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On behalf of the Illinois Coalition for Equal Justice, we are pleased to present
Investing in Justice: A Framework for Effective Recruitment and Retention of
Illinois Legal Aid Attorneys, which represents the first in-depth exploration of
the factors impacting legal aid attorney recruitment and retention in Illinois.
Legal aid attorneys are the core of Illinois’ legal aid delivery system, a key component of Illinois’
safety net. Each day, they help low-income people all over the state resolve serious issues that
threaten their safety and independence, including issues like domestic violence and predatory
lending. However, Illinois legal aid attorneys are a limited resource. There are only 280 full-time
legal aid lawyers in the entire state to serve low-income Illinoisans — a ratio of one legal aid
lawyer for every 4,752 legal problems faced by low-income Illinoisans.
This report documents the disturbing finding that almost half of Illinois legal aid attorneys plan
to leave their positions in the next three years. This number climbs to 73% for the single-earner,
newer attorneys who took the bar exam after 2000. While the reasons for their planned departures vary, financial pressures play a major role, especially for the newer attorneys. Illinois legal
aid salaries have not kept pace with salaries for lawyers in other public service organizations,
inflation or rapidly escalating law school tuitions. Legal aid attorneys also identified limited
professional support and development opportunities (such as training and mentoring), as well
as frequent, demanding client interactions as other factors impacting their decisions to leave.
This report includes a discussion of the key findings of the study and concludes with a comprehensive set of recommendations to help stakeholders in Illinois’ legal aid delivery system
address the recruitment and retention challenges legal aid organizations face. Responsibility
for addressing these issues does not fall with one stakeholder group. It will take a determined
and coordinated effort by all stakeholders — including legal aid organizations and their boards,
funders, law school, governments and the legal profession — to help legal aid organizations
address these challenges.
The stakes are high for Illinois’ legal aid delivery system. The civil legal aid organizations serving
Illinois help to keep families and the communities in which they live stable. The efforts of these
organizations are often the key to preventing serious problems like domestic violence, predatory lending, illegal evictions, and child support difficulties from spiraling into crises. But these
organizations will deteriorate if they cannot attract and retain the most talented and committed
attorneys to provide critical legal services to Illinoisans. Without high quality and experienced
staff, the quest to fulfill our nation’s promise of equal access to justice in Illinois cannot succeed.
Investing in these attorneys is an investment in justice, and we must act now.
J ennifer T. Nijman

Winston & Strawn

Sheldon H. Roodman
Legal Assistance Foundation of Metropolitan Chicago

Co-Chairs, Illinois Coalition for Equal Justice Steering Committee,
November 2006
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Executive Summary
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Legal aid attorneys

are the Illinois

legal aid system’s greatest asset. However,
they are a precious resource in limited
supply. According to The Legal Aid Safety

Net study, there are only 280 full-time legal
aid lawyers in the entire state to ser ve lowincome Illinoisans — a ratio of one legal
aid lawyer for every 4,752 legal problems
faced by the poor.
The thousands of Illinoisans who depend on legal aid
attorneys include low-income children and families victimized by domestic violence, seniors threatened with
abuse and financial exploitation, veterans seeking benefits that have wrongfully been denied to them, and
many others facing issues threatening their safety and
independence. Legal aid prevents these problems from
spiraling into crises and helps low-income Illinoisans
achieve and maintain self-sufficiency. Without the expertise, skill and commitment of legal aid attorneys, a key
component of Illinois’ safety net, the legal aid delivery
system, would grind to a halt.
Illinois’ legal aid system faces a simmering crisis that,
if left unaddressed, will get worse. Forty-two percent
(42%) of Illinois legal aid attorneys plan to leave their
position in the next three years. The reasons for their
planned departures vary, but financial challenges play a
key role. Other factors repeatedly cited by current and
former legal aid attorneys as reasons for their departure
include limited professional support and development
opportunities (such as training and mentoring), as well
as frequent, demanding client interactions.
Legal aid organizations face significant challenges in
recruiting and retaining attorneys. These challenges
stem from a confluence of factors. Over the past twentyfive years, legal aid salaries have failed to keep pace
with other public service salaries. For too long, stakeholders in Illinois’ legal aid organizations, a group that
includes boards and executive directors of legal aid
organizations, federal, state and local governments, law
schools, funders, and the legal profession, have come
to accept the inadequate legal aid compensation structure, resigning themselves to its uncomfortable reality.

It does not have to be this way, and indeed it cannot
remain so if the legal aid system is to play its critical
role in the lives of low-income Illinoisans.
Another significant factor influencing legal aid’s recruiting and retention challenges are escalating law school
tuitions. Due to rising law school tuitions, an increasing
number of law students are borrowing more and more
money to support their law school attendance. Many are
stretching their loan repayment over twenty years, with
thirty year repayments becoming increasingly common.
With a reported median law school debt in excess of
$60,000 — a number which is closer to $100,000 for
many newer attorneys — and a starting salary averaging $38,500, the majority of Illinois legal aid attorneys
struggle every day to make ends meet.
Attorneys at both ends of the tenure spectrum experience the strain of a legal aid system under stress.
Young lawyers interested in pursuing legal aid careers
must make tough decisions in light of their significant
law school debt burden and comparably low salaries.
Financial pressures are particularly acute for attorneys
in the second to fourth year of their employment. In addition, more seasoned attorneys who have already paid
off educational debts worry about meeting the needs of
their families and saving for a secure retirement.
The recruitment and retention challenges faced by Illinois
legal aid organizations are particularly alarming as many
of today’s legal aid leaders are nearing retirement age.
The stakeholders of the legal aid community must work
to ensure that a new generation of legal aid lawyers is
there to anchor our justice system.
The Chicago Bar Foundation and the Illinois Coalition
for Equal Justice launched this study in order to gain a
comprehensive understanding of the factors impacting
legal aid attorney recruitment and retention. This report
is organized to highlight findings in the following key
areas:

Almost half of Illinois’ legal aid attorneys
plan to leave their legal aid jobs within the
next three years.
Illinois legal aid attorneys who plan to leave or have
already left legal aid place a high priority on and are
dissatisfied with pay, professional support, and professional advancement opportunities. The two to four year
mark is a time in a legal aid attorney’s tenure when he or
she is at the highest risk of leaving voluntarily. Attorneys

——
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leaving at the two to four year mark leave just at the
point when they have acquired considerable experience,
and legal aid organizations have invested considerable
time and resources into their development. Their departure inflicts high costs on legal aid organizations, the
overall legal aid delivery system and, ultimately, the
whole community.

There is a strong relationship between
the financial pressure felt by an attorney
and his or her turnover intentions.
Financial pressures are particularly acute for newer attorneys who feel the burden of large law school debt. Seventy-three percent (73%) of single earner, post-2000 bar
exam attorneys report an intention to leave their legal aid
position in the next three years (versus 42% of the total
group of attorneys surveyed). In addition, while pay dissatisfaction was the strongest correlate of turnover intentions in the current group of attorneys surveyed, it was
also the number one factor associated with the departure of the group of former legal aid attorneys surveyed.
A typical legal aid attorney in Illinois earns a salary in the
low- to mid- $40,000 range. In 2005, an attorney could
expect a 103% rise in salary if she made the decision to
seek employment in a private setting (of 1–50 attorneys).
This difference jumped to 200% if a move was made to
one of the state’s larger firms (251+ attorneys).

Starting salaries for Illinois legal aid
attorneys have not kept pace with the meteoric rise of law school debt, and are not
on par with other public service salaries.
Law school tuitions have increased 7%–20% per year over
the past five years. Law school tuition is four to seven
times higher than it was in 1985. The median reported
law school debt for Illinois legal attorneys was $60,000,
with many of the newer attorneys reporting law school
debt in excess of $100,000. Many also have undergraduate debt in addition to their law school debt.

——

As law school debt has risen, legal aid salaries have
lagged. In 2005, the median legal aid starting salary
in Illinois was $38,500. Salaries for legal aid lawyers
are significantly lower than those in private practice and
lower than other public service salaries. Private practice
salaries have risen at a much faster rate than legal aid
salaries. As attorneys gain experience, legal aid salary
increases lag behind salary increases paid by other public service organizations.

Illinois legal aid lawyers are stretching
out their law school loan repayment
over 22 years, with 30-year repayment plans
becoming increasingly common.
Not only are law students borrowing more money to
attend law school, they are financing it over longer periods of time. While a ten-year repayment period was
the norm ten years ago, today Illinois legal aid lawyers
are financing their law school debt over a 22 plus-year
period, similar to the period of time people take to pay
off their mortgages. By amortizing their loan repayment
over twenty and thirty year periods, borrowers are paying
significantly more interest over the extended life of their
educational loans, and deferring decisions, such as buying a home or starting a family.

To help ease their financial pressures,
Illinois legal aid attorneys indicated a need
for (1) a modest increase in compensation
and (2) loan repayment assistance.
Most attorneys who pursue a legal aid career do so
with the knowledge that by accepting such a position,
they will make some financial sacrifices. When asked
about the amount of additional compensation or loan
repayment assistance necessary to impact the decision
to remain in a legal aid job, Illinois legal aid attorneys
indicated very modest amounts. The median amount of
necessary compensation they identified was $10,000
annually. The median amount of necessary annual loan
repayment assistance to help them pay back student
loans was $5,000. When the post-2000 bar exam group
(who are experiencing more financial pressure due to
escalating law school debt burden) is isolated from the
larger sample, 42% indicated that increased compensation would “definitely” impact their decision to leave
and 47% indicated that the provision of loan repayment
assistance would “definitely” impact their decision to
remain in their jobs.
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Fewer and fewer law students can afford
to make the choice to become and remain
legal aid attorneys.

Turnover cost is considerable to legal
aid organizations, but also to the clients
they serve.

Many young attorneys must forgo a legal aid career
because of their inability to make ends meet while satisfying their law school debt. Others who initially join a legal
aid organization struggle to get by and find it impossible
to continue due to financial burdens.

The cost of losing approximately 10% of Illinois’ legal aid
attorneys per year (in accumulated knowledge, recruiting
and re-training costs) is at minimum $911,372 per year,
or $32,549 per exiting attorney. Losing 10% of the legal
aid attorney workforce in one year can result in 9,245
fewer legal aid clients across Illinois being served in a
year. So while turnover has a tremendous impact on individual legal aid organizations, it results in a significantly
lower number of individuals receiving the help they need
to deal with important issues impacting their safety and
independence (such as domestic violence, child support
or losing their home through mortgage foreclosure).

Compensation is not the only factor
influencing turnover.
Legal aid attorneys who intend to leave in the next three
years also indicate dissatisfaction with professional support and professional advancement opportunities. Over
half of the legal aid staff attorneys surveyed expressed
a need for more training on working with mentally ill clients. Over half of managing attorneys want training to
improve their supervisory skills.

The frequency with which an attorney
experiences demanding client interactions
is strongly associated with his or her
likelihood of turnover.
Legal aid attorneys regularly deal with clients who are
in crisis. Many of these clients grapple with life-threatening or critical issues, such as access to housing or
healthcare. The client may be an elderly woman losing
her home to the actions of a predatory lender; she may
be trying to escape a violent situation at home while
trying to keep custody of her children or the client might
be a mentally ill veteran who is trying to obtain medical
and other benefits. Because of the nature of their work,
legal aid attorneys routinely experience demanding client interactions when a client has emotional needs or
a mental illness that a legal aid attorney does not have
the skills to manage. Sixty-percent (60%) of attorneys
experiencing frequent, demanding client interactions
plan on leaving their positions in the next three years.

One of the stronger correlates of turnover
intent is the attorney’s original goal for pursuing a legal aid position.

***
The report concludes with a comprehensive set of recommendations to help stakeholders in Illinois’ legal
aid delivery system — legal aid organizations and their
boards, funders, law schools, governments and the legal
profession — address recruitment and retention challenges to help promote long-term stability for these organizations as well as to help the organizations serve their
clients more effectively. The responsibility for addressing these challenges does not rest solely with legal aid
organizations or any other stakeholder group. Rather, it
will take a concerted effort by all stakeholders to help
legal aid organizations address these issues. Each
stakeholder group has contributed to these problems in
varying degrees, and all need to be part of the solution.
The civil legal aid organizations serving Illinois build
healthier and more stable families and communities.
The efforts of these organizations are often the key
to preventing social problems like domestic violence,
predatory lending, illegal evictions, and child support
difficulties from spiraling into crises. But these organizations will fall apart if they cannot attract and retain
the most talented attorneys to provide critical services
to Illinoisans. It is crucial for the health of Illinois’ legal
aid delivery system and the community as a whole that
the community respond to the recruiting and retention
challenges identified in this study.

Attorneys who sought their positions to help others are
twice as likely to stay in their positions as attorneys
who sought their positions primarily to obtain job or litigation experience.

——
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Commentary

Investing in Justice: A Framework for Effective Recruitment and Retention of Illinois Legal Aid Attorneys

Methodology
In order to gain a comprehensive understanding of the
factors impacting attorney recruitment and retention in
Illinois’ legal aid sector, the present study focused on the
characteristics of 26 participating Illinois legal aid organizations during the period of May to October, 2005.
The organizations surveyed provide a wide array of free
or low-cost legal services to the low-income residents of
Illinois. Twenty-four of the organizations (employing 69%
of the study’s population) are located in Cook County.
The organizations ranged in size from 1 to 80 attorneys
at the time of the survey.
The study was sub-divided into five areas of focus:
1. Voluntary Attorney Turnover Data (2000–2004)
2. Attorney Compensation Data
3. Current Attorney Satisfaction and Opinion Data
4. Former Attorney Satisfaction and Opinion Data
5. Executive Director Interviews

1. Voluntary Turnover Survey
In order to assess the extent of turnover in Illinois’ legal
aid organizations, the executive directors of 26 participating agencies provided information about their voluntary turnover from 2000–2004. (Voluntary turnover was
defined as separation willingly initiated by the attorney.)
The information was tabulated by asking the executive
directors to describe the following for each attorney voluntarily departing since 2000:
1. Attorney position
2. Year of exit
3. Years of employment
4. Salary upon leaving
5. Race
6. Gender
7. The attorney’s new position
8. Contact information for attorney (if available)

sample were White, 7% African American, 8% Hispanic and
3% of Asian descent. The gender composition of the sample was 63% female and 37% male. The median income of
the average attorney in the sample at the time of leaving
was $40,375, with a median tenure of 2.5 years.

