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A Note from the Authors

T
he research reported here is part of the American Bar Association Initiative on Long
Term Careers for Women in Law. The report details the results of our multistate 
study employing a focusgroup design aimed at understanding the issues and dynam

ics that lead to the high attrition of experienced women lawyers. The focus groups explored 
the reasons for a disproportionately high rate of attrition of senior women lawyers from law 
firms and the profession. The present report addresses the following research questions: (1) 
What do women lawyers like about the practice of law? (2) What negative factors or experi
ences do women identify as forces that make them consider leaving the practice of law? and 
(3) What changes can be made to encourage women to stay in law practice?

Our report details how factors such as promotion and pay disparities are actually 
lived and felt by women lawyers. We explore the variables within these larger concepts to 
gain a better understanding of the root cause of women’s frustrations that are motivating 
them to leave their law firms after 15 or more years of law practice: these include biases in 
the systems of awarding credit for business created, expanded, or maintained by women 
lawyers. The report documents how the hypercompetitive culture in law firms has eroded 
collegiality in favor of individualistic environments that lead to isolation—an issue that is 
particularly harmful to women of color and prevents increased diversity of leadership in 
firms. Finally, the report provides recommendations to keep experienced women at their 
firms longer and thereby increase the benefits to other women, their firms, and the profession.

Interest and participation in the present project make us hopeful that progress will 
come sooner than commentators suggest. Until then, however, we share the stories of more 
than 100 women and men who generously gave of their time so that the women coming 
behind them may more fully experience the fulfillment of a longterm career in law. We 
hope that you find their stories as compelling and illuminating as we did. 

Linda Chanow
Member 

Research Advisory Council and Co-Investigator

Fellow 
Institute for Inclusion in the Legal Profession

Joyce Sterling
Senior Social Scientist and Co-Investigator

Professor Emeritus  
University of Denver Sturm College of Law
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A Note from the  
American Bar Foundation

T
he American Bar Foundation (ABF) is honored to have collaborated with the Amer
ican Bar Association (ABA) Commission on Women in the Legal Profession on this 
pioneering and important study.  Scholars and commentators have long noted gen

der disparities in the legal profession, but few have taken on the laborintensive research 
of investigating exactly why experienced women have been leaving the profession.  With 
this report, coauthors Linda Chanow and longtime ABF researcher Joyce Sterling iden
tify and analyze the challenges faced by senior women lawyers.  The authors uncover the 
qualitative evidence documenting the gender discrimination, bias, and social isolation that 
has beleaguered women in the legal profession for too long.  In the process, the authors 
also provide several compelling and persuasive recommendations for how law firms and 
industry leaders can remedy this stubborn problem.

We at the ABF were delighted when our friends at the ABA approached us about 
collaborating on this study and the broader research project of which it is a part.  Thanks 
to former ABA President Hilarie Bass and ABA leaders Bobbi Liebenberg and Stephanie 
Scharf for including the ABF in the research components of the larger ABA Initiative on 
Achieving Long-Term Careers for Women in Law.  In many ways, this report and the 
broader initiative are vital sequels to the earlier ABAABF collaborative study, First Chairs 
at Trial, which was also led by Bobbi and Stephanie.  Taken as a whole, these ABAABF 
research collaborations have provided the necessary empirical evidence not only to expose 
the persistent inequities in the legal industry, but also to provide a convincing case for 
dramatic changes within the American legal profession.

Ajay K. Mehrotra 
ABF Executive Director 
and Research Professor
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Foreword on Behalf of the 
American Bar Association

A
s the 2017–2018 President of the American Bar Association who founded the ABA 
Initiative on Achieving LongTerm Careers for Women in Law, and as CoChairs 
of the Initiative, we are delighted to introduce the third national study conducted 

by the Initiative: In Their Own Words: Experienced Women Lawyers Explain Why They 
Are Leaving Their Law Firms and the Profession.

For decades, almost half of all law school graduates have been women. They are 
well trained, talented, ambitious, and enthusiastic about the practice of law. But the legal 
profession has still not figured out what it must do to retain and advance women so their 
careers can span the number of years that men typically practice. Retaining experienced 
women lawyers has become a business imperative: firms, corporations, the judiciary, and 
other organizations cannot expect to have a broad and robust base of talent when women 
are far less likely than men to advance into senior positions and, based on the challenges 
they confront in their everyday experiences, often decide to leave the legal profession 
entirely.

In Their Own Words, together with the Initiative’s first two reports—Walking Out 
the Door, focusing on the longterm experiences of women in the nation’s 500 largest 
firms, and Left Out and Left Behind, a national study of experienced women of color— 
represents a large set of new data about the factors that advance or impede longterm 
careers for women lawyers. This third study offers unique data and thoughtful analyses 
about the everyday experiences of practicing law; how work, family, and personal dynam
ics influence career trajectories; and the factors that either drive women out of the pro
fession or encourage them to stay. The research shows, as examples, how women lawyers 
bear the brunt of structural and cultural biases that work against achieving long term 
careers, such as in systems for awarding credit for business or in the hypercompetitive 
and relationshipdriven culture of many firms.

Building on recommended best practices from the Initiative’s first two studies, In 
Their Own Words provides databased recommendations for how employers can and 
should retain and advance women lawyers commensurate with their talent and ambition. 

We have been fortunate to have Joyce Sterling and Linda Chanow involved in the 
design, data collection, and analysis of this project. Professor Sterling brings with her 
more than 30 years of recognized expertise in the study of problems facing women in their 
legal careers. She is one of the coprincipal investigators of After the JD, the first national 
longitudinal study of lawyer careers in the United States. Linda Chanow is a nonprofit 
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executive and nationally recognized authority on women lawyers. Ms. Chanow has 25 
years of experience researching, writing, and speaking on women’s leadership, diversity, 
and flexibility programs. Both have generously devoted their time and resources to this 
innovative research. 

Roberta D. Liebenberg and Stephanie Scharf 
Co-Chairs, 2017–2020,  

Initiative on Achieving Long-Term Careers  
for Women in Law

Hilarie Bass 
Former President  

American Bar Association,  
2017–2018
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In Their Own Words

Experienced Women Lawyers Explain  
Why They Are Leaving Their Law Firms  

and the Profession

By Joyce Sterling and Linda Chanow

T
he attrition of experienced women lawyers reverberates throughout the profession 
and heavily impacts law firms and legal departments. When experienced women 
leave, they take with them the substantial investments made by their organizations 

over the years, as well as the strong relationships with the clients they serve. The loss of 
experienced women lawyers also affects the retention of junior women lawyers who look 
to veteran women lawyers as role models, mentors, and proof that success is possible. 
Moreover, longterm observers have noted that many women lawyers exit the profession at 
the height of their careers, when they have achieved the organizational power to influence 
positively the lives of the women coming behind them. If the profession fails to reverse 
this trend, the consequences will be dire: a continuing loss of highly trained and talented 
women lawyers, with severely reduced diversity of talent available to the individuals, 
businesses, and governments that retain attorneys and look for creative and effective legal 
advice from the most talented lawyers they can hire. 

The research presented in this report is one of four studies carried out under the aus
pices of the American Bar Association (ABA) Initiative on Achieving LongTerm Careers 
for Women in Law to examine and address the high attrition of experienced women 
lawyers. The present report contains the findings from the qualitative component of the 
Initiative. Other studies within the Initiative are the publications Walking Out the Door: 
The Facts, Figures, and Future of Experienced Women Lawyers in Private Practice by 
Roberta D. Liebenberg and Stephanie A. Scharf;1 Left Out and Left Behind: The Hurdles, 
Hassles, and Heartaches of Achieving Long-Term Legal Careers for Women of Color by 
Destiny Peery, Paulette Brown, and Eileen Letts;2 and the upcoming survey report, Why 
Do Lawyers Stay and Why Do They Leave? Long-Term Career Trajectories in the Legal 
Profession, which is forthcoming. 

Our research focused on what factors influence the decisions by experienced women 
lawyers to remain in practice, move to a different job within the law (including inhouse 
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counsel), or step out of the profession altogether after 15 or more years of practice. In 
particular, we address the following questions: 

1. What do women lawyers like about the practice of law? 
2. What negative factors or experiences do women identify as forces that make 

them consider leaving the practice of law? and 
3. What changes can be made to encourage women to stay in law practice? 

The qualitative analysis presented here allowed us to collect more nuanced data 
about the experiences of women lawyers and provide deeper insight into the results 
reported in Walking Out the Door. 

As discussed in more detail below, our research found that many experienced 
women lawyers who were still at law firms or in corporate law departments spoke posi
tively of the challenging and fulfilling work that drove them to continue practicing law. 
But they also expressed their frustration over environments where their contributions were 
neither recognized nor rewarded. Both women who stayed and women who left prac
tice spoke of blatantly unfair compensation systems that are rife with gender bias. They 
explained how demoralizing it was to originate more work than their male colleagues yet 
receive lower compensation year after year. 

This report documents troubling stories of discrimination faced by women of color 
who were repeatedly passed over for promotion and denied opportunities for meaningful 
work. Moreover, respondents talked about the hypercompetitiveness and bullying atmo
sphere dominated by the mostly male partnership as well as the isolation that results from 
having little time to develop relationships due to everincreasing billable hour require
ments. Similar to the “death by a thousand cuts” found in the quantitative study that 
is reported in Walking Out the Door,3 respondents in the present study said that it was 
the cumulative effect of these factors that drove them to leave their firms or law practice 
entirely. They also provided suggestions for how to make legal work environments more 
conducive to longterm careers in law for women. 

I. Review of Previous Research

The research reported here grows out of a substantial body of research exploring the factors 
that account for women lawyers not rising to positions of power and leadership in the legal 
profession at the same rate as their male colleagues.4 Women have entered the profession 
in substantial numbers over the last 40 years. Despite graduating from law school in equal 
proportions as men for more than two decades and the fact that women are hired as starting 
associates in law firms in approximately equal proportions with their male colleagues, the 
proportion of women partners has increased only marginally since the 1990s.5

Initially, researchers asked why their investigations did not find evidence of women 
lawyers rising through the ranks of law practice at rates similar to their male colleagues. 
Deborah Rhode described this as “the NoProblem Problem.”6 A commonly offered the
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ory was that “it is only a matter of time” until women appear as partners in law firms in 
the same proportions as men.7 However, current projections for the future suggest we will 
not find equal distributions of women and men in the profession until 2181.8 

Existing research has found that disparity appears relatively early for women and 
that women are substantially more likely than men to leave their positions before partner
ship is decided.9 Women are twice as likely to make early exits as men, and they continue 
to disappear even after making partner.10 After the JD found that 40 percent of women 
and 49 percent of men were still employed in private practice after 12 years.11 

Women of color fare even worse that white women and have the highest rate of 
attrition from law firms.12 The 2019 Vault/MCCA Law Firm Diversity Survey found that, 
while the number of white women leaving firms has declined over the last several years, 
the number of departures among women of color continues to climb.13 Women of color 
represented almost 19 percent of the first and secondyear associates who left their firms 
in 201814 and 12 percent of all lawyers who departed that year.15 Vault notes that the level 
of the departures of women of color is “the highest figure recorded to date.”16 

Researchers have considered several variables to explain the slow progress and 
departures of women lawyers: promotion disparity, pay disparity, and unequal distri
bution of assignments in firms (resulting in fewer billed hours and less credit for women 
coming up the ladder). We discuss promotion disparity and pay disparity further below.

