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Most private firm business models continue to
adhere to the “pay your dues and climb the
ladder” tradition. Regardless of how accom-

plished a woman may be, she
cannot climb—much less
reach the top of—the leader-
ship ladder unless she spends
a certain amount of years in her
work environment. Nowhere is
this more painfully obvious
than with women of color in
law firms.

Women of color experi-
ence a double whammy of gen-
der and race, unlike white
women or even men of color
who share at least one of these characteristics (gender or
race) with those in the upper strata of management. Women
of color may face exclusion from informal networks, in-
adequate institutional support, and challenges to their au-
thority and credibility. They often feel isolated and alien-
ated, sometimes even from other women.

Previous research focused specifically on either
women or on people of color in the legal profession. Rec-
ognizing the need for a comprehensive analysis of the
unique concerns and experiences of Hispanic, African-
American, Native American, and Asian-American women
in the legal profession, in 2004 the Commission on Women
in the Profession undertook a two-part research study,
composed of a national survey and focus groups.

The study explores the experiences of women of color
who had worked in a law firm of at least 25 attorneys,
and it attempts to answers such critical questions as: Do
their work experiences surpass or fall short of expecta-
tions? How do legal employers hinder or increase job
satisfaction? Why do women
attorneys of color change prac-
tice areas and organizations, or
leave the profession at an
alarming rate?

The report is not an end
unto itself. It is a tool for law
firm managing partners to
implement change so that they
retain women of color and en-
able these women to join the
ranks of leadership. Women of
color must be visible at all lev-
els within private firms. If the
legal profession is to move for-
ward and reach its full poten-
tial, then it must reflect the di-
versity of society. Anything less is unacceptable.

Pamela J. Roberts
Chair
ABA Commission on Women in the Profession

VISIBLE INVISIBILITY:
WOMEN OF COLOR IN LAW FIRMS

A NOTE FROM THE CHAIR

The report is . . . a
tool for law firm
managing partners
to implement
change so that they
retain women of
color and enable
these women to join
the ranks of leader-
ship.
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Law firms in recent years have appropriately ex-
panded the scope of their diversity efforts from
recruiting to also focus on retention and advance-

ment of lawyers of color and women.  On the surface, it
seems like we are headed in the right direction—that is,
until we take a closer look at
one particular group of lawyers
located at the intersection of
race and gender:  women of
color.             

The experiences, chal-
lenges, and career trajectories
of women of color have never
been fully understood before
by just looking at either race
or gender.  Until the Commis-
sion on Women undertook this
study, women of color in law
firms have been consistently invisible and often ignored
in spite of many of the diversity efforts under way in law
firms.  Our progress on diversity generally has been slow,
but our progress with women of color has been even
slower.  What the findings of this study really demonstrate
is that the combination of being a racial and a gender mi-
nority has a particularly devastating effect on women of
color’s personal and professional lives, and we, as a pro-
fession, have to step up to understand this situation better
and do something about it.  Across the board—whether
we are talking about opportunities for advancement, inte-
gration into the social fabric of a law firm, or being com-
pensated for one’s efforts—the study’s findings illustrate
that women of color fare worse than women in general or
men of color.  And, women of color are the farthest re-
moved from the successes of white men, who still tend to
have the greatest levels of success regardless of where they
went to school or their grades in law school.  As law firms
seek to become more competitive by having the best and

brightest of the available talent, they have to have an un-
derstanding of the talent drain that is occurring in their
women of color ranks.  It is truly time to make these
women visible again so that their talents can contribute to
the growth and prosperity in our profession. 

Before undertaking this
study, we knew generally what
we were going to find, but the
depth to which women of color
are experiencing and being
negatively impacted by their
experiences in law firms was
not only surprising, it was a
jarring wake-up call even to
those of us who deal with this
issue in our own lives.  We are
not just losing talent; we are
treating talented people in
ways that do not speak well of our profession or the val-
ues that undergird it.   

It is the intent of this study to serve as the first step in
a very long conversation about these issues.  For the pur-
poses of creating a research study
that was manageable in scope,
we limited it to women of color
in law firms.  The issues for
women of color lawyers obvi-
ously are not limited to just law
firms.  Women of color in the
public sector, in solo practice,
and in corporations also need to
have their concerns brought to
light and addressed.  So, we do
recognize the limits of what this
study accomplishes, and we hope
that it spurs further conversation
and action.  In addition, we hope

VISIBLE INVISIBILITY:
WOMEN OF COLOR IN LAW FIRMS

PREFACE

Arin ReevesPaulette Brown

Women of color in
the public sector,
in solo practice,
and in
corporations also
need to have their
concerns brought
to light and
addressed. 
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that this research is used by law firms to take a hard look
at their practices.  We have included recommendations that
we believe will help law firms create the changes neces-
sary to include women of color in their ranks of success-
ful lawyers.

It has been our pleasure to work on this project, and
we offer our deepest gratitude to all the voices and hands
that have shepherded this project thus far.  We thank the
current and former Commissioners of the Commission on
Women who gave so generously of their time and pas-
sion, especially the women who conceived the idea for
this project. We are so very thankful to the amazing Com-

mission on Women staff who have kept this project on
track. We would also like to give thanks to the Advisory
Board, which provided invaluable guidance throughout this
project, and the numerous sponsors who provided the
much-needed financial resources critical to the project’s
completion. This report is truly the result of the tremen-
dous commitment and hard work of many brave souls,
and we are grateful to each and every one of you.

Paulette Brown   Arin N. Reeves, Ph.D.
Project Co-Chairs
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In 1872, Charlotte E. Ray became the first African-
American woman admitted to the bar in the United
States. Despite her renowned legal abilities, she had

to give up the practice of law because, as a woman of
color, she could not attract sufficient clients to stay in busi-
ness. The legal profession has changed dramatically since
Ms. Ray practiced law, although many of the challenges
she faced then still confront us today. Almost half of the
associates in private law firms are now women and 15%
are attorneys of color, but in 2004 only 17% of law part-
ners were women and only 4% were attorneys of color. In
the late 1990s, the National Association of Law Place-
ment (NALP) found that more than 75% of minority fe-
male associates had left their jobs in private law firms
within five years of being hired, and after eight years the
percentage of those leaving rose to 86%. By 2005, 81% of
minority female associates had left their law firms within
five years of being hired.

Unfortunately, the NALP data tell us only part of a com-
plex story. This report on the ABA Commission on Women’s
Women of Color Research Initiative goes beyond the NALP
data to further our understanding of the professional lives
of women of color and their experiences in law firms. It is
an outgrowth of work done in the 1990s by the Multicultural
Women Attorneys Network and the American Bar Associa-
tion (ABA) Commission on Women in the Profession, in
conjunction with the Commission on Racial and Ethnic Di-
versity. In that report, The Burdens of Both, The Privileges
of Neither, women attorneys of color described the ways in
which the combination of being an attorney of color and a
woman was a double negative in the legal marketplace. This
led the ABA Commission on Women to launch its “Women
of Color in the Legal Profession Research Initiative” in 2003,
a comprehensive study of the unique experiences and con-
cerns of women of color in private law firms that included
a national survey and focus groups.

This report represents the culmination of that study.
In the survey component, male and female lawyers from
majority and minority backgrounds were asked about their
career experiences, salaries, and decisions to stay in law
firms or to leave for other milieus. The responses of women
of color were compared to those of white men, white
women, and men of color to determine how their careers
differed from those of their peers and the magnitude of
those differences. Men of color and white women served
as a frame of reference, indicative of the career impact of
having one minority status instead of two. The national
survey included men and women of color who were Afri-
can-American, Native American, Hispanic/Latina, Asian,
or of mixed background. The focus groups, comprised only
of women of color, provided a more detailed picture of
the career experiences of women attorneys of color and
an opportunity to understand from their perspective how
and why their career experiences differed from their coun-
terparts. Information from the survey and focus groups
were melded into a complete portrait of the career dy-
namics of women attorneys of color.

The ABA Commission on Women engaged the National
Opinion Research Center, a social science research organi-
zation at the University of Chicago, to design and imple-
ment the survey and focus group methodology used in this
study. Overall, 920, or 72% of all attorneys who were eli-
gible to participate in the survey, returned a completed ques-
tionnaire. The response rate was 74% for women attorneys
of color, 68% for men of color, 79% for white women, and
64% for white men. Focus groups were held in Chicago,
New York City, Los Angeles, Atlanta, and Washington, D.C.
Four focus groups were comprised of women attorneys of
color from the same racial/ethnic background; one had
women of color from diverse racial/ethnic backgrounds.

