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Introduction 

 

This report is the second in a series that explores the current status of the employment market for lawyers.  

Report One analyzed data produced by the U. S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) regarding national employment and 

unemployment, including the national employment market for all categories of legal occupations, and focused on the 

employment of those currently in these occupations.  This second report analyzes the national employment market for 

recent graduates of the nation’s ABA-accredited law schools who entered the job market discussed in Report One.   

 

Report One used BLS data to explore four questions regarding the employment picture for lawyers and others 

in legal occupations.  The official national data established that the 1.5% national unemployment for lawyers in 2010 

was far below the national unemployment rate of 9.6% and was lower than the unemployment rate for nearly every 

other management and professional occupation tracked by the Bureau.  2010 BLS data also showed that the 

unemployment rate for legal occupations was low compared to both the national unemployment rate and the rate for 

other management and professional occupational subcategories.  Among the ten management and professional 

categories reported by the Bureau of Labor Statistics, employment in legal occupations was bettered only by those 

employed as healthcare practitioners and technicians.  Further, the data showed that  over the last ten years the 

employment rate for lawyers is among the most stable of all occupations, that the total number of workers employed in 

legal occupations has increased every year, and that lawyers are among the occupations least affected by the recent 

recession. 

 

  In a similar manner, Report Two uses data from the National Association of Law Placement (NALP) to explore 

four questions: 

 

(1) What is the current status of legal employment for recent law school graduates? 

(2) How has the recession impacted employment for recent law school graduates? 

(3) How does employment for 2010 graduates compare to the rest of the decade and the previous 35 years? 

(4) Does the NALP data accurately portray employment of recent law school graduates? 

 

NALP’s data establishes that the unemployment rate for 2010 law school graduates who sought to enter the 

job market was 6.2%, and that these graduates overwhelmingly obtained full-time professional employment.   

The NALP data next showed that while the job market is more challenging now than three years ago, within nine 

months of graduation around 90.5% of the newly-minted lawyers either found employment or entered graduate school.  

Of this employed group, 96.7% of them reported having found professional employment, and 90.2% of those 

professional positions were full time.  Finally, the report explains why the employment data used by NALP to establish 

employment and unemployment rates among recent graduates is both accurate and reliable.   

 

 Reports One and Two contradict the assertions that are widespread on blogs and in a segment on the media 

regarding the employment situation for lawyers, refuting the notion that unemployment among current lawyers and 

law school graduates is high.  Report One established that employment for lawyers grew during the past decade, even 

during the recession, and that the environment in the legal profession that awaits law school graduates reflects 

relatively full employment, particularly in comparison to other professional and management occupations.  Report Two 

puts into perspective public discussion about the employment outlook for recent law school graduates by showing the 

data in both a 10-year and a 36-year context.  Looking at the data in these contexts highlights the invalid assumptions 

and faulty logic in the arguments used by critics in the media and on blogs, and shows that their conclusions are 

inaccurate and misleading.  

 

About the Data 

 

 The National Association for Law Placement (NALP) is the primary source of national data on the employment 

of recent law school graduates.  NALP began collecting employment data with the Class of 1975, and since 2001 NALP 

has used essentially the same basic format and categories to describe the nature of legal employment.  NALP’s 
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employment categories are not established by the law schools or the American Bar Association (ABA); they were 

developed by NALP. 

 

The ABA is the only other official source of national employment data on recent law school graduates.  

However, through 2010 the reporting categories used by the ABA Section of Legal Education and Admissions to the Bar 

mirrored NALP’s categories, and schools were asked to submit their employment data as reported to NALP in their 

annual reports to the ABA.  So except for a handful of schools that do not report to NALP each year, the NALP data and 

ABA data are essentially the same, with the main difference being that NALP publishes the data in the aggregate while 

the ABA publishes the data by individual school in its ABA-LSAC Official Guide to Approved Law Schools.  The Official 

Guide is generally in the same format each year, which allows for comparisons and trend analyses for individual law 

schools. 

 

 The data NALP collects is provided by law schools, based on information they collect directly from their 

graduates.  NALP does not solicit employment data from the three law schools in Puerto Rico, and the Judge Advocate 

General’s School does not grant JD degrees, so these four schools are excluded from the annual report.  In both 2010 

and 2009 only three U.S. law schools did not report any data to NALP, and since 2001 the average number of non-

reporting schools was 5.6.  Missing schools notwithstanding, about 96% of all ABA graduates are included in NALP’s data 

each year.  Employment data for each law school missing in the NALP report is included in the Official Guide.   

 

 NALP data is self-reported by the graduates themselves.  Law schools are not able to mandate submission of 

employment information from their graduates.  NALP employment data is incomplete simply because not all graduates 

respond to the requests for information sent by their schools.  Despite this lack of mandate, over the past ten years, 

NALP’s data has included the employment status for between 95% and 96% of the graduates of the reporting schools 

and between 91% and 93% of all ABA graduates.  From a research statistics standpoint, the higher the response rate to 

a survey, the more confidence one can have in the accuracy of the resulting data.  Given the consistency of the format 

and the high response rate over the years, NALP’s data is valuable for identifying trends and making comparisons. 

  

 Issues relating to NALP’s nine-month reporting period do not get much discussion, but they affect the analysis.  

Schools report the employment status of their graduates to NALP as of February 15, nine months after the vast majority 

of Juris Doctor degrees are awarded in May.  May graduates generally take the July bar examination and have their 

results within NALP’s nine-month period, but those who graduate in other months (e.g., August) may not have time to 

take their first bar exam and obtain results by February 15.  Similarly, those who fail the July bar exam the first time 

cannot retake the exam before NALP’s February 15 deadline.  According to the National Conference of Bar Examiners, 

19% of graduates from ABA-approved law schools failed the 2010 bar examination on their first attempt, which is about 

8,400 graduates.  Lack of a passing bar exam result certainly hinders a graduate’s ability to obtain employment, most 

obviously for the jobs that require bar passage.  When analyzing the reported unemployment rates, it is important to 

keep in mind that the time between graduation and the February 15 reporting deadline is not the same for every 

graduate, and that those who graduated toward the end of the reporting period did not take the bar exam before the 

reporting deadline and had less time to find employment. 
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(1) What is the current status of legal employment for recent law school graduates? 

 

2010 Graduation and Employment Numbers (See Charts A & B) 

 

Report One showed that 2009 was a challenging year for legal employment, with much improvement in 2010.  

NALP recently released its report on the employment picture for 2010 graduates, which includes those who graduated 

between September 1, 2009 and August 31, 2010.   

 

Only three U.S. ABA-accredited law schools did not report data to NALP in 2010:  Notre Dame Law School, 

Pepperdine University, and Saint Louis University.  The data from the three law schools in Puerto Rico are always 

excluded from NALP figures as a matter of policy.  The Judge Advocate General’s School is ABA-accredited but is a 

graduate-level LL.M. program that does not award JD degrees, so NALP excludes JAG data.  According to the ABA-LSAC 

Official Guide to ABA-Approved Law Schools (2012 Edition), the total number of 2009-10 JD graduates from the six 

excluded schools that award JD degrees was 1,281, which is 2.9% of the 2010 graduates from all JD-granting ABA-

accredited law schools.  Subtracting the 1,281 excluded graduates from the 44,258 total ABA graduates means that 

there were 42,977 total graduates from the 193 reporting schools.  Of that 42,977, all but 123 were in the total reported 

to NALP, a remarkable 99.7% reporting rate for those 193 reporting schools.  Table I shows a breakdown of the number 

of graduates included in the data: 

 