A. Promotion Disparity

According to the recent National Association for Law Placement (NALP) report, women 
are approximately 36 percent of lawyers, 47 percent of associates, and 24 percent of part
ners.17 The representation of women as partners has shown slow upward movement since 
2006. Women are now 24 percent of partners, as compared to 15 percent in 1999.18 After 
seven years of law practice, men are two to five times more likely to become partners.19 
That partnership disparity exists even for women who never took time out for family.20 

Even with considerable efforts to recruit and promote more women, the statistics on 
women equity partners have barely inched up in the past two decades.21 Partnership rates of 
women equity partners continue to hover between 19 percent and 21 percent.22 Even after 
12 years of practice, a substantial proportion of lawyers remain as nonequity partners.23 

Existing research documents that women of color are the most dramatically under
represented group in law firm partnerships. Women of color represent only 3 percent of 
all equity partners and about 5 percent of all nonequity partners.24 The representation of 
women of color in the equity partnership ranks is lower than men of color (3 percent vs. 6 
percent)25 notwithstanding the fact that firms have been hiring women of color in greater 
numbers than men of color since 2009.26 Research by The American Lawyer found that 
lawyers of color in the Am Law 100 firms were three times more likely to be nonequity 
partners than their white colleagues.27 In qualitative research from After the JD,28 women 
of color commented that they didn’t know when or even if they would be promoted to 
equity partner.29 When law firms are asked why the proportion of women equity partners 
is so low, they respond that it is due to the high level of attrition of women associates.30 
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Notably, approximately one in four women in law firms today is a member of a racial/
ethnic minority group.31

Firms are reluctant to distinguish between nonequity and equity partners. While 
multitiered firms typically fail to mention the criteria used to determine advancement to 
equity partnership, lawyers indicate that the level of originated business is used to deter
mine those who move on to equity partnership.32 One of the problems that accounts for 
low rates of promotion to equity partner is the proliferation of multitiered partnerships.33 
In addition to “nonequity” partners, firms also use “of counsel,” a term that formerly was 
used to designate only experienced attorneys who were not quite ready for retirement.34 
However, many firms today use “of counsel” in the way that others use “nonequity.” The 
question arises whether these are stages a lawyer must pass through or a status where 
women and attorneys of color become ‘stuck.’35 The National Association of Women Law
yers (NAWL) has analyzed data indicating that onetier law firms are likely to promote 
women to equity partner sooner than multitier firms.36

B. Pay Disparity

Every year researchers await the release of The American Lawyer’s ranking of income for 
the top 200 law firms,37 as well as other reports on partner compensation from NAWL,38 
Major, Lindsey & Africa,39 and more. Despite cautious optimism, it is clear that the gen
der pay gap still exists. 

Recent studies have reinforced the findings from earlier studies that show that 
male partners consistently have reported substantially higher average compensation than 
female partners. The NAWL 2019 Survey Report found that “[a]cross all types and levels 
of attorneys, men are paid more per year than women, and this pattern existed without 
significant variance across the AmLaw 200 for all attorney types and levels.”40 In its new 
Profile of the Legal Profession, the ABA reported that male equity partners earned 27 
percent more than female equity partners.41 The most recent survey released by Major, 
Lindsey & Africa indicated that male partners make on average 53 percent more than 
female partners at the largest firms ($959,000 per year vs. $627,000 per year).42 Similarly, 
a study of solo lawyers and small firms by MartindaleAvvo found that women partners 
made 36 percent less income than men in 2018.43 

According to After the JD—the first national longitudinal study of U.S. lawyers’ 
careers—women were making 5 percent less than comparable males in the study after only 
two to three years of practice.44 After six years, the gap increased to 13 percent45 and finally, 
after 12 years, the gap increased to 20 percent.46 It appears that no matter the survey con
sulted, there is evidence of a pay gap that increases over time between men and women.47 

Moreover, the 2018 Major, Lindsey & Africa report suggests that the gap is likely 
even greater for women of color. The report revealed that white lawyers’ compensa
tion ($864,000) was higher than that of Black lawyers ($539,000), Hispanic lawyers 
($747,000), Asian Pacific lawyers ($744,000), and American Indian lawyers ($275,000).48
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II. Methodology: Purposive Sample and 
Data Collection

In this report, we discuss the findings from qualitative data collected through focus groups 
and individual interviews. We adopted a purposive sample to identify the components of 
the practice of law that have received less attention. The advantage of a purposive sample 
is that it provides indepth pictures of respondents’ experiences that may act as motiva
tions for them to leave law firms and even leave the profession of law altogether. At the 
inception of this project, we expected that allowing respondents to describe their expe
riences in the practice of law would provide insights about factors leading to successful 
careers, or factors that simply perpetuated gender discrimination and pushed women out 
of the profession. 

This report presents our findings from 12 focus groups and 12 individual inter
views, contacting a total of 116 individuals. Our respondents are 70 percent white with 
the following characteristics: mean age = 52.52 years, standard deviation age = 7.05 years, 
mean years practice law = 23.96 years, and standard deviation years practiced = 8.08 
years. Further, we talked to 56 women practicing in firms, 14 women practicing inhouse, 
39 women no longer practicing law, and 7 men practicing in firms. The focus groups and 
individual interviews were comprised of lawyers who received their JDs between 20 and 
30 years ago and have practiced law for a substantial number of years. 

The distribution of respondents by ethnic/racial backgrounds include: 2.9 percent 
Asian American; 11.5 percent Black, 0.96 percent Native American or Native Hawaiian, 
71.2 percent Caucasian, 3.0 percent multiracial, and 2.0 percent of individuals who 
declined to identify their ethnic/racial background. Regrettably, our recruitment efforts 
yielded only three Asian American women, one Native Hawaiian woman, and no Native 
American women.49

In order to gain a broad perspective on practice environments, we recruited respon
dents from a variety of practice settings. We recruited individuals practicing in firms of all 
sizes (including solo practitioners), individuals practicing inhouse, and individuals who 
left the practice of law after working in a job that required a JD. Personal schedules and 
other conflicts reduced the number of participants. 

Our recruitment efforts focused on six markets: New York, Washington, DC, Chi
cago, San Francisco, Houston, and Miami. New York is the largest legal market with 
firms mainly serving financial institutions and corporate clients; Washington, DC, is the 
second largest legal market with primary practice areas in litigation, government admin
istration, investigations, and public interest; Chicago is the third largest legal market with 
a variety of practice settings; San Francisco is a racially diverse market with strong ties to 
the technology industry; Houston is both racially diverse and strongly tied to the energy, 
and oil and gas market; and finally Miami is a racially and ethnically diverse market with 
strong ties to Latin American business. We also recruited respondents for one male focus 
group of practicing lawyers.50

The ABA Initiative on Achieving LongTerm Careers for Women in the Law was 
launched at a summit held at Harvard Law School in November 2017. To test and refine 
our methodology, we conducted three pilot focus groups of Bostonarea recruits the day 
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before the summit, many of whom were summit attendees. The test groups consisted of 
managing partners of law firms, female partners practicing law in firms, and one focus 
group of women who had left the practice. In total, we recruited the following numbers 
of respondents for the Boston summit: 9 managing partners, 11 partners, and 8 women 
no longer practicing. Data from respondents in the test groups was not included in the 
analysis described below.

In the pretest groups, as well as the main focus groups, all respondents signed con
fidentiality agreements stating that they would not discuss the content of the focus groups 
or identities of the respondents outside of their focus group. All respondents were asked to 
fill out a form requesting basic demographic information on themselves. The focus groups 
were conducted by the authors. 

In addition to the focus groups, we conducted 12 individual interviews via video 
conferencing. The individual interview respondents had been scheduled to participate in 
focus groups that were cancelled due to weather. Most of these 12 individuals were no 
longer practicing law in private law firms at the time of their interviews, and several had 
either retired or moved to an inhouse or nonlaw position. The individual interviews 
provided more indepth pictures of the career development of women and ultimately their 
decisions to exit from law practice or the profession. These interviews offered insights 
into the “push factors” that drive women to leave traditional law practice later in their 
careers, as well as contrasts and indepth understanding of these individuals’ satisfaction 
and dissatisfaction with their legal careers. 

We discuss what we learned from the focus groups and individual interviews 
together in this report. 

III. Results of the Research

The present research focuses on experienced women lawyers and asks what aspects of 
their professional and personal lives may lead to departures from the practice of law. Our 
results are below.

A. What Women Like and Do Not Like about 
Practicing Law

We began the focus groups by asking respondents about the best aspects of practicing law 
and then the least liked aspects of practicing law. 

1. Best Aspects of Practicing Law

Our initial comparison is women who were still practicing when they participated in the 
research compared to women who had left law practice. Figure 1 below illustrates those 
aspects of law practice identified by women respondents as the best parts of law practice. 



7

Both women still practicing law, and those no longer practicing, identify the best aspects 
of their practice as intellectual stimulation and relationships with their colleagues. Other 
factors cited by the respondents in the focus groups as the best aspects of law practice 
include the ability to help clients solve legal problems, the autonomy or control they exer
cised over their jobs, the social impact of their work, and compensation.

While we were able to schedule only one male focus group of practicing lawyers, 
a comparison of the limited data obtained revealed that men had very similar responses 
about the aspects of law practice that they enjoyed the most to those cited by the women 
who participated in the focus groups. When men were questioned about their practices, 
they mentioned how much they enjoyed the “constant challenge” of law practice, the 
“intellectual stimulation” of their practices, and the level of autonomy they were able to 
exercise. As an example, one respondent discussed his work in litigation, and said that he 
really enjoyed the “chess game aspect of strategy” that was required of him. 

What Women Like(d) About Practicing Law

 Practicing Lawyers No Longer Practicing

 Intellectual Stimulation ● ● Colleagues

 Colleagues ● ● Intellectual Stimulation

 Helping Clients ● ● Social Impact

 Autonomy/Control ● ● Helping Clients

 Money ● ● Autonomy/Control

 Social Impact ● ● Money

2. Least Liked Aspects of Practicing Law

Respondents in the focus groups were also asked what factors they liked least about prac
ticing law. The most frequently mentioned issues included:

• compensation;
• credit;
• promotion; 
• unpredictable work demands, including the need to be available 24/7; and
• work environment characterized by bias or prejudice.

B. Why Women Leave after 15 Years of Practicing Law

The long hours and unpredictable schedules associated with law practice have often been 
thought to be the primary reason women leave law practice. Our research painted a more 
complex picture that is similar to the “death by a thousand cuts” found in the quantitative 
study that is reported in Walking Out the Door.51 The women who participated in this 
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qualitative study spoke of a combination of factors, and not one single factor alone, that 
impacted their decisions to leave their firms. 

The most commonly enumerated factors that influenced experienced women’s deci
sions to stay or go after 15 or more years of practice were pay disparities (either real or 
perceived), hypercompetitive environments that erode collegiality, isolation, sexist and 
racist behavior, a desire for more challenging or fulfilling work, being passed over for 
promotion, long hours and unpredictable schedules. We discuss each of these factors in 
more detail below. 

