-
ment rate, another record obtained by the Class of
2023 was the percentage of graduates employed in
positions for which bar passage is required or antici-
pated, more commonly known as attorney positions.
Following a 1.7 percentage point increase for the
Class of 2022, this figure grew by an additional 2.2
percentage points to 82.1% for the Class of 2023

— reaching a new all-time high for the period since
2001 when NALP began using the current job classi-
fications. Overall, the percentage of jobs for which
bar passage is required or anticipated has improved
by almost 18 percentage points since the Great
Recession low of 64.4% for the Classes of 2012 and
2013. A major factor contributing to this increase has
been employment growth in the largest firms of more
than 500 lawyers, which are almost entirely jobs
requiring bar licensure.

Further, record overall employment rates persist even
when full-time, long-term positions are considered
separately from short-term or part-time positions. The
percentage of 2023 graduates employed in full-time,
long-term bar passage required/anticipated jobs was
81.1%, a 2.2 percentage point increase over the Class
of 2022. This figure has grown by 23 points since the
Class of 2011, when only about 57% of graduates
were employed in this type of position.

Typically, when the employment rate in bar passage
required/anticipated jobs improves, the percentage
of graduates working in other job types declines
because most (but not all) graduates would prefer
to work as an attorney if they can secure a position.

© 2024 NALP

Thus, the share of graduates securing JD Advantage?
positions declined by 1.4 percentage points this year
to just 7.8%. Employment in JD Advantage careers

is at its lowest level since the Class of 2007, when it
was 7.7%.

The percentage of graduates employed in other
non-legal related positions, which includes both pro-
fessional and other positions, was 2.7%, a decrease
from 3.0% for the Class of 2022. The unemployment
rate, counting both graduates still seeking a job and
those not seeking, inched down slightly for the Class
of 2023, declining from 6.2% for the Class of 2022 to
5.8% — the lowest unemployment rate recorded since
the Class of 2007, when it was also 5.8%. Of the
remaining graduates for whom employment status
was known, 0.6% had accepted a job as of March 15,
2024, but had not yet started that job, and 1.0% were
enrolled in graduate studies.

The percentage of jobs reported as part-time held
steady at 2.5% for the Class of 2023. Just 0.9% of
jobs this year were both temporary (defined as lasting
less than one year) and part-time, also matching the
Class of 2022. This compares to figures of 2.7-2.8%
for the classes of 2013-2016, as the entry-level
market was still recovering from the Great Recession.

Share of Jobs in Private Practice at Highest
Level in More than 30 Years, Driven by Large
Firm Job Growth

For the Class of 2023, 58.2% of employed graduates
obtained a job in private practice, a slight increase
of one-fifth of a percentage point compared to the
previous class, and the highest this figure has been
since 1992 when 59.0% of all jobs were in law
firms. In the 50-year history of NALP’s employment
reporting, the only other periods in which law firm

2 ]D Advantage positions are jobs where a JD degree provides an advan-
tage in obtaining the job, or may even be required, but bar licensure is not
necessary. These positions are often described as “law-related jobs.”
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employment has topped 58% were between 1983-
1992 and 2002.

Although the percentage of law firm jobs continued

to increase this year, the total number of jobs in this
sector fell for the first time in six years, declining by
approximately 200 jobs to 18,548.

Because of the smaller class size, and thus the
reduced number of total jobs obtained by the Class
of 2023, the share of private practice jobs still rose
despite the job figure decline. However, the forth-
coming Class of 2024 entered law school with a class
that was 12% larger than the Class of 2023 in their 1L
year, so the decrease in the total number of law firm
jobs could have a more detrimental impact on 2024
graduates if this decline continues beyond this year.

Despite an overall decline of approximately 200

law firm jobs compared to the Class of 2022, that
reduction was not universal across all law firm sizes.
Graduates working as solo practitioners inched

up by 25 jobs to 186 solos, or 1.0% of all private
practice positions, and jobs in firms of 251-500
lawyers increased to 1,216 (6.6% of law firm jobs),
a net gain of 64 jobs. However, as has been the case
since the Class of 2021, the largest firms of more
than 500 lawyers added the most jobs, increasing
their numbers by more than 220 jobs to 6,368, or
34.3% of all law firm positions. Both the number
and percentage of all jobs in these largest firms
have reached all-time highs, more than doubling the
figures recorded for the Class of 2011, representing
the worst of the Great Recession’s impact on law firm
employment.