TABLE I-A: 2010 NALP Summary Data 

# JD-granting ABA Schools Reporting to NALP 193
1
/199 97.0% 

Total Graduates reported by the 199 JD-granting ABA Law Schools 44,258  

Total Graduates from 6 JD-granting Schools not in NALP Summary 1,281 2.9% 

Total Graduates for 193 Schools Reporting to NALP 42,977  

Total Graduates Reported to NALP 42,854 99.7% 

Total Graduates Missing from 193 Reporting Schools 123 0.3% 

   

Graduates of all ABA schools estimated to pass bar examination* 35,849 81.0% 

NALP-reported graduates estimated to pass bar examination* 34,712 81.0% 

            *Applies National Conference of Bar Examiners 2010 National Pass Rate for 1st-Time Takers from ABA Schools 

  

The employment status was known for 95.8% of those 42,977 graduates.  Table I-B summarizes the 

employment status for 2010 graduates: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Calculating the Unemployment Rate 

 

The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics Current Population Survey defines unemployed persons as “all persons who: 

1) had no employment during the reference week; 2) were available for work, except for temporary illness; and 3) had 

made specific efforts, such as contacting employers, to find employment sometime during the 4-week period ending with 

the reference week.”  This means the Bureau does not include those who are unemployed but not seeking work within 

the survey period as unemployed, and they are not included in their published unemployment rate.   

 

Applying the BLS unemployment definition to NALP data, the measure of unemployment among recent 

graduates is the percentage of those graduates who reported being unemployed but seeking a job out of the total 

                                                 
1
 NALP regards the two Widener University campuses as one school in its count of 192, while the ABA regards each Widener campus as a separately 

accredited institution in its count of 199 JD-granting law schools. To account for this discrepancy in calculating the % of ABA JD-granting law schools 

reporting to NALP, 193 has been used instead of NALP’s reported 192. Compare National Association for Law Placement, Jobs & JDs Class of 2010 

Appendix C 110-111 (2011) with American Bar Association, Section on Legal Education and Admissions to the Bar, Alphabetical School List , available at 

http://www.americanbar.org/groups/legal_education/resources/aba_approved_law_schools/in_alphabetical_order.html (last visited Feb. 2, 2012); 

note that University of La Verne School of Law was ABA-accredited at the time the 2010 NALP data was collected and is included in the 199 total. 

TABLE I-B: 2010 NALP Employment Status Data Number 

% of Grads 

Reported to 

NALP 

Total Graduates Reported to NALP 42,854  

Graduates with known employment status 41,156  96.0% 

Graduates with unknown unemployment status 1,698 4.0% 
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number whose employment status is known.  Table II shows that the unemployment rate for 2010 law school graduates 

seeking employment was 6.2%, which was well below the 2010 national unemployment rate of 9.6%. 

 

TABLE II:  Of Those with Known Employment Status: Number 

% of Grads 

with Known 

Employment 

Status 

Graduates with known employment status 41,156   

Graduates known to be employed 36,043 87.6% 

Graduates enrolled full time in advanced degree program 1,214  2.9% 

Graduates employed or enrolled full time in advanced degree program 37,257 90.5% 

Graduates known to be unemployed 3,899  9.5% 

            Unemployed, seeking work 2,569 6.2% 

            Unemployed, not seeking work 1,330  3.2% 

BLS National Unemployment Rate  9.6% 

  

Nature of Employment among Employed 2010 Graduates (See Charts C, D, & E) 

 

 A law degree has long been a passport to many management and professional positions.  Many law school 

graduates are highly successful in business, government, and other endeavors.  NALP recognizes the utility of a law 

degree by detailing the nature of employment obtained by recent graduates.  Table III summarizes employment in 

professional positions in 2010: 

 

TABLE III Number 

Graduates reporting any employment 36,043 

Graduates not identifying job type (423) 

Graduates with identifiable job type 35,620 

Job Type Number Percent* 

Graduates employed in positions requiring bar passage 28,167 79.1% 

Graduates employed in positions preferring a J.D. degree 4,387 12.3% 

Graduates employed in other professional positions 2,299 6.5% 

Graduates employed in three combined professional categories 34,853 97.8% 

   

Graduates reporting non-professional employment 767 2.2% 

* % of the 35,620 graduates with identifiable job type 

 

 Of the graduates who reported both job type and full-time/part-time status, the overwhelming majority were 

employed full time.  Table IV shows that only 893 of the 34,853 graduates in professional positions (2.6%) failed to 

identify whether their jobs were full-time or part-time.  92.9% of graduates in positions requiring bar passage indicated 

they were employed full time.  Adding in the other categories of professional employment, the three categories 

collectively reported 90.2% full-time employment.   

 

TABLE IV: 2010 Professional Positions, Full-Time or Part-Time Number 
% of Total 

Reporting 

Total Reporting (excludes 555 unknown full-time or part-time) 27,612 

Graduates reporting bar passage required full-time 25,654 92.9% 

Graduates reporting bar passage required part-time 1,958 7.1% 

   

Total Reporting (excludes 209 unknown full-time or part-time) 4,178 

Graduates reporting JD preferred full-time 3,170 75.9% 

Graduates reporting JD preferred required part-time 1,008 24.1% 

   

Total Reporting (excludes 129 unknown full-time or part-time) 2,170 

Graduates reporting other professional full-time 1,807 83.3% 

Graduates reporting other professional part-time 363 16.7% 
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Total Reporting (excludes 893 unknown full-time or part-time) 33,960 

Graduates reporting combined professional full-time 30,631 90.2% 

Graduates reporting combined professional part-time 3,329 9.8% 

  

 

Trends in Employment of Recent Graduates (2001-2007) 

 

 The past ten years saw considerable growth in the number of law school graduates, particularly in the pre-

recession period between 2001 and 2007.  Table V-A shows that the number of law school graduates increased by 

14.8%, and the number of graduates reported to NALP increased by 15.1%.  The number of graduates with a known 

employment status increased by 16.8%, and the number employed increased by 19.1%.   The actual number of 

employed graduates increased more than both the number of ABA-law school graduates and the number of graduates 

reported to NALP.   

 

TABLE V-A:  NALP + ABA Graduate Data 2001 2007 
Net Change  

2001 to 2007 

Average Net 

Change Per 

Year (N/6)* 

ABA Graduates 37,909 43,518 + 5,609 (14.8%) + 935 (2.5%) 

Graduates Reported to NALP 36,225 41,707 + 5,482 (15.1%) + 914 (2.5%) 

Graduates with Known Employment Status 34,603 40,416 + 5,813 (16.8%) + 969 (2.8%) 

Graduates Employed 31,164 37,123 + 5,959 (19.1%) + 993 (3.2%) 

Law Schools Reporting to NALP
2
 175 187 + 12 (6.9%) + 2 (1.1%) 

Average Graduates per Reporting Law School 207 223 + 16 (7.7%) + 3 (1.3%) 

*numbers rounded to nearest whole number, percentages to nearest tenth. 

 

 Table V-B shows that before the recession hit in December 2007, the employment market for recent law school 

graduates was strong.  Employment during the period rose and unemployment fell, with the increase in employment 

(19.1%) outpacing the increase in graduation numbers (14.8%) by 4.3%.  The employment rate increased from 90.1% to 

91.9%, and the employment plus graduate school rate increased from 92.5% to 94.2%.  The unemployment rate fell 

from 5.3% to 4.1%.   