1. Pay Disparities (Real or Perceived)

“You give me the hardest problems to solve, but you tell me I am less 
important with the compensation you give me.”

“[Compensation] tells you your value to the firm.”

Without exception, every recent study of lawyers’ compensation has found a persistent 
income gap between women and men at law firms and that the pay gap is even worse for 
women of color.52 The fact that women are denied salary increases or bonuses on account 
of their gender is validated by this qualitative analysis and by the evidence from the quan
titative study presented in Walking Out the Door report.53 

This pay disparity was female participants’ most frequently mentioned reason for 
leaving their firms.54 It was the unfairness in distribution of compensation that was the 
deal breaker for respondents. One woman put it this way, “I would say that [fairness] 
is the biggest thing. [Y]ou really just wanna feel like you’re treated fair.” She reasoned, 
“I know what it costs, and I know what I cost. I know what my practice makes, I know 
what we do. . . . I would not mind if it was all fair, but it’s not.” Many respondents were 
the breadwinners in their family with lower paid or unpaid spouses. For these women, 
pay disparities and credit allocation affected their ability to support their families. These 
disparities also impacted their access to leadership opportunities within the firm as well 
as the quality of the associates that work on their matters. One respondent explained, “If 
the money doesn’t say the firm values you, they—the associates—will treat you that way.” 

According to respondents in this study, the root of the pay disparity often lies with 
the way origination credit is awarded. These findings are consistent with those from 
Walking Out the Door, where 46 percent of women said that they were dissatisfied or 
extremely dissatisfied with the recognition they received for their work as opposed to just 
15 percent of men, and less than half of women were satisfied with the methods by which 
compensation is determined compared to more than twothirds of men.55 

Two themes emerged from the focus groups with regards to disparities in compensa
tion related to origination credit: (1) women have a book of business but are paid less than 
men with lower books, and (2) men are getting credit for the work women are originating. 
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a) Women Are Paid Less than Men Who Have a Comparable  
Book of Business

“[T]hey do not compensate women because they think women can 
afford to make less money, because they have husbands. But I am the 

main money-maker [in my family].” 

Respondents reported that they are often paid less for comparable or larger books of 
business than their male counterparts and that the justifications given by their firms for 
the pay disparities are rife with gender bias.56 Over and over again, respondents said that 
they were told that a man was paid more for fewer originations because the man had a 
wife and kids to support. “[T]he compensation thing is very real,” said one respondent. 
She shared the following example: 

[A]t my last firm, there were two male partners who were . . . probably aver
aging about $75,000 more than me. And the two of them together were not 
originating what I was originating. . . . [W]hen I asked someone about it, I 
was told, “Well, such and such, he has two kids and he has a family to take 
care of.”

She continued, “You’re sitting here, every month looking at all of the reports, looking at 
the numbers, watching it. . . . It’s that WTF moment.” Another law firm partner discov
ered that she was being paid $80,000 a year less than the senior male associates. When 
she asked for the explanation of the disparity, the senior partner said, “[His] wife is home, 
and he has to support a wife and kids.” When she explained that she was supporting a 
husband and two kids, the senior partner responded, “Well, your husband can leave and 
go to work.” She left the firm shortly thereafter. 

A number of respondents talked about everchanging requirements that forced 
women to prove their value year after year. One woman partner was told that her com
pensation was lower because the other partners in her practice group had bad years. She 
said that the firm’s “very, very weak examples” of why her compensation was “not coming 
anything close” to what she was originating led her to ask herself, “Well, what the hell? 
Why am I busting my ass to go out and originate new business and keep up a solid prac
tice? And I’m making all of you guys more money.” 

These changing requirements were even more frustrating for women working 
reduced hours. For instance, a woman equity partner described how she experienced a 
different standard after she had kids: 

Suddenly the receipts I had to bring in were very different than the ones that 
the two guys who had made partner at the same time I did. There were four 
of us that were elevated, but then the benchmarks we were all told were very 
different, and mine was triple.
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As a parttime partner, this same respondent recounted that she had difficulty getting 
equal recognition for her contributions even though her total contribution was exceeding 
the male partners working fulltime:

I think it started because I was reduced time . . . , and obviously I was putting 
in less hours than my partners; but even as I started to grow my practice and 
bring in more and more clients and I was in charge of committees, and I was 
doing all of it, . . . I was still in [the] lower levels [of compensation]. And so I 
would constantly have to point out [my total contribution] each year. 

She expressed her frustration, “I was finding males, male partners who would kind of leap 
levels pretty quickly on.” “Oh, they’ve had a great year,” management would say when 
she questioned why this had happened. When she explained that she had had a great year 
too, they responded “Well, but we need to see if you have a great year next year too.” The 
reports of men being evaluated on what they “might do” in the future, and women on 
what they have concretely done in the past are consistent with other research57 as well as 
Walking Out the Door.58

Many respondents learned their compensation was lower than their male counter
parts only after they were promoted to equity partner or obtained a firm leadership role. 
For instance, one woman was recruited from her inhouse position to take over the work 
of a partner who was about to retire. After she made equity partner, she discovered that 
her compensation was about onethird of what the nowretired partner had been paid for 
the same book of business. She complained about this inequity, and the senior partner 
came back and told her that the pay disparity was because they had “overcompensated” 
the partner who just retired. She described this pay disparity as “one of the most frustrat
ing things about my position right now.” 

b) Other Partners Get Credit for the Women’s Originations

“[I]t works a little like a mafia mob right now, with the little capos.  
And the head of the group gets to see every case that comes in and takes 

the little percentage.”

While lack of a book of business has often been cited as the reason for the pay disparity 
between men and women in law firms, focusgroup respondents pointed to credit alloca
tion as the true culprit.59 Nearly all female respondents, who worked in law firms either 
currently or previously, voiced a high level of frustration with regards to how credit is 
allocated. One respondent said, “The origination issue is a huge issue. I do think that as 
a woman, in particular, you often have to work a lot harder than your male counterparts 
do to get the same level of recognition.” 

Respondents resent the way credit is distributed in law firms and want the distribu
tion to be more equitable. In notable contrast, male respondents described an imperfect 
compensation process that they felt generally worked out in the long run. One male respon
dent said, “[M]y impression is we don’t have a lot of disputes or discontentedness with 
credit. Not to say that we don’t have any, but I don’t think it’s prevalent from my perspec
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tive.” This finding is consistent with Walking Out the Door, which reported that women 
were more likely than men to say that their firm’s compensation system was unfair.60

Several women respondents talked about how not getting credit is demoralizing. 
One respondent put it this way, “[I]t can be frustrating when you are working on [the 
matter], you are proving yourself, and then the credit goes to someone who is kissing up.” 
Another respondent said, “[W]e are always called in when it has gone south and then we 
don’t see the credit.” She told her firm, “You give me the hardest problems to solve, but 
you tell me I am less important with the compensation you give me.” 

When are women not getting credit for business? Respondents frequently cited 
two examples: (1) they did not get credit for expanding and maintaining existing client 
relationships, and (2) they were part of a pitch team but did not receive credit when the 
firm got the business.

(1)  Women Do not Get CreDit for expanDinG anD maintaininG 
existinG Client relationships 

“My God, we just really didn’t think you’d care that much  
about the money.”

Respondents spoke frequently of how current credit allocation systems failed to appropri
ately reward them for originating new business from former clients, expanding business 
from existing clients, or both. One partner explained, “[E]ven when . . . we were the ones 
that had the primary relationship with the client, we got no credit because we were not the 
billing partner at that time.” Another partner expressed her frustration: “[T]here’s a client 
I’m sharing credit for and it’s [been] like three general counsels [since he worked for the 
client], he doesn’t know any of them, and they come back to us because of the work [I do].” 

One partner described how the failure to receive commensurate credit led her to 
leave her firm: 

[The firm] only had one avenue for credit with this billing partner and there 
was one billing partner. They didn’t even split credit. They changed that now, 
but even when they changed it, [a partner] was “so kind” to me that he gave 
me 20 percent, even though I was doing 100 percent of the origination on 
these matters. . . . I left [the firm] for multiple reasons, but comp[ensation] 
definitely was one of them. 

She went to another firm.
Another respondent shared this story. When she first joined her firm, a matter 

came in and the senior partner said, “I have no idea what this is. I don’t want to do this. 
Does anybody want it?” The woman partner volunteered immediately even though the 
type of matter was not her specialty. She then proceeded to build a milliondollar book of 
business in this new practice area. However, the senior partner who passed off the matter 
to her took all the origination credit. When she raised this disparity, the senior partner 
responded, “My God, we just really didn’t think you’d care that much about the money.” 

Several respondents spoke of matters in which partners were getting credit even 
though they were “basically fired off the matter[s]” by their clients. “[T]hey want to work 
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with me, but they don’t want to work with so and so, and that person is still [getting] 
credit,” exclaimed one partner. Another respondent shared this experience: 

We were in trial, the client was very happy with the work, and I was pulled 
off [the matter to handle another case]. Then this other guy gets it, does a 
terrible job. . . . [The client] said that they would fire the firm unless they put 
me back on the matter. [Even though] I was working on another large matter, 
I took this [case] on again and it resolved well. . . . The [male] partner who 
had been fired by the client got the credit! 

These stories highlight how the highly subjective credit systems employed by law firms 
that are frequently controlled by the “old boy” networks leave women feeling cheated 
when the credit is handed out. As a result, women are voting with their feet and leaving 
their firms.

(2)  Women are part of the pitCh but not Given CreDit  
When the firm Gets the business

“You got them in the door so they could take the work and credit.” 

Another credit allocation issue occurs for lawyers who are included in the pitch but are 
not brought into the matter until later or at all. One partner explained:

[B]eing in a large law firm, the practice group of appellate is, it’s very hard 
to justify. People bring in the client and then they bring you in, and you’re 
a critical piece or you’re part of the pitch but you never get credit for it. . . . 
[T]here were cases where the client would ask for me to be on the team, and 
someone would tell me, usually a man, okay, always a man, that, “[T]he cli
ent asked for you to be part of this and we’re gonna bring you in as soon as 
there’s an appellate issue.” Well, there’s an appellate issue on day one, before 
the lawsuit is filed. But [laughter] that was their way of saying, “You’re not 
getting any part of this bucket.” 

This was a common occurrence for women of color who felt that they were often paraded 
about during pitches as “trophies” by the white male partners at their law firms but not 
given credit for the role they played in securing the client. One woman of color shared 
her experience: 

There were times where I had developed expertise in some areas and my 
name was put into a pitch package. [W]e’d get the work and then, I’d never 
see it. . . . What they would do is they’d use that to then develop the white 
men to develop more expertise in this area. And they wouldn’t necessarily 
bring in the people who were . . . the best people for the job. 

These experiences of being used as window dressing but not given any credit led many 
women of color to leave their firms. 
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2. Hyper-Competitiveness Has Eroded Collegiality

“If you’ve been in a law firm for a long time, you’ve been a fighter for 
that long. That’s just the bottom line. You just are.”

“[A]ll the back-biting and in-fighting and pettiness . . . I just hated it so 
much. It was just unbearable how much I hated it. . . . [I]t was awful.”