Typically, small law firm employment moves coun-
tercyclically with the economy and large firm
employment, thus, jobs in the smallest firms of 1-10
lawyers (which includes graduates working for a
solo practitioner) fell to 27.0% of law firm jobs, a

© 2024 NALP

92.6%

Of law graduates*
were employed.

*with known employment status

81.1%

Of law graduates* were

employed in a full-time,

long-term bar passage
required/anticipated job.

*with known employment status

97.5%

Of jobs were full-time.

34.3%

Of private practice jobs
were in firms of more
than 500 lawyers.
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1.5 percentage point decline. The percentage of jobs
in the smallest firms is now at its lowest level since
1989, when it was 24.0%, and this was the third year
in which the number of jobs taken in the largest firms
of more than 500 lawyers surpassed the number of
jobs in firms of 1-10 lawyers. This large firm advan-
tage has grown from about 200 jobs for the Class

of 2021, to approximately 800 jobs for the Class of
2022, and now almost 1,400 jobs for the Class of
2023. In contrast, from 2011 to 2013, the number of
jobs in firms of 1-10 lawyers was more than double
the number of jobs in the largest firms.

Private Practice Salaries Continue to Surge as
More Graduates Work in Large Firms, But Salaries
Rise Across All Employment Sectors

Salary information was provided for 70.7% of the
jobs reported as full-time and lasting at least one
year. The national median salary (the 50th percen-
tile of salaries) for the Class of 2023 grew to a new
record of $90,000, up 5.9% compared to the median
of $85,000 for the Class of 2022. This is the fifth year
in a row in which the median salary has increased.

In the aftermath of the Great Recession, median
salaries fell, and it took until the Class of 2019 for the
median to surpass its pre-recession peak of $72,000
for the Classes of 2008 and 2009. (See Chart 3.)

Chart 3. Median Law Graduate Salaries, Classes of 2007-2023
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The percentage reported is the percent increase in the median salary as compared to the Class of 2022.
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The national mean, or average, salary for the Class
of 2023 was $122,112, up 4.9% when compared to
$116,398 for the Class of 2022.

However, NALP’s salary curve demonstrates the
bimodal distribution of law graduate salaries, with
more than half of all graduate salaries (50.7%)
falling on the left-side of the curve between $50,000-
$90,000 and another large peak on the right-side

of the curve at the prevailing BigLaw salary — which
means that very few salaries are found near the
average figure for the class. In the latter part of 2023
and early part of 2024 there were several publicly
announced salary increases by large firms — with
some firms in major cities now paying entry-level
salaries of $225,000. This resulted in two distinct
peaks on the right-side of NALP’s salary curve for

the Class of 2023 — one at $215,000, accounting

for 13.5% of all reported salaries, and another at
$225,000, accounting for 9.5% of salaries. It can
normally take a year or two for these salary increases
to fully work their way through the legal market, thus,
$225,000 will likely become the larger peak for the
Class of 2024. (See Chart 4.)

Overall, the median law firm salary grew by 10.0%
this year to $165,000, the ninth consecutive year

in which law firm median salaries have increased.
There were two factors contributing to this increase.
First, a larger percentage of all law firm jobs, 34.3%,
were in the largest firms of more than 500 lawyers,
which typically pay the highest salaries. Second, the
salary increases at large firms tend to have trickle
down effects on salaries at smaller firms as well.
And in fact, despite some large firms increasing their
starting salaries to $225,000, those raises were

not enough to impact the overall median salary at
the largest firms of more than 500 lawyers, which
remained unchanged at $215,000 for the Class of
2023. Likewise, the median salary was stagnant

in the next largest firm size category of 251-500
lawyers, where it stands at $190,000. Although it
may seem counterintuitive, the smallest firms of 1-10
lawyers experienced the largest percentage growth
in median salaries, improving by 7.1% to $75,000 —
although salaries remain lowest in this firm size.

