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First-Year Associate Salaries Show Modest Growth at Large Firms; 2020 Salary 
Reductions Put in Place Due to the Pandemic Don’t Have Lasting Impact   

WASHINGTON, D.C. — The National Association for Law Placement (NALP) today released its 2021 
Associate Salary Survey report, showing that the overall median first-year associate base salary as of Jan. 
1, 2021 was $165,000, up $10,000 (6.5%) from 2019, the year of the last survey administration. Law firms 
of more than 250 lawyers accounted for about 78% of the 572 responses. 

“Despite widespread media reports of austerity measures implemented by law firms during the pandemic, 
including delays in partner draws and in some cases temporary salary reductions for lawyers, the findings 
from NALP’s latest Associate Salary Survey show that associate compensation has continued to grow over 
the last two years, with first-year associate compensation of $190,000 now measured as the most common 
starting salary, reflecting the continued strength of the legal sector despite a difficult year,” said James G. 
Leipold, NALP’s Executive Director.  

Salary increases were not universal across firm sizes. The greatest salary growth was observed in firms of 
101-250 lawyers, where median first-year base salaries increased $15,000 from $115,000 in 2019 to 
$130,000 in 2021 (13.0% increase). First-year salaries in firms of 251-500 lawyers and more than 700 
lawyers each grew by $10,000 as compared to 2019, rising to $170,000 and $190,000, respectively. Salaries 
in firms of 501-700 lawyers were down slightly, dropping from $160,000 in 2019 to $155,000 in 2021. This 
decrease is not indicative of firms of 501-700 lawyers lowering their first-year salaries since 2019, but it is 
because of differences in the composition of firms that fell into this firm size between the two years. 

The full 2021 Associate Salary Survey report is available at www.nalp.org/bookstore. 
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Key Findings: 

• Although several firms announced $190,000 first-year salaries back in 2018, the overall median salary 
was still shy of that amount by $25,000 in 2021. However, the median first-year salary in firms of more 
than 700 lawyers did reach $190,000 for the first time in 2021, accounting for 53.3% of all first-year 
salaries in this firm size. 

• Across all firm sizes, a $190,000 salary was the modal, or most frequently occurring, first-year associate 
base salary reported, accounting for 39.6% of all salaries. 

• Despite the fact that nearly 63% of offices reported implementing salary reductions for associates in 2020 
due to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, all of these offices indicated that salary reductions were no 
longer in place as of January 1, 2021, thus, ultimately having little to no impact on 2021 salaries. 

• Geography continues to have a considerable impact on salary differences across regions, cities, and 
states. This year’s report contains analyses for 23 individual cities as well as additional states and regions 
not encompassed by those cities. These analyses reveal a wide spectrum of law firm compensation, with 
median first-year salaries by city ranging from $115,000 to $190,000. Outside some of the largest markets, 
$190,000 salaries were still not the norm. Regionally, the highest median first-year associate base salaries 
were in the Northeast ($175,000), followed by the South and West, both at $170,000. The lowest salaries 
were in the Midwest ($130,000). 

Detailed Data on Associate Salaries 

Published by NALP since 1996, the 2021 Associate Salary Survey report provides information about 
associate and summer associate salaries by firm size, region, and the metropolitan area population; 
detailed salary analyses for 23 major markets; analyses of salaries for offices using a levels-based 
compensation system; base salaries for class of 2021 associates by firm size and city; salaries for 
intellectual property lawyers, salaries for law clerks and staff attorneys; and more. Purchase your copy of 
the 2021 Associate Salary Survey report at www.nalp.org/bookstore.  
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About NALP 

NALP is an association of more than 2,500 legal career professionals who advise law students, lawyers, law offices, and law 
schools in North America and beyond. What brings NALP members together is a common belief in three fundamental things. 
First, all law students and lawyers should benefit from a fair and ethical hiring process. Second, law students and lawyers are more 
successful when supported by professional development and legal career professionals. Third, a diverse and inclusive legal 
profession best serves clients and our communities. That’s why NALP members work together every day to collect and publish 
accurate legal employment data and information, and champion education and ethical principles for recruiting, professional and 
career development, and diversity and inclusion. For 50 years, NALP has played an essential role in the success of our members 
and the lawyers and law students they serve. NALP maintains an online archive of press releases at www.nalp.org/pressreleases. 
For additional information, contact NALP at info@nalp.org or call (202) 835-1001. 

http://www.nalp.org/pressreleases
mailto:info@nalp.org

