
Legal Job Salaries: The Highest-Paying Positions in the
Legal Field

SUMMARY

This article is about the different legal jobs that typically pay the most. By understanding what type of legal
job pays the most and gathering valuable resources to help identify these jobs, legal professionals can make
well-informed decisions about their career paths.

The highest paying legal jobs are generally found in corporate law, real estate law, intellectual property law,
and criminal law. Corporate law deals with matters such as mergers and acquisitions, securities, and
contracts. Real estate law involves the regulation of ownership, transfer of properties and the enforcement
of land use regulations. Intellectual property law protects copyrights, patents, and trademarks. Lastly,
criminal law involves lawsuits and court proceedings related to crimes.

Many factors can influence the level of pay for a particular legal job. These factors include the size of the
firm, the demand for the specialty area, the location of the job, as well as the experience, training, and
education of the lawyer. For example, lawyers with more experience and specialized training typically earn
more than those who have less experience and training. Additionally, lawyers who work for large firms with
a national presence often command higher salaries than those who work for smaller local firms.

When it comes to job search resources, there are a variety of valuable resources available to help legal
professionals identify the highest paying legal jobs. Job search sites such as LinkedIn, Indeed, and
LawCrossing are invaluable resources for finding job openings and researching legal salaries. Other useful
resources include the American Bar Association's Job Bank, which offers information about current job
openings, salary expectations, and other relevant job search tips.

In conclusion, legal professionals who are looking for high paying legal jobs should consider the factors that
influence salary levels and use a variety of job search tools available. By understanding what type of legal job
pays the most and gathering the right resources to help identify these jobs, legal professionals can make
well-informed decisions about their career paths.

QUESTIONS ANSWERED IN THIS ARTICLE

 

Legal Jobs and Salaries Today
Legal jobs continue to offer some of the highest salaries in the US. In the last several years, legal
professionals such as lawyers, paralegals, and legal assistants have enjoyed salary increases. Despite the
economic downturn, legal jobs remain in high demand. This is partially due to the fact that the legal industry
has seen sustained growth in recent years.
 

Highest-Paying Legal Jobs
The highest-paying legal jobs are typically obtained by lawyers with specialized qualifications and
experience. Lawyers such as corporate lawyers, patent lawyers, and litigation lawyers can command high
salaries due to the specialized legal knowledge required for their job.

In addition, the particular type of lawyer a person is qualified to be can also affect their salary. For example,
a corporate lawyer specializing in tax law may be able to earn a higher salary than a family law attorney.
Generally, the more specialized a lawyer is, the more they can charge for their services.
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Impact of Geography on Salaries
The geographical location of a legal job can also have a significant impact on salaries. For instance, lawyers
in New York City and Washington, DC typically enjoy higher salaries than lawyers in other parts of the
country. This is due to the higher demand for legal services in larger cities, as well as the higher cost of living
in these areas.
 

Salary Increase Over Time
Overall, salaries for legal professionals have been steadily increasing over the past few years. This is due to
the increasing demand for legal services, as well as the increased complexity of legal issues. Additionally, the
availability of new technologies and the changing landscape of the industry have also contributed to greater
salaries for legal professionals.
 

The Future of Legal Salaries
Despite the current economic downturn, it is expected that legal salaries will continue to increase in the
future. This is because there will always be a demand for legal services and the ever-evolving legal landscape.
Additionally, as technology advances, the need for specialized legal knowledge and expertise will continue to
grow.

As law school debt mounts, it's natural for students to begin thinking about which legal practice area can
provide the quickest way to pay off financial obligations. But most experts say that it doesn't seem to matter
- at least until later in your career.
 

There is little data comparing compensation in the various legal practice areas. Even the National
Association for Law Placement (NALP), which publishes an annual survey of legal salaries, does not break
those figures out according to practice specialty areas.

Most legal career professionals, however, say that in private firms, first-year associates generally receive the
same starting salary regardless of the practice area to which they are assigned. A few years into their career,
there may be variations by specialty, but those are typically determined more by overall economic factors
and their impact on the areas of legal expertise most in demand at the time.

The good economic news for J.D.s is that despite a nervous economy and some law firm layoffs -
particularly in the big technology markets - private-firm starting salaries for 2001 grads remained stable for
the second year in a row. In firms of 500 or more attorneys, the median was $118,000, while smaller firms
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(two to 25 attorneys) showed a mean of $53,000 to start, according to NALP's 2002 Associate Salary Report.
The mean for starting salaries in all legal jobs nationwide was $55,000, compared to $51,000 for 2000
graduates.

Law school career services professionals and legal industry recruiters agree that for first-year associates in
private practice, legal specialization has little or no bearing on starting salaries. Although a compensation
pecking order may develop among more senior associates, the culture in most law firms dictates that
everyone starts even in terms of salary.

"Starting salaries are pretty much the same across the board regardless of specialization," said Gihan
Fernando, assistant dean for career services at Georgetown University Law Center in Washington, D.C.
"Down the road, there is probably some variation, but firms pretty much pay new associates the same
regardless of their specialty area."

Several industry professionals said the typical everyone-starts-out-even philosophy for salary compensation
in most private firms begins with first-year associate offers. "For the first four years at major law firms,
people are more or less at lockstep," said David Winston, a principal in the Chicago, Ill.-based Winston &
Green recruiting firm. Diane Downs, career services director at the University of Chicago Law School,
agreed with Winston, saying, "Law firms are pretty lockstep - even bonuses are calculated formulaically."