2. Compensation Survey
At the same time, the executive directors were also
asked to provide current compensation data for their
attorneys. The data was collected by asking the executive directors to list the following for each of their currently employed attorneys:
1. Attorney position
2. Starting salary
3. Current salary
4. Number of years employed
5. Where the attorney worked before
his/her current position
6. Date of bar exam
7. Race
8. Gender
The compensation survey collected data on 267 current
legal aid attorneys from 26 organizations. Eighty-one percent (81%) of the sample were White, 8% Hispanic, 6%
African American, and 4% of Asian descent. Sixty-five percent (65%) of the group were female and 35% male.1
The typical attorney has been out of law school 11 years,
and has worked at the same organization five years.
Sixty-nine percent (69%) of the sample were identified as
staff attorneys, 25% as managing attorneys, and 6% as
executive directors.
As the compensation survey required executive directors
to report information for every one of their attorneys on
staff, its data set represents the study’s total population.

Turnover data was compiled in this manner for 177 legal aid
attorneys who left their organizations voluntarily between
the years of 2000–2004. Eighty-two percent (82%) of the

1
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This statistic reflects the national trend that legal services staff
attorneys are increasingly becoming disproportionately female. John
Tobin, Urgent Memo to Ourselves: Legal Services is Not the Peace
Corps (Addressing the Salary Chasm Now), Management Information
Exchange Journal (Spring 2003) at 5.
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Table 1: Demographics of Illinois Legal Aid Attorney Opinion Sur vey Respondents
Executive
Directors

Managing
Attorneys

Staff Attorneys

Former Staff
Attorneys*

12 (7.6%)

41 (25.9%)

105 (66.5%)

42

Female

67%

61%

70%

67%

Male

33%

39%

30%

33%

Median Age

56

41

37

35

African American

8%

10%

4%

2%

Asian/Pacific Islander

–

–

6%

5%

Hispanic

–

7%

8%

7%

Native American

–

–

–

–

Mixed Race

–

2%

2%

2%

White

92%

81%

80%

83%

Median Years Out of Law School

24

12

7

8

Median Years in Legal Aid

11.5

10

6

5

Median Years in Organization

10

9

6

4

Median Jobs Held Since Bar Exam

3

2

2

3

Median Hours Worked Per Week

50

45

40.5

47

Total Responses
Personal Demographics

Job-Related Demographics

* Former attorney data pertains to the last legal aid position held by the respondent.

3. Attorney Opinion Survey
An opinion survey was constructed in order to measure
those factors that may be impacting the recruitment and
retention of current legal aid attorneys. The survey consisted of 47 items which focused on the following areas
of an attorney’s experience:
1. Compensation and student debt
2. Job satisfaction
3. Job commitment
4. Compensation attitudes
5. Training needs
6. Work demands and burnout
In order to maximize response rates, facilitate ease of
use, and ensure confidentiality, a web-based hosting service was used to deliver the survey to respondents and
collect data.
The executive directors were asked to forward an e-mail
containing a link to the survey for their organization’s
attorneys. Once opened, the survey link provided brief
instructions and assured respondents of their anonymity
before presenting the survey items.

Out of this study’s estimated total population of 267
attorneys, 172 (64%) responded. Of those, 152 (56%) were
usable for analysis. This response rate allows the reader
to be 95% certain that the percentages reported in the
opinion survey represent the true population of Illinois
legal aid attorney 2 opinions +/- 3%.3
The gender and racial composition of the attorney opinion survey sample was similar to both the Compensation
Survey and The Legal Aid Safety Net study, indicating
a representative sample of Illinois’ legal aid attorney
population across gender and racial categories. 4 The
demographic makeup of the opinion survey sample is
further described in Table 1 and Appendix A, reporting
both respondents’ personal demographics and their jobrelated characteristics.
2

This is based on the estimated population of approximately 280
full-time legal aid attorneys in Illinois. The Legal Aid Safety Net:
A Report on the Legal Needs of Low-Income Illinoisans, Lawyers Trust
Fund of Illinois, February 2005, at 132.

3

Readers should note that the opinion survey sample is non-random.

4

The Legal Aid Safety Net reports an attorney population that is
81% White, 7% Latino, 6% African American, and 3% Asian/Pacific
Islander. Lawyers Trust Fund of Illinois, The Legal Aid Safety Net
at 135.
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A. Executive Directors
As a group, the executive directors who participated in the
opinion survey spend around 50 hours per week focused
on the strategic, administrative and fundraising issues of
their organizations. They bring considerable experience
to their jobs, having worked primarily in their own or other
legal services organizations or nonprofits.

Of this sample, 76 attorneys (53%) agreed to participate
by providing their emails. Once invited via a web link sent
to their email accounts, 52 attorneys (36% of the sample)
completed the survey. The demographic composition of the
attorneys who responded to the Former Attorney Opinion
survey was similar to both the Turnover survey and the
Illinois Legal Needs II study.6

B. Managing Attorneys
The group of managing attorneys responding to the survey
spends their typical 45 hours per week engaged primarily in litigation, direct service and research activity, with
some focus spent on the administrative, fundraising and
advocacy efforts of their organizations. As a group, they
typically have close to a decade of experience gained in
their own or other legal services agencies, with their law
school performance clustering in the second quartile of
their class.

The relatively small number of respondents to this survey made it difficult to report separate, meaningful findings for both former managing attorneys and former staff
attorneys. For this reason, the 42 former staff attorneys
who responded to the survey were isolated, and now
comprise the entire sample for the Former Legal Aid
Attorney Survey.

C. Staff Attorneys
The staff attorneys who make up the majority of survey respondents typically spend 40 hours per week
engaged almost exclusively in litigation, direct ser vice
and research activities. Typically they have come to
their positions straight from law school, or have spent
one to two years working elsewhere. Their law school
performance tends to cluster in the top quar tile of
graduating students.

4. Former Legal Aid Attorney
Opinion Survey
While the attorney opinion survey described in the previous section was comprehensive, its predictive ability
was limited to asking attorneys to describe their future
turnover intentions. In order to supplement this data, the
study also included information from those attorneys who
had made the formal decision to leave their legal aid positions. The two groups of attorneys cannot be considered
a controlled match in an experimental sense, but provide
an interesting contrast to one another.

5. Executive Director Inter views
The Executive Director portion of the study was completed by interviewing 26 executive directors in person
(or via the telephone when in-person interviews could
not be scheduled). The interviews ranged in length from
20–60 minutes, depending on the amount of information
provided by the executive director, and were designed
to document how the following four factors played out
within each respondent’s organization:
1. Past voluntary attorney turnover
2. Current attorney compensation
3. The attorney job and its responsibilities
4. Previous and current retention challenges
and successes.
The interviews were transcribed and analyzed for themes,
the results of which are reported in the Executive Director
portion of this report.

In order to collect this data, the executive directors were
asked to provide contact information for those attorneys
who had voluntarily departed their organizations over the
past 5 years. 5 Using this information, 143 former legal
aid attorneys were contacted via telephone and asked to
participate in a web-based survey similar in style to the
opinion survey described in the previous section.
5

Given the non-random nature of this selection process, this
portion of the study should be considered illustrative, though not
scientifically representative, of all former legal aid attorneys.

6

See Table 1.
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Table 2: Percentage of Illinois Legal Aid Attorney Workforce Leaving by Organization Size
Illinois Legal Aid Organization Size

National Organization Size

Year

1–5
Attorneys

6–20
Attorneys

20+
Attorneys

Private Firms
(251–500 attorneys)
First Year Associates *

Private Firms
(251–500 attorneys)
Lateral Associates *

2000

3%

9%

15%

2001

12%

4%

11%

2002

12%

5%

11%

2003

15%

2%

20%

2004

12%

4%

12%

5 year average

11%

5%

14%

17.2%

22.4%

* NALP, The Association for the Legal Career Professionals, Keeping the Keepers II: Mobility and Management of Associates, 2003 (available at
www.nalp.org). (It should be noted that this figure represents both voluntary and non-voluntary turnover for private firms.)

Voluntary Turnover

Key Findings:

Voluntary turnover is defined as separation willingly initiated by an attorney. In order for the present study to
explore turnover’s causes, the researcher first had to
establish its extent over the past five years in Illinois’
legal services organizations. This was accomplished by
asking participating executive directors to provide past
and current staffing information for their agencies.

1.		Annual turnover rates in Illinois’ legal aid
organizations have ranged from 2–20%
since 2000. The highest turnover rates
occurred in those organizations with 20 or
more attorneys.
2.		Race- and gender-related causes of turnover
were ruled out, while location-, compensationand tenure-related causes were not.

The question of what constitutes a “good” turnover rate
versus a “bad” rate is difficult to answer, as each organization and economic sector is subject to different market factors. Every organization will have some amount of
turnover, and not all turnover is dysfunctional (e.g., poor
performers leave, not all staff members are performing
at 100% capacity, some employees are a poor fit, etc.).
Turnover becomes dysfunctional when its costs exceed
its benefits, and when it cannot be planned for.
The resulting data illustrate the typical legal aid attorney’s
professional tenure, mapping where they worked prior to
their legal aid position, how long they have stayed, and
the job(s) they took after leaving. As in all statistical analyses, data for one group becomes increasingly meaningful when compared with the data of other groups. For this
reason, the turnover data in this section are presented
alongside national turnover data whenever possible.7

3.		Since 2000, 75% of exiting attorneys
have earned less than $45,000 per year.
4.		The two to four year mark is a time when
attorneys are at the highest risk for
leaving voluntarily.

1. Annual Attorney Turnover
As illustrated by Table 2, annual turnover rates in Illinois
legal aid organizations have ranged from 2–20% since
2000. The highest rates (11–20%) occurred in organizations
with twenty or more attorneys. The second highest rates
(3–15%) occurred in small organizations employing one to
five attorneys. The lowest annual rates (2–9%) occurred in
mid-size agencies employing six to twenty attorneys.

7
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The United States Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2004 Job Openings and
Labor Turnover Survey (http://www.bls.gov/jlt/). The 2004 average
annual turnover for professional and business services was 24.9%
and the 2004 average annual turnover rates for health care and
social assistance was 18.5%. See also NALP, The Association of Legal
Career Professionals (www.nalp.org).
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2. National Comparisons
On a national level, these turnover rates are lower than
those of private business, and are in line with health and
social services organizations nationwide.8 While these
comparisons are generally favorable, they should be made
with caution. Private business, health and some social service organizations are usually better equipped to absorb
the costs associated with turnover than are small organizations with revenue sources that are often fixed.
Private Law Firm Comparisons
On a national level, annual turnover in large, private law
firms appears to hover between 11–22%, with the most
prevalent reason for departure being “unmet performance
standards” (accounting for roughly 20% of departures).9
This is followed by geographic preference (16.8%), advancement oppor tunities (7.4%), and billable hour pressures
(6.1%). 10 According to a recent study by the NALP, The
Association of Legal Career Professionals, nearly 60% of
entry-level associates (working at firms of over 500 attorneys) leave their positions by their fourth year as more and
more associates are “second guessing whether they want
to sign their lives over to their jobs.”11
In comparison to the data collected for large, private
firms, Illinois legal aid organizations’ rates are similar
to favorable. As with the Bureau of Labor Statistics data,
however, direct comparisons with this group should be
made with caution. The two types of organizations operate under different constraints. Replacement of legal aid
attorneys can be more challenging than it is for private
sector attorneys because the available pool of applicants
is not as extensive. This is due in large part to the lower
salaries offered by legal services and is exacerbated
(with recent law graduates) by higher educational debt
loads. To underscore this point, research by Equal Justice
Works has found that a majority of graduating law students nationally report that law school debt is preventing
them from even considering a public service career. 12
The cost associated with recruiting and re-training new
employees is real. For every employee who leaves, money
must be spent on replacing them. Also, a legal aid organization’s staff strains to cover the caseload of the exiting attorney, forcing staff to make hard decisions about

accepting new clients and maintaining pre-vacancy intake
levels. Before deciding whether a particular turnover rate
is favorable, legal aid organizations should determine if
their budget gives them the flexibility to spend funds on
any unanticipated attorney workforce turnover.

3. Legal Aid Attorney
Professional Paths
In order to understand the professional path the typical legal aid attorney has taken over the past 5 years,
executive directors were asked to list where their current employees have worked prior to their positions, and
where their former employees now work.
As illustrated by Table 3, the largest proportion of legal
aid attorneys (45%) have come straight from law school,
followed by private practice (19%) and other legal aid organizations (18%). Of those attorneys who have left their
positions, the largest proportion of them left for positions
in private law firms (24%), followed by other legal aid organizations (19%) and government agencies (17%).

4. Demographic Differences in
Turnover Statistics
An initial attempt at understanding the causes of attorney turnover was undertaken by examining the demographic characteristics of those attorneys departing their
positions over the past five years. Through the examination of final salaries and years of employment across
demographic groups, race- and gender-related causes
of turnover were ruled out. Location, compensation, and
tenure-related causes were not.

8

Id., 2004 Job Openings and Labor Turnover Survey.

9

NALP, The Association of Legal Career Professionals, Keeping the
Keepers II: Mobility and Management of Associates, 2003.

10 Id.
11 Ashby Jones, Law Firm Life Doesn’t Suit Some Associates,
The Wall Street Journal, May 2, 2006.
12 Equal Justice Works, National Association for Law Placement
and Partnership for Public Service, From Paper Chase to Money Chase:
Law School Debt Diverts Road to Public Services, 2002 at 22.
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Table 3: Illinois Legal Aid Attorney Professional Paths (2000–2004)
Where Current Legal Aid Attorneys
Have Worked Prior to Their Positions (n = 188)

Where Former Legal Aid
Attorneys Have Gone (n = 110)*

Law School (student)

45%

Private Practice

24%

Private Practice

19%

Other Legal Aid

19%

Other Legal Aid

18%

Government

17%

Social Service

5%

Out of State

15%

Government

5%

Social Service

6%

Clerkship

2%

Family

6%

Private Business

2%

Academics

3%

Volunteer

2%

Politics

3%

Academics

2%

Left Law

1%

Law School

1%

Journalism

1%

Corporate Counsel

1%

* Three percent (3%) of paths were not reported where category was difficult to define.