The career experiences of women of color in this
study differed dramatically from those of their peers and
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from white male counterparts in particular. Nearly half of
women of color but only 3% of white men experienced
demeaning comments or harassment. Unlike white men,
many women of color felt that they had to disprove negative
preconceived notions about their legal abilities and their com-
mitment to their careers. Seventy-two percent of women of
color but only 9% of white men thought others doubted their
career commitment after they had (or adopted) children.

Nearly two-thirds of the women of color but only 4%
of white men were excluded from informal and formal net-
working opportunities, marginalized and peripheral to pro-
fessional networks within the firm. They felt lonely and
deprived of colleagues with whom they could share impor-
tant career-related information. Women of color had men-
tors, but their mentors did not ensure that they were inte-
grated into the firm’s internal networks, received desirable
assignments (especially those that helped them meet re-
quired billable hours) or had substantive contacts with cli-
ents. Sixty-seven percent of women of color wanted more
and/or better mentoring by senior attorneys and partners,
whereas only 32% of white men expressed a similar need.

Women of color often became stuck in dead-end as-
signments, so that as third- and fourth-year associates, their
experience lagged behind their white male counterparts, lim-

iting their advancement potential
and career trajectories. Forty-four
percent of women of color but only
2% of white men reported having
been denied desirable assignments.
Differential assignments, in turn,
affected the ability of women of
color to meet the number of bill-
able hours required of them. Forty-
six percent of women of color but
58% of white men were able to

meet required billable hours.
Forty-three percent of women of color but only 3% of

white men had limited access to client development oppor-
tunities. Women of color stated that they met with clients
only when their race or gender would be advantageous to
the firm; they frequently were not given a substantive role
in those meetings. This kept them from developing busi-
ness contacts that they could use to develop a book of cli-
ents or as resources for finding subsequent positions.

Nearly one-third of women of color but less than 1%
of white men felt they received unfair performance evalua-

tions. Sometimes their accomplishments were ignored
by the firm or were not as highly rewarded as those of
their peers; sometimes their mistakes were exaggerated.
Many women of color complained that they received “soft
evaluations” which denied them the opportunity to cor-
rect deficits and gain experiences that could lead to pro-
motions and partnership. Twenty percent of women of
color but only 1% of white men felt they were denied
promotion opportunities.

Salary was a high priority for women of color in the
study; more than 70% were the sole or primary wage
earner in their household—as were 81% of white men.
Salary differences between majority and minority attor-
neys were not statistically significant, but attorneys of
color made less money than their white counterparts.

In addition to these career hurdles, women of color
in the survey and focus groups felt they could not “be
themselves”; they downplayed and homogenized their
gender and racial/ethnic identities. Some tried to act like
the men in their firms, become “one of the boys”; others
played down their femininity and tried to “mannify”
themselves. The effort to minimize the impact of their
physical differences was stressful to many women of
color, an added burden to the long hours and hard work
demanded by their firm. Many complained that they of-
ten felt invisible or mistaken for persons of lower status:
secretaries, court reporters, paralegals.

The stress of second-class citizenship in law firms
led many women of color to reconsider their career goals.
The retention rates of women of color and white men
reflected their lopsided experiences: 53% of women of
color and 72% of white men chose to remain in law firms.
Many women of color left firms to work in settings (es-
pecially corporations) that were lucrative, where they
thought others’ decisions about their careers would be
less idiosyncratic, based more on merit, and where they
had more flexibility to balance personal life, family, and
work.

The careers of white women attorneys and men at-
torneys of color were neither as disadvantaged as those
of women attorneys of color nor as privileged as those
of white men. Fewer men attorneys of color indicated
that discrimination had hobbled their careers compared
to white women. However, white women, on average,
had higher salaries than men of color (but the differences
were not statistically significant). Men attorneys of color

Women of color
stated that they
met with clients
only when their
race or gender
would be
advantageous to
the firm.
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and white women had similar perceptions of how they felt
others judged their competencies, their desire for more and
better mentors, their rates of being selected as protégés by
white men, and their desire to become partners in law firms.
However, their retention rates were very different: 67% of
white women but only 52% of men of color chose to
remain in law firms.

Charlotte Ray would surely look at the number of
women of color in the legal profession today and see
how far the profession has come since she practiced law
over a century ago. But, after taking a closer look at the
experiences of women of color in the profession she
might wonder just how much progress has been made
after all.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the research from the focus groups and the sur-
vey, the ABA Commission on Women proposes the fol-
lowing recommendations for law firms that we think will
be of use to you as you work on integrating women of
color fully into your diversity efforts. Because every firm
is different, we recommend that you take the following
suggestions and make them your own to ensure the great-
est success. This list of suggestions is also not intended
to be exclusive of other strategies that may be successful
and necessary in getting your firm to address these is-
sues in a way that works best for you. We encourage you
to be inclusive, creative, and diligent in creating and sus-
taining diversity and professional development strategies
that foster the successful careers of women of color.

 Before you utilize the recommendations presented
below, first assess the totality of your diversity initia-
tives and whether women of color are integrated into
those initiatives. If your firm already has a thriving di-
versity initiative that has been integrated into the over-
all business strategic plan, make sure that women of
color are fully integrated into that effort. This study
clearly evidences that if women of color are not viewed

as separate from women in general or people of color
in general, your ability to recruit, retain, and advance
them is impaired. When women of color are acknowl-
edged as a unique group with unique needs within your
larger diversity and professional development efforts,
you are more likely to see the kinds of successes that
we all know are possible. If your firm does not already
have a diversity initiative, then ensure the integration
of women of color as the initiative is being developed
and implemented.

NOTE:  These recommendations are based on the
research from the survey and focus group components
of the ABA Commission on Women’s Women of Color
Research Initiative and are focused primarily on what
law firms, as institutions, can do to increase the pres-
ence and success of women of color in their attorney
ranks. We are currently finishing a supplement to this
research focusing specifically on women of color who
have reached notable levels of success in law firms, and
we will be publishing strategies for women of color on
how to succeed in law firms when this supplemental
research is completed.

1. Address the success of women of color as a firm issue not a women of color’s issue.

2. Integrate women of color into existing measurement efforts.

3. Integrate women of color into the firm’s professional fabric.

4. Integrate women of color into the firm’s social fabric.

5. Increase awareness of women of color’s issues through dialogue.

6. Support women of color’s efforts to build internal and external support systems.

7. Stay compliant with anti-discrimination and anti-harassment policies and hold people accountable for noncom-
pliance.
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INTRODUCTION

In 1872, Charlotte E. Ray graduated from Howard Uni-
versity School of Law and became the first African-
American woman admitted to the bar in the United

States and the first African-American woman to prac-
tice law in Washington, D.C.1 A solo practitioner with a
specialty in corporate law, she was reputed to give “a
clear, incisive analysis of . . . the most delicate legal
questions.”2 Despite these accolades, the Chicago Le-
gal News reported in October 23, 1897 that “[a]lthough
a lawyer of decided ability, on account of prejudice she
was not able to obtain sufficient legal business and had
to give up . . . active practice.”3 Charlotte Ray moved to
Brooklyn, New York, became a teacher, married, and
died in 1911 at the age of 60.3

In 1900, there were 112,939 attorneys in the United
States, of whom 718 were African-American and 81
were “colored,” defined by the U.S. Census as Chi-
nese, Japanese, Korean, or Indian men.4 The U.S. Cen-
sus did not include statistics on women lawyers at that
time. Today, Ms. Ray would find a very different de-
mographic profile of attorneys in the United States. In
2004, 50% of JDs were women and 21% were of a
racial or ethnic minority.5 By 2005, 49% of practicing
attorneys were women, 6% were African-American,
2.6% were Asian, and 3.5% were Hispanic/Latino.6

If Ms. Ray, a lawyer “of decided ability” in her
time, compared her experiences to those of women
attorneys of color today, she would find that almost
half (48%) of all associates in private law firms are
women and 15% are attorneys of color. Despite this
considerable change, she would be disappointed to
learn that in 2004 only 17% of law partners were
women, and only 4% were attorneys of color.7 She
would undoubtedly be disheartened to discover that
the careers of women of color today parallel her ca-
reer: In the late 1990s, more than 75% of minority fe-
male associates had left their jobs in private law firms
within five years of being hired and, after eight years,
the percentage of those leaving rose to 86%. By 2005,

81% of minority female associates had left their law
firms within five years of being hired.8

Ms. Ray would probably wonder why the success
rate and tenure of women of color in private law firms
is so much worse than that of white women and males
of all races and ethnicities—as do law firm managers
who are losing their investment after hiring and train-
ing them. There is little data to shed light on this issue.
The National Association of Law Placement (NALP)
Directory of Legal Employers,9 first published in 1971,
contains detailed data on private law firms, but the data
offer an incomplete demographic picture of the career
status of women attorneys
of color. The NALP data
report the number of
women attorneys (white
women and women of color
combined) and attorneys of
color who are associates
and partners in law firms.
This makes it impossible to
determine the number of
women of color who are as-
sociates and the number
who are partners because they are subsumed within
the categories of “women” and “attorneys of color.”
The NALP data also do not describe separately the as-
sociate and partnership status for men and women at-
torneys who are African- American, Hispanic/Latina,
Native American and Asian-American attorneys, or ex-
plain how and why women and lawyers of color be-
come underrepresented at the partnership level.