 

TABLE V-B:  NALP Known Employment Status 2001 2007 
Net Change  

2001 to 2007 

Average Net 

Change Per Year 

(N/6)* 

Graduates with Known Employment Status 34,603 40,416 + 5,813 (16.8%) + 969 (2.8%) 

Graduates Employed 31,164 37,123 + 5,959 (19.1%) + 993 (3.2%) 

% Graduates Employed 90.1% 91.9% + 1.8% + 0.3% 

Unemployed and Seeking a Job 1,821 1,670 - 151 (8.3%) - 25 (1.4%) 

% Unemployed and Seeking a Job  5.3% 4.1% - 1.2% - 0.2% 

Enrolled Full-Time in Advanced Degree Program 837 931 + 94 (11.2%) + 16 (1.9%) 

% Enrolled Full-Time in Advanced Degree Program 2.4% 2.3% - 0.1% - 0.02% 

*numbers rounded to nearest whole number, percentages to nearest tenth. 

 

Table V-C shows that professional-level employment increased by 19.9% from 2001 to 2007.  Annualized, the 

number of graduates in professional level jobs increased by 3.3% per year during the same period, outpacing  the 2.5% 

per year increase in the number of graduates from ABA schools (see Table V-A).  Thus, before the recession, the job 

market for lawyers had grown, more than keeping pace with the increase in graduation numbers.   

 

TABLE V-C:  NALP Known Status by Employment Type 2001 2007 
Net Change  

2001 to 2007 

Average Net 

Change Per Year 

(N/6)* 

Graduates with Known Employment Status 34,603 40,416 + 5,813 (16.8%) + 969 (2.8%) 

                                                 
2
 See footnote 1, supra. 
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Employed or Enrolled FT in Advanced Degree Program  32,001 38,054 + 6,053 (18.9%) + 1,009 (3.2%) 

% Employed or Enrolled FT in Advanced Degree Program 92.5% 94.2% + 1.7% + 0.3% 

Employed in Jobs in which Bar Passage is Required 26,280 31,086 + 4,806 (18.3%) + 801 (3.1%) 

Employed in Jobs in which J.D. Degree is Preferred 2,057 3,129 + 1,072 (52.1%) + 179 (8.7%) 

Employed in Other Professional Jobs 1,913 2,052 + 139 (7.3%) + 23 (1.2%) 

Employed: All Professional Jobs Combined 30,250 36,267 + 6,017 (19.9%) + 1,003 (3.3%) 

Employed Other (non-professional + unknown job type) 914 856 - 58 (6.3%) - 10 (1.1%) 

*numbers rounded to nearest whole number, percentages to nearest tenth. 

 

(2) How has the recession impacted employment for recent law school graduates? 

 

 According to the National Bureau for Economic Research, the recession began in December 2007 and lasted 

through June of 2009.  This means that students who graduated in 2008 and 2009 did so during a strong recession, 

while those in 2010 and 2011 graduated during a period of weak recovery in our national economy.  Report One showed 

that lawyers and those employed in legal occupations fared much better than the general population during these 

years, and that only those in health care occupations came through the recession and recovery better than those in 

legal occupations.  

 

  The job market for students entering law school in the fall of 2007 looked very favorable, particularly given the 

strong performance of that market over the preceding six years.  Most of this group graduated in 2010, took the bar 

examination in July 2010, and will be included in the 2011 employment statistics, since that is when they will fall within 

the nine month reporting cohort.  The job market at the time for those who entered in the fall of 2006 was at least as 

strong.  Most of this group would have graduated and taken the bar examination in 2009 and were included in the 2010 

employment statistics.   

 

Recession and Employment of Recent Graduates (2007-2010) (See Charts F & G) 

 

 Table VI-A shows that the recession had a greater impact on recent law school graduates than it did on lawyers 

already in the job market.  NALP’s published unemployment rate for the Class of 2010 was 12.4%, up 4.3% from the 

2007 rate of 8.1%.  However, NALP’s published rate includes two categories of graduates that were not seeking 

employment: those enrolled full time in advanced degree programs and those who self-reported they were not seeking 

a job.  Neither of these two categories would be considered “unemployed persons” under Bureau of Labor Statistics 

guidelines.  The BLS national unemployment rate more than doubled over the same period, rising from 4.6% in 2007 to 

9.6% in 2010.  Applying the BLS definition to NALP data, the percentage of unemployed law school graduates who 

sought employment rose from 4.1% in 2007 to 6.2% in 2010, an increase of 2.1%.   

 

Table VI-A also shows that the number of law school graduates increased by 1.7%, the number of graduates 

reported to NALP increased by 2.8%, and the number of graduates with a known employment status increased by 1.8%.  

In 2010, 1,080 fewer graduates reported being employed than in 2007, a decrease of 2.9%.    

 

TABLE VI-A:  NALP Known Employment Status 2007 2008 2009 2010 
Net Change 

2007 to 2010 

Avg. Net 

Change per 

Year (N/3)* 

ABA Graduates 43,518 43,587 44,000 44,258 + 740 (1.7%) + 247 (0.6%) 

Graduates Reported to NALP 41,707 41,951 42,330 42,854 + 1,147 (2.8%) + 382 (0.9%) 

Graduates with Known Employment Status 40,416 40,582 40,833 41,156 + 740 (1.8%) +247 (0.6%) 

Graduates Employed 37,123 36,497 36,046 36,043 - 1,080 (2.9%) - 360 (1.0%) 

% Graduates Employed (NALP published rate) 91.9% 89.9% 88.3% 87.6% - 4.3 % - 1.4% 

Unemployed and Seeking a Job 1,670 2,172 2,430 2,569 + 899 (53.8%) + 300 (17.9%) 

% Unemployed and Seeking a Job 4.1% 5.4% 6.0% 6.2% + 2.1% + 0.7% 

Unemployed and NOT Seeking a Job 692 936 1,110 1,330 + 638 (92.2%) + 213 (30.7%) 

% Unemployed and NOT Seeking a Job 1.7% 2.3% 2.7% 3.2% + 1.5% + 0.5% 

Enrolled Full-Time in Advanced Degree Program 931 977 1,247 1,214 + 283 (30.4%) + 94 (10.1%) 
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% Enrolled Full-Time in Advanced Degree Program 2.3% 2.4% 3.1% 2.9% + 0.6% +1.2% 

Employed or Enrolled Full Time in Advanced Degree 

Program 
38,054 37,474 37,293 37,257 - 797 (2.1%) - 266 (0.7%) 

% Employed or Enrolled Full Time in Advanced 

Degree Program 
94.2% 92.3% 91.3% 90.5% - 3.7%  - 1.2% 

*numbers rounded to nearest whole number, percentages to nearest tenth. 

 

The economic downturn seems to have led more graduates to continue their studies after earning their JD 

degrees instead of entering the job market, as evidenced by the 30.4% increase in graduate school attendance from 

2007 to 2010.   The number not seeking work nearly doubled.  The percentage employed or in graduate study fell by 

3.7% over the four-year period. 

 

Table VI-B shows that though 9.4% fewer graduates were employed in positions for which bar passage is 

required, about 5% of that number appears to have found other professional employment—either in positions where a 

J.D. is preferred or in other professional positions.  Overall, professional employment fell by 4.0% between 2007 and 

2010. 

 

TABLE VI-B:   

NALP Known Status by Employment Type 
2007 2008 2009 2010 

Net Change 

2007 to 2010 

Avg. Net 

Change per 

Year (N/3)* 

Graduates with Known Employment Status 40,416 40,582 40,833 41,156 + 740 (1.8%) +247 (0.6%) 

Employed in Jobs - Bar Passage is Required 31,086 30,334 28,091 28,167 - 2,919 (9.4%) - 973 (3.1%) 

Employed in Jobs - J.D. Degree is Preferred 3,129 3,277 3,751 4,387 + 1,258 (40.2%) + 419 (13.4%) 

Employed in Other Professional Jobs 2,052 2,002 2,206 2,299 + 247 (12.0%) + 82 (4.0%) 

Employed: All Professional Jobs Combined  36,267 35,613 34,048 34,853 - 1,414 (3.9%) - 471 (1.3%) 

Employed Other  

(non-professional + unknown job type) 
856 884 1,188 1,190 + 334 (39.0%) + 111 (13.0%) 

*numbers rounded to nearest whole number, percentages to nearest tenth. 