A. Race and Gender
There were no statistically meaningful differences between
men and women or racial categories in either the turnover
or final salary data.13 This means that no gender or racial
group exited their position at a different rate or earned
a meaningfully different final salary than any other group.
This lack of difference suggests that legal aid turnover has
not been the result of gender- or race-based employment
discrepancies in Illinois’ legal aid organizations over the
past 5 years.
B. Organization Location
A downstate location is associated with a higher probability of turnover. Of primary note, more downstate attorneys have left their positions in the past five years (41%
of the five-year turnover sample), than would be predicted
by their representation in the current attorney population
(31%). Of note, (and as illustrated by Table 4) median final
salaries between Chicago and downstate locations differed by 24%. 14
C. Final Salary
Looking at the salaries all staff attorneys were earning
prior to leaving, the median levels ranged from $35,550–
$44,000 per year (Table 4). Since 2000, only 25% of the

turnover sample earned over $45,000 per year upon exiting. Given the clustering of final salaries at or below the
mid-$40,000 range, the data suggest a strong link between
turnover and low compensation.
D. Final Tenure
Examining the number of years all staff attorneys worked
in their positions prior to leaving, a median tenure of
2.5 years was uncovered. Only 21% of the turnover sample worked for more than four years prior to departure. 15
These figures should allow administrators to feel confident that the two to four year mark is a time when staff
attorneys are at the highest risk for leaving voluntarily.

13 Race-, gender- and location-related turnover frequencies were tested
via chi-square analysis at the .05 level of probability. Final salary
assessments are based on statistical tests of linear regression.
Tenure, but not race or gender, predicted significant variance in final
salaries at the .05 level of probability.
14 This difference can be accounted for partially by the 20–30% cost
of living differential between Chicago and the rest of the state.
ACCRA (The Council for Community and Economic Research), Cost
of Living Index (available at www.accra.org).
15 In addition to the median tenure of two and one-half years, the most
frequently occurring (modal) value in the sample was three years.
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Table 4: Former Illinois Legal Aid Attorney Median Salary and
Years Worked Before Leaving (2000–2004) (n = 160)
Attorney
Demographic

Median Salary
Upon Leaving

Median Years Worked
Before Leaving

Percentage of Turnover Sample vs. Percentage
of Current Attorney Population *

All Attorneys

$40,375

2.5

100% / 100%

Chicago

$44,000

3

59% / 69%

Downstate

$35,550

2

41% / 31%

Female

$39,500

3

63% / 65%

Male

$41,750

2.5

37% / 35%

African American

$43,000

2.5

7% / 6%

Asian

$44,000

4

3% / 4%

Hispanic

$40,890

3

8% / 8%

White

$39,600

2.5

82% / 81%

Staff Attorneys

$41,750

3

94% / 69%

Managing Attorneys

$56,587

7

6% / 25%

* Based on the composition of the Compensation Survey data.

The Cost of Turnover

Key Findings:

Despite heavy discussion of the cost of turnover to industry, formulas for arriving at its actual cost vary. Typical
estimates place turnover costs anywhere from 50%–100%
(or more) of the departing employee’s annual compensation. 16 The standard idea behind a turnover cost formula
is to calculate the cost of hiring, training and replacing
an employee (making sure to include estimates of lost
productivity while the employee is training, as well as during the exiting employee’s departure process).

1.		A typical legal aid attorney at the end of his or
her third year (and at the highest risk for
turnover) feels 57% more knowledgeable in his
or her practice area than on the first day.
2. The cost of losing approximately 10% of Illinois’
legal aid attorneys per year 17 (in accumulated
knowledge, recruiting and re-training costs)
is at minimum $911,372 per year, or $32,549
per exiting attorney. 18

One element missing from this traditional analysis is the
dollar cost of the “brain drain” associated with turnover.
That is, how much knowledge leaves an organization with
the employee, and what the cost of this loss might be.
In addition to estimating the traditional cost of turnover
for each organization in the survey, the present study
endeavored to measure the “brain drain” associated
with turnover by quantifying an attorney’s professional
development over time.

3.		Losing 10% of the attorney workforce in one
year can result in 9,245 fewer legal aid clients
across Illinois being served in a year.

16 Carla Johnson, Capturing Turnover Costs, 45 HR Magazine 7,
July 2000, at 107.
17 The present study’s five-year average turnover rate is 10%.
18 This cost represents 2005 dollars.
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1. Calculating the “Brain Drain”
In order to arrive at these figures, the legal aid agencies’
executive directors were asked to provide the researcher
with a copy of their organization’s attorney performance
appraisal instrument. Upon examining each agency’s performance criteria for staff and managing attorneys, the
researcher extracted seven performance factors shared
by almost every organization (see Appendix B).
These seven factors were translated into a self-assessment tool and included in the attorney opinion survey.
Respondents were asked to rate their performance in
each area on a scale from 1–10 for each year of their
tenure. In this way, the researcher was able to track the
average growth in performance over an attorney’s tenure,
and to assess how much “knowledge” is developed during this time.

2. Professional Development Rates
In order to explain the data presented in Figure 1, the
first performance factor, “Expertise in Substantive Area
of Practice,” will be used. As illustrated in column one,
the typical attorney feels that by the end of his or her
first year of tenure, he or she is 33% more knowledgeable in terms of the substantive area of practice than on

the first day. By the end of their third year this number
jumps to 57%, and at the close of their fifth year those
attorneys responding felt 73% more knowledgeable than
they were on their first day of employment.

3. Self-Ratings
One concern with this methodology is the accuracy of selfrating data. It is generally assumed in the assessment literature that an employee’s self-ratings tend to be inflated
in relation to the ratings that would be awarded by supervisors or peers. 19 In order to arrive at a “true” value of
attorney performance improvement over time, both supervisory and peer evaluations for those attorneys responding to these items would need to be obtained.
Despite this methodological concern, the values listed
in Figure 1 are an accurate indicator of how valuable
the attorneys themselves feel in the employment market.
It is this self-assessment of one’s worth that plays a
large role in an attorney’s decision to remain in his or
her position. By examining Figure 1, it is not difficult to
imagine a well-trained attorney at the end of her third
year acknowledging that, while she feels 57% or so more
knowledgeable in her practice area, her overall compensation (monetary or otherwise) has not kept pace with her
professional growth.

Figure 1: Legal Aid Professional
Development Over Time
Percentage Growth in Legal Expertise from “First Day”
100

80

60

90%
40

73%
57%

20

33%

0
Year One

Year Three
Year Five
(Highest
Turnover Risk)

Year Seven

19 Leanne Atwater, “The Advantages and Pitfalls of Self-Assessment in
Organizations,” in Performance Appraisal: State of the Art in Practice,
ed. J.W. Smithers (San Francisco: Jossey Bass, 1998).

— 17 —

Investing in Justice: A Framework for Effective Recruitment and Retention of Illinois Legal Aid Attorneys

Table 5: Estimated Annual Turnover Costs within Illinois’ Legal Aid Community (in 2005 dollars).
28 Illinois Attorneys Exiting Annually 20 (10% annual turnover 21)
Salary Savings and Costs
28 salaries
no longer paid

Based on 2005 median third year attorney
salary of $45,000 22

$45,000 multiplied by
28 attorneys

$1,260,000

28 replacement
salaries

Based on 2005 median starting salary
of $38,500 23

$38,500 multiplied by
28 attorneys

($1,078,000)

Difference (savings)

$182,000 or $6,500
per attorney

Based on attorney self-assessment data: 24
median 2002 starting salary = $35,000.25
A 57% increase in knowledge over 3 years from
a $35,000 base = $19,950 or 57% of
$35,000 = $19,950

$19,950 multiplied
by 28 attorneys

($558,600) or
($19,950)
per attorney

Recruitment
and hiring 26

1 week of hiring team time: The 2005 blended
executive director/managing attorney salary
of $72,100 27 divided by 52 = $1,387

$1,387 multiplied by
28 attorneys

($38,836)

Training of
new hires

8 weeks of executive/management team time:
The 2005 blended executive director/
managing attorney salary of $72,100 28 divided
by 52 weeks = $1,387. $1,387 multiplied by
8 = $11,096.

$11,096 multiplied by
28 attorneys

($310,688)

Lost productivity

8 weeks of 50% productivity as the attorney
exits and 8 weeks of 50% productivity as the new
attorney enters = a loss of 8 weeks per exiting
attorney. The 2005 median statewide staff attorney salary of $43,000 29 divided by 52 weeks =
$827. $827 multiplied by 8 weeks = $6,616

$6,616 multiplied by
28 attorneys

($185,248)

Investment Costs
Cumulative
knowledge loss

Replacement Costs

Total Replacement Costs

($534,772) or ($19,099) per attorney

2005 Total Turnover Costs
In Illinois

($911,372) or ($32,549) per attorney

In Illinois without salary savings assumption of top 3 rows

($1,093,372) or ($39,049) per attorney

20 This value is based on a total population of 280 full-time attorneys
in Illinois.
21 This reflects the present study’s five-year turnover rate.
22 See Table 6.

26 This includes time spent writing job postings, screening applicants,
conducting first- and second-round interviews, meeting and
conferring on hiring decisions, completing reference checks, drafting
rejection letters, and conducting salary negotiations.
27 This figure is calculated using the statewide 2005 median
executive director salary of $81,500 and the statewide 2005 median
managing attorney salary of $62,700.

23 This figure assumes that exiting attorneys are replaced with entrylevel attorneys. This may not be the case in every organization.
See also Table 6.

28 Id.

24 See Figure 1.
25 This is based on the historical attorney starting salaries reported
in the compensation survey. The resulting dollar value of knowledge
increase is not adjusted for inflation.

29 See Table 6.
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4. Quantifying the Dollar Cost
of Turnover
Based on the data collected in both the turnover and
compensation surveys, the researcher was able to calculate an annual estimate of turnover’s cost to Illinois’ legal
aid community. The model presented in Table 5 is built
on the premise that turnover expenditures result from
investment and replacement costs. 30 Legal aid organizations incur investment costs by training and developing
an attorney over a number of years. Replacement costs
are associated with an attorney’s departure, and include
exit interviews, lost productivity, and the time spent on
the recruitment, hiring and initial training of a replacement attorney.
Table 5 walks the reader through a typical turnover cost
calculation. It assumes a 10% annual turnover rate per
year, or roughly 28 exiting attorneys. 31 It estimates typical investment and replacement costs, including the
cost of the “brain drain” as exiting attorneys leave with
valuable knowledge as well as the cost of reduced productivity as one attorney exits and a replacement attorney gains momentum.

Totaling all of these figures, the annual turnover cost
ranges from roughly $32,000–$39,000 per exiting attorney depending on whether the conservative assumption
of salary savings calculated in the first three rows is used.
Using the 2005 median statewide staff attorney salary of
$43,000 33 as a benchmark, the typical cost of turnover in
Illinois’ legal aid system is estimated to cost anywhere
from 74%–91% of the exiting attorney’s annual salary.
Appendix C allows the reader to calculate turnover costs for
their own organization.

5. The Impact of Attorney Turnover on
Legal Aid Clients
In addition to the dollar cost of unplanned turnover to
legal aid organizations, there is a human cost that
deserves mention. The calculations above do not consider the impact of attorney turnover on clients as programs are forced to reduce services in the absence of a
qualified candidate. The example below was offered by
one executive director, illustrating the impact of losing
just one attorney on a legal aid organization’s ability to
represent clients.

To begin, any salary savings earned from replacing the
exiting attorney must be considered. If it is assumed that
every exiting attorney is replaced with a novice attorney
(a very conservative estimate, as many attorneys are
replaced with individuals of at least equal experience),
then the first three rows of Table 5 estimate the 2005
replacement savings to be $182,000 per year across
the state (or $6,500 per exiting attorney).

In FY04 our family law program conducted 289 intake
interviews and accepted 208 clients (or 72%) for representation. Our sole family law practitioner resigned
in early August 2004, one month after the new fiscal
year began, at which point we were forced to close
family law intakes for almost six months as we conducted two rounds of interviewing. We hired a new
attorney who started in January 2005.
As a result, our FY05 family law program numbers
were severely impacted. We conducted just 130 intakes and accepted only 77 cases (or 59%) that fiscal
year. Thankfully, we have recovered in FY06 as the new
attorney is nearly up to full speed.

Moving down Table 5, the investment costs of losing the
attorney are calculated as the dollar value of the knowledge the attorney has accumulated over his or her tenure.
Using the calculations from the professional development
assessments, a 57% improvement in knowledge over
3 years (from a starting salary of $35,000) is valued at
$19,950 per attorney.32 If 28 attorneys leave per year, this
equates to an annual loss of $558,600 throughout Illinois
in accumulated knowledge drain.
Table 5 goes on to calculate the replacement costs of
losing the attorney, costs which take into account the
amount of time both executive directors and managing
attorneys must spend recruiting, selecting and training
replacement attorneys. These costs also estimate how
much salaried time is lost as the exiting attorney disengages during his or her last months, and as the replacement attorney learns the necessary skills and techniques
to function optimally in the position. The total dollar cost
of this time annually is estimated at $534,772 statewide,
or $19,099 per attorney.

Although we had a bottom line cost of well over
$20,000 incurred through hiring an outside attorney to
handle the family law cases during the time without an
attorney, as well as time invested in the hiring process,
the case representation impact was significant.

30 The Catalyst Organization, Beyond A Reasonable Doubt: Building the
Business Case for Flexibility 2005 at 10 (available at www.catalystwomen.org).
31 This percentage is based on a total population of 280 full-time
attorneys in Illinois.
32 The researcher has made the assumption that the attorney’s total
salary value is based on the substantive legal knowledge the attorney
possesses. Depending on an organization’s pay philosophy, this
may or may not be the case in all organizations. The third year value
was chosen as a benchmark due to its designation as the most
frequently witnessed attorney exit point.
33 See Table 6.

— 19 —

Investing in Justice: A Framework for Effective Recruitment and Retention of Illinois Legal Aid Attorneys

As illustrated above, a typical 10% annual turnover rate can
substantially reduce the ability of legal aid organizations to
serve the community. As vacant positions, limited productivity of new hires, and time lost while more experienced
attorneys provide mentoring take their toll on an organization’s productivity, the community loses vital services.
Based on the findings of the The Legal Aid Safety Net,
Illinois legal aid staff attorneys handled a total of 92,456
cases in 2003. 34 (This total does not include cases handled primarily by volunteer attorneys). If one assumes
that the potential productivity of the legal aid work force
is reduced by 10% annually because of staff turnover, it
is possible to calculate that in the absence of these disruptive factors legal aid staff attorneys would have been
able to provide assistance to an additional 9,245 clients
in 2003. 35 This would include 6,878 brief service matters
and 2,367 cases involving representation.