This report begins to fill this gap. It is an outgrowth
of work done by the Multicultural Women Attorneys
Network, which was formed in the 1990s by the Ameri-
can Bar Association (ABA) Commission on Women in
the Profession, in conjunction with the Commission on
Racial and Ethnic Diversity. The Network hosted a se-
ries of six roundtable discussions with groups of women

By 2005, 81% of
minority female
associates had left
their law firms within
five years of being
hired.
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lawyers from diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds
throughout the United States in order to identify and
assess the unique experiences, priorities, and needs of
lawyers who, by the nature of their physical appear-
ance, confront barriers associated with both race and
gender. The Network also held regional conferences
in New York City and San Francisco to continue gath-
ering facts, to disseminate information, and to identify
larger policy issues reflected in individual experiences.
Each conference drew 150 to 200 participants.

The Multicultural Women Attorneys Network pub-
lished their findings from the roundtables and confer-
ences in a report titled, “The Burdens of Both, The Privi-
leges of Neither.” Women attorneys of color in that study
reported that “the combination of being an attorney of
color and a woman is a double negative in the legal
marketplace, regardless of the type of practice or geo-
graphic region involved.”10 They felt “ghettoized” into
certain practice areas and felt a need to continually es-
tablish their competence to professors, peers, and
judges. They felt invisible in the profession and re-
ported experiencing greater difficulty attaining promi-
nence and rewards in legal practice. Women attorneys
in that study also reported facing gender discrimina-
tion in bar associations of color and race discrimina-
tion in majority bar associations.11

These findings led the ABA Commission on Women
to launch its Women of Color in the Legal Profession
Research Initiative in 2003, a comprehensive study,
which included a national survey and focus groups, of
the unique experiences and concerns of women of color
who have worked in private law firms of at least 25
attorneys. The purpose of the national survey was to
determine which factors had an impact on the career
opportunities and trajectories of attorneys and their de-
cisions to remain in or leave private practice. Surveys
were sent to white men, white women, men of color,
and women of color, all of whom were lawyers. Their
experiences provided a frame of reference for compar-
ing the experiences of women attorneys of color.

Five focus groups were held to clarify the results
of the survey and get a more detailed understanding of
the dynamics that impede or enhance the careers of
women attorneys of color. Of the five focus groups,
four were attended by women attorneys from the same
racial/ethnic background; one was attended by women

of color from diverse racial/ethnic backgrounds. (De-
tails about the survey and focus groups appear in Sec-
tion III and in Appendix B.) The research questions
addressed in the survey and focus groups are described
in the following section.

Research Questions

1. Is there a difference in success (salary, career
achievement) for women attorneys of color in
law firms, measured both quantitatively and
qualitatively, compared to white men, white
women, and men of color?

2. How do women of color compare their experi-
ences in law firms to those of white women,
men of color, and white men? How much of
their experience can be understood as being
affected by race, gender, or the combination of
race and gender?

3. What are the retention and attrition rates for
women of color in law firms, and why do
women of color leave law firms? Do their rea-
sons for leaving law firms differ from those of
white men, white women, and men of color?

4. Where do women attorneys of color go when
they leave law firms, and why are these desti-
nations more attractive to them than law firms?

5. What strategies do women of color in law firms
use that lead to perseverance and success? Do
these strategies differ from those of white men,
white women, and men of color?

6. What strategies does the Commission on
Women recommend that law firms use to in-
crease the retention of women of color?

Overview of This Report

This report begins with a description of the methods
used to collect information from attorneys in the two
components of the study, the survey and focus groups.
It is followed by a profile of attorneys in the survey:
their age, gender, marital status, educational back-
ground, years spent practicing law, the size of the law
firm in which they worked, the number of employers
they have had, and current employment status. These
characteristics were taken into account in the analy-
sis in order to understand the unique effects of race
and gender.
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In the longest section of this report, the career ex-
periences of women of color are compared to those
of their colleagues. As will be seen, many women of
color had little difficulty making the transition from
law school to their first job in a law firm, but once
hired, they experienced incremental and cumulative
disadvantages in their careers. These disadvantages
included: finding an effective mentor, becoming in-
tegrated into internal networks, having access to re-
lationships with clients, and receiving assignments that
led to the development of practice skills and client
contact, particularly those that helped meet required
billable hours. Salary disparities between women at-
torneys of color, men attorneys of color, and white
attorneys, both men and women, are also examined.
The impact of incremental and cumulative disadvan-
tages provides the backdrop for understanding the job
satisfaction and career choices of women of color,
along with their efforts to balance career demands
and marriage and family.

The report concludes with recommendations for
law firms interested in recruiting and retaining women
attorneys of color.

Terms Used in This Report

The phrase “of color” used throughout this report is
an umbrella term for persons who are Hispanic/Latina,
African-American, Native American, Asian-Ameri-
can, and those from multiracial backgrounds.

African-American and Black are used interchange-
ably to describe persons who identify themselves
as having origins in the non-white racial groups
of Africa.

Asian-American and Asian refer to persons who iden-
tify themselves as having origins in East Asia (for
example, Japan, China, Korea), South Asia (for
example, India), Southeast Asia (for example, Viet-
nam, Philippines), or as Pacific Islanders.

Hispanic/Latina refers to persons of Latin American
descent, including but not limited to Mexico, Cen-
tral America, South America, and Puerto Rico.

Native/American Indian/Alaska Native refers to per-
sons who identify themselves as coming from this
background. Because of the small number of Na-
tive women in legal practice and to protect their

identity, the report does not distinguish between
American Indian and Alaska Native attorneys or
those from Indian reservations or Alaska Native
villages.

Indian law refers to the specific practice of law re-
garding legal documents and policies governing
tribes having a unique relationship with the United
States through treaties and other specific legisla-
tion. Alaska Native legal practice, in this report,
is subsumed under the term “Indian law” in order
to protect the confidentiality of participants.

Retention rate refers to the decision to pursue one’s
career in a private law firm; it does not necessar-
ily imply retention in the same law firm.

Attrition rate refers to the decision to leave the pri-
vate law firm for an entirely different work mi-
lieu, such as becoming a solo practitioner, work-
ing in a corporation, a nonprofit organization, etc.

Comments from respondents and focus group par-
ticipants. Some attorneys in the survey wrote com-
ments in response to the two open-ended ques-
tions at the end of the questionnaire. In the re-
port, the comments by white men, white women,
and men of color (none of whom participated in
focus groups) are preceded by the word “wrote,”
as in “One white woman attorney wrote. . . .” A
variety of terms are used to report comments made
by women of color who spoke during the focus
groups, such as “she said, described, explained,
mentioned,” etc.
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I. RESEARCH METHODS

The Women of Color in the Legal Profession Re-
search Initiative included both survey and focus
group data collection and analysis. The purpose

of the survey was to compare the career experiences,
salary, retention and attrition of women attorneys of
color to those of white men and women and men of
color in law firms, and to determine the magnitude of
differences. The purpose of the focus groups was to
provide a more detailed picture of the career experi-
ences of women attorneys of color and to understand,
from their perspective, how and why their career ex-
periences differed from those of their counterparts.
These two sources of information were then melded
into a complete portrait of the career dynamics of
women attorneys of color.