The disparity in receiving credit, and the corresponding income disparity, is just one 
aspect of the environment that pushes women out of law firms. The hypercompetitiveness 
common at most firms today has led to a level of incivility that many women find intoler
able. One respondent said she left her firm because of “all the backbiting and infighting 
and pettiness . . . I just hated it so much. It was just unbearable how much I hated it. . . . 
[I]t was awful.” An inhouse lawyer told us, “I’d rather stick needles in my eyes [than go 
back to a law firm because of] the billable hours, the sharp elbows, and the very com
petitive environment.” She shared her experience at a recent alumni event: “[I]t was so 
interesting to me. And I don’t know if it’s particular to the firm where I was, but it was 
just the competitive, alphamale nature of the place. It was palpable, the environment, it 
was just palpable. And that’s not what my inhouse experience has been.”

The pressure to develop business is so intense that “you have to really have a mind
set to be watching everywhere.” They talked about the men who “look at the new client 
matter numbers every time they come in and then email you if it looks like it’s something 
that might be theirs.” For instance, one respondent shared how she had been building a 
substantial book of business with a client when a senior male walked into her office and 
declared “[T]his client is in my Rolodex[.]” When she protested, he insisted, and it was 
only through intervention from the client that she was able to get credit for the business. 

Another respondent said that she was doing work for a friend of hers who was the 
general counsel of a company. Out of nowhere, a senior male partner came in and claimed: 
“I’m good friends with [a lawyer at the company] and I have been courting this client for 
years.” The woman responded that the general counsel of the company was a personal 
friend of hers and that the general counsel had sought out the firm because of their rela
tionship. The female partner said, “Well, he didn’t get a piece of it, but he was ready 
to pounce on it, and that’s not something I would ever do[.]” A fourth female partner 
described a situation where the head of her practice group “tried to steal” one of her clients 
even though he was already making significantly more money than her: “[H]e saw what 
I was generating with that client and basically said, ‘Hey, well you may need help with 
that client. . . .’ It’s like, ‘Well I brought this client to the firm, and you leave that alone.’” 

This example illustrates the lengths to which women are forced to go to protect 
their origination credit. A woman had been developing a new client when the head of mar
keting approached her and said, “You do know that the five male partners are meeting to 
talk about developing the client that you brought in, and you’re not at that table.” After 
trying to dispute the situation internally with no success, she called the general counsel of 
the company who was her friend. The general counsel then “cut off the work” to the firm. 
The respondent explained, “[M]y response was, ‘If it’s not coming in through me it’s not 
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coming in.’” While she ultimately won the battle, she questioned, “‘[W]hy did I even have 
to go to that point?’ That felt like a mutually assured destruction.” 

These types of battles take a toll on women lawyers, said respondents. As is often 
the case with women who ask for increased compensation, women who ask for their fair 
share of origination credit can experience negative consequences because of implicit gen
der biases. One partner put it this way: “I fought once. You have to deal with the resent
ment and think: ‘Do I do this now?’ You have to think about your health, your children, 
other concerns. . . .” This toll is particularly heavy for women of color who already feel 
a deep sense of isolation in their law firms. One woman of color said that she had fewer 
avenues through which to fight for credit than her colleagues. She explained: 

I don’t find myself having that confidence in the higher ranks the way some 
people do. And so therefore, then when I go to people, I feel like I come across 
always as the angry black woman, because I don’t have someone that’s in my 
corner. 

As a result, “I’m left to fight the fight for myself, by myself,” she said. Another woman 
shared the story of how she fought the decision to award credit to a partner who had been 
fired off a matter by the client. She said, “The conversation went all the way to the top 
of the firm. My request for credit was rejected. For me to go to the head of the firm and 
for that to happen.” When women fight and lose, the impact is devasting to their morale: 
“You lose energy to do the job because you are not being recognized. Or you leave. Or 
you become anxious or depressed.” 

The hypercompetitiveness at law firms stands in sharp contrast to the more col
laborative experience reported by the many respondents working in law departments. 
According to a respondent, “One of the most attractive things [of working inhouse] is 
to wear the business hat and be part of the business team. That’s just what I love doing.” 
Just how meaningful it is to share a business purpose is demonstrated by how difficult it 
was for one respondent when her corporation sold the business she had been supporting 
most of her career: “I [have] probably more responsibility than I had before. But, I do miss 
being, really being part of a team that’s trying to grow a business. . . . [Y]ou don’t [get that 
same experience] at a law firm.” Another said, “I loved having one foot in the business, 
on the business side, and one foot in the legal department, because I really felt like I was 
helping make decisions and helping craft transactions . . . as an outside lawyer I had not 
felt that way.” Still another said, “The best part [of working inhouse] was I became part 
of the business team, which was so wonderful.” One respondent provided this context: 
“[I]t’s the respect that comes to the lawyers and working with the team. When we’re doing 
proposals, it’s somebody in sales and somebody in operations and execution, and then the 
lawyer. And then, we create a team, and we go forward and do those things from there.” 

Unlike their inhouse counterparts, law firm partners are rarely working towards 
a collective goal. Instead, partners are laserfocused on building their own books of busi
ness with practice groups operating in nearindependent silos. One respondent summed 
it up this way: “At some point you wonder whether or not it’s worth the money. And the 
question becomes, at what point do you just wanna retire and do something [else] if you 
don’t feel like you’re building something?” 
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3. Isolation

Articles about the dangers of isolation at work abound, yet too often law firms dismiss 
the effect that hypercompetitiveness, increasingly long hours, and technology have on 
lawyers’ mental health. One respondent said, “the reason that [isolation] is oftentimes 
not improved upon is because people discount that that’s a real issue that’s taking place. 
And so, as a result, we do lose young women, we do lose persons of color, because people 
discount how impactful feeling isolated is [to their overall experience at the firm].” The 
isolation reported in this study is likely even more acute today as many lawyers are work
ing from home due to the COVID19 pandemic.

a) Ever-Increasing Billable Hour Expectations Do Not Leave Time for 
Relationship-Building

Everincreasing billable hour expectations and the fact that lawyers at law firms are “on 
the clock” have made it difficult to develop those allimportant (and rewarding) relation
ships that can help offset the negative parts of practicing law.61 One respondent explained, 
“It’s harder to get that camaraderie and that exchange of ideas and the brainstorming 
when you are a slave to the billable hour because you don’t have enough time in your day 
to brainstorm and then make your hours.” She continued, “I constantly feel like I’m cut
ting people off, or they’re cutting me off or they just don’t want to be bothered, and it’s 
very frustrating.” “[Y]ou can’t just shoot the breeze with people,” she said.

Respondents spoke of how they are working harder and longer, even as partners. 
One law firm partner said, “You would think that once you get to a certain level that you 
wouldn’t be working nights and weekends and that’s not the case. That’s not been my 
experience at all. In some ways, I’m working harder than I did [at other periods in my 
career].” Another partner explained that “[T]he problem . . . is that the more senior you 
get as a partner, the more other stuff you have to do.” She continued, 

I get kind of confused by this idea that I’m supposed to go out now in my level 
of career [with] all the things I am doing and bill 1,800 and 2,200 hours on 
a regular basis—since I am not a trial lawyer, it’s challenging for me—and 
maintain all those client relationships, and mentor everybody who is coming 
along, and manage all this darn electronic billing, and everything else. 

One respondent compared her experience as practice group leader in a large law firm to 
her time as general counsel. She said that one of the advantages of working inhouse was 
that “[y]ou could really focus on your job and nurturing relationships.” She continued, 
“[You do] not have to worry about some of those aspects that are definitely part of firm 
life, and especially as a partner . . . [Y]ou’re supposed to nurture [and] develop people, 
but you were also supposed to put in your own billable hours and billings and bring in 
new clients, so there was a lot.” 

While women in this study reported that onerous billable hour requirements were 
a factor as to why they left their firms—similar to the respondents in Walking Out the 
Door62—the respondents in our study emphasized the negative impact of those hour 
requirements on their ability to build relationships within their firms. Many women said 
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that, as a result of the increasing hour requirements and the other factors discussed above, 
the environment in law firms has become more “closedoffice” and “siloed” which has 
increased the feeling of isolation. One law firm partner explained:

[At] the first environment I was in, right out of law school, there was a nice 
mix of ages where it was a very collegial environment. . . . It really brought 
your day together by having peers that wanted to grab lunch, chat about what 
you were working on. And the environments I’ve been in since, the people are 
very nice and very professional. But they’re very much to themselves, where I 
feel like my own little iceberg. . . . [H]alf the days, I’ll only say good morning 
to the receptionist. And everyone’s got their doors closed and is doing their 
own thing. So I’ve come to kind of feel less invested[.]

Because of the isolation, she is thinking of leaving her firm for an inhouse position where 
she could “work on one company’s mission statement” and have “people that are not just 
attorneys in the mix.” Advances in technology compound the problem. Lawyers are often 
located all over the place which also leads to less collegiality. One respondent who really 
enjoys the “social aspect” of her personal injury practice said working from home can be 
challenging: “[A]t home I’m sitting there by myself, and so I don’t get the social aspect.” 

b) Lack of Diversity in Leadership

“I don’t feel like I have anyone in a position of power who can 
personally relate to me.”

“At my prior firm that busted up, when the firm was in crisis, they had a 
meeting of the important partners. Not one woman partner was invited, 

including the general counsel of the firm. Guess what? The firm did 
bust up.”

Numerous respondents pointed to the absence of women in leadership as a contributing 
factor to their sense of isolation. For instance, one partner said the worst thing about prac
ticing law is that there is no one in a position of power at her firm “who can personally 
relate” to her experience as a working mom. She explained,

I’m fortunate enough to have a wonderful husband who [takes] our son every 
morning. . . . Drops him off every morning and picks him up every day. So, 
I can come in earlier or stay later, I have that flexibility. But I’m still a mom, 
and when [my son] has a little preschool play, I wanna go. 

Because “all the folks who are equity [partners] have stayathome wives,” she said that 
she does not feel that the firm’s leadership relates to that desire to be involved in her 
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son’s life. Another respondent who had a similar experience while working in a law firm 
described experiencing a “sense of relief” after being in a new inhouse position for just a 
week. She said that there were many women in management in her new organization and 
that the lawyers felt comfortable talking about things such as daycare. As a result, she felt 
appreciated and respected.

Respondents who were the highest women in their offices reported feeling “a bur
den” to advocate on behalf of the other women in their offices. One woman explained, 
“I feel that I need to advocate for [female associates] and I’m using my personal capital 
to benefit others. And it’s frustrating to me ’cause I’m not so sure that the folks above 
me are doing that in the same way. Not necessarily intentionally but out of ignorance.” 
Another respondent spoke of the pressure she feels to advocate for diversity: “It’s frustrat
ing because I do feel like the person in the room who has to speak up. And when some
thing happens everyone kind of looks at me like, ‘What’s she gonna say now?’” 

Even at a firm “which has a very good reputation for bringing in women, retaining 
women, et cetera,” a respondent said she is the only person who is asking questions with 
respect to women and people of color. The law firm partner went on to say, “I feel like 
in a lot of ways my equity partners are blind. I have sat in corporate group meetings and 
had the new head of the US corporate group say to me, ‘Did you know that you were the 
only woman in that room?’ Like, ‘Yeah. I kinda noticed.’” 

c) Women of Color Experience Heightened Sense of Isolation

“[T]he white women will get together after work and go have a drink 
and I will see people making plans and talking after hours and I’m 

almost never included.”