Compensation
In order to better understand the factors impacting a legal
aid attorney’s decision to remain employed with his or
her organization, a compensation survey of Illinois’ legal
aid attorneys was undertaken in the summer of 2005.
Every effort was made to obtain as diverse a sample as
possible across the state. The resulting sample is comprised of 69% Chicago-area employees, and 31% downstate employees (Twenty-four Chicago-area agencies and
two downstate agencies.)

Key Findings:
1. A typical legal aid attorney in Illinois earns a
salary in the low- to mid- $40,000 range.
2.		In 2005, a typical third-year legal aid attorney
in Illinois could expect a 103% rise in salary
if he or she made the decision to seek employment in a private setting (of 1–50 attorneys).
This difference jumped to 200% if a move was
made to one of the state’s larger firms (251+
attorneys).

Survey Organization
The compensation data is organized into two sections.
The first section, Legal Aid Salaries, lists staff attorney, managing attorney and executive director salaries.
Median, mean, lowest and highest values reported are
listed in order to give the reader the most comprehensive view possible of the existing legal aid salary market.
This section also lists estimated legal aid starting salaries for the past 15 years, and compares them with student debt levels. The second section, Legal Aid Benefits,
presents the benefit practices of the study’s participating organizations.

Legal Aid Salaries
1. Salary Market Analysis
In order to understand how an employment market values a particular position, one must first obtain the highest, lowest and middle salary values being paid for a
particular job. Once this is done, a basic analysis will
allow the observer to define the job’s “market range” or
how much the employment market values the services
offered within a particular position.
Using the information provided in Tables 6 (page 21) and
7 (page 22), it becomes apparent that “the market midpoint” value of the job of a legal aid attorney in Illinois
tends to settle in the low- to mid- $40,000 range. If an
executive director were to create a new attorney position,
and were interested in understanding how to arrive at the
“going rate” salary, he or she could consult this salary table
as a guide.
Using the example of a Chicago-area staff attorney who
took the bar exam in 2000 (Table 7), an executive director
would know that the range for such a position is $38,400 –
$47,250. Depending on the executive director’s pay philosophy, strategy or constraints, he or she may choose to
offer a salary at the bottom, middle or top of the legal aid
market range.

3. Starting salaries for Illinois legal aid attorneys
have not kept pace with the meteoric rise of
law school debt.

34 Lawyers Trust Fund of Illinois, The Legal Aid Safety Net at 99.
35 Id.

— 20 —

Published by The Chicago Bar Foundation and the Illinois Coalition for Equal Justice • November 2006

Table 6: 2005 Statewide Legal Aid Salaries by Bar Exam Date
Bar Exam Date

Median

Average

Low

High

Number of
Agencies
Reporting

All Staff Attorneys

$43,000

$43,103

$30,000

$66,000

21

2005

$38,500

$42,750

$33,000

$65,500

4

2004

$37,500

$38,986

$32,500

$60,000

6

2003

$38,250

$38,992

$33,750

$43,500

6

2002

$45,000

$42,653

$34,125

$48,000

6

2001

$43,250

$42,143

$35,830

$46,500

5

2000

$43,785

$43,265

$38,400

$47,250

3

1998

$48,000

$44,915

$35,830

$49,060

5

1995

$52,250

$52,103

$48,000

$60,000

4

All Managing Attorneys

$62,700

$66,418

$39,552

$150,000

12

1997

$64,123

$64,123

$53,100

$75,147

2

1996

$60,600

$60,750

$53,650

$68,000

3

1995

$56,000

$58,633

$54,900

$65,000

3

1990

$63,787

$64,014

$52,000

$76,500

6

1987

$64,735

$64,676

$49,000

$85,000

7

1985

$65,635

$71,064

$62,985

$90,000

3

All Executive Directors

$81,500

$82,984

$54,000

$148,691

15

2. Nonprofit Salary Markets
An unfortunate concern with using “market-value” terminology with a nonprofit salary analysis is that nonprofit
salaries do not necessarily reflect the complexity of a
position or “a scarcity of talent” in the same way for-profit
salaries do.

Nonprofit salaries are bound by fixed annual budgets,
not by what the market will bear. For this reason, assuring that one’s salaries are in line with those of other
organizations will not necessarily guarantee that one’s
compensation is competitive. Benchmarking in an artificially suppressed salary market is not advised without
also examining the salaries offered by the competing,
less constrained labor markets of the private sector.
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Table 7: 2005 Chicago-Area and Downstate Legal Aid Salaries by Bar Exam Date*
Bar Exam Date

Median

Average

Low

High

Number of
Agencies
Reporting

All Staff Attorneys

$43,500

$43,752

$30,000

$66,000

19

2005

$41,000

$44,700

$35,000

$65,500

3

2004

$42,000

$42,180

$36,000

$60,000

4

2003

$41,750

$40,806

$36,565

$43,500

4

2002

$45,000

$44,536

$37,440

$48,000

4

2001

$46,500

$43,625

$37,500

$46,500

3

2000

$43,785

$43,265

$38,400

$47,250

3

1998

$49,000

$46,365

$38,400

$49,060

3

1995

$52,250

$53,125

$48,000

$60,000

3

Managing Attorneys**

$62,109

$65,660

$39,552

$150,000

10

Executive Directors**

$78,250

$82,382

$54,900

$148,961

14

All Staff Attorneys

$42,370

$41,956

$32,500

$58,673

2

2004

$32,500

$32,600

$32,500

$33,000

2

2003

$34,125

$34,457

$33,750

$35,830

2

2002

$35,400

$35,118

$34,125

$35,830

2

2001

$36,215

$36,215

$35,830

$36,600

2

1998

$45,120

$42,983

$35,830

$48,000

2

1994

$45,847

$44,967

$32,640

$54,050

2

Managing Attorneys**

$64,029

$68,010

$53,350

$109,470

2

Chicago-Area

Downstate

* Some data lines eliminated when individual identification was possible.
** Bar exam dates collapsed in order to preserve anonymity of individual data points.

Table 8: 2005 Median Legal Salary Comparisons by Years Employed
Years of
Experience

Median Salary
Illinois
Legal Aid

Median
Salary Local
Prosecuting
Attorneys
Nationwide
Metro Area
+2 million *

Median
Salary Public
Defenders
Nationwide
Metro Area
+2 million *

Median Salary
Private Firm
Nationwide
( 1–50 attorneys )
Metro Area
+2.5 million **

Median Salary
Private Firm
Nationwide
( 51–250
attorneys)
Metro Area
+2.5million **

Median Salary
Private Firm
Nationwide
(251+
attorneys)
Metro Area
+2.5 million **

1 Year or Less

$43,200

$48,000

$49,895

$82,500

$110,000

$125,000

3 Years

$45,000

$55,890

$57,378

$91,500

$119,000

$135,000

5 Years

$47,250

$61,619

$64,753

$115,000

$120,000

$154,375

* NALP, The Association for Legal Career Professionals, Public Sector and Public Interest Attorney Salary Report (2006).
** NALP, The Association for Legal Career Professionals, Associate Salary Survey (2005).
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Table 9: Over Time: Law School Tuitions 36
1985

1990

1995

2000

2005

Median Private Law School Tuition

$7,385

$11,680

$16,930

$21,920

$28,670

Median Public Law School Tuition for Residents

$1,792

$3,012

$4,879

$7,201

$12,107

Median Public Law School Tuition for Non-residents

$4,876

$7,390

$11,656

$18,131

$23,506

3. Dramatic Salary Differentials
Table 8 compares the salaries offered by Illinois legal aid
organizations, governmental agencies and private law
firms nationwide. Using salary research completed by the
NALP, The Association of Legal Career Professionals,37
Table 8 illustrates how 2005 national median salaries
for first year attorneys (at firms of 1–50 attorneys) were
91% higher than those offered by Illinois’ legal services
organizations.
When examining the salary levels of third year legal aid
attorneys (those at the highest risk for turnover in legal
aid organizations), the difference was equally dramatic. A
typical, third year legal aid attorney in Illinois could expect
a 103% rise in salary in 2005 if he or she made the decision to seek employment in a private setting (of 1–50
attorneys). This difference jumped to 200% if a move was
made to one of the larger firms (251+ attorneys).
While less dramatic, salaries at government agencies
also provide an edge over Illinois’ legal aid salaries.
As illustrated in Table 8, first year attorney salaries in
both public defenders’ and local prosecuting attorneys’
offices nationally outpace salaries offered by Illinois’
legal aid organizations. This gap widens with experience level, as third- and fifth-year salary levels become
increasingly competitive in light of their Illinois legal aid
counterparts. 38
An equally illustrative example of the salary differential
which exists between sectors is the comparison between
legal aid attorney salaries and those offered to paralegals in private firms. According to a 2006 study of 261
law firms nationwide, the median salary for the lowestpaid category of private firm paralegals is $41,513. 39
This is roughly equal to the average salary paid to a thirdyear legal aid attorney in Illinois.

2005, the American Bar Association Section on Legal
Education and Admission to the Bar reported a median
tuition of $28,670 for private law schools, a median
tuition of $12,107 for residents attending public law
schools and $23,506 for non-residents attending public law schools. These figures do not reflect living costs,
which, depending upon school location and other factors,
can range from $10,000 to $15,000. 41
Table 9 tracks the changes over time in median law
school tuitions since 1985. By 2005, the median tuition
for residents in public law schools was almost seven
times more than it was in 1985. The median private law
school tuition was almost four times higher than it had
been in 1985. 42
As law school tuitions rose, more students turned to student loans to defray the costs associated with attending law school. A recent American Bar Association report
found that, while in the mid -1970s only a modest percentage of law students borrowed to pay for law school,
by 2000 nearly seven of every eight law students took
student loans to pay their tuition. 43 The average amount
that students borrowed also escalated, with this amount
more than doubling during the 1990s. 44

36 Based on data collected by the American Bar Association Section
of Legal Education and Admissions to the Bar in its Annual
Questionnaire to American Law Schools, 1985, 1990, 1995, 2000
and 2005.
37 NALP, The Association for Legal Career Professionals, Associate
Salary Survey (2005); Public Sector and Public Interest Attorney Salary
Report (2006).
38 Precise percentages were not calculated due to the 9-month lag
between government and legal aid data collection points.
39 International Paralegal Management Association, Annual
Compensation Survey for Paralegals and Managers (Altman Weil
Publications, 2006) (available at http://www.paralegalmanagement.
org/ipma/detail.asp?linkID=135&heading=Compensation+Survey).

4. The Rise of Law School Debt

40 Id., 2000 and 2005 Questionnaire to American Law Schools.

Since the mid 1980s, law school tuition costs have risen
dramatically. In the past five years, law school tuitions
at private law schools increased 7%–20% per year. 40 In

41 Id., 2005 Questionnaire to American Law Schools.
42 Id., Questionnaire to American Law Schools, 1985, 1990, 1995,
2000 and 2005.
43 The American Bar Association Commission on Loan Repayment and
Forgiveness, Lifting the Burden: Law Student Debt as a Barrier to
Public Service, 17 (2003).
44 Id.
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Table 10: Reported Illinois Legal Aid Attorney Law School Debt by Bar Exam Date (Median Figures)
Loan Amount

Years
Financed

Monthly
Repayment

445% Increase

Starting Salary
(Estimate)
103% Increase

2005–2000 (n = 41)

$60,000

22.5

$400

$36,100

1999–1995 (n = 33)

$25,000

10

$400

$32,620

1994–1990 (n = 24)

$27,500

10

$325

$28,927

1989–1985 (n = 32)

$11,000

10

—

$17,768

1984–previous (n = 20)

$10,000

10

—

—

The national debt data is consistent with the data collected
from Illinois legal aid attorneys. Table 10 illustrates the
rise of reported law school debt over the past 20 years.45
The reported median amount of law school loans borrowed
by Illinois legal aid attorneys has risen from $10,000 prior
to 1984 to over $60,000 today.46 Illinois legal aid attorneys are also financing their student loans for longer periods of time, with the median amount of years rising from
10 years in 1989 to 22.5 years since 2000.
Although law school tuition has risen significantly, legal aid
salaries have failed to keep pace. Legal aid salaries have
always been lower than those offered in private practice.
However, since the mid-1970s, the median salaries in private practice have risen at a much faster rate than those
in the legal aid sector.47 Since 1989, legal aid starting
salaries have risen only 103%, according to the figures
reported in the current compensation survey. It should
also be noted that while median monthly loan repayments
are similar for the 1995–1999 group and the 2000–2005
group, the life of the latter group’s loans is almost double,
suggesting the inability of today’s legal aid attorneys to
keep pace with the repayment schedules once possible
for their counterparts of only ten years ago.
As underscored by the increasing student loan burdens
and longer period of repayment illustrated for newer attorneys, it is apparent that economic survival for today’s
legal aid attorneys is dramatically different than it was
for their predecessors.

45 This uses student debt data and starting salary figures reported in
the attorney opinion survey and the compensation survey.
46 The reported mean law school debt for the sample is $72,000.
47 Lifting the Burden: Law Student Debt as a Barrier to Public Service
at 17.

Legal Aid Benefits
Benefit Analysis
Figure 2 illustrates the benefits provided as part of legal
aid attorney compensation packages by the organizations polled. It allows executive directors to note where
the majority of organizations fall in each benefit range,
and to better understand how an individual organization’s
practices compare with those of its peers.
As a percentage, the majority of organizations polled provide employees with both individual and family health
and dental coverage. Full employee health and dental
coverage appears to be the norm, with a minority providing less than 100% of the employee’s monthly premium.
Full family coverage is less prevalent, although still provided by almost half of all respondents.
One hundred percent (100%) of the organizations polled
provide employee life insurance coverage, with the majority providing up to $50,000 worth of coverage or more.
Forty (40%) percent of respondents did not indicate a
dollar amount of coverage.
Ninety percent (90%) of the organizations polled provide
long term disability insurance policies for their employees. The particulars of these policies vary by individual
organization, and so were tallied simply as “coverage”
versus “no coverage” provided.
Ninety-five percent (95%) of the sample provide a retirement plan for employees, with a good proportion contributing between two to six percent of the employee’s salary
to a defined contribution plan such as a 403(b) plan.
Thirty-three percent (33%) of the sample provide a retirement plan for employees but do not make contributions
on behalf of the employees.
The overwhelming majority of organizations polled provide at least 20 days of vacation annually, with the upper
and lower boundaries at 34 and 15 days annually.
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Figure 2: Illinois Legal Aid Organizations’ Benefit Practices
Employee Health
Coverage As a Percentage
of Premium Paid

Family Health
Coverage As a Percentage
of Premium Paid

Available for
purchase (7%)

100 percent (47%)
100 percent (84%)

50 percent
(20%)

50–75 percent
(11%)
85 percent (5%)

Employee Dental
Coverage As a Percentage
of Premium Paid

85 percent (6%)

Family Dental
Coverage As a Percentage
of Premium Paid

Available for
purchase (8%)

Not available
(11%)

25 percent
(8%)

100 percent (68%)

100 percent (44%)

50 percent
(16%)

25 percent (22%)

Life Insurance
Coverage

Long Term Disability
Insurance Provision

$50,000 (30%)

75 percent (20%)

$75,000 (10%)

Available for
purchase
(22%)

Not provided but
available for
purchase (10%)

$100,000
(10%)
Provided (90%)

$125,000
(10%)
Provided, yet no dollar
amount reported (40%)

Employer’s Contribution
to a Defined
Contribution Plan as a
Percent of Salary

Vacation Days
Granted (Separate from
Paid Holidays)

2% (6%)

22 days (7%)

3% (6%)
4% (6%)

Plan provided, but no
employer contribution
(33%)

20 days (57%)

5% (11%)

34 days
(14%)
25 days (7%)

6% (5%)

30 days (7%)
15 days (7%)

No plan (5%)
Variable percentage based on
annual financial standing (28%)
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Staying vs. Leaving:
The Reasons

Key Findings:
1.		Forty-two percent (42%) of Illinois legal aid
attorneys plan to leave their positions within
the next three years.