The Commission on Women engaged the National
Opinion Research Center (NORC) to conduct the sur-
vey and focus groups. NORC is a national research
organization at the University of Chicago that conducts
complex surveys as well as qualitative research. NORC
survey resources include questionnaire design and sur-
vey methodology, telephone and Internet data collec-
tion and data preparation, a national interviewer field
structure, database development, and quality control
assurance. Together with the Commission on Women
Research Advisory Board, NORC developed the ques-
tions used in the focus groups and recruited focus group
participants. NORC conducted the focus groups and
provided written transcripts to the Commission on
Women.

In the social and behavioral sciences, focus groups
are an important and legitimate source of data when
specific conditions are met (as they were in the ABA
Commission on Women study). First, the problem or
issues to be addressed must be clearly defined. Sec-
ond, focus groups should be composed of relatively
homogenous participants. Third, the questions asked
during the focus group must be carefully worded and
decided upon prior to the focus group (the focus group
interview schedule can be found in Appendix A). If
there is more than one focus group, all groups should

be asked the same set of questions. Fourth, the discus-
sion should be guided by a facilitator trained to con-
duct focus groups. The facilitator’s job is to ask for
clarification if an item under discussion is confusing
or ambiguous, ensure that all participants voice their
views, and ensure that all relevant topics are covered
in the time allotted for the focus group. A profession-
ally run focus group is not “just” a discussion. Partici-
pants in a professionally run focus group do not have
to reach consensus, nor do they necessarily have to
disagree. The objective is to gain insight into a par-
ticular issue or problem. In this study, the survey data
provided valuable information about “what” was hap-
pening in the careers of attorneys and the magnitude
of problems or events—a skeletal structure of career
dynamics. The focus groups provided valuable infor-
mation as to the “why” and “how” of career dynamics,
which added form and shape to the skeletal structure.

The Survey

The national survey included attorneys who at some
point in their legal careers worked in a law firm of 25
attorneys or more. The questionnaire used in the sur-
vey was based on prior studies of gender and race is-
sues, questions from the ABA membership application,
and importantly, issues that emerged from previous ABA
focus groups and conferences with women attorneys
of color.

In the first section of the survey questionnaire, re-
spondents were asked about their background (e.g., year
of graduation from law school, class rank in law school,
years of experience as a practicing attorney, and current
employment status). In the second section, respondents
were asked about hiring, advancement and attrition,
hours worked, highest rank held, mentors, and the ef-
fect of spouse or family life on career changes and sal-
ary negotiations. Respondents were also asked what
changes they would like to see made at their law firms
(e.g., more and better attorney training, opportunities
for pro bono work, etc.), their long-term career goals,
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their satisfaction with law as a career, favorable and un-
favorable traits and skills they felt were attributed to them
and, if applicable, reasons for leaving a law firm of 25
attorneys or more. (The 40-item questionnaire used in
the survey can be found in Appendix A of this report.)

Attorneys eligible to participate in the survey were
identified in two ways. The sample of women attor-
neys of color was drawn from a list of women attor-
neys of color who registered their interest and willing-
ness to participate in a survey by going to a Web site
hosted by the Commission on Women and providing
contact information on the Web site. The sample of
white men, white women, and men of color was ran-
domly drawn from the ABA’s Membership Database
and restricted to those who had provided an e-mail
address on their membership application. Only attor-
neys who had worked in a private law firm with at
least 25 attorneys at some point in their career were
eligible to participate in the survey.

In October 2004 the survey was sent to attorneys
via e-mail. Attorneys are familiar and comfortable with
that technology; they use it to communicate with clients
and colleagues, and previous research has demonstrated
that lawyers prefer this mode of communication. It is
also cost-efficient. (A detailed description of the data
collection, data processing, and data preparation activi-
ties used in the survey can be found in Appendix B.)

To preserve respondents’ anonymity, survey ques-
tionnaires did not include names, nor were there any
links between names and ID numbers. Each question-
naire included an identifier indicating whether the re-
spondent was a woman of color, man of color, white
man or white woman. This made it impossible to de-
termine whether a specific individual returned a com-
pleted questionnaire, so all follow-up contacts to in-
crease the survey response rate were sent to all eligible
members of the sample.

Overall, 920, or 72% of all attorneys who were eli-
gible to participate in the survey, returned a completed
questionnaire. Response rates (including out-of-scope
cases—see page 66) differed for each group in the
sample. A total of 632 women attorneys of color partici-
pated in the survey, a response rate of 74%. There were
132 men of color, a 68% response rate; 194 white
women, a 79% response rate; and 157 white men, a 64%
response rate.

The Focus Groups

Five focus groups comprising women attorneys of color
were convened in March and April 2005. The questions
asked of focus group participants were divided into four
sections. Participants were asked first to describe the pro-
cess of being hired by a private law firm of 25 or more
attorneys, as well as their professional development and
career advancement in those firms, including training,
work allocation and assignments, mentoring, and evalu-
ations of performance and pay. They were asked next to
compare their experiences to those of their counterparts,
that is, white men, white women, and men of color. Fo-
cus group participants were then asked to evaluate the
advantages and liabilities that their gender and race/
ethnicity might have had on their career experiences.
The fourth set of questions asked about formal and in-
formal avenues for training and development in law firms
and which worked best according to focus group par-
ticipants. Focus group participants were also asked to
describe changes that private law firms could make that
would enhance the career success of women of color
and about support they received from professional as-
sociations, family and friends. (A copy of the focus
group protocol can be found in Appendix A.)

Attorneys who participated in the focus groups were
recruited from three sources: survey respondents who
asked to participate in a focus group, women attorneys
of color who were not contacted to be in the survey
but who indicated their interest in the research on the
ABA Commission on Women Web site, and referrals
from individual attorneys and national and local bar
legal associations of color. None of the focus groups
had more than one participant from the same law firm,
and an effort was made to include participants who
ranged in positions and years of experience as practic-
ing attorneys.

A total of 48 women attorneys of color participated
in the focus groups. Of the five focus groups, one was
held in Chicago with 11 Hispanic/Latina women attor-
neys, another was held in New York City with nine Afri-
can-American women attorneys, a third was held in
Washington, D.C. with nine Native American women
attorneys, and a fourth was held in Los Angeles with 10
Asian-American women attorneys. A fifth focus group
was held in Atlanta with nine women attorneys of color
from different racial and ethnic backgrounds.
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II. A PROFILE OF SURVEY RESPONDENTS

AND FOCUS GROUP PARTICIPANTS

Attorneys who participated in the survey and
focus groups were asked questions about their
background that could help to explain differ-

ences in career success other than race/ethnicity and
gender. These included age, legal education, years
spent practicing law, the size of the largest private firm
at which they worked, the number of employers they
have had, marital status, and current employment sta-
tus. These characteristics were taken into account in
the analysis of career experiences and attainment of
lawyers in order to identify the unique effects of race/
ethnicity and gender. For example, if the white men
in the sample were older, on average, than women of
color, then part of the difference in their salaries could
be due to age and legal experience rather than gender
or race/ethnicity per se.

Sixty percent of women of color who responded
to the survey were African-American, 24% were
Asian-American, 10% were Hispanic/Latina, less than
1% were Native American/Alaskan Native, and 5%
identified themselves as multiracial. Among the 128
men of color who responded to the survey, 48% were
African-American, 22% were Asian-American, 22%
were Hispanic/Latino, 4% were Native American/Alas-
kan Native, less than 1% were Native Hawaiian or
Pacific Islander, and 3% identified themselves as
multiracial. Data from the survey were not analyzed
separately for men and women from each racial/eth-
nic subgroup because the number of attorneys in each
subgroup was too small to be statistically reliable.

 (A detailed description of survey respondents can
be found in Appendix C.)

Survey Respondents

Overall, the women of color in the survey were younger
than the white men and white women. Half of the
women of color were 35 years of age or younger com-
pared to 11% of the white women and 8% of the white
men. Half of the white women and white men in the

survey were between 46 and 60 years of age as were
only 11% of the women of color. An additional 24% of
the white men in the survey were older than 60. Thus,
it is not surprising that a larger percentage of women
of color in the survey (41%) were associates or attor-
neys of counsel, compared to only 19% of white women
and 20% of white men. (Twenty-three percent of men
of color were associates or of counsel.) A larger per-
centage of white women and white men were partners
or shareholders in a firm of 25 or more attorneys  (46%
and 52%, respectively), compared to only 12% of
women of color. (Twenty-eight percent of men of color
were partners or shareholders in a firm of 25 or more
attorneys.)

