
Geared Up for Growth
More legal career professionals are assuming larger roles in their 
law firms.
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Today, entire recruiting departments, led by a director of
recruiting or a chief recruitment officer, are responsible for
virtually every aspect of the recruitment of both new associ-
ates and lateral attorneys of every sort. In addition, in the last
decade, many legal recruiters have seen their careers grow
and change as they have assumed new and different profes-
sional responsibilities in their law firms. Some recruitment
professionals have assumed expanded roles that still include

recruiting, while other former recruitment administrators
now focus their professional energies on other emerging 
professional roles in the law firm setting, including lawyer
professional development, diversity management, and even
lawyer career development and career coaching.

RAPID PROFESSIONALIZATION
The growth in the roles that many NALP members play in
their law firms is part of a rapid professionalization of law
firm management that has taken place in the last decade.
Gone are the days when practicing attorneys were 
responsible for nearly all aspects of law firm management.
While practicing lawyers, partners, and associates are still
responsible for setting policies and establishing business
goals, the actual management roles – from marketing to
recruiting to human relations to diversity to training –

have largely all been transformed into roles that are held by 
professional legal administrators and other managers.

Since the early 1980s, NALP has conducted a biennial
survey of law firm career professionals that documents this
growth and change – collecting information to measure 
their salaries, education and experience levels, and scopes 
of responsibility. The results of the most recent survey, 
conducted in 2006, confirm that the scope and level of

responsibility for NALP’s law firm members continue to
grow, as do their salaries. In addition, an increasing 
number of NALP’s law firm members hold J.D. degrees,
particularly in the lawyer professional development arena.

According to the survey, as of April 1, 2006, the median
salary for directors of legal recruitment was $101,000, the medi-
an salary for recruiting coordinators was $62,000, and the medi-
an salary for directors of professional development was
$176,000. Among directors and managers of recruiting, 18 
percent reported having a J.D. — and for those new to their
jobs, the percentage was higher, at 28 percent. The majority of
directors of professional development, particularly those who are
relatively new to their jobs, hold J.D. degrees. Levels of experi-
ence in the field as a whole have also trended up over time, with
more than 40 percent of those who hold director or manager
jobs having 10 or more years of experience in the profession.

More than 20 years ago, the vast majority of NALP’s law firm members worked as recruitment coordinators

and recruitment administrators who were primarily responsible for coordinating the administrative 

paperwork of the recruitment process. While law firms still hire legal recruiting administrators whose 

primary role is to coordinate the recruitment of new associates directly out of law school, the breadth,

scope, and diversity of the roles that legal career professionals play in law firms have grown substantially.
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The growth in the roles that many NALP members play in 
their law firms is part of a rapid professionalization of law firm 
management that has taken place in the last decade. Gone are the
days when practicing attorneys were responsible for nearly all
aspects of law firm management.
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FIRMWIDE CHIEF RECRUITMENT OFFICERS
With the continued consolidation of the law firm market
and the trend toward ever-larger law firms with more
offices worldwide, firmwide chief recruitment officers are
becoming more pivotal to firms’ operations. Professionals
in this role – sometimes called chief talent acquisition offi-
cers or chiefs of legal personnel – are responsible for all
aspects of new associate and lateral attorney acquisition
across all offices of their law firms, often including interna-
tional offices.

Regardless of the title, the position is one of a new class
of senior management roles that are emerging at law firms.
The firmwide chief recruitment officer typically reports to
the firm’s executive director, managing partner, or both,
and the number of NALP members who hold this position 
continues to grow.

RECRUITERS WITH HYBRID JOBS
Another trend in the legal recruitment profession is the
rapid growth of hybrid jobs. Whereas legal recruiters once
focused almost solely on coordinating the recruitment of
new attorneys right out of law school, NALP members
with legal recruiting jobs increasingly hold a variety of
other responsibilities as well, including lawyer profession-
al development, continuing legal education compliance, 

oversight of professional licenses and bar memberships, 
marketing and business development, paralegal hiring,
supervision and evaluation, office and facilities manage-
ment, pro bono coordination, and benefits and payroll
administration for non-lawyers. 

While legal recruiting staff has long had oversight for
some of these responsibilities, others are new, and the 
percentage of time devoted to non-recruiting responsibili-
ties continues to grow. Moreover, some responsibilities –
such as coordinating diversity initiatives, lawyer training
and development, and career counseling and coaching –

have emerged as major administrative roles only within the
last ten years.

LAWYER PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT
Among the relatively new professional roles that NALP
members hold, none has emerged more quickly in recent
years than lawyer professional development. While legal
recruiting professionals have long been involved in lawyer
training, recent years have seen the rapid emergence and
maturation of a new professional role within law firms and
within the NALP membership — the director of lawyer 
professional development. 

While professional development efforts were once
focused primarily on entry-level training and orientation,
now the field encompasses much more, including virtual-
ly every aspect of professional development. Professional
development administrators are often responsible for 
overseeing retention, diversity, mentoring, evaluations,
work assignment systems, and even compensation.
Increasingly, they also serve as ombudspersons and 
counselors to their firms’ lawyers, oversee work assign-
ments, and manage orientation as well as outplacement
programs. 