In an effort to dig deeper into the reasons for staff turnover, an opinion survey was distributed to the attorneys of
32 Illinois legal aid organizations inquiring about many
areas of the legal aid attorney experience including job
satisfaction, training needs, burnout and career goals.

2.		Attorneys who sought their positions
primarily to obtain job or litigation experience
are twice as likely to leave their positions in
the near future as are those attorneys who
identify their primary reason for working in
legal aid as “helping others.”

The goal of the opinion survey was to uncover reasons
for turnover in two ways: a quantitative analysis of possible turnover “predictors” (or those factors associated
with turnover) and a qualitative analysis of the open-ended
themes which attorneys discussed. The primary findings in
this section are grouped according to these two themes.

3. Attorneys who intend to leave within the next
three years place a high priority on (and are
dissatisfied with) pay, professional support,
and professional growth opportunities.

It is important to remember that while the following
analysis uncovered strong trends in the data, it did not
uncover one true “cause” of turnover. Turnover is a complex phenomenon involving many factors. Both executive directors and managers should bear in mind that
the interplay of one or all of these specific factors may
impact turnover in their organizations.

4.		There is a strong relationship between the
financial pressure felt by an attorney and
turnover intent. Seventy-three percent
(73%) of single earner, post-2000 bar exam
attorneys report an intention to leave their
positions within the next three years.
5.		The frequency with which an attorney experiences demanding client interactions is
strongly associated with his or her likelihood
of leaving. Sixty percent (60%) of attorneys
experiencing frequent, demanding client interactions plan on leaving their positions within
the next three years.

1. Quantitative Correlates
In order to arrive quantitatively at a group of factors associated with turnover, attorneys were asked to indicate
when, if ever, they intended to leave their current positions. Responses were divided into three categories:
1. 0–3 Years (High turnover risk) (42%)
2. 5–10 Years (Medium turnover risk) (16%)
3. 11+ Years (Low turnover risk) (42%)
Once these categories were determined, each survey
variable of interest was examined in order to assess its
association with turnover risk-group membership. This
was accomplished by comparing the patterns of high,
medium and low turnover risk attorneys responding to
each survey item. If the patterns of high-risk versus lowrisk attorneys responding to an item differed significantly,
the item was considered to be of interest to the turnover
equation. 48

2. Attorney Career Goal Type
One of the strongest correlates of the intention to leave
is the attorney’s original goal for working in legal aid. In
an open-ended survey question, attorneys were asked
to describe their original reasons for taking their current
position. Responses to this item were coded and placed
into three goal categories:
1. Primarily to help others (52%)
2. Primarily to obtain litigation experience (32%)
3. Other (16%)
Figure 3 illustrates the distribution of career goal types
across turnover risk categories. Of the 52% of attorneys
who indicated a primary career goal of “helping others,”
only 33% intend to leave their jobs within the next three

48 This is using chi-square analysis at the .05 level of significance.
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years. In contrast, of the 32% of attorneys who reported
taking their positions primarily to obtain job or litigation
experience, 67% intend to leave their positions within the
next three years.
The practical implications of this distribution are that, by
their own report, legal aid attorneys who have taken their
positions primarily to obtain job or litigation experience
are twice as likely to leave their positions in the near
future as are those who indicated accepting their jobs in
order to “help others.”

Table 11: Individual Priorities Associated
with Attorney Turnover
Attorneys Who Plan to Leave the Next Three Years
Find the Following
Important

• Receiving Mentoring
• Networking
• Advancement in Field
• Pay

Table 12: Individual Dissatisfaction Associated
with Attorney Turnover

Figure 3: Attorney Turnover Risk by
Career Goal Type

Attorneys Who Plan to Leave the Next Three Years
Are Dissatisfied with

Number of Respondents
80

• Pay
• Sabbaticals
• Participation in Decisions
• Support Staff
• Goals Being Met

60
47%

Table 11 examines attorneys’ workplace priorities, illustrating how a high turnover risk is associated with those attorneys who find factors associated with pay and professional
growth important. Conversely (though not illustrated), a
lessened turnover risk is associated with those attorneys
who place importance on positive relationships and professional freedom.

40
23%
10%

20%
20
33%

67%

65%

5%

30%

0
To Help
Others

To Obtain Job
or Litigation
Experience

Other

Turnover Risk
High (0–3 yrs.)

Medium (5–10 yrs.)

Low (11+ yrs.)

3. Attorney Satisfaction and Priorities
Having examined the attorneys’ original motivations for
seeking employment, the attorneys’ opinions about their
current positions were of equal interest to this turnover
investigation, specifically, the role that satisfaction and
workplace priorities play in an attorney’s intention to
retain or leave his or her position.
In order to measure attorney job satisfaction, attorneys
were asked to rate both their satisfaction with, and the
importance of, 30 aspects of their positions. Attorneys
rated both satisfaction and importance on a five-point
scale, with 1 being Very Unsatisfied/Unimportant, and 5
being Very Satisfied/Very Important.

Table 12 examines attorney satisfaction, illustrating how
a high turnover risk is associated with those attorneys
who are dissatisfied with the factors of pay, support staff
and professional growth. Conversely (though not illustrated), a lowered turnover risk is associated with satisfaction in the areas of pay, autonomy, supervisory support,
and meaningful work.
The practical implications of these findings are that
those attorneys who intend to leave within the next three
years place a high priority on (and are dissatisfied with)
those factors that jobs at legal aid agencies traditionally
lack: pay, professional support, and professional growth
opportunities.
Alternately, those respondents who intend to remain legal
aid attorneys “for life” tend to place a higher priority on
(and are satisfied with) those factors that are more readily available in legal aid settings: flexibility, autonomy and
supportive relationships.

Tables 11 and 12 illustrate the distribution of satisfaction
and importance ratings associated with the high turnover
risk group. The factors listed in these tables are those
where extreme scores were disproportionately associated
with the high-risk in comparison to the low-risk group.
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Figure 5: When Do You Plan On Leaving
Your Current Position?

4. Pay Satisfaction
The most dramatic score discrepancies seen between
turnover risk groups were those associated with pay satisfaction. Figure 4 illustrates the distribution between
those who reported extreme dissatisfaction with their
pay and those who reported satisfaction.
For those attorneys who reported being very dissatisfied with their pay (Figure 4’s first column), 77% plan on
leaving their positions within the next three years. This
stands in contrast to the satisfied group (Figure 4’s fourth
column), 77% of whom intend to remain in their positions
11 years or more.
The implications of Figure 4 are direct. Pay dissatisfaction is strongly associated with an attorney’s intention to
leave his or her position. Conversely, satisfaction with
one’s pay is associated with an intention to remain in
one’s position. (These findings do not indicate what level
of compensation precludes satisfaction. This question
is best answered via one on one conversations between
executive directors and individual attorneys.)

5. Financial Pressure

Number of Respondents
50

15%
8%

32%

30
24%

20

65%

77%
10
0

44%

20%

Dissatisfied Moderately
Satisfied
with Pay
with Pay

20%
4%

15%
Very
Dissatisfied
with Pay

40%

77%

40%

19%
Satisfied
with Pay

Very
Satisfied
with Pay

Turnover Risk
High (0–3 yrs.)

Medium (5–10 yrs.)

120
42%

90
60

16%
10%

30

42%

13%

26%
73%

64%

13%

0
All Attorneys

All Attorneys
Reporting
a Post-2000
Bar Exam

All Attorneys Reporting
a Post-2000 Bar
Exam Plus No Secondary
Household Income

Turnover Risk
High (0–3 yrs.)

Medium (5–10 yrs.)

Low (11+ yrs.)

The idea of pay and financial satisfaction as a predictor of turnover is further explored in Figure 5, where the
distribution of turnover risk is examined across varying
levels of attorney “financial pressure.”
Looking at the first column of Figure 5, one can revisit
the turnover risk distribution for all attorneys. The distribution indicates that the sample is evenly split between
low- and high-risk for turnover (42% and 42%), with a
minority of attorneys (16%) in between.

Figure 4: Pay Satisfaction Scores as
an Indicator of Intended Duration of Tenure

40

Number of Respondents
150

Low (11+ yrs.)

The second column reports the turnover risk distribution for
those attorneys who reported taking their bar exam after
the year 2000. As reported in the previous Compensation
Section, attorney law school debt has risen dramatically
since 2000, with the typical attorney in the post-2000
group carrying over $60,000 in law school debt.
If one accepts a post-2000 bar exam date as a probable
indicator of high student debt load, comparing this group’s
turnover risk distribution to the baseline group’s is telling.
Sixty-four percent (64%) of this group reports that they will
leave their position within the next three years.
Taking the search for financial pressure one step further,
those attorneys who belong both to the post-2000 bar
exam group and report being the sole earner of income
in their household have even less balanced risk distribu-
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tions. As Figure 5’s third column illustrates, 73% of the
single earner, post-2000 bar exam group belong to the
highest turnover risk group.

Table 13: Compensation Attitudes
Would a raise in compensation impact your
decision to remain in your job? (n = 81)

The comparisons of these distributions imply a direct
relationship between the financial pressures faced by
legal aid attorneys and their intentions to leave their
positions prematurely.

6. Compensation Attitudes
As a supplement to examining pay and financial pressure’s relationship to turnover, Table 13 reports how attorneys would respond to either a raise in compensation or
the provision of loan repayment assistance. Attorneys
as a whole seem split on the topic, with 36% indicating
“definitely” to the question of whether a raise in compensation would impact their decision to remain in their
position, and 29% responding “definitely” to a similar
question on the provision of loan repayment assistance.

Post 2000
Bar Exam

Definitely

36%

42%

Probably

27%

22%

Maybe

20%

16%

Probably Not

16%

20%

Definitely Not

1%

—

If so, what dollar amount?
(median)

$10,000

$10,000

Would the availability of loan repayment
assistance affect your intention to leave your
position? (n = 81)

The distributions become increasingly skewed when the
post-2000 bar exam group (assumed to be experiencing more financial pressure) is isolated from the larger
sample. In the post-2000 bar group, 42% indicated “definitely” to the question of whether increased compensation would impact their turnover decision, and 47%
indicated “definitely” to the question of whether or not
the provision of loan repayment assistance would impact
their decision to remain.
Table 13 also reports findings from open-ended survey
items inquiring about the exact level of compensation
or loan repayment assistance necessary to impact an
attorney’s decision to remain. The median amount of
necessary compensation listed was $10,000 annually.
The median amount of necessary annual loan repayment
assistance listed was $5,000.

All
Attorneys

All
Attorneys

Post 2000
Bar Exam

Definitely

29%

47%

Probably

7%

13%

Maybe

7%

13%

Probably Not

13%

17%

Definitely Not

43%

10%

If so, what dollar amount?
(median)

$5,000

$5,000

7. Demanding Client Interactions
A demanding client interaction is one where the client has
emotional or mental illness needs that the attorney feels
unable to manage. In response to the findings of the The
Illinois Legal Needs Study II that legal aid attorneys are
experiencing a high load of “strain,” 49 the current survey
explored the relationship between strain, burnout and
turnover intentions. Of the handful of burnout characteristics that were explored, 50 only one, “demanding client
interactions” (an established component of burnout in
employees working in social services), was associated
with an attorney’s intent to leave. 51

49 Lawyers Trust Fund of Illinois, The Legal Aid Safety Net at 147–148.
50 The characteristics explored included: 1) The experienced frequency
of emotional exhaustion; 2) work demands exceeding the attorney’s
skill set; 3) the frequency of demanding client interactions, and 4)
cynicism. See Demerouti et al., The Job Demands— Resource Model
of Burnout, 86 Journal of Applied Psychology 3, at 499–512, 2001.
51 This association tested using chi-square analysis.
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Table 14: When Do You Plan on Leaving
Your Current Position?

Figure 6: Frequency of Demanding
Client Experiences as an Indicator of
Turnover Intentions

Attorneys combining frequent, demanding
client interactions with litigation skills-oriented
(as opposed to helping-oriented) career goals

Number of Respondents
60
50
31%
40
21%

30

44%

20
10
0

40%
60%
Nearly
Always

7%

36%
Frequently

Often

24%

100%

Infrequently

Never

11+ Years

78%

14%

7%

The Rational Personality

Turnover Risk
High (0–3 yrs.)

5–7 Years

knowledge and skills needed to help clients with their
emotional problems, and lacking the original “helping”
motivation for taking one’s position as a buffer, these
attorneys quite possibly feel overwhelmed in ways they
had not imagined prior to working in legal aid.

69%

19%

48%

0–3 Years

Medium (5–10 yrs.)

Low (11+ yrs.)

Figure 6 illustrates the distribution of turnover risk groups
across varying frequencies of reported demanding client interactions. The first column indicates that 60% of
those attorneys who report experiencing demanding client
interactions “Nearly Always” plan on leaving their positions within the next three years. Conversely, the fourth
column illustrates how 69% of those attorneys reporting
“Infrequent” demanding client interactions plan on remaining in their positions 11 years or more. The practical implications of these findings are that the frequency with which
an attorney experiences demanding client interactions is
directly associated with his or her likelihood of leaving.