Women attorneys of color were also more likely
to work in larger private law firms. Nearly half (48%)
of the women of color in the survey worked in firms
with more than 450 lawyers, as did 24% of men of
color, 29% of white women, and 30% of white men.

Fifty-seven percent of women attorneys of color
graduated from a first-tier law school compared to
46% of men attorneys of color, 40% of white women,
and 52% of white men. However, in terms of class
rank, white women and white men were nearly twice
as likely to have been in Law Review or the Order of
the Coif as women or men attorneys of color. Few
attorneys in the survey worked as a judicial clerk af-
ter graduating from law school, but 23% of women
of color, 21% of men of color, 17% of white women
and 18% of white men did so.

Fifty-six percent of women of color in the survey
were married or living with a partner, compared to 80%
of men of color, 81% of white women, and 89% of
white men. Thirty-five percent of the women attorneys
of color had never married compared to 14% of men
attorneys of color, 8% of white women and 6% of white
men. Divorce rates were also higher among women
(8% of women of color and 10% of white women) than
men (5% of both men of color and white men).
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Focus Group Participants

In order to understand the range of experiences of
women attorneys of color, NORC recruited younger
and older women, relatively junior and more senior
women, women who were married and women who
were not, those who worked in law firms of fewer than
50 attorneys and those who worked in firms of more
than 1,000 attorneys. Of the 48 focus group partici-
pants, six held an advanced degree other than a J.D.

Thirty of the 48 focus group participants were work-
ing as an associate or of counsel and 10 were employed
as a partner or shareholder in a private firm. The other
eight focus group participants were employed as in-
house attorneys, in corporate legal departments, in the
nonprofit sector or in a government office. The aver-
age age of focus group participants in all five cities
was between 30 and 40 years old.

All of the African-American participants in the New
York City focus group had also participated in the sur-
vey. The women in this focus group worked in the wid-
est variety of employment settings: large law firms
(where some were associates and some were partners),

smaller firms with fewer than 25 attorneys, corpora-
tions, and government offices.

The Hispanic/Latina attorneys who participated in
the focus group held in Chicago worked in firms nearly
twice the size of firms in the other focus groups.

The Asian-American attorneys in the Los Angeles
focus group were older and held more senior positions
than participants in other focus groups. All were em-
ployed full-time, and five of the 10 participants were
employed as a partner or shareholder in a private law
firm. Three held advanced degrees other than a J.D.

The Native American attorneys in the Washington,
D.C. focus group were three years younger, on aver-
age, than the attorneys in the other focus groups and
were employed mainly as associates or of counsel in
private law firms.

Six of the 10 attorneys in the Atlanta focus group
also participated in the survey. This was the only focus
group that was not restricted to a particular race or eth-
nic group but instead was open to all women attorneys
of color. Attorneys in the Atlanta focus group were, on
average, five years younger than the focus group par-
ticipants in other locations.
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Attorneys in the survey were asked if they ever
missed out on desirable assignments, network-
ing opportunities, or opportunities to build re-

lationships with clients, or were denied opportunities for
advancement and promotion. They were also asked if
they felt that these career-damaging experiences could
be attributed to race or gender. Less than 5% of white
men reported ever having career-damaging experiences,
and less than 1% of white women and white men who
reported career-damaging experiences attributed them
to race. Among attorneys of color, however, a much
different picture emerged:

• 29% of women of color and 25% of men of color
reported missing out on desirable assignments
because of race.

• 49% of women of color and 31% of men of color
reported that they were denied informal or for-
mal networking opportunities because of race.

• 35% of women of color and 24% of men of color
reported having missed client development and
client relationship opportunities because of race.

• 16% of women of color and 19% of men of color
reported that they were denied advancement and
promotion opportunities because of race.

When asked whether career-damaging events
could be attributed to gender, less than 3% of white
men or men of color attributed such experiences to
gender. Women attorneys in the survey told a much
different story:

• 32% of women of color and 39% of white
women reported missing out on desirable as-
signments because of gender.

• 46% of women of color and 60% of white
women reported that they were denied informal
or formal networking opportunities because of
gender.

• 32% of women of color and 55% of white
women reported having missed client develop-
ment and client relationship opportunities be-
cause of gender.

• 14% of women of color and 28% of white
women reported that they were denied advance-
ment and promotion opportunities because of
gender.

These women under-
stood that exclusion from
networking opportunities,
desirable assignments, cli-
ent relationships and pro-
motion opportunities
would limit their career
trajectories within law
firms. At first glance, it ap-
pears that white women
experienced greater gen-
der-based career problems
than women of color.
However, it is important to
bear in mind that women of color experienced career
disadvantages based on race in addition to gender, while
white women experienced disadvantages based on gen-
der alone. The combined disadvantages of race and
gender among women of color explain at least in part
why law firms have less success retaining women of
color than either men of color or white women.

In addition to experiencing combined disadvantages
due to race and gender, women of color found that their
career disadvantages were cumulative. For example, be-
ing denied desirable assignments kept them from
broadening and honing their legal skills and put them
at a competitive disadvantage (with white men espe-
cially) after they had been with the firm for a few years.
The negative career dynamics they experienced in law
firms and attributed to race and gender deterred many
women of color from pursuing careers in law firms.

III. MAJOR RESEARCH FINDINGS

 . . . it is important to
bear in mind that
women of color
experienced career
disadvantages based
on race in addition to
gender, while white
women experienced
disadvantages based
on gender alone.
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Juggling Gender and Racial Identities in
Law Firms

Most women of color in the survey found it stressful to
negotiate their gender and racial identities in a predomi-
nantly white, male environment. Nearly half (49%) re-
ported having been subjected to demeaning comments
or other types of harassment while working at a pri-
vate law firm, as did 47% of white women, 34% of
men of color and only 2% of white men. An Asian
attorney recalled:

I had a managing partner call me into his of-
fice when I was a fourth year [associate]. He
introduced me to the client, who was Korean,
and he tells him that I’m Korean too. He says,
“She eats kim chee just like you.” He said to
me, “Talk to him.” I looked at the client and
said, “It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m sure
you speak English better than I speak Korean.”
The client’s face was so red. Then the partner
left a message on my internal message system
and he was speaking gibberish, trying to sound
like an Asian speaker. I called every partner
on my floor and said, “You need to come and
listen to this.” I played that message ten times.
Ten times.

A Native American woman said:

You have to have an incredibly tough skin. . . . I
had people make comments like, “Oh, you’re
Indian. Where’s your tomahawk? Are you go-
ing to scalp me?” Or, “Can I call you
Pocahontas?” . . . When I was called “chief”
and brought it to people’s attention I was told,
“Oh, you’re spoiling [our work] environment
here.” So I had to leave.

Women of color in the focus groups described their
efforts to fit into the culture of the law firm, but they
did not think that their white male counterparts experi-
enced or understood how difficult it was for them to
do so. (Data from the survey confirmed their suspi-
cions; less than 3% of white men reported having ex-
perienced any form of discrimination.) As one Afri-
can-American woman explained: “Being a racial and

gender minority in a fairly large firm is a constant cul-
ture shock that requires me to constantly play the role
of a race- and gender-neutral person in an attempt to
‘fit in.’”

Some women of color tried to fit into law firms by
becoming “one of the boys.” An African-American
woman attorney said, “I noticed that the white women
acted like the guys—very bold, upfront, strong and
forthcoming. So I acted like the guys too. And if you
do things like the men in my office do, they regard
you as one of the guys.” An Asian woman said, “I think
there’s a mystique about the Asian woman: we’re so
cute and so delicate, we’re sexual vixens in bed. You
get to the point where you try to ‘mannify’ yourself.”
The effort to behave in ways that did not come natu-
rally to them but that they thought would be accept-
able to the white men in their firms left many women
of color feeling stressed and alienated from life in the
law firm.

Several women of color described how others cari-
catured them based on both gender and race, such as
the African-American attorney who heard herself de-
scribed as “an angry Black woman” or the Asian at-
torney who heard herself described as a “dragon lady.”
These incidents reminded women attorneys of color
of their “otherness,” that they did not, in fact, “fit in”
in an environment where being white and male were
the norm. An Asian attorney recounted, “I’ve had op-
posing parties, opposing counsel, treat me like a little
girl and part of that is the Asian thing because they
see a little Asian doll . . . it’s really annoying and I’m
tired of it.”