The isolation was even more acute for women of color who spoke frequently of feeling iso
lated with regards to both race and gender. An inhouse lawyer spoke of how lonely it was 
to be the only Latina in her organization. Two black women spoke about how difficult it 
can be for women of color to connect with other lawyers within their organizations who 
have different backgrounds and experiences. These women talked about how white lawyers 
in their firms do not relate to their experiences and interests. Importantly, our independent 
sample reinforces the findings in the companion research project in the ABA Initiative on 
Achieving LongTerm Careers for Women in Law that focused specifically on women law
yers of color. That research is reported in Left Out and Left Behind: The Hurdles, Hassles, 
and Heartaches of Achieving Long-Term Legal Careers for Women of Color.63

An inhouse lawyer spoke about how being the only woman of color affects her 
during meetings: “[W]hen you walk into a meeting and you’re the only woman, you’re 
the only person of color, you know, they don’t have to say anything, for you to know.” 
She said that she faces this situation constantly and must make a conscious effort not to 
let it derail her from accomplishing her goals. She continued, “I don’t mean to be cavalier 
about it, but I’m so used to it, that it just doesn’t enrage me like it used to; maybe it should, 
but it doesn’t.”
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Another black woman said the need to “navigate white culture” contributes to the 
isolation felt by women of color. She explained, “It’s not our culture to be vocal about 
who we are, what our background is. But I’ve learned that very early on, in order for you 
to advance, people have to know who you are. You’ve gotta share bits and pieces of your 
background.”64 

As discussed previously, women of color reported being taken to the “beauty show” 
with prospective clients but being all but forgotten when the firm landed the work. Women 
of color said that being left out of the team not only affected their compensation, but it 
also deepened their sense of isolation. One respondent described her experience, “They 
would take me out for show all the time. They would be trying to get a big case from 
somebody or a big [matter] from some corporation and I would go along. And that’s the 
only time I would ever be asked to go along.”

These experiences had such an impact on her that when the roles reversed and she 
was general counsel, she monitored who was working on her matters carefully to make 
sure that the people of color on the pitches were given the work. She explained, “I had 
friends in firms, and they would call me [for business]. I would say, ‘Yeah, I’ll give you 
this work but I want to make sure you’re doing it, you make sure you’re doing it, let me 
know if you’re not and I’ll take it away from [the firm].’” 

This problem is exacerbated because women’s initiatives often fail to account for the 
experiences of women of color. One woman of color said, “[I]t’s still very much a white 
world as a black woman. . . . [T]here’re those times when you do have that distinction of 
the black lawyer versus the woman lawyer.” She shared the following example of being 
left out when white women in her office get together:

I’m in an office now where we, I think, we have more of a camaraderie and 
I’m included more. But even still, even the white women will get together 
after work and go have a drink and I will see people making plans and 
talking after hours and I’m almost never included. 

She said, “[T]he isolation is the worst part for me.” 
A second respondent explained, “There’s this really interesting inversion in the 

African American community, where you’re much more likely to be the primary, if not 
sole, wage earner.”65 She said that being the primary wage earner “separates you from 
your nonblack female colleagues, because you’re not participating in those discussions.” 
She explained, “[I]t’s like, ‘You know what? This is not a choice for me, I don’t see 
flex[time] as a choice because I’m sole or primary.’”

This is not the first study to discover that women of color feel marginalized and iso
lated from their colleagues in their law firms. In 2006, the ABA Commission on Women 
in the Profession published Visible Invisibility, one of the first studies to survey women 
of color in the legal profession.66 Most recently, Left Out and Left Behind documents in 
detail the experiences of women of color.
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4. Sexist and Racist Behavior

“I experienced discriminatory behaviors throughout my career 
pervasively. And after a while you look at that and you just go, ‘I don’t 

need these people. I don’t want to be around these people.’”

“I would say without exception, every lawyer, female lawyer that I’ve 
spoken to that I’m friends with, that I’m close enough to talk to, has 

experienced some form of discrimination.”

“If I had felt like I was more respected even as a person, not just a 
lawyer, but as a person, I probably would have stayed.”

“[T]he lack of opportunity, I think, for [women of color] is really 
blatant.”

“[T]he power dynamic is very real. . . [P]eople are very uncomfortable 
when women lean into their power.

Focusgroup respondents and individual interviewees reported many incidents of sex
ist and racist behavior that discourage women from remaining in a longterm career in 
law. For instance, one woman partner interviewed described the department chair at the 
BigLaw firm where she worked as “sexist, racist, and homophobic.” Other women we 
interviewed described their work environments as “male clubs.” One respondent said that 
to succeed in a law firm a woman needs “thick skin.” 

One department head shared this example. She said that the firm’s CEO told her 
that he thought she would like to be able to spend more time at home with her children. 
(She had never said anything like this to anyone at the firm.) He then proceeded to inform 
her that the new reorganization plan for the firm “did not include a spot for her.” 

Another respondent shared an experience involving more subtle bias. One night 
she and a male attorney were both working late. The managing partner of the firm com
mended the male lawyer for working late (“Oh, burning the midnight oil? . . . Keep up 
the good fight[.]”) but then made a comment to her that assumed a lower commitment 
on her part (“Man, you’re here late. I bet you really want to be home with those kids.”). 
Because she was gunning for partnership, this respondent admitted that she was angered 
by the comment. The findings from Walking Out the Door also found that perceptions 
of women being less committed than their male counterparts have persisted over time.67 

Respondents reported that bias also manifested in that negative experiences were 
held against the women but quickly forgiven for their male counterparts. One respondent 
shared how it took her “a long time to move past” a bad interaction with a manager who 
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did not think she had handled a project correctly while a male attorney was able to quickly 
recover from a significant misstep. The respondent said, 

[I]t took [the manager] retiring finally and maybe three plus years of heavy 
lifting to build my reputation back up again. Whereas I watched one of our 
[male] lawyers get subpoenaed . . . he even got suspended and it just seemed 
like he was able to come back into it. It felt like there was a disparity.

She explained, “I am a very good lawyer, so I didn’t screw things up[; the manager] just 
thought that I could have handled things differently.” Notwithstanding the fact that it 
was a disagreement over execution and not a mistake, the experience was held against her, 
setting her back years in her career unlike her male counterpart. 

One inhouse lawyer described the gender discrimination in her law department as 
“subtle and not recognized[.]” She explained, “[T]he men in leadership will tell you that 
they absolutely support women and promote women and [yet] I’ve been left behind suc
cessively for white men.” She continued, “[T]here[ are] wonderful reasons why it couldn’t 
happen for me this time or this time and ‘absolutely next time it’s you[,]’ and whatever, 
but it’s just kind of a pattern. And I think it’s completely not recognized on their side. I 
think it’s a very unconscious bias.” This finding, that male partners believe that they are 
advocates for gender diversity but the women who work with them do not agree, is con
sistent with responses found in Walking Out the Door, where 91 percent of experienced 
men in law firms say that their firms are “active advocates of gender diversity” at their 
firms, while only 62 percent of women agree.68 

A partner at a law firm said that the difference between men’s and women’s careers 
is “most obviously crystallized with their instant credibility.” For example, she said that 
when she walks into a new courtroom where she has not previously appeared with her 
“much younger” male associate, “the court reporter, the clerk and the judge, everyone’s 
looking at my associate and I’m like, ‘Why are you looking at my associate?’” She gave 
another example that occurred during a billiondollar negotiation: 

The associate was substantially younger than me and more junior. He’s doing 
the diligence and he’s typing. The guy walks in, walks right by me, says 
“hello” to this associate, and shakes his hand. Then the other person at the 
company said, “Well, but actually [she is] the one running the deal.” He looks 
at me, goes “Hello,” [and then] turns back to the associate. Even after they 
told him. Yeah, it was unbelievable.

Thus, the man had “instant credibility because he’s a man in a suit,” even though he was 
more junior to her.

This instant credibility for men—and relatedly the lack thereof for women—can 
make it difficult to develop business, explained one respondent. She shared, “I always have 
to prove myself to prospective clients and convince them sometimes that they don’t need 
to go to a big plaintiffs’ firm.” She continued, “I think part of it is genderbased. . . . [I] 
have to face these double standards that I’m supposed to look young, but I actually have 
lots of experience. . . . [It] can be frustrating to overcome that.” 
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In another interview, the question of age discrimination was directly addressed. 
When we interviewed this lawyer, she was no longer practicing law. She was consulting 
with law firms and spoke to groups of lawyers, in particular women lawyers. She strongly 
encourages women to color their hair and “to wear colors that make them livelier.” She 
explained, “I focus more on age discrimination when it comes to women than I do on men. 
I tend to regard undyed gray hair on women like I regard visible tattoos.” A male with 
gray hair is often viewed as possessing “gravitas,” but the same is not true for women.

A senior litigator spoke about an experience when a client doubted her abilities 
because she was a woman. She explained, “A client basically said to another one of my 
partners, ‘I want a trial lawyer.’ And so, what we did is we trotted out a man in a suit, 
[chuckle] who ha[d] actually less experience.” A transactional attorney had similarly frus
trating experiences when clients insisted on having a male attorney. She shared, “[T]hese 
clients were men. And these clients were older, I would say, and pretty sexist. And one 
of them said, ‘I don’t want that woman working on my deal.’ . . . He didn’t know me.” 
She said that in another instance, she was pulled off a deal and replaced with one of her 
colleagues “because [he was not] a woman.” 

Moreover, numerous women talked about the discrimination they faced once they 
had children. Respondents reported that the quality of their assignments decreased when 
they returned from maternity leave. One woman who had been doing “a good bit of 
international work” found that she was no longer being asked to work on projects that 
required travel: 

[A]ll of a sudden there were some matters that were not coming my way that 
would have involved international travel. . . . [P]art of me was like, “Oh 
maybe they’re just being nice.” That, because I have an infant, maybe they 
think I don’t want to travel. But I found that rather annoying too, because it 
was, “Give me the option and let me decide.”

Another respondent who left a law firm to go inhouse spoke about how she did not feel 
supported at her law firm after she had children. She said that when she came back from 
maternity leave, people made the assumption that she wanted to work less. She was also 
criticized for leaving her breast milk in the fridge. These experiences made her want to 
leave the firm (though not necessarily the legal profession). 

A former law firm partner who had worked at her firm for 24 years before leaving 
to go inhouse said that her pay did not reflect the hours she worked the year she took 
maternity leave. She explained,

When I was expecting with my first, that year I worked my tail off. . . . I put 
in a lot . . . of hours. . . . They were very flexible with me but, because of that, 
when I came back, I don’t think the year I had was reflected in my comp. 
If you looked at what I worked, I worked much, much more than probably 
anybody else, on top of being pregnant, in th[at] period.