There is empirical evidence that attorneys (both through
a natural preference for the law and law school training) prefer an analytic, unemotional approach to problem
solving in significantly higher proportions than the general population. 52
This can pose a special problem for legal aid attorneys
who are routinely asked to separate a client’s emotional
concerns from his or her legal difficulties. It is not hard
to imagine a client involved in a divorce or eviction matter
being unable to easily separate the negative emotions or
complicated relationship history involved in the dispute
from its legal reality. This forced entrance into the emotional realm may make many attorneys uncomfortable,
and may add to their experienced stress, as illustrated
by the following attorney’s insight:
[If I were to leave my position] I would be more relaxed... I would also be less stressed about my clients.
Sometimes legal aid work is emotionally stressful
work, and I wouldn’t have to deal with that stress in
other areas of the law that I can think of, where your
clients aren’t hanging on by a shoestring and pinning
all their hopes on you in order for them to be able to
continue to make it.

8. The Compound Difficulty of
Emotional Demands
Interestingly, the impact of frequent, demanding client
interactions is exacerbated in those attorneys who reported
taking their positions solely to gain job or litigation skills
(as opposed to helping others).
As the Table 14 illustrates, 78% of those attorneys who
report both frequent, demanding client interactions as
well as primarily litigation skills-oriented career goals
intend to leave their positions within the next three years.
Table 14’s practical implications are that a combination of
litigation skills-oriented career goals (as opposed to helping goals) and frequent, demanding client interactions
are associated with a very high turnover risk. Without the

52 Susan Daicoff, Lawyer Know Thyself: A Psychological Analysis for
Personality Strengths and Weaknesses, (Washington D.C.: American
Psychological Association, 2004), at 32–36.
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Legal aid attorneys who have been trained to solve problems through rational legal analysis may also be frustrated by their inability to solve their client’s problems
solely through legal action. Depending on how entrenched
a client is in the greater poverty cycle, litigation alone is
unlikely to solve the client’s underlying difficulties. This
inability to have a lasting effect through legal assistance
may be equally as stressful as the emotional requirements many legal aid clients have.

The typical mix of attorney career goals was illustrated
by the following attorney’s response to the career goals
question:
I wanted to actually change people’s lives. I wanted the
opportunity to grow and develop professionally and intellectually in a dynamic environment surrounded by passionate, like-minded people. I was, also, hoping for career
advancement and a somewhat comfortable salary.

2. How Well Are These Goals Being Met?

Qualitative Responses
Having uncovered the numeric associations behind the
turnover picture, the study also addresses the equally
important open-ended responses provided by attorneys.
The open-ended responses have the advantage of capturing attorneys’ opinions in their own words, unconfined by
a fixed set of response choices. 53

Key Findings:
1.		When asked what they felt they would “gain”
by leaving their current positions, 78% of
attorneys listed “more money.”

An important predictor of staff turnover in the empirical literature is the unspoken agreement between employee and
employer known as the “psychological contract.” Consisting
of the employee’s expectations and goals regarding his or
her position, when this contract is “broken” by the employer,
the employee is likely to withdraw and eventually leave.54
When asked how well their initial career goals have been
met, 69% of the staff attorneys replied “Very Well,” with
another 15% responding “Adequately.” Only a small minority of the sample (8%), indicated any frustration with their
goals being met, split between frustration with a lack of
program funds and a lack of real client impact.
Given that the majority of legal aid attorney career goals
fall into either the “helping others” or “litigation experience” category, it appears that the organizations polled
are doing a good job of making sure their attorneys have
the opportunities to accomplish much of what they originally set out to do at the start of their careers.

2.		When asked about their reasons for leaving
their positions “other than compensation,”
21% of attorneys indicated a lack of professional advancement opportunities, with lesser
proportions listing case load stress, skill
development, flexibility, supervision and poor
management.
3. Fifty-one percent (51%) of staff attorneys
listed skills that would help them work with
the mentally ill as a training need.
4.		Fifty-one percent (51%) of managing attorneys
requested training that would teach them
supervisory skills.

1. Career Goals
As reported in the preceding section, attorneys were
asked to report their original goals for taking their current legal aid positions. Over half (52%) reported a desire
to help others. Another third (32%) reported taking their
jobs primarily in order to gain litigation skills. A smaller
minority (16%) reported a mix of primary goals including
flexibility, or a specific task (i.e., the job was created
specifically for them).

53 For survey administrators, open-ended items are usually a better
way of obtaining information about sensitive or controversial topics.
Their unconfined format allows respondents to provide insights
into an issue that administrators may not have considered during
the survey’s design phase.
54 Margaret Neale and Gregory Northcraft, “Factors Influencing
Organizational Commitment,” in Motivation and Work Behavior,
ed. M. Steers and L. Porter, (McGraw Hill, Inc: 2001).
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There is, however, room for concern in the area of pay and
professional advancement goals, as described by the following attorney’s response to the career goal question:
The strange thing is, I was over-idealistic in the area of
career advancement and salary. There is little opportunity for career advancement where I’m at. It’s pretty
much a two- tiered system; you’re either the director, or
you’re not. It took me 10 years to get my salary where
it’s at. There were years in there that we did not get
any kind of a raise. After 20 years, I won’t even get a
cost of living increase! Whatever you are making at the
20 year mark is it — no matter how many more years
you stay. So, basically, they don’t encourage anyone to
stay that long. On the other hand, I get to change lives
every day. I get to see how much better off my clients
and their children are because of my work...I consider
myself lucky that I have the opportunity to help so
much. [edited]

Compensation is the 1,000-pound gorilla on the block.
With housing prices having skyrocketed over the last
10 years, and health care gouging us, it has become
difficult for even the attorneys to manage a hold on a
middle class life style, let alone the financial problems
felt by support staff... [M]y family actually qualifies for
some of the projects run here. [edited]

When asked about their reasons for leaving their positions “other than compensation,” 21% of attorneys indicated a lack of professional advancement opportunities,
with lesser proportions listing case load stress (14%),
skill development (13%), flexibility (13%), supervision (7%),
and poor management (4%).

3. The Turnover Equation
Before making the decision to exit a position, employees engage in a personal “turnover equation” calculation, weighing the pros and cons associated both with
remaining in the present position and searching for an
alternative one. 55
Examining the factors attorneys listed as part of their
personal “equations” is useful for executive directors
seeking to better understand both what keeps attorneys committed and what may lure them away from their
positions.
When asked what they felt they would “gain” by leaving their
current positions, 78% of attorneys listed “more money,”
another 6–11% each indicated more experience, advancement, flexibility, less stress and/or better benefits.
The conflicted recognition of the greater financial security offered by a career outside of legal services is illustrated by the following responses:
If I were to leave, it would not be because of the work,
but the need to achieve more financial security. I would
lose the opportunity to do work I enjoy, and that I know
is helpful to and appreciated by our clients.

***

When asked what they felt they would “lose” by leaving
their positions, the distribution was more even than the
“gain” question, with 38% indicating “helping others,” and
lesser proportions indicating good co-workers (22%), flexibility (17%), benefits (12%), job security (9%) and interesting work (7%).

4. Training Needs
Table 15 illustrates the major themes reported in the
Training Needs open-ended survey section. The responses
are divided between staff and managing attorneys. A job’s
level of “requirements exceeding one’s skill set” is associated with its “burnout factor” and the eventual departure
of its employees. 56 It is for this reason that the training
needs described below should be cause for concern.
A. “People Skills”
Attorneys were first asked to discuss any “people skills”
training they thought would facilitate their job performance.
For staff attorneys, 51% of the sample listed skills that
would help them work with the needs of the mentally ill;
18% listed a need for skills that would help them work
with angry or difficult people; 11% requested cross-cultural skills; and another 7% requested skills that would
help them manage opposing counsel.

***
If I left my position for a higher paying position, I would
lose my financial stress. My debts from school and otherwise are a great source of stress for me. I want to
have kids in the future but with my current income and
debts, this would be a struggle.

55 William Mobley, “Intermediate Linkages in the Relationship Between
Job Satisfaction and Employee Turnover,” in Motivation and
Work Behavior, ed. M. Steers and L. Porter, (McGraw Hill, Inc: 2001).
56 Demerouti et al., The Job Demands-Resource Model of Burnout, at
499–512, 2001.
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Table 15: Open-Ended Responses to Training Needs Items*
Please describe any “people skills” training that would improve your job performance:
Staff Attorneys (n = 43)

Managing Attorneys (n = 29)

Working with the mentally ill

51%

Supervisory skills

51%

Working with angry/difficult people

18%

Working with the mentally ill

24%

Cross-cultural skills

11%

Working with angry /difficult people

13%

Managing opposing counsel

7%

* Percentages do not add up to 100% as categories were coded exclusive of one another.

For managing attorneys, 51% requested training that would
teach them supervisory skills; 24% requested training in
working with the mentally ill; and 13% requested training
that would help them work with angry or difficult people.

These skills can be taught to legal aid attorneys through
training sessions with skilled behavioral professionals,
and may be available through partnerships with other
nonprofit service providers.

The majority response themes of “Working with the
Mentally Ill,” “Working with Angry or Difficult People” and
“Supervisory Skills” are an interesting mix of technical
skills that are not provided in an attorney’s law school
training, and underline the complex skill requirements
associated with a legal aid position as illustrated by the
following attorney response:

Legal aid organizations may partner with social service
agencies on a case-by-case basis for specific clients. In
addition, some legal aid offices have a clinical social
worker on staff to assist with clients’ emotional and mental illness needs.
C. Super visory Skills
Supervising employees is not intuitive, and can be a
major cause of stress in the workplace for the inexperienced. Simply because an attorney is legally proficient
enough to deserve a promotion does not mean that he
or she has the desire or skill set to manage the performance of others.

Well, I am ser ving the poor and under-represented.
However, I would probably do a much better job if I
had more training and more critical feedback on my
work. But the supervisors also have full case loads to
carry and do not always have the time to give newer
attorneys as much attention as is sometimes needed.
[T]here is very little training offered. [edited]

B. Working with the Mentally Ill
The requirements of working with the needs of the mentally
ill are complex, requiring (at minimum) a basic familiarity
with the conditions some legal aid clients may struggle
with (including addiction, trauma, anxiety, depression,
schizophrenia, etc.). Learning to recognize these conditions will enable attorneys to better serve mentally ill clients as well as to recognize when the services of a social
worker or other professional may be of benefit.

Supervisory skills can range from the disciplinary to the
motivational, but generally fall into the category of convincing employees to accomplish things they wouldn’t
normally do otherwise.
Training and developing these skills will improve the
supervisors’ sense of control, reduce their stress, and
strengthen their ability get the best from their staff.
These skills can be taught by management training professionals, and may also be available through partnerships with other nonprofit service providers.
D. “Technical Skills”
Attorneys were finally asked to list any “technical skills”
training they felt would improve their job performance.
Spanish language, substantive law, litigation and computer
skills training dominated the responses for both staff and
managing attorneys. Staff attorneys differentiated themselves by also asking for legal writing, legal research and
negotiation skills training; managing attorneys requested
time management and fundraising skills training.
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1. Satisfaction and Importance

Former Legal Aid
Attorney Responses
One limitation of relying on information provided by current attorneys is the study’s dependence on what attorneys “think” they will do sometime in the future. (This
is a weakness in the sense that what people “say” and
what they “do” are often dissimilar.)
A more controlled approach to the turnover question consists of collecting the thoughts and feedback of those
attorneys who have actually made the decision to leave.
Trends or themes in this group’s feedback have the advantage of a verifiable connection to a turnover decision.

Key Findings:

The former attorney group was asked to provide feedback on both their satisfaction with, and the importance
they placed on, thirty aspects of their previous legal aid
positions.
After analyzing the mean responses of each factor, the
bottom five satisfaction scores and the top five importance choices (or “priorities”) were isolated as factors of
possible interest to the turnover question.
A. Satisfaction
As reported in Table 16, the former attorney group reported
being the least satisfied with (in ascending order): Pay,
Opportunities for Advancement in the Organization, Support
Staff, Sabbatical Opportunities, and Receiving Mentoring.
These responses illustrate a group particularly dissatisfied with their former position’s ability to meet crucial
professional support, development and growth needs.

1. The primary factor associated with former
attorney turnover was dissatisfaction with pay.
2.		The former legal aid attorney group was also
dissatisfied with their former position’s
ability to meet certain professional support,
development and growth needs.

It is difficult to link these satisfaction scores directly to
turnover without also uncovering their ultimate importance
to the group. (It is possible to be dissatisfied with an
aspect of one’s job that isn’t deemed important enough to
cause one to leave.)

3. Frequent, demanding client interactions
were characteristic of the former attorney
group’s experience.

Table 16: Former Illinois Legal Aid Attorney Satisfaction, Importance and Difference Scores (n = 42)
Least Satisfied

Most Important

Largest Difference
(Mean Importance Minus
Mean Satisfaction)

Pay

2.14

Helping Others

4.59

Pay

1.66

Advancement in
Organization

2.59

Supervisory Support

4.5

Support Staff

1.31

Support Staff

2.69

Intellectual Challenge

4.4

Supervisory Support

1.19

Sabbaticals

2.9

Collegial Relationships
with Coworkers

4.29

Receiving Mentoring

1.05

Receiving Mentoring

2.94

Autonomy

4.19

Advancement in
Organization

1.01
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B. Importance

2. Open-Ended Responses

The five most important job aspects former attorneys
reported are also listed in Table 16. In descending order, this
group placed the highest importance on: Opportunities for
Helping Others, Supervisory Support, Intellectual Challenge,
Collegial Relationships with Co-workers and Autonomy.

As mentioned in the previous section, employees usually engage in a personal cost/benefit analysis before
making the decision to leave their organizations. 58 In
order to better understand how former attorneys have
approached this calculation, they were asked in an openended format to list both what they felt they had gained
and what they felt they had lost as a result of leaving
their positions. The responses were analyzed and the
major themes are reported in Table 17.