Another Asian attorney said:

I get so many comments because I’m Asian,
I’m a woman, and I look young. They try the
first-year associate thing, they try the honey
thing, they ask where are you from, you speak
English so well, you don’t even have an ac-
cent. . . . When I first started practicing it would
make me incensed to the point where I would
lose my concentration and focus and I would
not be as good of an advocate as I would have
been if it weren’t an issue. But now I see that
as part of their war chest of possible weapons
to try to disarm me and shake me up.
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Although women of color juggled both racial and
gender identities in law firms, they sometimes found
that gender was a bigger problem than race. An Afri-
can-American woman said, “African-American males
were much more readily accepted [at my firm] than
were females.” A Latina commented, “There’s definitely
this machismo that goes with being a corporate law-
yer. . . . In the law firms where I have worked the first
hurdle is being a woman on the corporate side. After
that, being a person of color. It’s worse being a woman.”

Most women of color in the survey reported hav-
ing experienced some form of race- or gender-based
discrimination, but a few women of color—especially
some of the light-skinned women in the focus groups—
did not think that their race or ethnicity had a negative
impact on their career. A Latina commented, ‘This
[phrase] “woman of color” is something I’m not com-
fortable with because I never considered myself ‘of
color.’” A Native woman attorney said, “My firm prob-
ably didn’t even know I was Native when they hired
me. I work on Native American policy and I’m pretty
well known for doing that, but I don’t primarily prac-
tice in that area. They’re happy I’m there, but I don’t
think that it factors into how I’m treated at all.” An
Asian-American attorney saw no difference between
herself and white attorneys at the law firm. She ex-
plained, “My parents were born in Vietnam, I was born
here, but I never really grew up around other Asian-
Americans. I don’t really a see a difference between
my Asian-ness and their Caucasian-ness.” Another
Asian-American woman commented that some stereo-
types of Asian women were advantageous. She was a
partner in a law firm and explained:

The more senior you get, the more freely other
partners will talk to you about their stereotypes,
and they have a very positive stereotype of
Asians, and especially Asian women. They see
us as hard-working—we’ll work seven days a
week, 24 hours a day; we’re very smart, very
dedicated. One of the Asian women who re-
cently made partner just had twins, and they’re
sure she’ll keep working, while they think other
women would quit.

However, these women were exceptions. Most
women of color in the survey and focus groups found

that being a woman and a member of a racial minority
group made it more difficult to become integrated into
the law firm, created career hurdles that white men did
not experience, and proved to be emotionally draining.

Recruitment: Law School and the
Transition to Practice

To help understand the attrition of women of color in
law firms, it is useful to compare their recruitment ex-
periences with their career experiences once they be-
gin working in law firms. Attorneys in the survey were
asked to identify all the avenues they used to find their
first (and subsequent) positions in law firms. Women
of color relied more heavily than other law school gradu-
ates on the on-campus interview; 46% found their first
job this way compared to 28% of men of color, 36% of
white women, and 24% of white men. Women of color
also relied more heavily on summer clerkships than
white men, men of color or white women (33%, 20%,
21%, and 30%, respectively.) Twenty-nine percent of
women of color used the law school’s placement of-
fice to find their first job, as did 17% of men of color,
22% of white women, and 23% of white men.

It is not clear how to evaluate differences in the
strategies these attorneys used to find their first job in
a law firm, particularly the heavier reliance on campus
interviews and summer clerkships among women of
color. It is possible that law firms found on-campus
interviews to be an efficient method for finding and
recruiting women of color. It gave them a chance to
talk with candidates and it gave women of color a
chance to learn about the firm. Similarly, it is possible
that law firms and women of color used summer
clerkships to evaluate how satisfied each one was with
the other. It is possible that law firms did not need to
go to such lengths to identify and recruit other groups
of attorneys. (Twenty-eight percent of men of color
relied on on-campus interviews to find their first job in
a law firm; 21% were hired following a summer clerk-
ship and 18% submitted unsolicited resumes. Thirty-
six percent of white women used the on-campus inter-
view process; 30% were hired following a summer
clerkship and 22% used the law school’s placement
office.)

Strategies used by white men to find their first job in
a law firm were more evenly divided between on-cam-
pus interviews (used by 24% of white men), the law
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school’s placement office (used by 23% of white men),
and summer clerkships (used by 20% of white men).

Most women of color in the focus groups found that
their gender and racial/ethnic background were assets
in getting hired by a law firm. As one Latina explained,
“Being a minority does help you get the job. I’m finding
that firms and corporations all want, on paper, the statis-
tics that they’ve hired a diverse population.”

Some women of color reported that they were “stra-
tegic hires,” that is, hired for presumed skills such as
fluency in Spanish or Chinese, ties to a specific local
clientele, or to show the legal community that the firm
values and employs women and lawyers of color. An
Alaskan Native attorney explained:

I got hired for my firm’s American Indian law
and policy practice . . . and because of the con-
tacts that I had in the Native American commu-
nity, and because I’m a lobbyist on the Hill. So I
think that my race helped me. I think being fe-
male helped me because I think they were try-
ing to diversify the practice.

Although their status as a racial and gender minor-
ity may have helped them get a job in a law firm, some
women of color experienced racial hazing during job
interviews. One African-American woman reported:

I was interviewing with one of the bigger firms
and the guy interviewing me was an English ma-
jor. So was I. He asked me who my favorite po-
ets and writers were and I mentioned a few Afri-
can-American writers. After awhile he said, “If
you can recite a T.S. Eliot poem, I’ll give you an
offer right now.” I couldn’t, but I thought okay,
file this one away for the books.

Some women attorneys of color suspected that law
firms held different standards for lawyers of color and
majority candidates, and that the standards for lawyers
of color were higher than those for white lawyers. One
woman of color stated:

Most of the white associates [at my firm] went
to state schools, but all the minority associates
were from the top ten law schools. If you’re not
from a top ten law school and you’re a minority
candidate, you’re not on the same playing field
as a white applicant from any law school.

In sum, many women of color found that their sta-
tus as a racial and gender minority was an asset in the
hiring process. Nearly half of all women of color in the
survey found their first job as a result of an on-campus
interview, perhaps because law firms found it an effi-
cient means to identify and recruit women applicants of
color with a particular academic pedigree. Some women
of color reported that law firms hired them to forge busi-
ness relationships with clients from the same background
as the woman of color. Though most women of color
had positive experiences during the hiring process, some
suspected that law firms held them to a higher standard
than their white peers, and some reported disconcerting
race- and gender-based remarks. Once hired, women of
color found that race- and gender-based advantages
quickly disappeared, leaving them to confront serious
career hurdles, one of which was the lack of effective
mentoring.

Mentors and Protégés

The attorneys in this study, whether newly hired or more
experienced lateral hires, recognized the importance of
having a mentor and the downside of not having one.
Sixty-seven percent of women of color in the survey
wanted more and better mentoring by senior attorneys
and partners, as did 52% of men of color, 55% of white
women, and 32% of white men. A Latina explained:

Law firms work like a patronage system. If you
don’t have someone watching out for you,
you’ll fall through the cracks. It’s very hard to
find a mentor if there’s not somebody who iden-
tifies with you. Either you have the same likes
or you come from a similar background or you
can talk about your school or something to draw
a connection. And for a lot of people of color
and for a lot of women, there isn’t anyone in
the partnership, in the upper echelons, that has
a similar background or can empathize with
you or relate to you and therefore, you don’t
end up having a mentor.

Another Latina said, “[You need to] have a mentor
from the very beginning to look out for you to make
sure you don’t get stuck on huge document reviews
and to make sure that you get good work. People pick
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their protégés really quickly, and if you’re left out it’s
going to be really tough for you.”

Many law firms acknowledge that mentoring is an
important aspect of attorney development and have
implemented formal mentoring programs that match
mentors and protégés, or they assign new hires to work
with one or more partners or senior associates. Forty-
three percent of women attorneys of color reported
having had formal mentors, as did 26% of white
women, 32% of men of color, and 31% of white men.

