California Justice Gap Study
Legal Aid Recruitment and Retention Challenges – Findings and Recommendations
In 2020, the State Bar published the first-ever comprehensive study of the California Justice Gap,
measuring the gap between Californians’ civil legal needs and the resources available to meet those
needs.
The study found that the California Justice Gap is widespread, pervasive, and multifaceted. It has two
dimensions:
· The Knowledge Gap: Many Californians do not seek or receive legal help because they do not
know their problems have a legal remedy, and they are uncertain how to access legal help.
· The Service Gap: The current legal services delivery system is unable to meet the legal needs of
Californians.
The study also spotlighted issues affecting the supply of public interest attorneys, including maintaining
public interest career intentions during and after law school and the many challenges around legal aid
recruitment and retention; all of which contribute to the Service Gap. The California Justice Gap Study
Executive Report recommends ways to begin addressing these issues.
What Influences Law Students Toward or Away From Public
Interest Careers?
The Justice Gap study found that:
· The most widely cited reason for law students to
abandon their initial intent to pursue public interest
careers (i.e. “public interest drift”) was the need to repay
educational debt.
· Eighty percent of California ABA law students expect to
graduate with a median law school debt of $147,000.
· As currently structured, loan repayment assistance
programs and the federal Public Service Loan Forgiveness
Program appear to have limited impact in reducing public
interest drift.
· Experience interning at a public interest organization is
the strongest predictor of a student maintaining plans to
pursue a public interest career after graduation.

How Do Legal Aid Recruitment and Retention Challenges Contribute to the Service Gap?
Workforce challenges significantly impact legal aid organizations’ capacity to serve clients:
·
·
·

·

·

One in three attorneys working at California legal aid organizations leave those positions within
two years, according to a 2019 survey by the Legal Aid Association of California.
The primary factors affecting recruitment and retention are financial pressures due to low
salaries, a lack of career opportunities, and burnout.
Salaries at legal aid organizations are drastically lower than their equivalents in government. The
average statewide salary for a legal aid staff attorney in 2019 was $67,600, while the average for
a public defender in Los Angeles is $101,000.
Low salaries, California’s high cost of living, and high educational debt are among the factors
draining the candidate pool for legal aid staff attorney vacancies, which now take three to six
months to fill.
High turnover and recruitment challenges create multiple stresses on organizational capacity,
including the loss of institutional knowledge and added stress and uncertainty for clients.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Remove barriers to recruitment and retention of legal aid attorneys:
·
·
·
·
·
·

Fund paid public interest internships, particularly those at legal aid organizations, which could
increase the pool of legal aid attorneys.
Pilot tuition assistance programs contingent on public interest work to determine impact on
public interest drift.
Promote legal aid careers through law school career centers, campus events, and job boards.
Pilot loan repayment assistance programs that target areas of greatest legal need, based on
problem types and geographic regions.
Increase law school support for those navigating loan repayment programs.
Incorporate flexible hours, remote work options, career advancement opportunities, and
support for self-care and wellness into legal aid recruitment and retention strategies.
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