These responses were made by a group that placed a premium on the opportunity to help others in a supportive,
autonomous and intellectually challenging environment. 57
While informative, it is also difficult to argue that these priorities solely triggered turnover. We cannot know (through
importance ratings alone) if or how well a specific workplace priority was met. This can only be uncovered by a
return to (and comparison with) the satisfaction data.
C. The Differential
In order to definitively explore the turnover question, it
was necessary to analyze the difference between satisfaction and importance scores. If respondents awarded
a higher level of importance than satisfaction to an individual factor (based on the idea that unmet needs predict departure) it arguably may have contributed to their
decision to leave.
The five largest differential scores (mean importance
minus mean satisfaction) for this group are reported in
Table 16. They are (in descending order): Pay, Support
Staff, Supervisory Support, Receiving Mentoring, and the
Opportunity for Advancement in the Organization.
The difference scores paint a picture of a group who felt
less supported in their positions than they thought they
should have been. There is an emphasis in this category
on support from above in terms of mentoring and supervisory support; from below in terms of the availability of
support staff; and from the individual, in terms of the
attorney’s ability to support him or herself financially.
These findings suggest a strong association between a
lack of professional and financial support and attorney
turnover in legal aid organizations.

The largest portion of former attorneys emphasized a
gain in their salary as a result of leaving their positions
(44%). This was followed by an emphasis on less stress
(13%), a greater variety of work projects (13%), a better
working environment (10%), better location (10%), more
supervision/mentoring (8%), and better training (8%).
In terms of what they feel they had lost as a result of
leaving, the majority of former attorneys emphasized the
ability to help others (34%), followed closely by co-worker
camaraderie (28%), and in lesser proportions direct client contact (15%) and benefits (8%).
Apart from financial considerations, the two most prevalent reasons given by attorneys for why they left were poor
management (22%) and a desire to change the type of
law practiced (22%). This was closely followed by a lack of
professional growth (15%) and work stress (15%).

3. Stress and Burnout
In order to better understand the “burnout” phenomenon
experienced by legal aid attorneys, the former attorney
group was also asked to rate the frequency of specific
“burnout symptoms” experienced during their time in their
former positions.
The only frequently reported aspect of burnout was a “frequency of demanding client interactions.” Thirty-one percent (31%) of former attorneys reported these interactions
occurring “Often,” 36% report them occurring “Frequently,”
and 10% report them occurring “Nearly Always.”59
These findings delineate a definite trend. Reports of frequent, demanding client interactions were also associated
with the high turnover risk group of current attorneys.
57 It should be noted that this group did not list pay as a primary priority.
This underscores the point that while compensation was not a primary
motivator for these attorneys, their pay was not even high enough to
satisfy their minimal compensation requirements.
58 Mobley, “Intermediate Linkages in the Relationship between Job
Satisfaction and Employee Turnover.”
59 See Appendix D.
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Table 17: Former Illinois Legal Aid Attorney Open-Ended Responses*
What do you feel you gained by leaving your
former legal aid position? (n = 46)

What do you feel you lost by leaving your
former legal aid position? (n = 46)

Better pay

44%

Helping others

34%

Less stress

13%

Camaraderie

28%

Greater variety of work projects

13%

Direct client contact

15%

Better working environment

10%

Benefits

8%

Better location

10%

Nothing

8%

More supervision/mentoring

8%

Better training

8%

What reasons (other than compensation) did you have for leaving your former legal aid position?
(n = 46)
Poor management

22%

Change of law type practiced

22%

Lack of professional growth

15%

Stress

15%

* Percentages do not add up to 100% as categories were coded exclusive of one another.

4. Conclusions
The results provided by the former attorney group provide
some general themes that allow discussion.
The attorneys in this group did not feel that they were
being adequately compensated in return for their efforts.
According to the open-ended responses, pay is a need
that is currently being met by a large portion of respondents in their current positions. Pay appears to have
been the most frequently occurring factor in this group’s
decision to leave legal aid.
This group of attorneys did not feel supported by management. As illustrated both in the differential scores
and in the open-ended reasons listed for leaving, the former attorneys desired more supervision, mentoring and
professional support (including support staff) than their
organizations were able to provide.

The group of former legal aid attorneys lacked the opportunity for professional advancement within their organizations. Both the differential scores and the open-ended
themes indicate that this group’s employers did not have
sufficient professional growth plans in place to accommodate their attorneys’ developmental ambitions.
Client interactions were challenging for this group. Over
two-thirds reported experiencing demanding client interactions “often” to “nearly always” in their positions. With
work stress playing a primary role in the open-ended
themes, the link between challenging client interactions
and departure is worth further exploration.
This group does miss the camaraderie and the opportunity
to help others experienced in their former organizations.
As listed in Table 17, the former group’s current employers
do not always facilitate these beneficial aspects.
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Executive Directors’
Perceptions

in an emergency aircraft situation. “When they ask you
to put on your air mask, they ask the parent to put their
own mask on first. The parent has to be able to function
before he or she can help others.”

The Executive Director portion of the study involved
interviews with directors of 26 Illinois legal aid organizations. The directors were asked to speak about both the
challenges and successes they have encountered with
recruitment and retention in their agencies.

Another director went on to comment that “It is crazy to
assume that people should accept low pay because their
work is so engaging. If you don’t take care of the people
doing the work, you will lose the people.” 60

2. Professional Advancement

Key Findings:

The second most prevalent theme in the executive director responses was the lack of professional advancement
opportunities in their organizations and its inevitable
effect on retention.

1.		Fifty-three percent (53%) of executive directors
reported a preference for raising their current
attorneys’ salaries in the event of a budget
increase; 9% said they would hire more attorneys; and 38% indicated a preference for both.

Approximately one-third of the directors believed that
their attorneys are not challenged in their positions, and
often leave in pursuit of opportunities that will more comprehensively engage their skill set.

2.		A priority placed on paying attorneys a salary
which allows for a reasonable standard of living, the provision of variety in the attorneys’
work, flexibility in their work schedules, generous vacation policies and a sense of camaraderie are noted in those organizations with
unusually low turnover rates.

The directors reported that their agency’s positions often
require either too much specialization or too little specialization, with either extreme causing attorneys to seek
a more balanced level of expertise outside of their agencies. A specific concern was the impression that legal
aid is a training ground for the litigation skills desired by
private law firms and government agencies.

1. Compensation
The most common response to the question of attorney
retention challenges was compensation. Specifically, over
a third of the executive directors interviewed believed
that their attorneys’ compensation was the primary factor in their inability to retain them.
In order to more accurately measure the importance of
compensation to organizational administration, each
executive director was asked to explain what he or she
would do if given an immediate budget increase for the
foreseeable future.

3. Job Variety
The variety of the job was a prevalent concern, with 25%
of the executive directors discussing its impact on attorney retention. Those directors who recognized job variety
as a factor in retention have made efforts to counteract
it by creating “issue teams” and partnerships that allow
attorneys to share in each other’s work.

Fifty-three percent (53%) of the directors said that they
would raise their current attorneys’ salaries if they received
such a budget increase; 9% said they would hire more attorneys; and 38% indicated a preference for both.
A particularly illustrative example came from one director who likened the relationship between the legal aid
attorney and the client to a parent looking after a child

60 In his article discussing the salary chasm in legal services, John
Tobin argues that “In order to create and develop and maintain
a vibrant staff of varying backgrounds, experience levels, and skills,
any organization must provide its staff with a livable middle class
standard of living. Not so they can become wealthy, but so they can
pay off their school loans, buy an average home, raise children
if they choose (and contribute meaningfully toward those children’s
educations), and prepare for a decent retirement.” Tobin, Urgent
Memo to Ourselves: Legal Services is Not the Peace Corps (Addressing
the Salary Chasm Now), at 5.
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4. Emotionally Draining Work

9. What is Working?

The emotional demands of legal aid work was a strong
theme, with 20% of the sample indicating a specific concern with their attorneys’ ability to function under the recurring emotional demands placed on them by their work.

In an attempt to isolate those factors that act as buffers against attorney turnover, those organizations with
uniquely low turnover rates (as compared to their peers)
were isolated and examined more closely.

In response to this concern, some of the reported preferences have been to make sure that the attorneys have
adequate vacation opportunities, the opportunity to shift
within practice areas, and the ability to share their concerns in a collegial and supportive atmosphere.

The researcher considered an average annual voluntary
attorney turnover rate of 5% or less as “low” in reference to the 2%–20% reported annual range reported by
the sample.

5. Benefits

Six organizations in the group reported such a rate. Each
of these organizations exhibited at least one and usually
a combination of the following factors:

Benefits were stated by 20% of the sample as the primary
resource available to them to counteract the demands
placed on their attorneys. The most common benefits
stated were generous vacation time and good health
benefits.

6. Flexibility
In line with the benefits theme, 20% of the sample believed
that schedule flexibility is an important factor in the retention challenge. Specifically, schedule flexibility can be
presented as a buffer to job demands that might not be
possible at a private firm or government agency. Flexibility
was also noted as integral to the retention of attorneys
with family responsibilities.

7. Collegial Work Relationships
Sixteen percent (16%) of the sample stated the importance of good working relationships with co-workers as
a factor that helped with attorney retention. One director
stated, “Belief systems are a big part of this, and I work in
an environment where my belief system is shared.”

8. Importance of Work
Sixteen percent (16%) of the sample also mentioned that
the attorneys’ shared focus on the importance of their
work played a role in their retention. One director stated,
“Most attorneys are personally invested in what they do,
and believe the poor need access to legal services.”
However, a lack of this personal commitment seems to
be an issue that the directors recognize. According to
one, “If you are not able to recruit the passionate people
you want, they [the legal aid attorneys] become vulnerable
three years down the road to other job offers.”
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A. A priority placed on paying attorneys a salary
that enables its attorneys to maintain a reasonable standard of living. This means making sure
attorneys receive raises as regularly as possible,
and feel adequately rewarded for their work.
B. Variety in the work of the attorneys. This has
taken the form of “cross-issue” teams, where attorneys remain engaged in their jobs as a function of
remaining engaged in their colleague’s activities.
An example of this would be choosing an “issue,”
such as domestic violence, and inviting colleagues
to meet regularly in order to share their ongoing
experiences within this area.
C. Flexibility in work schedules. There is a belief
among these organizations that permitting attorneys to work flexibly or part-time while allowing
them to pursue alternate interests and responsibilities is a key to retention.
D. Generous vacation policies. Paid vacations and
generous leave policies are seen as the key to
counteracting the demands of a heavy caseload
and emotional exhaustion.
E. A sense of camaraderie. A belief that everyone
is on an important mission is seen as an equally
important buffer to the demands of the job. A groupwork environment facilitates a strong sense of
shared commitment.

Recommendations
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Introduction
Legal aid organizations today face significant challenges in the recruitment and
retention of attorneys. Throughout Illinois, legal aid organizations have limited
budgets and resources, and are inundated with far more requests for legal assistance than they can handle.
Legal aid salaries have not kept pace with salaries for lawyers in public service organizations,
inflation or rapidly escalating law school tuitions and other fees. Consequently, it has become
increasingly difficult for legal aid attorneys to make ends meet on relatively modest salaries
while paying off their educational loans. As this study underscores, financial pressures are
particularly challenging for newer attorneys in the second to fourth year of their employment. It
is also harder for legal aid organizations to retain experienced attorneys. More senior attorneys,
who long ago paid off their educational debt, are concerned about meeting the needs of their
families as well as saving for a secure retirement.
Stakeholders in Illinois’ legal aid organizations, a group that includes boards and executive
directors of legal aid organizations, federal, state and local governments, law schools, funders,
and the legal profession, have come to accept the inadequate legal aid compensation structure,
resigning themselves that this is the way it has to be. But, it does not have to be this way, and
indeed it cannot remain so if the legal aid system is to play its critical role in the lives of lowincome Illinoisans. Legal aid organizations must make providing adequate compensation to their
core assets — their staff attorneys— a higher priority. And, funders of legal aid organizations
must support their efforts to do so. Without high quality and experienced staff, access to justice
for all Illinoisans will be even harder to attain.
While providing reasonable compensation is a major challenge for these organizations, other factors
also confront these organizations and influence attorneys’ decisions to leave legal aid. Among
these factors are professional support and development, such as mentoring and a variety of skills
training, and professional advancement opportunities. With the limited budgets of these organizations, improvement on these fronts will require additional resources and creative thinking.
The responsibility for addressing these challenges does not rest solely with legal aid organizations or any other stakeholder group. Rather, it will take a concerted effort by all stakeholders to
help legal aid organizations address these issues. The boards and executive directors of legal aid
organizations, federal, state and local governments, law schools, funders, and the legal profession have contributed to this problem in varying degrees and all need to be part of the solution.
The recommendations below suggest a comprehensive strategy designed to address the recruitment and retention challenges faced by legal aid organizations and to help these organizations
achieve long-term stability.
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Professional Development

Legal Aid Organizations

• Provide regular skills training, such as trial skills,

Using the report findings as a framework, program staff
and boards of legal aid organizations should develop
a comprehensive plan identifying short-term and longterm goals designed to help their organizations address
these recruitment and retention challenges. For organizations struggling with staff attorney retention, these
plans should emphasize retaining attorneys in the two
to four year range. Refer to Appendix E for a check-list to
help guide this planning process.

management, and time management training, to
enhance legal aid lawyers’ professional growth and
to enable them to continue providing high quality
legal services to their clients. In light of limited
resources, organizations should explore partnering
opportunities for trainings, including teaming up
with social service organizations, bar associations,
funders, other legal aid or nonprofit organizations,
law firms, corporations and other groups.

• Explore opportunities to match up less experienced

Legal aid organizations should:

staff attorneys with more experienced staff attorneys
or other attorneys in the broader community acting
as mentors to provide support and additional professional development opportunities.

Compensation

• Provide staff with compensation at a level that will

enable them to pay off educational loans, enjoy
a reasonable standard of living and prepare for a
secure retirement. At a minimum, legal aid compensation should be comparable to compensation
paid to government or other public service lawyers.
Committed and talented legal aid attorneys should
not be forced to leave their jobs because they cannot
make ends meet.

• Develop advancement opportunities for attorneys and
provide varying and/or expanding job responsibilities
to further promote professional development and
to counter burnout and monotony.

Social Ser vices Support

• Examine their own turnover rate and consider costs
associated with turnover when developing their
organization’s salary structures.

• Give employees adequate retirement benefits,

contribute to each employee’s retirement plan, and
encourage employees to make a contribution to
the plan.

• Hire, contract, or partner with social workers to

provide case management and clinical social
work services to clients whose needs are beyond the
scope of an attorney-client relationship. Through
this service, clients will receive more holistic
services and legal aid lawyers will receive much
needed support to help them become more effective
in serving their clients.

• Provide legal aid staff with regular training on working

Human Resources Practices

• During the interview process for new staff attorneys,

integrate questions and discussions that address
the turnover predictors identified in the study,
such as a candidate’s reason for pursuing a legal aid
position and professional development goals.