However, most women of color in the focus groups
agreed that while formal mentoring programs were good
in theory, truly effective mentoring occurred when men-
tors and protégés formed relationships more naturally.
An Asian woman attorney explained, “Mentoring can’t
be forced. I got the impression I was interfering with my
[white male] mentor and it became a chore [for him]
more than something he wanted to do.” Another woman
of color found formal mentoring programs off-putting.
She said, “My firm recently decided to start an official,
formal mentoring program that’s only going to be for
minority associates and I think it’s disgusting. The mo-
ment they announced it, I thought it was so wrong for
so many reasons . . . like we’re in Special Ed.”

Most attorneys in the survey reported that they were
chosen as protégés by senior attorneys through infor-
mal processes. Eighty-three percent of women of color,
77% of men of color, 81% of white women, and 78%
of white men reported having had informal mentoring

relationships. When asked about the gender and ra-
cial/ethnic background of their mentors, most attorneys
reported that they were mentored by one or more white
men (see Table 1), but women of color were least likely
to have been informally mentored by white men.

Seventy-four percent of white men and 71% of men
of color were informally mentored by white men, as
were 67% of white women and only 49% of women of
color. This difference may be a critical differentiating
factor in the careers of men and women, and espe-
cially women of color. If white men and men of color
have better-connected, more powerful mentors than
women (and women of color in particular)—mentors
who cultivate their skills more carefully—one would
expect them to have greater career success.

Women of color in the focus groups welcomed op-
portunities to work with white men who took an inter-
est in their careers and helped groom them for success.
One woman of color recalled:

I worked in a small firm and one day I got a
call out of the blue from an older Jewish part-
ner and . . . we just hit it off. Had I stayed it
would have been the kind of thing where ev-
eryone would know that I’m going to be a part-
ner because he was taking care of me and mak-
ing sure I developed correctly and that’s how it
should work. It defies color and gender; really
it’s just the luck of the draw.

Formal Mentorship Informal Mentorship

Women Men White  White Women Men White White
of color of color women men of color of color women men

Mentor protégée protégé protégée protégé protégée protégé protégée protégé

One or more 5% 1% 1% 0% 27% 10% 4% 1%
women of color

One or more 4% 2% 0% 1% 29% 18% 4% 8%
men of color

One or more 20% 5% 8% 6% 41% 21% 43% 29%
white women

One or more
white men 24% 29% 21% 31% 49% 71% 67% 74%

Table 1: Attorneys Who Received Formal and/or Informal Mentoring by Race of Mentor
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A Latina told this story:

There was a [white] partner who, unfortunately,
died of cancer. But he made it a point to get to
know every single associate regardless of
whether they were a minority or not. And he
spent time with them and offered assistance and
put them in departments and made them part of
teams, and then followed up, discussed with the
partner who was supervising, and he was really
good at it and was very human about it. But
there’s no way to replace him, unfortunately.

Another woman of color described how her career
blossomed as a result of support she received from the
men in her firm:

Although I worked primarily in an all-white-male
firm, the attorneys, partners and associates were
very supportive of advancing my career. I had
the opportunity early on to be assigned to ac-
counts that let me develop client relationships,
which have helped me establish my own prac-
tice. The key was finding a senior associate who
was on the cusp of partnership and then becom-

ing part of his team. I was
young and therefore not a
threat and had incredible
opportunities to grow
along with him. I was of-
fered partnership, ulti-
mately. . . .

Some white men who
reached out to mentor women

had limited success advocating on their behalf. A white
male attorney in the survey wrote:

As a group head I had difficulty getting proper
salary increases for female litigators in my
group. I also had great difficulty having them
promoted to partner. I noted that even when
females were made partner, they were never
put on management committees or given any
real leadership prerogatives.

The fact that they were less likely to be mentored
by white men, coupled with the difficulty some white

men in the survey reported when they tried to advo-
cate for women of color, illustrate how dynamics within
law firms limit the career potential of women of color
in law firms.

Just over 40% of women of color and white women
reported that they were informally mentored by white
women. Twenty-seven percent of women of color and
4% of white women were informally mentored by a
woman of color. (Twenty-two percent of men of color
and 29% of white men were informally mentored by
white women and 10% of men of color and less than
1% of white men were informally mentored by a woman
of color.)

When focus group participants were asked whether
they preferred men or women as mentors, one woman
of color said, “I would feel more comfortable with a
female mentor than a male mentor, but she doesn’t nec-
essarily have to be a minority.” A Latina attorney said,
“I’d much rather work for women than men. I feel much
more comfortable asking questions of women partners
than the male partners.” A Native American woman at-
torney said, “Both of my female mentors are minorities,
the partner and the of counsel. And I have great rela-
tionships with them. That’s been most helpful to me . . .
I reach out to them for advice on getting assignments
and getting development.”

When asked about working with senior women
attorneys, a few women of color described genera-
tional clashes; some found them callous or competi-
tive instead of collaborative. A Native American
woman said, “In my firm the women are really mean.
I get mentored by these women and I hate it. . . .
Women partners don’t have a lot of power so they
can’t really help you or stand up for you in the firm.
They expect you . . . to suck it up and don’t have a lot
of sympathy.” Other women of color found that se-
nior women simply did not have the time to mentor
younger female associates. A Latina attorney ob-
served, “Women who are more senior who are in po-
sitions of power usually don’t have time to mentor
young attorneys. They want to and they have really
good intentions and you may have a lot in common
with them but . . . they’ve got to run home to be with
their kids. And I can understand that.”

Twenty-nine percent of women of color, 18% of men
of color, 8% of white men and 4% of white women were
informally mentored by men of color. When asked about

Some white men
who reached out to
mentor women had
limited success
advocating on their
behalf.
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working with men of color, an African-American woman
observed, “I think minority males have the attitude, ‘I
made it this far on my own with nobody helping me,
why should I help anybody else?’” Another African-
American woman said:

There was one black partner and he definitely
focused on the black male summer associates
and the black male summer potential hires. . . .
He ignored the black women . . . I find that black
male partners tend to get very excited about
potential black male hires in part because they
feel they can mentor them fully without any sus-
picion about the relationship. They can engage
them fully in their practice and socially, whereas
I don’t think that they embrace black women to
same degree during the hiring process and when
you first get there.

One woman of color pointed out that some male
African-American mentors lack sufficient power within
the firm to advocate successfully on behalf of protégées:

I work for an African-American partner and he
gives me advice and tries to pull me along. But
he was a lateral hire and I’m not sure if he’s
familiar enough with the process of navigating
up the ranks in the firm. Even though he’s an
equity partner, I’m not sure if at the end of the
day he could make me a partner.

On the other hand, some women of color reported
having excellent rapport with male mentors from the
same ethnic background. A Latina said:

I was recruited by a Hispanic male who was a
very successful person in the firm and he was
my mentor. He recruited me, brought me in for
the interviews and really opened a lot of doors.
[He] also got me involved in bar associations at
the local level and talked about client develop-
ment and doing all the things that [make a dif-
ference in career success]. And it really makes a
huge difference.

Women attorneys of color were well aware that re-
gardless of race or gender, powerful mentors were bet-
ter able to help their protégés advance within the firm.
One Latina observed:

There are Caucasian males who will reach out
and try to mentor you and they will do their best.
And it depends on how powerful they are in the
firm and how much work they have as to
whether or not they’ll be successful. There are a
limited number of people who are willing to do
that; there are not enough of them and there’s
not enough time for all of the people who need
mentoring. So people fall through the cracks,
and it’s usually us.

An African-American woman recalled:

When I was hired there were four black attor-
neys. We were all under the same senior partner
and we realized that he was the weakest link in
the firm and there were efforts to get rid of him.
So we all left because there was no way that you
could move anywhere [inside the firm].

When discussing why mentors hesitated to choose
them as protégées, some women of color in the focus
groups reported that they were considered to be “flight
risks,” to leave because of family demands or because
another firm hired them. A Latina put it this way: “As a
partner, you say, ‘Okay, I’ve got a choice here. I can
either go with this guy or I can go with this girl, and
where am I ultimately going to have the greatest return?’”
An African-American woman lawyer said:

An apprenticeship takes investment on the part
of the partners to train and develop associates,
to really know what they’re doing. They’re go-
ing to make that investment selectively and
they’re going to make it in people they think
will be there for the long term and not leave af-
ter three or four years.

A Latina attorney commented:

The pressure is not just on associates, it’s on part-
ners as well. They have to bill a lot more than
they used to, and I think they have less time for
client development and . . . to reach out and
mentor. As a result, if something requires extra
effort they may not have the time to do it. Since
it takes extra effort to connect with and look
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out for people of color and women, it makes it
a lot easier for us to fall through the cracks.