Notably, the conflicts these women encountered earlier in their careers with regards to 
their family responsibilities remained bitter experiences. Even a decade or more later, they 
could still recite in detail the way they were treated by their law firms. 
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A common theme that persisted throughout the focus groups was that most of the 
male colleagues of respondents had wives that did not work outside the home. That male 
partners are more likely to have stayathome wives than women partners is supported by 
the qualitative analysis in After the JD.69 The fact that men had that additional level of 
support “contributes to that sense of deprivation, because you’re failing [at taking care of 
your personal responsibilities] and don’t have anyone covering it,” said one woman who 
left law practice. She explained,

[T]hey had someone who was taking care of everything else in their world, 
freeing them up to only focus on work . . . [M]y husband still worked full
time. There was no way he was gonna be a stayathome dad. And so, there 
wasn’t anyone in my world that was taking care of everything else, freeing 
me up to just focus on work.

Another respondent said that the men at her company, both at the executive level and 
within the law department, have wives that do not work outside the home. She shared,

[These executive men will] be talking about, “My wife is gonna go [pick up] 
the dry cleaning and the kids and do all the stuff,” and I look at them and 
say “I am the wife.” And their faces just fall because they’re just stunned.

A law firm partner said, “Our male colleagues have wives. And part of the reason I went 
parttime when I was pregnant with my first [child] is [that] I was married to an equity 
partner in another firm.” She continued, “I worked with some of the most beautiful, lib
eral, forwardthinking antitrust attorneys and still it was, ‘Oh, well, you know, you’ve got 
a safety net, so it’s okay.’ And I was surprised and disappointed.” 

The stories of discrimination were even more troubling for women of color. Two 
black women left practice because of what they referred to as “the stay in your lane” phe
nomenon that happens when a woman of color is successful. One respondent explained, 
“I literally had somebody on our management board say, ‘You know what? You’re win
ning too many awards and attracting too much attention to yourself.’” The respondent 
said that although she was “on par with everyone else” through “the first twothirds” of 
her practice, she began to face resistance at the point she became more successful. She 
explained:

[I]f you speak up and [say], “I wanna participate in X, I wanna drive Y, I’d 
like to lead Z,” then it’s, “you’re stepping out of your lane.” . . . So, any time 
you try to step ahead, then it’s like, “Ooh, you’re getting off the track and 
you’re getting ahead of yourself.” 

She noted the connection with selfpromotion. “[O]ne reason that we don’t selfpromote 
is because there are consequences that men don’t face that we do. So, it’s the proverbial 
rock and a hard place.” She left practice to focus on diversity and inclusion in her firm, 
and then she ultimately left her firm because the firm failed to acknowledge and reward 
her ambition. 
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Another woman of color gave the following example. She said that after her team 
won a significant litigation matter where they all “made a ton of money,” she was suddenly 
let go from her firm when the partner on the case saw her in her new car. She explained:

[People] wrote checks and paid off student loans with working on that case. 
And so, I remember I bought a car, a very nice car. I had never bought myself 
anything. I’ve worked so much and worked so hard. 

I remember being downtown and being in a parking garage. I parked 
right next to the associate, the sixthyear associate, and the partner who was 
presiding over that case. When they saw me get out of that car, that was the 
last day I worked there. They looked at me, like, “No, she did not,” and I 
was immediately let go. 

And I had worked so hard. I had traveled all throughout the south. We 
went to Chicago; we went to other [states]. And when I bought a car, to me 
it boiled down to the car, the look that they gave me when I got out of that 
car. . . . I got a phone call that evening, I was cut, I was off, I was done.

She believes she was let go “because when I bought that car and was parked next to them, 
they probably thought that, ‘Well she probably thinks that she’s one of us now,’ or some
thing like that.” 

A third respondent spoke about how difficult it was to be a black female in the 
legal profession. She said, “The worst thing about law is stupid, opposing counsel. Being 
a black female is a different experience. I am often mistaken for a court reporter. Dealing 
with this issue is an added burden.” This experience is consistent with other research that 
found that “[w]omen of color reported that they had been mistaken for administrative 
staff, court personnel, or janitorial staff at a level 50 percentage points higher than white 
men.”70 A Latina lawyer said that the worst thing about practicing law was “dealing with 
biases,” which she said could “come from anyone, and you were not always prepared.” An 
AsianAmerican woman said that there is “a lot” of discrimination against Asian women. 
In the way of example, she said that she has seen people criticize Asian women for being 
“too soft spoken.” 

The issues brought up by respondents of color in the present study further support 
the findings in the Left Out and Left Behind study, which found that women of color 
are not exposed to major clients or major assignments, lack opportunities to work on the 
most challenging assignments, have trouble finding sponsors, and receive no recognition 
for their accomplishments.71 A woman of color who left practice summed it up: “[T]he 
lack of opportunity, I think, for us is really blatant.” She said, “I just think that if there 
was definitely more inclusion, and just giving people of color, and especially women too, 
more responsibility and not just looking over them, that you might have more satisfied 
people of color and women.” She said, “It’s really all about respect for me.” She continued, 
“I should not have to feel like I’ll never really amount to much when I come into my job 
and I do my very best, . . . especially when I work hard, and I have the same credentials 
or better credentials than a lot of people.” 
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5. Opportunities for Challenging or Fulfilling Work Elsewhere

“You want a challenge, or you want something else.”

“[The female partner] did all of the [work] up until it got important.”

The importance of challenging and fulfilling work to longterm careers in law cannot be 
overstated. Respondents frequently said that these aspects of their jobs were what they 
liked best about practicing law regardless of practice area. Practice areas ranged from 
litigation (“I do love the rolling up the sleeves and fighting it out, especially when we win. 
[chuckle] That’s what really engages me.”) to employment law (“[F]rom daytoday, there’s 
just a lot of stuff that goes on in the work environment, from the salacious to the very cut
ting edge. So, it’s just very exciting and interesting . . .”) to advising startups (“For me to 
be really effective I have to understand what my companies do, why they need the people 
they need . . . I love getting into all that.”) to international law (“I work with people from 
all around the world, and I manage matters that are multijurisdictional.”) to community 
development and housing (“the stuff that I do actually helps rebuild communities and 
revitalize communities, so I get to see a physical difference made with the work I do.”). 

Repeatedly, respondents used phrases such as “constant learning,” “being chal
lenged,” and “intellectual vigor” to describe what they enjoyed about practicing law. For 
instance, one respondent enjoys “the intellectual vigor” of her practice because it “inter
sects with a lot of different topics.” Her practice, which involves constitutional law, busi
ness law, startup law, family law, and asylum, is “a really interesting, really juicy area of 
law,” she said. A law firm partner said, “I have thought so many times I’m so fortunate to 
come into a job every day where I learn something[.]” A personal injury attorney shared, 
“I also really love my career and my profession. I think personal injury is challenging in 
that you have to get the cases and you have to win the cases on the plaintiff’s side in order 
to get paid. I like the challenge of that.” 

Another law firm respondent who described her practice as “complex transactions, 
coming up with solutions, to doing new forms of transactions” said “that stuff that’s 
outside of the box is the stuff that I love.” 

The variety of work was a significant factor for many respondents. For example, 
the personal injury lawyer cited in the previous paragraph said, “I like the fact that every 
single case is different, every fact pattern is different[.]” Still another law firm respondent 
said, “What I really love about practicing law is that it’s never the same thing. I love the 
variety I’ve had in my practice. No two cases are the same.” An inhouse lawyer agreed. 
She stated, “[E]very new deal is new and there’s some unique aspect to it that makes 
it interesting[,] be it the location, the client, the relationship, the strategic thunder, the 
technology, if there’s something different about this process versus another process. It’s 
constant learning[,] which is fun.” 

Inhouse lawyers were particularly reflective on the significance of work variety 
to their long tenures at their organizations. One inhouse lawyer who works in media 
reflected on how “being able to pivot” and “do something totally different” is what kept 
her “staying for a long time.” She shared, “I do a lot of copyright. So, it’s always changed. 
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I mean the broadcast world we’re in today is very different than it was when I first started. 
And the laws changed, and the cases have changed. . . . That’s kept it very interesting.” 
Another inhouse lawyer said that she “should be retiring or something at this point, but 
there is nothing else I wanna do.” She explained, “I was the chief compliance officer for 
two or three years. I’ve been in a lot of different practice areas. And now [I am leading] 
a multipractice group.” As a result of this variety, “there was never a time” she thought 
about leaving her organization: “I feel like I was so lucky somebody gave me a really high
end box of chocolates, assorted chocolates.” She continued, “I started in litigation, but 
there’s a whole litigation tray of chocolates, you go from one thing to another, and then 
if you get bored in one practice area, you can go to another practice area. It’s almost like 
you can start a new career.”

In light of this driving need to be challenged by work, many respondents felt frus
trated when they did not have access to stimulating or fulfilling work. Respondents said 
that they were often denied opportunities commensurate with their skill level because 
senior partners hoarded the more interesting work. One woman explained, “I’m dealing 
with, especially in my current firm, a generation that simply won’t let go. . . . Let go either 
to retire or let go of the authority that they exude over their files and start training their 
successor.” One respondent observed a senior male partner who was opposing counsel for 
her case take over the “important” work from a female partner: 

[The] female partner at the firm . . . did everything on the case except for 
when we got to experts. Once we got to experts, the senior partner, who was 
a man, took over everything. . . . After experts were assigned out for trial, 
she didn’t even speak. 

She said that the female partner “did all of the [work] up until it got important.” Another 
respondent spoke of how she went from being “first chair” in “a lot of trials” in her gov
ernment position to doing associate level work when she began working at a law firm. 
She explained, “I’m on two major cases right now for two major [companies], and I’m 
not doing any of the expert work. I’m just doing a lot of what an associate does. And it’s 
really contributing to a lot of malaise on my part.” These comments underscore what has 
been welldocumented in the research: women are less likely than their male counterparts 
to have access to careerbuilding opportunities.72

Thus, it comes as no surprise that women who have been practicing more than 15 
years leave their organizations in search of more challenging and interesting work where 
they can utilize their skills. One respondent explained, “When you hit a certain point in 
your career . . . you want a challenge. You want a challenge, or you want something else.” 
A respondent who had been in private practice for 12 years prior to her move inhouse 
said that she had accepted the offer to be assistant general counsel because it was “too 
cool to pass up.” She recalled how her wouldbe boss compared the new position to being 
“a kid in a candy store.” Another inhouse respondent said, “I left [the] law firm in part 
for better exposure on the business side, getting that more practical business experience.” 
Inhouse work is “more interesting” because it “allows for longterm and strategic work” 
and is more about the “bigpicture” than law firm work, said another respondent. It also 
“offers the ability to provide legal advice” and then “see it through to fruition.” For one 
woman who recently left her inhouse position, that “something else” was “something 
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meaningful.” She explained, “I’m looking into the nonprofit world, not necessarily as a 
lawyer, but maybe running a nonprofit as an executive director. . . . I’m definitely at a 
point where I’m looking for different things, trying to explore.” 