 

 Table VI-C shows NALP data by full- or part- time employment, with percentages based on the number of 

graduates with known full-time and part-time status.  The number of graduates in full-time positions decreased by 6.3% 

from 2007 to 2010, but of those with known full-time/part-time status, 89.1% did find full-time employment, and 87.8% 

found full-time, professional employment in 2010. 

 

TABLE VI-C:  NALP by Known FT or PT Employment 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Net 

Change 

2007 to 

2010 

Avg. Net 

Change 

per Year 

(N/3)* 

Graduates Employed 37,123 36,497 36,046 36,043 -1,080 -360 

Graduates with Known FT or PT Job Status 36,417 35,763 35,002 34,902 -1,515 -505 

Employed in Jobs in Which Bar Passage is Required FT 29,978 28,890 26,625 25,654 -4,324 -1,441 

Employed in Jobs in Which J.D. Degree is Preferred FT 2,635 2,513 2,594 3,170 + 535 178 

Employed in Other Professional Job FT 1,734 1,650 1,732 1,807 + 73 24 

Employed: All Professional Jobs Combined FT 34,347 33,053 30,951 30,631 -3,716 -1,239 

% Employed FT All Professional Jobs Combined  94.3% 92.4% 88.4% 87.8% - 6.5% 2.2% 

Employed Non-Professional FT 293 282 317 309 + 16 5 

Employed FT, Job Type Unknown 117 104 137 165 + 48 16 

Total Employed Full Time 34,757 33,439 31,405 31,105 -3,652 -1,217 

% Employed Full Time 95.4% 93.5% 89.7% 89.1% -6.3% -2.1% 

Employed in Jobs in Which Bar Passage is Required PT 793 1,149 1,845 1,958 + 1,165 388 

Employed in Jobs in Which J.D. Degree is Preferred PT 410 661 989 1,008 + 598 199 

Employed in Other Professional Job PT 234 268 359 363 + 129 43 

Employed: All Professional Jobs Combined PT 1,437 2,078 3,193 3,329 + 1,892 631 

% Employed PT All Professional Jobs Combined 3.9% 5.8% 9.1% 9.5% + 5.6% 1.9% 

Employed Non-Professional PT 200 222 353 402 + 202 67 

Employed PT, Job Type Unknown 23 24 51 66 + 43 14 

Total Employed Part Time 1,660 2,324 3,597 3,797 + 2,137 712 

% Employed Part Time 4.6% 6.5% 10.3% 10.9% + 6.3% 2.1% 

*numbers rounded to nearest whole number, percentages to nearest tenth. 
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These tables together indicate that while it is clear that the job market was more challenging for 2010 

graduates than it was three years prior, within nine months of graduation 90.5% of the newly-minted lawyers found 

employment or entered graduate school.  89.1% of the employment reported among this group was full time, and 

87.8% was full-time, professional employment.  6.2% reported being unemployed and seeking a job, which is only a 

2.1% increase over the 2007 rate.  A 2.1% increase is unfortunate, but hardly justifies the criticisms seen on blogs and in 

the media, especially when the 6.2% unemployment rate for recent graduates is significantly lower than the national 

unemployment rate of 9.6%. 

 

(3) How does employment for 2010 graduates compare to the rest of the decade and the previous 35 

years? 

 

Trends in Employment of Recent Graduates (2001-2010) (See Chart H) 

 

 The decade that began in 2001 featured considerable employment growth for lawyers, and through 2007 the 

employment situation for recent graduates was quite strong.  Employment growth paralleled the growth in the number 

of graduates.  During this period, employment grew to a peak in 2007, and then declined during and immediately after 

the recession of 2008-2009.  Taking into consideration the entire period between 2001 and 2010 allows us to examine 

the 2010 and recession-era data from a broader perspective.   

 

Table VII-A shows that from 2001 to 2010 the number of graduates increased, as did the number with known 

employment and the number employed.  Reporting actually improved during the period; the number of graduates 

reported to NALP was up 18.3%, and the number with known employment was up 18.9%, both rising faster than the 

16.7% increase in ABA graduates.   

 

TABLE VII-A: NALP + ABA Graduate Data 2001 2010 
Net Change  

2001 to 2010 

Avg. Net Change  

Per Year (N/9)* 

ABA Graduates 37,909 44,258 + 6,349 (16.7%) + 705 (1.9%) 

Graduates Reported to NALP 36,225 42,854 + 6,629 (18.3%) + 737 (2.0%) 

Graduates with Known Employment Status 34,603 41,156 + 6,553 (18.9%) + 728 (2.1%) 

Graduates Employed 31,164 36,043 + 4,879 (15.7%) + 542 (1.7%) 

Law Schools Reporting to NALP 174 192 + 18 (10.3%) + 2 (1.1%) 

Average Graduates per Law School 208 223 + 15 (7.2%) + 2 (0.8%) 

 

The 16.7% growth in the number of graduates was slightly higher than both the 15.7% increase in the number 

of graduates employed and 16.4% growth in employment plus graduate school attendance (see Table VII-C).  The annual 

average growth in the number of graduates was 1.9%, while the annual average growth in the number of those 

employed was 1.7% and of those employed or attending graduate school was 1.8% (see Table VII-C). 

 

2007 was the year during which most of the 2010 class was recruited--hardly a climate that portended a 

downturn, much less a recession.  Table VII-B shows the unemployment rate was 5.3% in 2001 and rose to 6.2% in 2010, 

a mere 0.9% rise over ten years.  The number of unemployed graduates seeking work rose by 748 while the number of 

graduates with known employment status rose by 6,553.  While this modest 0.9% increase in unemployment is 

unfortunate, it hardly justifies widespread criticism of law school enrollment practices. 
 

TABLE VII-B:  NALP Known Employment Status 2001 2010 
Net Change  

2001 to 2010 

Avg. Net Change  

Per Year (N/9)* 

Graduates with Known Employment Status 34,603 41,156 + 6,553 (18.9%) + 728 (2.1%) 

Graduates Employed 31,164 36,043 + 4,879 (15.7%) + 542 (1.7%) 

% of Graduates Employed  90.1% 87.6% - 2.5% - 0.3% 

Unemployed and Seeking a Job 1,821 2,569 + 748 (41.1%) + 83 (4.6%) 

% Unemployed and Seeking a Job 5.3% 6.2% +0.9% + 0.1% 

Enrolled Full-Time in Advanced Degree Program 837 1,214 + 377 (45.0%) + 42 (5.0%) 

% Enrolled Full-Time in Advanced Degree Program 2.4% 2.9% + 0.5% + 0.06% 

*numbers rounded to nearest whole number, percentages to nearest tenth. 
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Table VII-C shows that in 2010, the employment market provided 4,879 more jobs for recent graduates than in 

2001, including 1,887 more bar passage required positions and 2,310 more J.D. preferred positions.  Total professional 

position employment of recent graduates increased by 4,583.  Note that NALP did not begin to officially publish data on 

full-time/ part-time employment until 2007, so we cannot compare the 2007-2010 rates to pre-recession rates in this 

summary. 