Professional development administrators also assist
their firms in assessing training needs and developing 

curricula to help lawyers do their jobs more efficiently and
effectively. The programs that professional development
administrators create are central to the management of
today’s law firms. Professionals who hold these roles often
work closely with firm management to develop policies
and solve problems. These responsibilities can occur on a
firmwide basis, office basis, or even at the practice group
level. And while people with hybrid jobs occupy many 
professional development roles, an increasing number of
legal career professionals hold responsibilities that are
exclusively in the lawyer professional development arena.

The programs that professional development administrators create
are central to the management of today’s law firms. Professionals
who hold these roles often work closely with firm management to
develop policies and solve problems.
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ASSOCIATE ATTRITION
The increase of attorney professional development efforts has
occurred in part due to rapidly rising associate attrition rates,
and the legal industry’s growing awareness of the cost of that
attrition. Beginning in 1997, the NALP Foundation for Law
Career Research and Education conducted periodic bench-
mark studies of associate attrition, seeking to measure the
rate of attrition and the reasons why attorneys leave. With
the publication of the pioneering Keeping the Keepers report in
1998 that documented an average annual associate attrition
rate of 15 percent, and a departure rate within the first five
years that approached 65 percent, firms began focusing on
how to stem the flow of unwanted associate departures.

Training quickly emerged as one of the most important
factors in retaining junior associates, and with this insight,
the burgeoning field of lawyer professional development
took off. Since that time, associate attrition rates have con-
tinued to rise. The NALP Foundation’s most recent attri-
tion studies suggest a current average annual associate
attrition rate of 19 percent and a departure rate within the
first five years of 71 percent. The good news is that large
firms, which once had some of the poorest rates of 

retention, now have some of the best — a change that some
attribute to the resources large firms have devoted to lawyer
professional development efforts.

LAW FIRM CAREER COUNSELORS
Another new role assumed by NALP members who once held
more traditional recruitment roles — or, in some cases, 
positions on the law school side of NALP’s membership — is
that of career coach and counselor. As more law firms expand
their lawyer professional development programs, offering
comprehensive training and mentoring opportunities to
lawyers, some have gone a step further to focus on individual
associate counseling. In 2004, two law firms experimented
with this new role, and since then the trend has grown.

With titles such as career development manager or 
career guidance specialist, legal professionals in this role are 
responsible for developing career counseling programs for
firm associates. Such a program generally includes
resources, programs, and counseling that focus on individ-
ual career development and advancement planning, goal
setting, succession planning, and consideration of client
and other external career opportunities.
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The career counselor’s primary responsibility is to act as
a coach to the firm’s associates, but other duties connected to
associate development are common, including coordination
of mentoring, training, and work assignments, and, when
appropriate, transitional counseling. Firms that have 
introduced this role have found that a well-run counseling 
program can boost retention, morale, and goodwill among
firm lawyers as well as future alumni of the firm. The recent
emergence of career counselors at law firms is a perfect 
example of the specialization and growth that legal career
professionals have experienced during the last 10 years.

DIVERSITY PROFESSIONALS
Another relatively new management level position emerging
in more law firms is that of the diversity professional. An
Altman Weil survey conducted in December 2006 and
January 2007 found that half of responding AmLaw 200
firms now have a designated diversity manager or director,
up 5.4 percent from the prior year.

As with many recruiting and professional development
administrators, the titles assigned to individuals in diversity
management roles vary, including director of diversity, 
diversity manager, diversity counsel, and chief diversity 
officer. For some, the scope of responsibility extends
beyond diversity and includes recruiting and/or professional
development. The professional history of many in 
dedicated diversity positions includes a J.D. degree and one
or more years practicing law. 

Regardless of their titles or work histories, diversity 
professionals are generally responsible for the ongoing 
development and implementation of their firms’ diversity
strategies and initiatives. Most diversity professionals
report to their firms’ executive committees, management
committees, and/or managing partners, and they work
closely with or sit on their firms’ diversity committees. The
emergence of the diversity professional position is a break-
through in the level of commitment some firms are invest-
ing in diversity, and it’s another example of the increasing-
ly specialized roles that legal career professionals play in
today’s law firms.

NALP’S ROLE
As the professional roles that NALP members fulfill with-
in their law firms continue to expand, NALP provides 
professional training and support through the structure of
a volunteer-led membership association. NALP is also 
committed to supporting the annual Professional Legal
Management Week and continuing to study and document
the many emerging roles that legal career professionals 
hold in law firms and law schools. ◆

Now known as NALP — The Association

for Legal Career Professionals, the National

Association for Law Placement® was

founded in 1971, during a period of rapid

change in both the legal profession and legal education, in response

to a perceived need by many law schools and legal employers 

for a common forum to discuss issues involving placement and

recruitment.

NALP is now the primary professional association for more than

2,200 individuals who work for law schools, law firms, and other pub-

lic and private legal employers in a variety of professional roles,

including as directors of law school career services offices, directors

of law school public service and pro bono offices, directors of law

firm recruiting departments, directors of lawyer professional devel-

opment and training, and directors of law firm diversity initiatives.

NALP is dedicated to facilitating legal career counseling and

planning, recruitment and retention, and the professional develop-

ment of law students and lawyers. To learn more about NALP, visit

www.NALP.org.

ABOUT NALP
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