Getting pigeonholed in a practice group can contribute to the attrition of experi
enced women. It is nearly impossible to switch practice groups even within the same firm 
once you reach a certain point in your career. Consider this example. After 15 years in 
private practice as a litigator, one respondent said that she realized that “there[ are] peo
ple out there who love fighting. They just love it and I wasn’t one of them. . . . I had one 
too many discovery motions, battles about documents[,] and interrogatories.” It got to 
the point where “it was becoming so difficult to work on those,” and she didn’t see that 
switching her practice group was an option: “If you’re being billed out at $800 an hour 
as a litigator and you swapped to corporate, what do you think you’re billed out at as a 
brand new corporate lawyer? That’s very difficult.” She left her firm to work on a startup. 
She shared: 

[I]t just so happened, it was one of those very fortunate situations where I 
was in litigation. I was really getting tired of it. And then I had these friends 
who . . . founded a startup. They were incredibly creative entrepreneur peo
ple, and they needed help founding the company. So, it was just an incredible 
ability to transition[,] ’cause like I said, [it] is difficult to transition from 
litigation to corporate, maybe vice versa. 

The decision to leave her firm was largely influenced by her desire to work in a different 
practice area where “there’s collaboration towards a common goal.” She said, “So even 
on a deal, an acquisition, even if you have a buyer and seller, they’re really both working 
towards a common goal, which is to have the deal done.” 

6. Passed Over for Promotion 

“[O]ne of the things that I realized is that as a woman I was being 
organizationally silenced. . . . [M]y voice was being silenced. And 
frankly I left when I did because I was afraid that it was gonna be 

squelched. I was afraid that I would never find it again if I didn’t leave 
when I did.”

“[I]n law firms, if you’re a lawyer, there’s only one position that 
matters. It doesn’t matter whatever title they give you, special this, 

whatever. It’s only partners that matter. . . .”

An area of frustration we heard more than once from women related to their experiences 
with promotions.73 Too often, women partners said that they were passed over for pro
motion to equity partner. Most large firms have adopted promotion systems that feature 
multiple levels of partnership and, as a result, many of the respondents we talked to found 
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themselves stuck at the nonequity level. We know from other research that women are 
more likely to be found as nonequity partners rather than equity compared to their male 
colleagues.74 For women of color, promotion to equity partner is even less likely. In fact, a 
recent American Lawyer study shows that among the AmLaw 100 firms, lawyers of color 
are three times more likely than white lawyers to be promoted to the nonequity ranks.75 

One respondent told us that at her firm there were two females up for promotion to 
equity partner. There were also a handful of men up for equity partner. All the men were 
promoted to equity partner and neither of the women were promoted. “It just seemed so 
blatantly discriminatory,” she said. Moreover, “the really terrible things” firm manage
ment said to justify their decisions “were [almost] worse than the experience of not mak
ing it.” She said that, for instance, the firm’s leadership told one of the women, “Oh, we 
didn’t know you wanted to be an equity partner” which was a “totally ludicrous” state
ment because “the woman was fulltime, handling litigation matters, and the right hand 
of a big rainmaker.” Moreover, the men who were promoted “were in a different office, 
were best friends with the office managing partner, [and] had dinner with their wives with 
these guys.” It was particularly upsetting to these women that they did not even know the 
men were being considered for partnership until the firm announced their promotions. 

We heard similar stories from other respondents. One woman talked about how 
she and two other women were denied partnership at her firm. They all ended up getting 
offers from larger firms at higher salaries. When this respondent handed in her letter of 
resignation, she was called into the named partner’s office and asked why she and the 
other women were leaving. She responded: 

All three of us were up for partnership this year. All three of us were denied, 
but we were obviously good enough to be pulled into three different, larger 
firms at higher salaries, with more responsibility. I’m not going to stay here 
and not be in a position where I can look forward. 

He asked, “Well, what could we do to make you stay?” She responded, “You’ve had that 
opportunity; I have to leave.”

One of our individual interviewees told us that when she had come up for partner
ship at the firm, they had promoted her to “limited partnership,” rather than giving her 
“full partnership.” When she asked why a male partner had received “full partnership” 
and she had received only “limited partnership,” the managing partner responded, “Well, 
you know he just had a new child, a new baby. And his spouse doesn’t work so he needs 
the money.” This woman happened to be married to an employment lawyer. She went 
home and asked him what she should do. He bluntly told her that if she ever wanted to 
practice law again, she needed to just walk away and not say anything more about it.

One appellate lawyer who was seeking a leadership role at her firm said that a male 
partner told her that the firm puts people in management “who have successful practices.” 
After hearing this, she thought, “Oh, so I don’t have a successful practice? Okay, well I’m 
gonna go where I can have a successful practice. . . . So now I’m in this firm where I am 
bringing in all of my own business and more, and that’s really been fun.”

Another respondent reluctantly left her firm of nine years to go inhouse after her 
fourth child was born. She explained, “[A]ll of a sudden, people assumed I was parttime 
when I was billing more than anyone else in my department. So, I left because there was no 
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mobility.” She left her firm to go inhouse fully expecting to “stay a little while” and then 
go back into a law firm. (“I didn’t like my law firm, but I really liked being at a law firm.”) 
She ended up staying at her company for 20 years. This was a preventable departure. 

Lack of upward mobility was even more a factor for women who worked reduced
hours schedules. One reducedhours attorney said, “[A]t that time, which is a different 
time than now, it wasn’t as clear that you could really have a really fulfilling career [when 
working a reduced hours schedule]. I guess that would be something I found out later.” She 
did not wait around to find out. Another woman left when her request to ramp up from 
parttime to fulltime was denied: “I wanted to work more. I’d really wanted to onramp 
back to it and I wanted to be promoted to partner, because at that point my friends were 
either partners or they had left. . . .” She continued, “[I]n law firms, if you’re a lawyer, 
there’s only one position that matters. It doesn’t matter whatever title they give you, special 
this, whatever. It’s only partners that matter.” 

Inhouse lawyers reported that unwillingness to travel for long periods of time can 
be a barrier to advancement in corporate law departments. One respondent said, “[M]y 
unwillingness to travel, and I don’t mean a week or two, I mean plant myself in Buenos 
Aires for three months, six months, to do a shortterm assignment for one year . . . is 
definitely a barrier.” She clarified, “[A]ctually I’d really love to do it, [but my personal 
life is such that I can’t do that right now]. . . . [T]hat has definitely stagnated my career.”

Another firm activity that we questioned respondents about was their willingness 
to head up firm committees. Most respondents found that these positions were less about 
leadership opportunities and more about doing the firm “housework”—a lot of time and 
effort without any rewards.76 While many women said that they enjoyed committee work, 
they were less enthusiastic about being paid less than comparable men or not given credit 
for putting on special events to expand firm business. One respondent talked about how 
her firm told her and another new partner (a male) that they were the future of the firm. 
To prepare them, these two new partners were provided instruction in how to perform 
the operational aspects of the firm. However, she soon realized that the firm wanted her 
to work to build business for the firm (something she wanted to do), but it also would 
put her in the position of being the “wife.” She said, “I don’t wanna be their work wife!” 
Other women in this focus group chimed in that they would find themselves doing the 
“backstage work”—tasks that are never seen as exhibiting leadership for the firm. Some 
women mentioned that by the time they reached senior status, they were no longer inter
ested in internal leadership activities. 

One woman who left the practice of law to head the firm’s diversity efforts said that 
she would have continued practicing if her firm would have given her a leadership role. 
She explained,

[O]ne of the things that I realized is that as a woman I was being organiza
tionally silenced. . . . [M]y voice was being silenced. And frankly I left when 
I did because I was afraid that it was gonna be squelched. I was afraid that I 
would never find it again if I didn’t leave when I did.

She said, “I wasn’t interested in being one of 200 cogs. I really was interested in leadership. 
I was interested in having my own voice.”
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7. Long Hours and Unpredictable Schedules

The long hours expected of lawyers were and are a challenge for some focusgroup respon
dents. At this stage in their careers, “it’s not just the kids, it’s the parent as well,” said one 
respondent. Another respondent who said that she feels “a little overwhelmed these days” 
provided this context:

I feel like I’m applying to college, because [my son is] not doing what he 
needs to do. . . . And then we have an 11yearold as well. And she requires 
attention and all that sort of thing. . . . My father passed away six years ago, 
and my mother lives alone. She’s 86 and she’s in good health for 86, but that 
means she has bad health days. 

Thus, the challenge to “do it all” that was described in the Walking Out the Door report77 
was also a significant factor for the respondents in our study.

“Even when you are on your own, it is a struggle,” said one law firm partner. She 
explained, “I have no kids. But I am active in my community. I am active in my church. 
. . . I have to put myself first: working out, putting the phone to the side. . . . I can’t help 
others [to the detriment of] myself.” One woman said that the fact that she did not have 
children made it particularly difficult for her to draw boundaries. People knew she was 
not married and did not have children, so when the weekend was coming up, she would 
get loaded down with work and found it difficult to argue that she didn’t have sufficient 
time to do the extra work. She ultimately left her firm to work for a large public transit 
company. 

Many of the women who participated in the focus groups or individual interviews, 
however, were at a stage in their lives where their children were grown and either in college 
or working fulltime. Certainly, these women had encountered work–family conflicts ear
lier in their careers,78 but they had developed strategies that allowed them to have fulfilling 
careers notwithstanding those challenges. One respondent put it this way:

Yes, you can work, and work yourself into a position of authority in a firm 
and have a family. It depends on how big your support network is and, at 
least in my generation of attorney[s], it was a recognition that you needed to 
develop that support network. Is that fair? Is that right? Absolutely not. But 
it was still better than the generation before me.

For her, a strong support network was essential to her success. 
A number of respondents cited having spouses who were the primary caregivers 

(“It’s completely because my husband took over all of [the domestic responsibilities]” and 
“My husband is ‘Mr. Mom’ . . . which definitely has made it easier for me to become an 
equity partner.”). Some respondents credited their reducedhours schedules for their long 
tenure at their firms. “Had I not been able to do that, I would not have stayed,” shared one 
respondent. She explained how working parttime allowed her to “take some of the stress 
off of having to meet the billable hours requirement.” By doing so, she had more time to 
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spend building relationships, taking on speaking opportunities, and generating business, 
which ultimately led to her having her own clients and greater flexibility in the long run. 

Flexibility, or lack thereof, was one of the most frequent topics discussed in the 
focus groups and individual interviews with regards to their ability to manage personal 
and professional responsibilities. Inflexibility pushed women out of their firms, while flex
iblity retained them. For instance, one respondent said that “[f]lexibility and family” were 
the “primary factors” that led her to move from her law firm to inhouse, “although the 
money and benefits were [also] a consideration.” She made the switch for “the flexibility, 
the interesting work, the not having to bring in business, mainly the control of my life.” 
Another respondent said, “[F]lexibility is what keeps me from going anywhere else. . . . 
I love my job to begin with, but this flexibility is worth its weight in gold. It’s amazing.” 

Other law firm partners confirmed that they had more flexibility now that they were 
partners and that that flexibility was important to their decisions to stay at their firms. 
One respondent shared her experience:

[W]hile [the law] is demanding . . . from a time perspective, it also offers flex
ibility, as far as professions go. . . . [W]hen you get more senior in your career, 
you can oftentimes manage what’s coming at you. . . . Most of the time, I 
can make it to my kids’ performances. I can cut out. I can work from home 
if I need to. . . . I do have to be responsive to the clients, and there are times 
when you just have to be there . . . but still, on a daytoday basis, there’s a 
lot of flexibility for choosing this career. 

Another respondent touted the flexibility she has at her firm: “[N]ow that I’m a share
holder I can work wherever. . . . I can set my own hours, I can take time off, I can take 
big chunks of time off if I want to, and nobody really questions me.” 