 

TABLE VII-C:   

NALP Known Status by Employment Type 
2001 2010 

Net Change  

2001 to 2010 

Avg. Net Change  

Per Year (N/9)* 

Graduates with Known Employment Status 34,603 41,156 + 6,553 (18.9%) + 728 (2.1%) 

Employed or Enrolled FT in Advanced Degree Program  32,001 37,257 + 5,256 (16.4%) +584 (1.8%) 

% Employed or Enrolled FT in Advanced Degree Program 92.5% 90.5% - 2.0% - 0.2% 

Employed in Jobs in Which Bar Passage is Required 26,280 28,167 + 1,887 (7.2%) + 210 (0.8%) 

Employed in Jobs in Which J.D. Degree is Preferred 2,057 4,367 + 2,310 (112.3%) + 257 (12.5%) 

Employed in Other Professional Job 1,913 2,299 + 386 (20.2%) + 43 (2.2%) 

Employed: All Professional Jobs Combined  30,250 34,833 + 4,583 (15.2%) + 509 (1.7%) 

Employed Other (non-professional + unknown job type) 914 1,190 + 276 (30.2%) + 31 (3.4%) 

*numbers rounded to nearest whole number, percentages to nearest tenth. 

 

 What stands out is how moderate the downturn has been for recent graduates when placed in the perspective 

of the longer term.  Beginning in 2001 there was considerable growth through 2007, so the data reflects a deviation 

from a peak year just before the recession.  In the current economy, which still has modest growth in overall lawyer 

employment numbers and a very low unemployment rate, competition for jobs clearly increased, presenting a challenge 

for the recent graduates, and particularly for graduates who failed the bar examination on their first try.  But it remains 

a good market, particularly when a J.D. degree and bar admission allow a person to open a solo law practice. 

 

Trends in Employment of Recent Graduates (1975-2010) (See Charts I & J) 

 

 Applying a wider lens to the recession-era data further supports the idea that the media and blogs have greatly 

exaggerated the demise of the employment market for lawyers.  NALP first published employment data in 1975, and 

basic graduating class employment data for 1982-2010 is publicly available on NALP’s website;
3
 class data for 1975-1981 

is available for purchase from NALP upon request.
4
  Table VIII Shows NALP’s % Employed and % Unemployed for the last 

36 years: 

 

Table VIII: NALP % Employed 1975-2010 

Graduate Year % Employed % Unemployed Economic Trend Notes 

1975 91.4 8.6 Recession ended 3/1975 

1976 86.8 13.2  

1977 88.0 12.0  

1978 88.9 11.1  

1979 90.0 10.0  

1980 91.3 8.7 Recession 1/1980-7/1980 (6 months) 

1981 88.2 11.8 

1982 87.8 12.1 
Recession 8/1981-11/1982 (16 months) 

1983 88.8 9.4  

1984 89.3 9.2  

1985 91.5 7.0  

1986 91.3 7.2  

1987 92.2 6.6  

1988 92.0 6.9  

1989 90.8 7.9  

1990 90.3 8.2 

1991 85.9 12.6 
Recession 7/1990-3/1991 (8 months) 

                                                 
3
 Employment data back to 1982 can be found here: http://www.nalp.org/trends .  Individual graduating class summaries back to 1999 are available 

here: http://www.nalp.org/recentgraduates.  Last accessed July 10, 2012. 
4
 1975-1981 data in this Report was purchased from NALP;  National Association for Law Placement, 1220 19th Street NW, Suite 401, Washington, DC 

20036-2405, www.nalp.org. 
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1992 83.5 14.5  

1993 83.4 14.6  

1994 84.7 13.1  

1995 86.7 11.2  

1996 87.4 10.5  

1997 89.2 8.6  

1998 89.9 7.9  

1999 90.3 7.8  

2000 91.5 6.4  

2001 90.0 7.6 Recession 4/2001-11/2001 (7 months)  

2002 89.0 8.5  

2003 88.9 8.4  

2004 88.9 8.6  

2005 89.6 8.2  

2006 90.7 7.0  

2007 91.9 5.8  

2008 89.9 7.7 

2009 88.3 8.7 
Recession 12/2008-6/2009 (18 months) 

2010 87.6 9.4  

MEAN 89.1 9.4  

MEDIAN 89.3 8.6  

 

 The 2007-2009 recession was both the longest and deepest since World War II.  Despite the worst economic 

climate since 1946, this data shows that 2008-2010 grads fared better than law school graduates did during the early 

1990’s recession, and about the same as those who graduated during the early 1980’s recession and the era after the 

1973-1975 recession.
5
   For all three previous (and less severe) economic recessions, it took at least three years for 

employment to return to pre-recession rates; it took seven years for the employment rate to recover from the 1991-92 

recession.  The reduction in employment rate during the most recent recession was not as severe as the previous 

recession, which saw a 7.2% drop from 1990 to 1992; the 2.3% drop in employment rate from 2008 to 2010 was 

comparatively small.  This is a cautiously hopeful sign for 2011 and 2012 graduates. 

 

 In addition, the average unemployment rate from 1975 to 2010 was 9.4%, exactly the rate for 2010 graduates.  

These published NALP unemployment rates all include those enrolled full-time in graduate programs and those who 

reported they were not seeking jobs, neither category of which would count as unemployed persons by the Bureau of 

Labor Statistics for reasons explained in Question 1 of this Report.
6
  The 1980’s and 1990’s both had multiple years of 

double-digit unemployment during and after recession.  Hopefully the comparatively modest increase in unemployment 

rate between 2008 and 2010 will result in a return to pre-recession levels more quickly than it did in the 1990’s.  It is 

important to keep in mind that the 2007 pre-recession unemployment rate of 5.8% was the lowest since NALP began 

tracking in 1975.  Over the past 36 years, this low unemployment rate was an outlier statistic and not the norm; only 

four years in the last three and half decades saw unemployment rates below 7%.  Expectations should be set to the 

norm and not the outlier.  It may be some time before we see an unemployment rate as low as 5.8% again. 

 

(4) Does the NALP data accurately portray employment of recent law school graduates? 

 

 NALP has long been the leading compiler of information about the employment of recent law school graduates.  

Until recently, the reliability and accuracy of the NALP data, including its detailed reporting format, have been 

unchallenged.  Of late, critics have questioned the NALP, ABA, and individual school employment data and argued that 

the data is at least misleading, if not worse.  The assertions are that:   

 

� the data is inaccurate;  

� the processes for collecting and making reports are not transparent;  

� the formats greatly underreport unemployment; and  

� the schools cheat and mislead the consumers.   

 

 The major arguments of the critics are identified and assessed in this section.  

 

                                                 
5
 See the National Bureau for Economic Research website: http://www.nber.org/cycles.html, last accessed July 10, 2012. 

6
 See supra, p.3 “Calculating the Employment Rate.” 
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A.  Accuracy and Transparency: 

 

The critics among the bloggers and media criticize NALP’s data and attack the transparency and accuracy of the 

process.  They also attack the schools, claiming that their use of the standard NALP employment data categories is 

misleading and fraudulent.  And they occasionally assert that the schools purposely manipulating the data.  They apply 

essentially the same arguments to the ABA and the law schools. 

 

 1. Missing Data—The critics point out that the NALP report does not cover all recent law school graduates.  

They are correct, but a 100% response rate is not possible because graduates cannot be compelled to respond to the 

NALP survey.  The critics fail to mention that the annual response rate has been between 94.6% and 96.8% of all ABA JD 

graduates over the past decade, an exceptionally high response rate. 

 

 The missing 3.2%-5.4% of graduates can be attributed to three sources.  

 

First, NALP does not solicit employment data from the three ABA-approved law schools in Puerto Rico or from 

the JAG School, which does not award JD degrees.  Each year a handful of other ABA-approved law schools do not 

report to NALP.   The missing schools, including those in Puerto Rico, are included in the total ABA JD graduate number.  

NALP’s data has become more complete in recent years, with only 3 law schools outside of Puerto Rico being absent in 

2009 and 2010, down from a high of 8 in 2005, when Hurricane Katrina closed two law schools. 