• Conduct annual employee satisfaction surveys,

inquiring about attorney turnover intentions, compensation, advancement, supervisory practices,
workload and stress.

• Hold exit interviews with all departing attorneys to

identify reasons for their departure and suggestions
for improvement.
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with difficult or angry people, serving mentally
ill clients, and other related topics that will help the
organizations serve these client populations
more effectively.
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Law firms, corporations and
individual donors should:

Funders
Funders and donors play a unique role in supporting legal
aid organizations. By working with legal aid organizations
to support their efforts to address recruitment and retention challenges, funders and donors can promote longterm stability for these organizations as well as help the
organizations more effectively serve their clients.

• Understand that legal aid organizations face many

challenges in supporting an adequate compensation
system, and recognize that programs must increase
salaries to retain talented and committed attorneys.

• Recognize that unrestricted donations are a critical

component in addressing the recruitment and
retention challenges faced by legal aid organizations.
Donors should recognize that by making unrestricted
donations to legal aid organizations, they are
supporting the organizations’ efforts to attain longterm stability.

Foundations and government
funders that support legal aid
organizations should:

• Understand that legal aid organizations face many

challenges in supporting an adequate compensation
system, and recognize that programs must increase
salaries to retain talented and committed attorneys.

• Consider making donations to support loan repayment
assistance programs, post-graduate legal aid
fellowships, and public interest law scholarships.

• Support and encourage the programs’ comprehensive
efforts to address recruitment and retention challenges. When doing so, funders must recognize that
by making this issue a priority, programs may need to
make short-term decisions, such as deferring hiring
additional staff attorneys, in order to strengthen
programs for the long term. Funders should balance
their concern with the short-term numbers of clients
served with an appreciation for legal aid organizations’ recruitment and retention initiatives.

• Recognize that unrestricted grants are a critical

component in addressing recruitment and retention
challenges. By making unrestricted grants to legal
aid organizations, funders are supporting the organizations’ efforts to attain long-term stability.

• Consider creating and/or funding more loan

repayment assistance programs, post-graduate legal
aid fellowships, and public interest law school
scholarships.

Law Schools
Law schools must address the impact of skyrocketing
tuition on lawyers who want to pursue legal aid careers.
Young attorneys’ high debt burden, coupled with the lower
salaries paid by legal aid organizations, has resulted in an
untenable situation: many young attorneys are deciding
to forego their intentions to pursue legal aid careers, or
because they are unable to make ends meet, are forced
to leave two to four years into their legal aid careers
for higher paying positions. This problem is particularly
frustrating for law school graduates from socio-economic
backgrounds most closely aligned with those of legal
aid clients, who want to give back to their communities.
Often, these graduates, who lack the resources from
their families or other sources, must borrow heavily to
finance law school education and therefore, are not in a
position to accept lower-paying legal aid jobs.

• Consider legal aid organizations’ efforts to address
recruitment and retention challenges when
awarding grants.
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In addition, law schools must inculcate law students with
the ethic of public service. Law schools can accomplish
this, in part, by offering a range of opportunities designed
to make law students aware of the critical role legal aid
plays in our justice system and encouraging all students
— regardless of their ultimate career goals — to participate in all or some of the activities. This range includes
offering legal aid clinics, pro bono programs and public
interest law courses with a legal aid service component.
By educating law students about legal aid, schools will
help build awareness of legal aid’s important function in
society, but will also help to build realistic expectations
about what legal aid work entails for students considering a legal aid career.

Law schools should:

• Provide sufficiently funded public interest law scholarships, post-graduate fellowships, and loan repayment
assistance programs. As the entryway to the legal
profession, law schools have a special responsibility
to provide support to their students who are interested in pursuing and remaining in legal aid careers.

Governments
Federal, Illinois and local governments have a responsibility to ensure that their citizens have access to
essential human services, including legal aid services.
Civil legal aid helps Illinois’ most vulnerable residents
who have nowhere to turn by preventing or resolving
crises that threaten their safety and stability. Legal aid
prevents problems like domestic violence, predatory
lending, illegal evictions, and child support difficulties
from spiraling out of control, which, in turn, reduces the
need for costly governmental services that otherwise
would be necessary. By working with legal aid organizations to support their efforts to address recruitment and
retention challenges, governments can promote longterm stability for these organizations as well as help the
organizations serve their clients more effectively.

Federal, Illinois and local
government should:

• Make funding of public interest law scholarships

and loan repayment assistance programs a priority
within the schools’ development efforts. Law schools
should support and encourage students’ efforts to
raise funds to support these programs.

• Work with legal aid programs, bar associations,

funders, government and other stakeholders to
support alumni who are legal aid attorneys, including
supporting the creation of public interest law scholarships, post-graduate public interest law fellowships
and loan repayment assistance programs.

• Institutionalize formal recognition of alumni who

engage in distinctive legal aid careers. Although
legal aid attorneys will never be the school’s largest
donors, their societal and professional contributions
should nonetheless be celebrated as a badge of
honor for the institution.
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• Create loan repayment assistance programs for legal

aid lawyers. At the federal level, Congress should
create federal loan forgiveness programs under the
Stafford and Perkins Loan Programs for legal aid
attorneys who make a commitment to remain in legal
aid for a specified number of years (e.g., five).

• Provide full tax deductions to borrowers who are legal
aid attorneys for interest paid on law school and
other student loans.

• Support efforts by the Legal Services Corporation to
create a loan repayment assistance program for the
organizations it funds.

Appendix
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Appendix A: Additional Work-Related Demographics

Total Responses

Executive
Directors

Managing
Attorneys

Staff Attorneys

Former Staff
Attorneys*

12 (7.6%)

41 (25.9%)

105 (66.5%)

42

Most Reported Frequency of: (1. All the time; 2. Often; 3. Once in a while; 4, Rarely; 5, Never)
Litigation

Rarely (4)

All the time (1)

All the time (1)

All the time (1)

Direct Service (brief advice
and counsel)

All the time, Once in
a while (1, 3)

All the time (1)

All the time (1)

All the time (1)

Administrative Hearings

Never (5)

Never (5)

Never (5)

Never (5)

Research

Rarely (4)

Often (2)

Often (2)

All the time,
Often, Once in a
while (1, 2, 3)

Training Delivery/
Workshops Activities

Rarely (4)

Once in a while (3)

Once in a while (3)

Once in a while (3)

Advocacy (policy/legislative)

Once in a while (3)

Once in a while (3)

Never (5)

Never (5)

Fundraising

All the time (1)

Once in a while (3)

Never (5)

Never (5)

Strategic Planning

Often (2)

Once in a while (3)

Rarely (4)

Rarely (4)

Administrative Duties

All the time (1)

All the time (1)

Often (2)

Rarely, Never (4, 5)

Top 10%

36%

18%

16%

18%

Top Quartile

55%

28%

37%

16%

Second Quartile

9%

44%

29%

42%

Third Quartile

—

8%

13%

16%

Bottom Quartile

—

3%

5%

8%

Law School Class Rank

Median Years of Experience Prior to Current Position (with Percentage of Sample**)
Private Law Firm

1 (50%)

2.5 (55%)

1 (44%)

1 (34%)

Other Legal Services

8 (50%)

8 (51%)

2.5 (45%)

1.5 (24%)

Other Non-Profit

10+ (50%)

5 (31%)

2.5 (32%)

2.5 (24%)

Public Defender

2.5 (20%)

2.5 (7%)

1 (10%)

3.75 (7%)

Government Agency

5 (10%)

1 (17%)

2.5 (26%)

2.5 (17%)

Private Business (as attorney)

1 (10%)

1.5 (14%)

2.5 (7%)

2.5 (20%)

Private Business (non-attorney)

—

2 (14%)

5 (26%)

2.5 (13%)

Academics (Professional)

5 (40%)

1.5 (20%)

2.5 (15%)

2.5 (13%)

Internship/Externship

1.5 (60%)

1.5 (48%)

2.5 (55%)

1 (44%)

Judicial Clerkship

1 (40%)

2.5 (17%)

1 (14%)

1 (3%)

Law School

2.5 (100%)

2.5 (100%)

2.5 (100%)

2.5 (100%)

Other

—

1.5 (13%)

5 (9%)

3.75 (7%)

* Former attorney data pertains to the last legal aid position held by the respondent.
** This reflects as a percentage the 10 executive directors, 29 managing attorneys, 84 staff attorneys and 29 former staff attorneys responding to this item.
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Appendix B: Illinois Legal Aid Attorney Professional Development Growth Over Time
Growth from
first day to:

End of
year 1
(n = 79)

End of
year 3
(n = 68)

End of
year 5
(n = 57)

End of
year 7
(n = 47)

End of
year 10
(n = 33)

End of
year 15
(n = 31)

Expertise in Substantive Area of Practice

33%

57%

73%

90%

102%

106%

Applying Law to Client Problems

18%

28%

39%

52%

59%

62%

Collaborating with Peers

8%

13%

18%

20%

36%

40%

Advocating on Behalf of Clients

10%

16%

21%

31%

35%

33%

Amount of Administrative Duties Completed

7%

10%

17%

22%

28%

33%

Amount of Clients Impacted

8%

16%

22%

28%

32%

no data

Establishing Positive Client Rapport

6%

7%

10%

20%

22%

25%

Average Rate

13%

21%

29%

38%

45%

50%

Appendix D: Former Illinois Legal Aid Attorney Burnout Responses (n = 42)
Please describe how much of the following you experienced in your former legal aid position:
Nearly
Always

Frequently

Often

Infrequently

Never

Difficulties determining
where your job begins /ends

2%

17%

17%

45%

19%

Work demands
exceeding your skill set

0%

14%

21%

47%

16%

Emotional exhaustion

7%

26%

21%

33%

12%

Cynicism towards your job

2%

19%

19%

52%

7%

Demanding client interactions

10%

36%

31%

17%

7%
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Appendix C: Annual Turnover Cost Worksheet
Salary Savings and Costs
Salaries no
longer paid

Total salaries no longer paid to exiting attorneys

=

Replacement
salaries

Starting salaries awarded to replacement attorneys

=
Difference (costs
or savings)

=

Investment Costs
Cumulative
knowledge
loss

Based on attorney self-assessment data Appendix B:
The exiting attorney’s starting salary = $ ____________.
A (growth percentage from Appendix B) _____ % increase
in knowledge over (attorney’s tenure) _____ years
from (attorney’s starting salary) ____________ base =
$ ____________ (percentage growth from Appendix B
multiplied by starting salary)

Total for the
number of
attorneys leaving
in a year

=

Replacement Costs
Recruitment
and hiring

Training of
new hires

Lost
productivity

1 week of hiring team time: Your organization’s executive director or managing attorney salary of
$ ____________ divided by 52 = $ _____________

Multiplied by the
number of attorneys
hired annually

8 weeks of executive/management team time: Your
organization’s executive director or managing attorney
salary of $ ____________ divided by 52 weeks = $ ______
______ , multiplied by 8 weeks = $ ____________

Multiplied by the
number of attorneys
hired annually

8 weeks of 50% productivity as the attorney exits and
8 weeks of 50% productivity the new attorney enters
= a loss of 8 weeks per exiting attorney. The exiting
attorney’s salary divided by 52 weeks = $ ____________ ,
multiplied by 8 weeks = $ ____________

Total for the
number of
attorneys leaving
annually.

=

=

=
Total for the
number of attorneys
leaving annually.

Add entire column
above
=

Annual turnover
cost per attorney

Divide above by the
number of attorneys
leaving annually
=
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Appendix E: Executive Director Attorney
Retention Checklist

Professional Development

°

Compensation

°
°
°
°

Salaries paid to attorneys allow for a reasonable
standard of living, including the ability to pay off
educational loans and prepare for a secure retirement.
Salaries paid to attorneys are on par with public
sector salaries (neighboring public defender’s and
state’s attorney’s offices).
Employees are provided adequate retirement
benefits that include employer contributions to its
retirement plan.
Perceived salary savings are weighed against the
costs of losing an attorney during salary discussions.

Human Resources Practices
At the hiring interview stage, incorporate questions that
address the turnover predictors identified in the study:

°
°
–
–
–
–
–

°
°
°
°

Inquire about the attorney’s career goals for working
in legal aid, paying close attention to discerning
those who want to “help” from those who primarily
seek litigation training.
Discuss the importance to the attorney of:
Compensation
Professional advancement opportunities
Receiving mentoring
Receiving training
Support staff

–
–
–
–
–
–

°
°
°
°
°

Provide regular skills training for attorneys, including
the subject areas of:
Managing the needs of mentally ill clients
Supervisory skills (for managing attorneys)
Conflict management
Cross-cultural and/or language skills
Litigation and substantive law skills
Technology and computer skills.
Explore partnerships with local organizations (bar
associations, social service organizations, funders,
law firms, etc.) that may be able to facilitate free or
low-cost training.
Create formal opportunities for less experienced
attorneys to benefit from the advice and guidance of
more senior attorneys in the organization.
If this is not possible, ensure that new attorneys have
the ability to participate in formal networks in the
larger community that allow them to benefit from the
guidance of more experienced attorneys.
Construct formal career paths for attorneys that
balance an attorney’s need to deepen his or her
expertise with the need to diversify his or her experience and maintain intellectual interest.
When promotions are not possible, ensure that the
attorneys have variety in their work in order to ward
off monotony and burnout.

Social Ser vices Support

Provide the candidate with a realistic preview of
the realities of legal aid life. If any of the
above factors are priorities for the individual, discuss
the reality that the candidate’s needs may
not be adequately met by a legal aid position.
Conduct annual employee satisfaction surveys,
inquiring about attorney turnover intentions,
compensation, advancement, supervisory practices,
workload and stress.
Act on any themes uncovered in the survey, and monitor
any reasons given for turnover intentions closely.

Conduct exit interviews with all departing
attorneys. Make an effort to document:
– The attorney’s reasons for departure
– What the attorney enjoyed about working
at the organization as well as what the attorney
would change.
– Look for themes in the exit interview data, and
implement suggested changes accordingly.
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°
°
°

Hire, contract or partner with social workers to
provide case management and clinical social work
services to clients whose needs are beyond the
scope of an attorney-client relationship.
Through ongoing training, ensure that attorneys
understand how to recognize problematic emotional
or mental illness needs in clients, as well as to
how to refer them to appropriate resources.

Ensure that the attorneys themselves have the
adequate emotional support needed to manage the
emotional challenges presented by their work.
This can take the form of:
– Informal discussions or offers of support by leadership or coworkers
– More formal relationships with social service
providers.
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