But not all firms offer the same level of flexibility. Flexibility is “very practicegroup 
and firm dependent,” explained one respondent. She said that she has had “more and less 
flexibility” at the various firms at which she worked. She attributed the difference to “the 
types of clients we have.” 

Another respondent said that she was surprised by the focus on face time at her 
firm: 

[W]e have a lot of junior women, in fact almost all our associates are women, 
and some of them have young families, and it is surprising to me that there 
is still that focus on sort of like, “But I didn’t see you there. Are you actually 
doing the work?” When to me, my feeling is we all know whether they’re 
doing the work or not because we have this thing called billable hours, and 
we can check every day to see how many hours they bill. What’s more, we 
can tell whether the clients are complaining about their failure to complete 
the work. 

Thus, while the partner does not care when and where the lawyers in her practice group 
do their work, the senior leadership at her firm is “very focused on face time.” 
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This sentiment was echoed by some inhouse lawyers as well. For instance, one 
inhouse lawyer shared, “People think inhouse is 8:00 to 5:00. All that kind of stuff. 
And when I started, when I had my first inhouse job, it was 8:00 to 5:00 in my world. 
But it’s not 8:00 to 5:00 now.” Another respondent said, “[The law group] was very face
timeoriented when I got there. Even another female attorney told me, basically, ‘You’ve 
gotta prove yourself before you flex your work schedule,’ which I thought was odd.” A 
third respondent said, “[I]n my legal department there is still a pushback on [flexibility]” 
and that pushback often comes from “fairly young people” and not “curmudgeonly old 
people.” She explained, however, that while she works as hard as she did at the law firm, 
her workflow is more consistent inhouse than at her former law firm: “[I]n the law firm I 
had peaks and valleys, so it was a very unpredictable schedule. Here I know I work hard 
all day and it’s much more consistent.”

Respondents also noted that flexibility can be a “doubleedged sword[.]” They told 
us that when they were at home, they did not feel fully present because they constantly 
were responding to emails or answering calls, and when they were at work, they were 
worried about not spending enough time with their family. Respondents expressed these 
two sentiments: “Technology, it does give you flexibility. . . . But at the same time, you 
never get to shut your phone off” and “I’m looking forward to retirement, just so I can 
never look at my laptop [on] a vacation again.”

This industry expectation of 24/7 availability played a significant role in one wom
an’s decision to leave private practice. The respondent said that she left her firm because 
“the unpredictability that comes along with the excitement of litigation and just the 
demands of clients really began to interfere with my ability to be present at home the way 
I wanted to. I do have two young children, and it was just becoming too hard to manage 
the expectations that clients put on us.” She went on to describe a particular client demand 
made of her while she was with her family at Disney. She took a call from the client and, 
after assessing that the client’s issue was not an emergency and that it could be handled 
by another lawyer at the firm, she explained to the client that she would have a colleague 
jump in, since she was with her family at Epcot. Nonetheless, the client insisted on speak
ing to her at that moment. She explained, “I literally had to go find a bench, spend 25 
minutes on the phone with the client while my family is standing off to the side, waiting 
for me. . . . I just said to myself at that point, ‘There has to be another way. This can’t be 
the way it is.’” She told us that instances like the one related to us made it difficult to be 
present at home: “[Y]ou were constantly responding to the emails or answering the calls. 
. . . You couldn’t just put your phone away and not look at it. . . . It’s kind of the 24/7 
availability.” Shortly after incidents like the one relayed during her interview, she left the 
law firm for an inhouse position.

Instances like those relayed to the research team pushed women with extensive 
practice experience to decide to leave private law firms and search for work settings that 
would allow them to have both professional and personal lives. 
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IV. Recommendations

“It’s not going to happen accidentally. You have to have people in 
management that say, ‘These are our assets. We need to develop  

all of them.’”

“[It will take] men being uncomfortable when there is an absence of 
women in the room. Men are not uncomfortable yet.”

After conducting focus groups and individual interviews of more than 100 experienced 
women lawyers, both practicing and no longer practicing, we conclude that it is not a 
single factor that pushes women to consider leaving the practice of law. Instead, it is the 
accumulation of a number of factors that become strong motivations for changing law 
firms, moving to inhouse counsel jobs, or leaving the profession altogether. 

Women thrive when they have challenging work and colleagues they respect and 
admire, and when they are valued members of their firms. Unfortunately, too often pay 
and promotion disparities are built into the evaluation and compensation system of law 
firms. This unfair treatment leaves women feeling undervalued and resentful at being 
treated unfairly. The hypercompetitive environments at large law firms today compound 
these disparities and diminish the positive aspects of law practice such as challenging 
work and relationships with colleagues. The reward structure of law firms encourages 
individualistic environments where lawyers are compelled to promote themselves rather 
than their team members, their practice groups, and even their firms. As a result, women 
feel increasingly isolated from their colleagues, and the isolation felt by women of color is 
particularly acute. Many women partners also referred to the continuing presence of sex
ist and racist behavior and everincreasing billable hour requirements, even for partners. 

The following recommendations emerged from the focus groups and individual 
interviews. These actions mirror the recommended best practices detailed in Walking Out 
the Door and include some additional steps. 

1. Develop a strategy, set targets, and establish a timeline for what the firm wants 
to achieve. All respondents agreed that today their firms have instituted diver
sity initiatives aimed at retaining and advancing women and people of color. 
However, they also pointed out that these diversity initiatives have had mixed 
records of success. By collaborating with an outside specialist to develop a com
prehensive strategy, firms will gain valuable new perspectives that may lead to 
solutions that are more effective in addressing the challenges faced by experi
enced women attorneys. 

2. Take a hard look at the data; use gender metrics and gender statistics to mea-
sure and track the status of key factors over time. Collecting and monitoring 
the numbers for experienced women lawyers in an organization are critical 
first steps to developing an effective strategy to retain women partners. In addi
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tion, respondents overwhelmingly spoke of disparities in compensation that led 
them to leave their law firms. Therefore, firms will want to analyze compensa
tion numbers by gender and track compensation decisions by practice groups. 
Once baselines are established, firms can monitor progress and tweak policies 
accordingly. 

3. Affirm leadership’s commitment to take specific actions to promote gender 
diversity. When experienced women lawyers raise concerns and propose strate
gies, it is imperative that firm leaders listen to them and take action. Failure to 
follow through is noticed. 

4. Own the business case for diversity. One respondent summed it up, “[It will 
take] men being uncomfortable when there is an absence of women in the room. 
Men are not uncomfortable yet.” 

5. Take steps to ensure that there is a critical mass of women partners on key 
firm committees. Respondents said that women in leadership roles are essential 
to interrupt biases in firm processes and decisionmaking, thereby ensuring 
that all lawyers are appropriately and fairly treated by their firms. One way a 
firm might achieve greater diversity in key firm committees is by adopting the 
Mansfield Rule, which requires that firms consider at least 30 percent diverse 
lawyers for all governance and leadership roles.79 One respondent cautioned 
that to reach this goal, firms must be mindful never to assume that just because 
of somebody’s family situation she would not be willing to take on a leadership 
role at the firm or on a particular matter. “Ask them; let them decide,” she said.

6. Assess the impact of firm policies and practices on women lawyers. For instance, 
real or perceived pay disparities left women feeling undervalued and alone, 
overshadowing the more appealing aspects of practicing law. Databased assess
ments of firms’ compensation policies and practices are necessary to determine 
to the extent in which such disparities are present and will help with devel
oping targeted strategies to address the disparities identified. Strategies may 
include creating equitable creditallocation processes that more accurately cap
ture women’s contributions, incentivizing shared credit, and creating improved 
systems for resolving credit disputes in which both women and men feel safe to 
advocate for themselves and their teams.80 In addition to compensation prac
tices, we recommend that firms address evaluation and promotion practices to 
create a truly transparent and fair system. 

7. Continue to implement implicit bias and sexual harassment training for all 
partners. Respondents’ troubling reports of sexist and racist behavior indicates 
that there is still much work needed in this area. Moreover, understanding how 
implicit bias operates in law firm compensation systems is critical to interrupt
ing it. 

8. Increase lateral hiring of women partners. Hiring more women partners may 
lessen the isolation felt by experienced women lawyers and change the orga
nizational environment. Firms need to reexamine their use of networks for 
recruiting lateral partners. Instead of falling back on the “old boy” networks, 
they need to develop new networks that are more inclusive of women and law
yers of color. The Mansfield Rule is a helpful resource.81
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9. Provide resources to relieve pressures from family obligations that women more 
often face than their male colleagues. Respondents told us that even after pro
motion to partner, law practice is still a “demanding master,” where the hours 
are long and often unpredictable. Adopting flexible practices, including flexible 
schedules for partners, is essential if law firms want to be more inviting to 
experienced women lawyers who reported evolving family responsibilities that 
now include parental care, as well as issues that emerge as their children age. 
Supporting women during challenging times will go a long way to increasing 
their longevity with their firms.

10. Be flexible to support changing practices. While not one of the most frequent 
complaints, we heard from women inhouse lawyers that they left their firms 
to take on a new challenge. One strategy for firms might be to provide avenues 
for experienced women partners to evolve their practices. One respondent said 
that firms need to be “innovative with respect to [their] people.” She explained, 
“[W]omen are walking . . . . I think that there’s a way to recapture them.” Firms 
could provide opportunities to build new practice areas, give time to rebuild 
practice specialties after losing a major client (as an incentive not to take clients’ 
offers to go inhouse), reward efforts to sponsor and mentor the next generation 
of women lawyers, and encourage pro bono work and involvement in outside 
organizations. A respondent explained, “There was a period of time where I 
was really bored with my job and couldn’t do it. . . . [Y]ou find your interest 
outside your day job during those periods, whether it’s an outside organization 
or getting involved in something.”

11. Affirmatively build camaraderie. A collaborative and collegial environment can 
help to mitigate the negative aspects of practicing law, said several law firm 
partners. One respondent explained, “[E]ven if there are things that you would 
want about the firm as a whole to change, . . . if you feel the kind of support 
that you do in a smaller group, then it’s like, ‘Yeah, sure. I can put up with all 
the rest of it.’” Another respondent concurred, “I love the close friendships I 
developed with many of my colleagues. . . . [T]hat has really helped get over 
the bad parts [of practicing law].” Respondents suggested offering team credit, 
incentivizing bar activities, funding women’s initiative events, and redesigning 
office space to improve collegiality.

Law practice today is challenging by any measure. The increasing billable hour 
and fee generation expectations, hypercompetitiveness, and 24/7 availability demanded 
by clients make law practice a difficult profession for both women and men. For women, 
however, these challenges are compounded by pay and promotion disparities, sexist and 
racist behavior, and isolation, which leave many women asking themselves whether the 
fight is worth it. One of the respondents put it best: issues of inequity will be greatly 
reduced, and perhaps disappear, on the day that men recognize that something is wrong 
when they enter a room at the firm and do not see a substantial number of women lawyers. 
The profession has had much success at the junior level; now we must turn our efforts to 
making our firms places where experienced women lawyers thrive and are treated equita
bly so that they can continue to bring their contributions to their organizations. 
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