 

To illustrate, in the 2010 NALP report:  

 

� there were 44,258 JD graduates from all ABA law schools; NALP’s report covered 42,854 of these graduates 

� Per the Official Guide, 587 of the missing graduates were from ABA law schools in Puerto Rico, and  

� 694 of the missing graduates were from the other three ABA law schools that did not report to NALP 

� These two sources combined yield 1,281 missing graduates, or 2.9% of the 44,258 total ABA graduates 

� 44,258 minus 1,281 yields 42,977 graduates from the ABA law schools that were included in NALP’s report 

 

Second, not every graduate of the schools included in the NALP report responds the NALP survey, so the 

schools cannot report data on 100% of their graduates.  Still, to continue with the 2010 example: 

 

� NALP’s report includes data on 42,854 of the 42,977 JD graduates of the schools included in the 2010 

report—this represents 99.7% of the graduates from the included schools, again an exceptionally high 

response rate. 

� Only 123 of the 42,977 graduates from the included schools are missing from the report data. 

 

Third, not all graduates who respond to the survey answer the all the questions on it.  Over the last 10 years, 

95.5% is the lowest percentage of graduates that answered the basic question of whether they were employed, not 

employed, or enrolled full time in an advanced degree program; the average over the last 10 years was 96.1%.  In 2010, 

42,854 graduates responded to one or more of the survey questions, and 41,156 of those graduates revealed their 

employment status, a 96.0% return.   

 

Generally, as the questions get more specific fewer graduates answer them, so the number in the reporting 

pool for the more specific questions is less than the overall pool.  In 2010, 35,620 graduates reported whether their 

positions required bar passage, or were JD preferred, other professional, or non-professional positions, representing 

98.8% of the employed graduates.  Of these, 34,671 graduates reported whether those jobs were full or part time, 

representing 97.3% of the known employed group.  An additional 423 responded that they were employed but did not 

specify the job type.   

 

In all, 40,733 of the 2010 graduates reported their job type or that they were full-time advanced degree 

students, unemployed job seekers, or unemployed non-seekers—this is 99.6% of the 41,156 graduates with known 

employment status.  39,784 reported their full-time/part-time status or that they were full-time advanced degree 

students, unemployed job seekers, or unemployed non-seekers—this is 96.7% of the 41,156 graduates with known 

employment status.  

 

The fact that NALP’s report annually includes data from an exceptionally large percentage of graduates is 

evidence of its reliability.  The large sample size is further evidence of its statistical validity. 
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 2.  Self-Reporting—The critics also assert that the data is inaccurate because it reflects information voluntarily 

submitted by graduates to the law schools.  Again, the critics are correct, but they overstate the significance of the flaw.  

In essence, there is no other way to collect this data except from the graduates.  No mechanism exists to provide data 

from employers, and even if it did the flaw would continue because each year a substantial number of graduates open 

their own solo practice.   

 

Most national unemployment data—including Bureau of Labor Statistics data— is obtained by asking sampling, 

which is self-reporting.  BLS sampling includes obtaining employment data each month for about 110,000 persons aged 

16 years or older.  This 110,000-person sample size represents only 0.079% of the U.S. population aged 16 or older, but 

provides accurate enough data for the Bureau to be confident in its accuracy.  The NALP data, because it covers such a 

large percentage of the total graduate population, is much less susceptible to sampling error than the traditional 

unemployment sampling done by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics and is arguably superior to it. 

 

The BLS data is also self-reported and unaudited, although subject to internal controls like the NALP system.  

The only significant difference between NALP and BLS data is that the law schools serve as an intermediary between the 

reporting body and the person asked to report.  The potential for abuse among the schools that report is not great, nor 

is there any evidence of widespread abuse.  Even so, having graduates report directly to NALP or the ABA using the 

same survey currently is a possible solution, since it would take the law schools out of the intermediary role. 

 

 3.  Auditing Data—The critics also note that the reports submitted by schools to NALP are not audited, which is 

true.  Some criticisms also assert that the data from the graduates should be audited.  The critics have a valid point 

regarding the data submitted by the schools, but do not regarding the data submitted by the graduates.   

 

 Audits and accuracy verifications are not conducted of the reported information submitted to NALP regarding 

employment or of the information submitted by the schools to the American Bar Association regarding any data 

included in their questionnaires, including placement data.  Each school’s dean does certify the accuracy of the 

submissions to the American Bar Association.   It would not be difficult to introduce data verification by either the NALP 

or ABA, although it would add cost and likely reduce participation in the NALP submissions.  The ABA can include test 

audits during accreditation visits without a major burden or added cost. 

 

 The data the BLS obtains directly from its sample subjects is not audited, and the government, businesses, and 

media rely upon and quote BLS data on a near-daily basis, presumably because they view it as the most valid and 

accurate data available.  It would be nearly impossible for NALP, the ABA, or the law schools themselves to verify every 

graduate’s survey submission, and it is not necessary to do so to obtain reliable data.  Comparing NALP data to BLS and 

other well-known national datasets provides an acceptable means of verifying NALP’s accuracy. 

 

4.  Reporting Categories—The critics proposed additional categories and different breakdowns within those 

categories, and in response to this cry for increased transparency in employment reporting, both NALP and ABA 

changed their reporting requirements for the Class of 2011.  In particular, both NALP and the ABA now ask schools to 

report whether positions obtained by its graduates are long or short term, and also whether positions are funded by the 

law school or its parent university.  Because of the greater detail required during the reporting process, more details will 

be known about the types of positions graduates from the Class of 2011 have obtained.  NALP’s Class of 2011 data is 

due to be released in August 2012; this Report will be updated once the 2011 data is publicly released. 

 

Most of the critics’ focus has been on underreporting of part-time employment, temporary employment, and 

employment by schools of their own graduates.  While there is speculation about these issues among the critics there 

was no actual evidence that any of these practices were widespread, at least for the Class of 2010 and prior.  The 

assertion that NALP’s data masks large numbers of unemployed graduates and that large numbers of graduates are 

employed in menial part-time jobs is at least partially refuted by the data itself.  Schools have reported full-time and 

part-time employment data to NALP since 1975, and schools have reported whether their graduates are employed in 

professional or non-professional positions since 2001.   

 

As to law schools hiring their own graduates, recent press releases from NALP and the ABA for the Class of 

2011 suggest there may be some truth to this assertion, at least for some law schools.  In NALP’s Class of 2011--Selected 
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Findings preview,
7
 NALP Executive Director James Leipold states,“[a]nother remarkable development is that law school 

jobs programs of all sorts made up an estimated 5% of all jobs for the Class of 2011. . . It is difficult to generalize about 

these law schoolfunded (sic) jobs, as many of them represent excellent bridge-to-practice opportunities that in general 

have been shown to lead to offers of full-time employment, while others seem almost nakedly designed to lift a law 

school’s overall employment rate without actually providing any sort of career advancing experience.”  It will be 

interesting to see more details on this issue when the full version of the 2011 NALP data is released in August, especially 

in concert with the ABA data on individual law schools.  A review of the 2011 ABA employment data reveals that some 

law schools have hired a fairly large percentage of their own graduates,
8
 but the ABA data does not show whether the  

positions at any particular law school fall into the “excellent bridge-to-practice” category or into the “lifting the law 

school’s employment rate” category.  Again, once NALP releases its 2011 data, this Report will be updated and this issue 

explored more fully. 

 

 Certainly, different employment categories could and perhaps should be used.  The current system has long 

been in place, all schools report on exactly the same parameters, the law schools are accustomed to it, and without 

keeping these categories in place the results would not be comparable from school to school or year to year.  The 

information being sought should be added to that currently collected, not substituted for any of it.  