For the Class of 2023, salaries of $225,000
accounted for 15.8% of all law firm salaries, while

Chart 4. Distribution of Reported Full-time Salaries — Class of 2023

% of Reported Salaries
16 4

Adjusted Mean line = $115,918

Mean line = $122,112

T — T — T T — T — T —
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Annual Salary

Note: Graph is based on 21,741 salaries reported for full-time jobs lasting one year or more — a few salaries above $240,000 are excluded from the graph for clarity,
but not from the percentage calculations. The peak on the left-side of the graph reflects salaries of $50,000 to $90,000, which collectively accounted for more than
half (50.7%) of reported salaries. The two peaks on the right-side of the graph show that salaries of $215,000 accounted for 13.5% of reported salaries and salaries

of $225,000 accounted for 9.5% of reported salaries. However, more complete salary coverage for jobs at large firms heightens these right-side peaks and diminishes
the left-side peak, and as a result the unadjusted mean overstates the average starting salary by an estimated 5.3%. Nonetheless, as both the unadjusted arithmetic
mean and the adjusted mean show, relatively few salaries are close to either mean. For purposes of this graph, all reported salaries were rounded to the nearest $5,000.
However, the mean is based on salaries as reported and the adjusted mean reflects a weighting of those salaries.
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salaries of $215,000 comprised an additional 22.4%
of law firm salaries. Combined, these salaries rep-
resented more than 38% of all reported law firm
salaries and are predominantly paid to associates
working in large firms, although some boutique firms
match these salaries as well.

Median salaries in all other employment sectors
improved for the Class of 2023, however salary
growth was strongest within private practice. Across
these other sectors, median salary growth ranged
from just 1.7% for jobs in education to 7.5% for
public interest positions. (See Table 1.)

Table 1. Class of 2023 Median Salaries by

Employer Type
coptyer e iy changs o
Private Practice $165,000 +10.0%
Business $95,000 +7.3%
Government $73,500 +5.0%
Judicial Clerkships $67,000 +7.0%
Public Interest $66,620 +7.5%
Education $61,000 +1.7%

Business Employment Continues to Plummet as
More Graduates Work in Public Interest

For the Class of 2023, jobs in business accounted for
just 8.1% of all positions, the lowest this percentage
has been in more than 30 years, since the Class of
1991. Historically, business has normally been the
second most popular employment sector for new law
graduates, but for the Classes of 2019-2022 it had
fallen to the third or fourth position in each year. For
the Class of 2023, business dropped to the fifth most
common employer type, falling behind public interest
and ahead of only education employment. Less than

© 2024 NALP

30% (29.8%) of business jobs were reported as
bar passage required/anticipated, and slightly
fewer than half (45.4%) were reported as JD
Advantage positions.

Just 0.5% of these business jobs represent graduates
working for agencies that place individuals in
temporary legal, law clerk, or paralegal jobs, a new
all-time low. The percentage for 2023 translates to
14 jobs, just a fraction of the more than 700
temporary jobs in this category for the Class of 2011,
when the job market was far more challenging for
recent graduates. Investment banking/financial
institutions were the most common type of business
employer reported, representing 11.3% of all
business jobs. In-house lawyers were the most widely
reported job in business, representing 20.3% of all
business job types.

Public Service Employment Grows, Driven by
Record Number of Public Interest Jobs

Public service employment, including military and
other government jobs, judicial clerkships, and public
interest positions, accounted for 32.2% of jobs taken
by employed graduates, up from 30.7% last year.
Despite remaining relatively stable at 26-30% for
nearly four decades, the share of graduates working
in public service has now exceeded 30% for the past
six class years. For the Class of 2023, all three public
service employment sectors experienced growth in
both the percentage and number of jobs. In partic-
ular, public interest employment has surged over

the last several class years and is at record levels,
accounting for 3,095 jobs, or 9.7% of all employed
graduates. Law school-funded jobs comprised 6.7%
of all public interest jobs taken by the class.

Although the percentage of jobs accounted for by
judicial clerkships has fluctuated, and stood at
10.4% for the Class of 2023, the number of clerkship
opportunities has remained relatively steady since
2010, with between 3,200 and 3,450 clerkships
reported.
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Other Key Findings from Jobs & JDs: Employment
and Salaries of New Law School Graduates —
Class of 2023

e Overall, 2.5% of jobs were part-time and such
jobs were found in all employment sectors,
but were especially prevalent in education
settings where 15.5% of all jobs were part-time,
followed by business at 11.3%. In contrast,
just 0.2% of public interest jobs were reported
as part-time, a figure that has trended
downward in recent years, as fewer of these
jobs are short-term or part-time opportunities
funded by law schools.

e Both the number and percentage of jobs
reported as funded by the graduate’s law
school ticked up for the Class of 2023, growing
to 400 positions (1.3% of all jobs). This is
an increase of more than 50 jobs compared
to the Class of 2022, in which just 347 jobs
(1.1%) were law school funded, an all-time low.
Despite this year’s increase, law school funded
jobs are still far less common than they were
forthe Classes 0of 2011 and 2013, when there
were more than four times as many of these
positions.