While most observers agree that law firm first years are typically created (or paid) equally, regardless of
specialization, there can be exceptions.

"Intellectual property has certainly had a premium to it for a number of years," said John Jameson, a
principal in the Beverly Hills, Calif.-based Jameson Ziskind LLC legal recruiting firm. On the flip side, "Being
a corporate lawyer is not a good marketplace right now," he said. "The salary wars we saw for a couple of
years were based more on the transactional side rather than litigation, but litigation has stayed active while
the corporate side has turned around."

The NALP survey agreed with Jameson's assessment of intellectual property salary potential. NALP found
that IP attorneys earn around $25,000 more on average at the junior level.

Nancy Zehner, head of The Artemis Group Ltd., a New York City-based recruiting firm, said J.D.s with prior
experience and professional qualifications in a particular legal specialty area may receive extra
compensation for their background at offer time.

"If somebody came in having been a bankruptcy trustee in a prior life, for instance, they might be given a
sign-on bonus [to work in a firm's bankruptcy division]," Zehner said. "And, that sign-on may be up to
$30,000, depending upon the individual's qualifications and what the market is doing at the time."

Eden Kusmiersky, director of career services at the University of Southern California School of Law in Los
Angeles, agreed that specialization typically has no impact on a first year's starting salary.

"Now, if a student has an LL.M. in tax, for instance, that's a different candidate, and firms will probably
compensate that candidate at a little higher rate to start," she said. Winston said his experience indicates
there is one specialty area that tends to be significantly lower paid in terms of both starting salary and future
earnings.

"Insurance defense firms tend to pay less than corporate mergers and acquisitions and most everything
else, because of the nature of their clients," Winston said. "But for big major firms with no insurance
defense practice, the salaries are about the same, although some IP firms pay more."

While starting salaries tend to be equal for all practice areas, many firms use signing bonuses to lure top
candidates, regardless of specialization. Particularly in large firms, that policy continues as associates rise
through the ranks of seniority as a way to reward performance and productivity in addition to the typically
lockstep salary increases.

"A lot of firms use bonuses rather than starting salary," said Robert Smith, assistant dean for career services
at Duke University Law School in Durham, N.C. "That can be wide swings - many thousands of dollars. That
continues through the years - it's one way firms let the stars know who they are."

The Artemis Group's Zehner said while salaries remain equal throughout the practice areas, there is
considerable fluctuation in terms of bonuses.
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"We're seeing more variation in sign-on bonuses," she said.

It is also fairly common for firms to offer signing bonuses to J.D.s who have completed a judicial clerkship.

Although intellectual property is projected to maintain its strength of the past decade, despite declines in
transactional work, most observers say the hot - and more lucrative - practice areas will vary with the
economy.

"It's totally based on the time flow of the economy," Jameson said. "In a recession, bankruptcy is in
demand. A few years ago, the corporate side had a premium to it, but now it has turned around."

Said Zehner, "It's really dependent on what the market is doing. There are certain cyclical areas such as
bankruptcy - if there's a stronger need, maybe the firm will compete and negotiate more [in terms of
salary]. Maybe when bankruptcy levels off, corporate and real estate, for instance, will be up."

The University of Chicago's Downs noted that some specializations may not offer skyrocketing salaries and
bonuses, but may offer something just as valuable - security. "Some areas offer better job security, like tax,
ERISA - because they're so hard to learn - and bankruptcy," Downs said.

For in-house attorneys, some industries offer considerably more in terms of compensation, according to
Zehner.

"When it comes to the highest paying areas in-house, there's a pretty clear pecking order," she said. "The
financial services industry pays best - much better than retail or entertainment companies. Patent lawyers,
especially with an electrical engineering major, are very strongly in demand - the best experience these days
is electrical engineering or somebody with a pharmaceutical or chemical engineering background."

While the economy will continue to dictate starting salaries and long-term compensation in many cases,
most recruiters and advisors say students should pursue the specialty area that appeals to them, and the
rewards will take care of themselves.

"The best advice literally would be to try and find the area that turns them on the most, most recruiter
Jameson said. They will love it, will do well at it and will command the highest salaries as a result."

Zehner suggested that law students can begin enhancing their marketability and compensation potential
while they are in law school, over and above their academic performance.

"One of the most important things students can do - in any market, but particularly in a down cycle - is start
developing business," Zehner said. "That can be friends, people they meet, anyone. Increasingly, lawyers are
being called upon to be entrepreneurs. If they can demonstrate that, they are much more in demand."

And, as USC's Kusmiersky pointed out, students who have carefully studied the market and targeted a
particular specialty area may be in for a surprise.

"Even students who do get offers in a particular area sometimes don't end up working there once they
actually join the firm," she said.

This story appeared in the October 2002 edition of The National Jurist, www.nationaljurist.com.

Please see the following articles for more information about attorney salaries:
 
2015 LawCrossing Salary Survey of Lawyer Salaries in Best Law Firms
2013 LawCrossing Salary Survey of Lawyer Salaries in Best Law Firms
How to Negotiate Your Way to a Better Salary
What Do In-House Attorney Positions Pay?
2015 8th Year Salaries and Bonuses of the Top Law Firms
2015 1st Year Salaries and Bonuses of the Top Law Firms
LawCrossing Salary Survey of Lawyer Salaries in Best Law Firms
The Impact Law Firm Economics Can Have on Your Legal Career
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