 

 Further, it should be noted that though adding new categories would increase the detail known about job 

categories, doing so does nothing to change the fact that the data is self-reported by the graduates, or that some 

graduates will inevitably fail to answer questions on the survey that pertain to the new categories.   

   

 5.  Cheating and Fraud— The critics assert that the schools cheat and mislead, but these assertions are based 

on anecdotal information or just speculation that the schools could be cheating.  The authors cannot assess whether the 

allegations of manipulation and cheating are accurate, but the allegations of the critics are made with little credible 

substantiation and should bear the burden of proof.  Improving the accuracy of the reports would be desirable, but so 

long as the data is self-reported by law school graduates, it will be subject to error.  Adding an audit function during ABA 

accreditation visits would provide enhanced credibility to the process.   

 

B. Unreported Graduate Employment Status: 

 

The bloggers and the media tend to make the unwarranted assumption that all ABA-reported graduates not 

reported to NALP should be treated as unemployed.  Indeed, this was the unfortunate tactic adopted by the US News 

and World Reports in its rankings of law schools; until its 2011 ranking, U.S. News chose to arbitrarily count 75% of 

graduates with an unknown employment status as unemployed.   This is a statistically invalid assumption, especially in 

light of the known data, in which there is a high degree of confidence because the sample size is greater than 95% of the 

graduating class population.  Their current practice, which U.S. News asserts in its methodology as a more realistic 

presentation of the employment data, is inconsistent with the method used by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics to 

calculate the unemployment rate. 

 

 The worst flaw in this assumption is demonstrated by the 2010 data.  Table I shows that 42,854 of the 44,258 

ABA graduates were reported to NALP.  That means that 96.8% of the graduates are accounted for in the NALP reports.  

Of the missing 1,404 ABA graduates, 1,281 are accounted for by the six schools not included in that years report—the 

three schools in Puerto Rico as a matter of policy and the three schools that did not report.  Thus, all but 123 (0.3%) ABA 

graduates are accounted for.      

 

 Assuming that every graduate of the schools that do not report is unemployed is invalid and perverts the 

computation of the unemployment rate, a common tactic of the critics.  There is no legitimate basis to conclude that 

100% of the graduates of the non-reporting schools were unemployed or to believe that these non-reporting schools 

would have unemployment rates outside the range of the reporting schools.   

 

 In fact, the graduates from the non-reporting schools have an unknown employment status in the NALP 

reports, but their employment success likely will closely approximate that of the graduates of the reporting schools.  

That this is so is demonstrated by the employment percentages reported by the missing schools in the ABA Official 

Guide, where all the schools (except the Judge Advocate General’s school) are reported.  2010 graduate employment 

                                                 
7
 http://www.nalp.org/uploads/Classof2011SelectedFindings.pdf 

8
 2011 placement data for each ABA-approved law school and for all schools combined can be found at: 

http://employmentsummary.abaquestionnaire.org/.  Last accessed July 10, 2012. 
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information has not yet been published by the ABA.  For 2009 graduates, Notre Dame Law School reported 1% 

unemployed, Pepperdine School of Law reported 2.5% unemployed, and St. Louis University reported 5.6%, and in all 

three cases these percentages included those not seeking employment.  All three of these figures are well below the 

2009 NALP national unemployment rate for seekers and non-seekers combined of 8.7%. 

 

 Nonetheless, the critics lump the missing graduates into the ranks of the unemployed when calculating what 

they assert to be the “true” unemployment rate. 

 

   The second flaw in the critics’ rationale is the unsubstantiated conclusion that all those not reporting their 

employment status to the NALP-reporting law schools were somehow reluctant to report being unemployed.  That, of 

course, is not possibly true of the graduates whose schools whose data was not included because the school failed to 

report or because the NALP excludes the data by policy.   

 

 Among the schools that reported to NALP in 2010, 3.1% of the NALP graduates did not report their 

employment status, leading the critics to speculate that they were all unemployed and did not report because of shame.  

However, 9.4% of reporting graduates identified some sort of unemployment, including 6.2% who were willing to say 

they unemployed and seeking employment.  The unjustified assumption of the critics is unlikely to be valid in light of the 

willingness displayed by the reporting students to identify unemployment.   

 

 The schools cannot compel their graduates to report their employment status.  Nor can either NALP or the 

American Bar Association.  Obtaining the information, even with a good faith effort, is a challenge, particularly for 

schools with significant numbers of out-of-state students.  To treat all graduates who did not report to their schools as 

unemployed is not justified without some evidence of bad faith on the part of the reporting schools or graduates.  

Evidence of bad faith has not been offered by the critics, and even if it existed, the extent would reach nowhere near 

100% of the unreported graduates. 

   

 Without some better rationale for the assumption that all unreported graduates are unemployed, the better 

use of the data is to make no assumption about the non-reporting graduates and exclude them from the rate 

calculations, as well as from an individual school’s unemployment rate.  Indeed, the assertion that unreported 

graduates are unemployed—either in general or at a specific law school—is itself misleading. 

 

 1. Defining Unemployment—The bloggers also include in their unemployment rate all graduates who report 

being unemployed but not seeking employment.  NALP separates the reported unemployed graduates into job seekers 

and non-seekers.  Excluding non-seekers from the unemployment rate is consistent with the U.S. Bureau of Labor 

Statistics methodology; the BLS considers any person not seeking a job to be neither employed nor unemployed—this 

person is considered to be “not in the labor force.”  To include those not seeking employment in the unemployment 

rates calculation for any analysis intended to evaluate the issues facing recent law graduates is at best questionable and 

at worst an example of bias.  Like graduates who attend graduate school full-time, these students should be excluded 

from the unemployment numbers and rates. 

 

 The only legitimate determination of unemployment among recent law school graduates, and the only 

calculation that comports with the national unemployment methodology, is the NALP determination of the percentage 

of unemployed graduates who are seeking employment, which was 6.2% in 2010.   

 

 2. Defining Employment—The critics assert that any employment other than law practice (jobs requiring bar 

passage in NALP parlance) evidences an employment failure and should be treated as the equivalent of unemployment.  

While this constitutes opinion rather than fact, it is a poorly conceived opinion.   

 

 The value of a law degree is so widely known that NALP has long included a category that allows graduates to 

report their jobs as JD preferred.   

 

NALP recognizes the utility of the law degree by including a category allowing graduates to report other 

professional employment as well.   NALP’s “other professional position” is defined as “one that requires professional 

skills or training, but in which a JD is neither required nor particularly applicable, such as accountant, teacher, business 

manager, doctor, etc.”   
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Many students find that opportunities in business or government are more attractive or more to their personal 

liking than law practice.  Numerous law school graduates do not engage in the active traditional practice of law, but use 

their legal education in their chosen alternative profession.  Also, a significant number of law students—particularly 

those enrolled in part-time programs—arrive at their law schools with employment in hand or with the already-formed 

intention of using their degree to enhance their opportunities for advancement and pay in an alternative profession.  

NALP recognizes this by breaking its data down by employer type:  academic, business and industry, government, public 

service, public interest, and traditional private practice. 

  

 The critics also fail to provide perspective.  According to the 2010 NALP data, of the employed graduates, 79.1% 

were employed in jobs requiring bar passage and 12.3% were employed in jobs where a J.D. is preferred.  Another 6.5% 

reported other professional jobs, which actually had higher across-the-board median salaries than J.D. preferred jobs.  

97.9% of the employed 2010 graduates were professionally employed.    

 

 To argue that graduates who work in positions that do not require bar passage are somehow not getting the 

benefit of their education is disingenuous.   