* Forthe Class of 2023, 63.5% of law school
funded jobs required bar licensure; 10.0%
were reported as part-time, and 15.3% were
reported as lasting less than one year. Since

The total number of jobs in education increased
slightly to 457 jobs, compared to 451 in 2022.
However, this year’s figure is about one-third

of the total number of education jobs reported
during the peak years of 2009 and 2010, which
were driven by the surge in law school funded
positions. For the Class of 2023, school-funded
positions accounted for 26.5% of all education
jobs, with research assistant/fellow positions
comprising the majority of such jobs (57.0%).

Of employed Class of 2023 graduates, just
7.3% were seeking a different job — a record
low — and an indication that most employed
graduates were fairly satisfied with the job they
obtained. With the exception of 2020, this per-
centage has declined each year since reaching
an all-time high of 24.6% for the Class of 2011.
The extent to which employed graduates are
seeking a different job varies by the kind of job
held. For example, 28.6% of graduates with a
JD Advantage position were seeking a different
job, compared to just 4.4% of those with a bar
passage required/anticipated position.

Most employed graduates (65.3%) found
employment in the same state in which they
attended law school. The South Atlantic region,
which includes DC, DE, FL, GA, MD, NC, SC, VA,
and WV, accounted for the largest percentage of
jobs (22.8%).

2011, when NALP began tracking law school
funded positions, these jobs have become
increasingly full-time, long-term positions
requiring bar licensure, though this figure may
have peaked in 2015, at nearly two-thirds of
law school funded jobs. For 2023, 59.4% of
funded jobs fell into this category, an indication
that most of these positions were high-quality
jobs. This compares with fewer than 8% of

law school funded jobs in 2011. As is typical,
most funded jobs were found in public interest
and education.

© 2024 NALP

Although the market was extremely competitive

for the Class of 2023, future law graduates should

brace for the potential of at least a slightly more

challenging job market in the near term. The Class

of 2024 entered law school with 12% more students
than the Class of 2023, meaning that they will need to

collectively secure several thousand additional jobs

to achieve similarly strong outcomes. While the Class

of 2025 will look more similar in size to the Class of
2023, NALP’s data from the Perspectives on 2023

Law Student Recruiting report indicates that many
firms pulled back on their 2024 summer associate

10
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hiring, suggesting that there may be fewer law firm
job opportunities available to this class and poten-
tially beyond.

There is much more to discover about the most recent
changes in law school graduate employment. How
did graduates of color, women, and first-generation
college students from the Class of 2023 fare? Which
cities and states offer the most employment oppor-
tunities, and where should graduates look for the
highest paying jobs? NALP is celebrating 50 years

of being the most trusted resource for the latest
employment information available in our annual Jobs
& JDs: Employment and Salaries of New Law School
Graduates report!

The special 50th anniversary edition for the Class of
2023 will answer these questions and more about
the employment experiences of new law graduates
and how their outcomes compare to past classes.
This report is the only resource of its kind and serves
as a valuable resource and planning tool for career
services offices, pre-law advisors, prospective and
current law students, and the legal profession at
large. To order a copy of the full Jobs & JDs — Class of
2023 report, to be published in October 2024, use
the form on page 12 of these findings. m

National Association for Law Placement (NALP)

\y !NALP is celebrating
50 years of being
the most trusted
resource for the
latest employment
information

available in our

annual Jobs &

JDs: Employment
and Salaries of

New Law School
Graduates report.9 9

1220 19th Street, NW Suite 510 | Washington, DC 20036-2425 | 202-835-1001 | www.NALP.org

Questions? Contact: info@nalp.org
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EDITION ! PRE'ORDER FORM

IObS The market for recent law graduates is evolving, and Jobs & /Ds — Employment and Salaries of New

recent trends.
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Coming in October 2024
Pre-order by September 20

firm opportunities changing for new law graduates in the Class of 20237 Which geographic markets
provided the most jobs? Where did the graduates who are not practicing law find jobs? How do
employment findings vary by gender, race/ethnicity, and level of parental education?

@ &JDS Law Graduates is the most comprehensive source of information on those changes. How are law

e Back up decisions with facts and statistics about the current legal employment market.
e Become the expert source of information within your organization on the legal market and

e Have a wealth of information at your fingertips when you counsel law students, talk with your
dean or hiring committee, or speak with others about the legal market for recent law graduates.
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