
Paralegal (Legal Assistant):  Excerpts from the Bureau of Labor Statistics 

Occupational Outlook Handbook, 2008 – 2009 Edition 

Employment Outlook:   Employment of paralegals and legal assistants is projected to 

grow 22 percent between 2006 and 2016, much faster than the average for all occupations. 

Employers are trying to reduce costs and increase the availability and efficiency of legal 

services by hiring paralegals to perform tasks once done by lawyers.  

Demand for paralegals also is expected to grow as an expanding population increasingly 

requires legal services, especially in areas such as intellectual property, health care, 

international law, elder issues, criminal law, and environmental law.  

Private law firms will continue to be the largest employers of paralegals, but a growing array 

of other organizations, such as corporate legal departments, insurance companies, real 

estate and title insurance firms, and banks also hire paralegals. Corporations in particular 

are expected to increase their in-house legal departments to cut costs. In part because of 

the range of tasks they can perform, paralegals are also increasingly employed in small and 

medium-size establishments of all types. 

Earnings:  Earnings of paralegals and legal assistants vary greatly. Salaries depend on 

education, training, experience, the type and size of employer, and the geographic location 

of the job. In general, paralegals who work for large law firms or in large metropolitan areas 

earn more than those who work for smaller firms or in less populated regions. In May 2006, 

full-time wage-and-salary paralegals and legal assistants had median annual earnings, 

including bonuses, of $43,040. The middle 50 percent earned between $33,920 and 

$54,690. The top 10 percent earned more than $67,540, and the bottom 10 percent earned 

less than $27,450.  

Nature of the Work:  While lawyers assume ultimate responsibility for legal work, they 

often delegate many of their tasks to paralegals. In fact, paralegals—also called legal 

assistants—are continuing to assume a growing range of tasks in legal offices.  They are 

explicitly prohibited from carrying out duties considered to be the practice of law, such as 

setting legal fees, giving legal advice, and presenting cases in court. 

One of a paralegal’s most important tasks is helping lawyers prepare for closings, hearings, 

trials, and corporate meetings. Paralegals might investigate the facts of cases and ensure 

http://www.bls.gov/oco/oco20016.htm
http://www.bls.gov/oco/oco20016.htm
http://www.bls.gov/oco/oco20016.htm


that all relevant information is considered. They also identify appropriate laws, judicial 

decisions, legal articles, and other materials that are relevant to assigned cases. After they 

analyze and organize the information, paralegals may prepare written reports that attorneys 

use in determining how cases should be handled. If attorneys decide to file lawsuits on 

behalf of clients, paralegals may help prepare the legal arguments, draft pleadings and 

motions to be filed with the court, obtain affidavits, and assist attorneys during trials. 

Paralegals also organize and track files of all important case documents and make them 

available and easily accessible to attorneys. 

In addition to this preparatory work, paralegals perform a number of other functions. For 

example, they help draft contracts, mortgages, and separation agreements. They also may 

assist in preparing tax returns, establishing trust funds, and planning estates. Some 

paralegals coordinate the activities of other law office employees and maintain financial 

office records.  

The tasks of paralegals differ widely according to the type of organization for which they 

work. A corporate paralegal often assists attorneys with employee contracts, shareholder 

agreements, stock-option plans, and employee benefit plans. They also may help prepare 

and file annual financial reports, maintain corporate minutes’ record resolutions, and 

prepare forms to secure loans for the corporation. Corporate paralegals often monitor and 

review government regulations to ensure that the corporation is aware of new requirements 

and is operating within the law. Increasingly, experienced corporate paralegals or paralegal 

managers are assuming additional supervisory responsibilities such as overseeing team 

projects. 

The duties of paralegals who work in the public sector usually vary by agency. In general, 

litigation paralegals analyze legal material for internal use, maintain reference files, conduct 

research for attorneys, and collect and analyze evidence for agency hearings. They may 

prepare informative or explanatory material on laws, agency regulations, and agency policy 

for general use by the agency and the public. Paralegals employed in community legal-

service projects help the poor, the aged, and others who are in need of legal assistance. 

They file forms, conduct research, prepare documents, and, when authorized by law, may 

represent clients at administrative hearings. 



Education and Training:  There are several ways to become a paralegal. The most 

common is through a community college paralegal program that leads to an associate 

degree. Another common method of entry, mainly for those who already have a college 

degree, is earning a certificate in paralegal studies. About 1,000 colleges and universities, 

law schools, and proprietary schools offer formal paralegal training programs. Only about  

260 paralegal programs are approved by the American Bar Association (ABA).  Graduation 

from an ABA-approved program can enhance employment opportunities. 