 

 3.  Part-Time Employment—The critics also take an extreme position about part-time employment, again 

treating this as employment failure.  This premise is inconsistent with Bureau of Labor Statistics methodology, in which 

one is either employed or unemployed regardless of part-time or full-time status.  While it is no doubt true that a 

portion of those employed part-time are doing so while seeking full-time employment, another portion is working part-

time by preference.  A common example of someone who chooses to work part-time is a parent of small children.  The 

assumption that all graduates in the part-time status categories are unemployed is unjustified.   

 

 The data again establishes that the criticism that graduates are often consigned to part-time employment is 

unsound.   In the three professional employment categories, 90.2% of employment is full-time, and some  portion of the 

part-time employment is by choice.  Contrary to the critics, law school graduates predominantly are finding full-time, 

professional employment.   

 

 4.  Other Employment—In their attempt to attack the law schools, the critics also both belittle the NALP 

category called “other” employment and overstate the number of graduates reporting other employment.  They try to 

create the impression that large numbers of law school graduates are employed in menial jobs not reflective of 

professional training.  But in 2010, only 2.1% of those employed reported having non-professional employment. 

 

 Of the 36,043 who reported being employed in 2010, 78.1% reported employment requiring bar passage, 

another 12.2% reported employment preferring a J.D. degree, and 6.4% reported other professional employment.  

Collectively, 96.7% of the jobs obtained by the class of 2010 were professional level jobs.  Contrary to the assertion of 

the critics that a large portion of graduates are working in jobs that render their degrees valueless, only 2.1% of those 

employed reported obtaining employment not considered professional.  Another small group of graduates (1.2%) 

reported being employed but did not identify their job by category, so the professional percentage may even be slightly 

higher than 96.7%, but it can be no less. 

 

 5.  Employment in Other Professions—Report One evaluated employment for lawyers compared to more than 

50 other professional and management occupational categories.  The data showed that unemployment for lawyers was 

lower than that for the vast majority of other professional occupations.  The critics do not supply any comparable 

figures for unemployment for recent graduates seeking to join other occupations.  Without such comparison, the 

unemployment rates for law school graduates cannot be put into perspective.  Still, at 6.2%, the law graduates as a 

whole are much better situated than the nation as a whole, which now has a 9.6% unemployment rate.       

 

 While the data is not available for recent graduates, the comparatively higher unemployment rates for nearly 

all other management and professional occupations at least implies higher unemployment for recent graduates in those 

occupations.  And, of course, every law school graduate who is admitted to practice has a job if he or she wants to 

practice law.  

 

Conclusion 

 

 The recession has had an impact on the ability of recent law school graduates to find jobs, but not nearly to the 

degree the blogs and media would lead one to believe.  The unemployment rate for 2010 graduates was 6.2%—much 
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lower than the 2010 national unemployment rate of 9.6% and only 0.9% higher than the unemployment rate for those 

who graduated from law school in 2001. 

 

This report establishes that in 2010, 41,156 graduates had a known employment status, and among them, 

36,043 reported were employed.  Another 1,214 reported attending graduate school and 1,330 reported that they were 

not seeking work; to be consistent with BLS definitions, neither of these two groups should be considered as being in 

the job market.  The balance of the 2010 graduates, 2,569, reported being unemployed and seeking work, yielding an 

unemployment rate of 6.2%.  That figure is the best available indicator of unemployment among recent graduates.  

 

As noted in Report One, the chances for this group of finding work are much better than their contemporaries 

entering other management and professional occupations (other than healthcare) or in the national economy as a 

whole.  While unemployment for recent law school graduates has increased by 2.1% since 2007, the national 

unemployment rate has increased by 5.0% over the same period.  Recent law school graduates should have an 

advantage over those entering other fields from graduate schools, since the national  unemployment rate for those 

already in the profession is only 1.5%., which is a significantly lower unemployment rate than for nearly all other 

management and professional occupations. 

 

Of the 2010 graduates who reported having a job, 96.7% were employed in professional positions, and 90.2% 

of those who reported by full-time/part-time status were employed full time in those professional positions.  The 

number employed in all professional positions rose 15.2% from 2001 to 2010.   This is contrary to the claims of bloggers 

and segments of the media who imply with their anecdotes that the majority of recent law school graduates are 

unemployed or working part-time in non-professional positions. 

 

    The assertions that law is now a poor career choice are both wrong and indefensible, as the data in Reports 

One and Two clearly support.  This report also shows that the criticism of law schools and the American Bar Association 

for failing to limit the number admitted to law school or for limiting the number of new schools based on the current 

employment market is ill-founded.  At the time that the graduates of the classes of 2009, 2010, and 2011 were 

contemplating law school, the market indications were all quite favorable.  That the law schools should have seen the 

financial collapse and the recession coming when nearly no one else did is Monday-morning quarterbacking at its worst.   

 

 Finally, NALP is the best and most reliable source of national data available.  Its categories measuring the types 

and levels of employment are appropriate and paint an accurate picture of employment for recent graduates, especially 

when looking for trends and comparing data over time.  The ABA data fills in most of the information not supplied to 

NALP, and it provides a reasonable basis for comparing individual law schools.  

 

The critics’ arguments lack apparent justification in fact or logic, wildly inflate the challenge facing recent law 

graduates in a job market and economy not yet recovered from a major recession, and neglect to offer comparisons to 

other management or professional job markets.  Their conclusions are based on a series of false assumptions and fail to 

put the data into the context of the previous ten years.  While the challenge facing today’s graduates is more substantial 

than at the peak of the industry in 2007, it is not much different than the job market faced by 2001 graduates. 

 

The critics have manipulated the NALP data to cast the situation in the worst possible false light.  Their false 

assertions may unfortunately be deterring worthy candidates from considering becoming a lawyer—a profession that 

has one of the lowest unemployment rates, one of the most stable job markets, and is one of the least susceptible to 

the effects of economic recession. 
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CHART A: NALP 2010 Employment Status
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Chart B: NALP Unemployment Rate vs. National Unemployment Rate

2001-2010

Grads Employed Grads Not Employed, Seeking a Job % Grads Not Employed, Seeking a Job U.S. National Unemployment Rate
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CHART C: NALP Employment by Job Category
% of Total Employed

2001-2010

Bar Passage Required JD Preferred Other Professional Non-Professional Employed, Job Details Unknown
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CHART D: NALP Bar Passage Required
Full-Time & Part-Time Positions 2007-2010*

Part-Time

Full-Time

*NALP did not report FT/PT figures in Jobs & JDs until 2007.  Employed in Bar Pass Required position but unknown FT or PT for each year:  2007 (315), 2008 (295), 2009 (431), 2010 (555).
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CHART E: NALP 2007-2010 
Grads Employed in Professional Positions, % Full-Time and Part-Time

BP Required PT JD Preferred PT Other Professional Combined Professional PT
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CHART F: NALP % Graduates Not Employed and Seeking a Job 
vs. National Unemployment Rate

2001-2010
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CHART G: NALP 2001-2010

# Employed Graduates, Professionally Employed Graduates, and Grads 
Unemployed & Seeking Work

All Employed Grads Employed in Professional Positions Unemployed and Seeking Work
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CHART H: NALP Reported Graduates 2001-2010

# Employed, # Not Employed and Seeking a Job, # Enrolled FT in Advanced 
Degree Program
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Source: Longstanding Employment Patterns for Law School Graduates Interrupted, NALP Bulletin  July 2011
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CHART I: NALP 36-Year Employment Data 
% Employed for 1975 to 2010 Graduates

Mean: 
89.1%



Source: Longstanding Employment Patterns for Law School Graduates Interrupted, NALP Bulletin July 2011
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Chart J: NALP % Not Working 1975-2010
(includes job seekers and non-seekers)

Mean: 
9.4%