Senior women attorneys of color in the focus
groups who wanted to mentor associates described the
considerations they had to take into account when
choosing protégées. A Latina partner reported that her
firm could not retain women associates of color and
that their attrition was burdensome. She said:

We hired a woman, she was terrific and she
had great credentials. We spent about two years
training her and she had a baby and then she
left. We’re not a big firm so that was a big ex-
pense. Another woman came around, we spent
two and a half years training her and then she
got married, had a baby, and then she left. My
partner said, “You know, it’s illegal, you’re not
allowed to say it, but the next time a woman
comes through here, don’t even bring her into
my office. I’m not going to interview her.” It’s
only after women attorneys get older that men
figure that you’re going to be around.

Another senior attorney of color commented that
her firm asked her to recruit woman and minorities and
integrate them into the firm. As she put it:

For several years . . . I felt that the burden of
diversifying the firm was placed on my shoul-
ders. The firm now has seven other attorneys
of color, both male and female, but as the only
shareholder of color I still feel I have to look
out for everyone [who is a minority attorney].
I think it is easier on the firm as a whole to
avoid dealing with diversity issues because I
am there.

An Asian partner described her role in mentoring
Asian women attorneys and the steps she has taken to
minimize attrition:

I grab all the Asian women. Our firm pays for a
mentor lunch every month so I grab each of
the women I’m mentoring and we go out to
lunch together for a one on one. I’ll ask them
“What’s going on, what’s bugging you, do you

feel we’re doing enough to further your career,
what do you want to know about what’s going
on with the firm?” Just really connect with them
so I can make sure that I have a good handle
on where are they with respect to the firm and
nobody’s going to quit tomorrow and say, “Oh,
by the way, I was really unhappy.”

While having a mentor does not guarantee career
advancement and success in a law firm, becoming a
partner typically requires having a sponsor who will
groom the individual for partnership. Effective men-
tors in law firms initiate new attorneys into the practice
of law and provide experiences required for career
advancement. They offer associates assignments that
sharpen their legal skills and help them meet required
billable hours, and they help associates develop busi-
ness relationships with clients and the community more
generally. They monitor their protégés closely and pro-
vide them with feedback about their performance.

Mentors of color are role models insofar as they
represent what minority associates of color can achieve
in the firm. Some women of color thought that having
attorneys in the top echelons of the firm would im-
prove their career opportunities at the firm. As one
Latina put it, “Until the top changes, we’re not going
to see a whole of success for people [of color] as they
[try to] get to the top. The difficulty for us minority
associates is that we cannot find minority role models
that we can look up to.”

Women of color observed that powerful mentors
were able to protect their protégés during economic
downturns. A Latina attorney said, “I managed to keep
my job [during the recession of the late 1990s] be-
cause I was lucky enough to find a mentor who was
very well-connected and who was going to make sure
that I wasn’t going to be one of the people let go.”

Regardless of the race or gender of the mentor, the
critical issue for women of color is whether they de-
rive the same benefits from mentor-protégé relation-
ships as their white and male counterparts. Those ben-
efits include being integrated into firm networks, re-
ceiving assignments that meet billable hours and lead
to career advancement as well as client development,
and being offered opportunities to specialize in areas
of law that interest them. To the degree that women of
color lack mentors who can provide them with these
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experiences, their career choices and trajectories will be
more limited than those of their counterparts. The two-
thirds of women of color who wanted more and better
mentoring by senior attorneys recognized how vital good
mentors were to attorneys’ career success in law firms.

Internal Networks

Becoming integrated into internal networks is critical to
career success within law firms. One woman of color
described how the “otherness” of women of color in
law firms led to their exclusion from internal support
networks, which in turn undermined their career ad-
vancement:

Most people are not overtly racist or sexist and
do not believe that they are racist or sexist. How-
ever, by human nature, we tend to be more com-
fortable with those with whom we can identify
and share similar background and interests. In
private law firms, this can make a huge differ-
ence because of the general “free market” na-
ture of associating with others to work on cases,
refer clients, etc. To survive in private prac-
tice, you not only need to excel at your trade,
you also need a strong support network within
the firm. It is this second component that is typi-
cally lacking for women attorneys of color. (em-
phasis added)

Sixty-two percent of women of color in the survey
reported being excluded from informal or formal net-
working opportunities, as did 60% of white women.
Thirty-one percent of men of color and only 4% of white
men reported similar problems.

An African-American woman described her experi-
ence:

I came to my firm through the summer associ-
ate program. One of the things I remember most
starkly was how quickly the white men became
indoctrinated into the culture of the firm. We had
many activities and the white male summer as-
sociates interacted very quickly with the part-
ners and they created bonds not only based on
work, but socially and outside of work as well.
There really wasn’t that opportunity for women
in general. It carried over very distinctly into

our first-year associate experience, and that trans-
lated into work assignments and attention from
certain partners. . . . Because of these preexist-
ing relationships, work groups and client rela-
tionships were established quickly [and those]
relationships continued throughout our careers.

A woman of color in the survey wrote:

I am often excluded from opportunities for in-
formal mentoring and information sharing—the
lunches and happy hours and golf outings be-
tween male and Caucasian attorneys. These in-
formal settings allow majority attorneys to get
valuable insight, “dirt,” and work opportunities.
This information leads to better work, more cli-
ent contact, etc. Being left out puts me at a dis-
advantage compared to majority attorneys.

Most women of color attributed their exclusion to
the persistence of the “old boys’ network” in their law
firm. Some thought men of color could penetrate the
old boys’ network, some did not. A woman of color
commented, “White males prefer minority males to fe-
male attorneys. I think it’s a comfort zone; the law is still
a very male-dominated business. And their comfort level
is to deal with other males. I’ve seen it in our headquar-
ters and in our branch office.” A Native American woman
said, “I don’t think they liked having non-white males
around or non-white females who weren’t into their jokes
and everything. It’s a very uncomfortable environment.”
(The fact that half as many men of color reported feel-
ing excluded from the firm’s networks as women of color
indicates the greater ease they had becoming integrated
into the firm’s networks.)

One woman of color described the awkwardness she
felt with her boss: “I have nothing in common with my
boss. I can’t go to lunch with him. If we go out for a
drink he’ll cross his arms and we’ll make small talk, but
it’s never about the game or about family life. It’s just,
‘Oh, did you get that account?’” These experiences con-
trasted sharply with those of white male attorneys. One
woman of color observed:

There’s a guy in the litigation department who
plays golf almost every weekend with a part-
ner who has a huge corner office next to me in
a completely different department. They just
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hit it off playing golf. Is that going to help him?
Maybe not. Have I ever been asked to play
golf? Nope. I probably won’t be. Whether or
not he has a mentor, he came in and was put on
a team that’s going to go to trial and he’ll get
great experiences. I’m certainly reaching out
to everybody I know to get as much [quality
experience as I can]. . . . I don’t know of any
white men who fell through the cracks. I think
they have work opportunities if they want them.
It’s just harder when you’re not picked right
out of the gate.

Many women of color felt invisible, mistaken for
clerical staff, court reporters, or paralegals, or treated
as if they did not belong in the firm altogether. An
African-American associate said that if a white male
partner approached her and a male colleague as they
walked together down the corridor, “He’d speak to
the white male associate and he wouldn’t see me. It’s
like I’m not there or he assumes I am part of the ad-
ministrative staff or that I wouldn’t expect to be spo-
ken to. He just speaks to the person he’s used to and
doesn’t worry about me.” Invisibility is costly to pro-

fessional careers; partners
do not invest in those they
do not even see.

One might expect a
strong camaraderie to have
developed between women
of color and white women
based on having to confront
similar gender-based career
disadvantages, but many
women of color in the focus
groups felt disconnected

from white women. An African-American woman com-
mented:

I never felt gender solidarity with a lot of the
white women even though I saw that they were
also having difficulty at the firm. White women
had lunch and did things together. Black asso-
ciates, male and female, tended to work to-
gether but there really didn’t seem to be room
to work on gender issues. So I felt that black
women, women of color, and white women had
very, very separate experiences.

Another African-American woman said, “The Cau-
casian women go to lunch every day or every few days.
Once a month they reach out and ask if I would like to
go out with them.” Another attorney commented that in
her firm “there are three black women and they’re ad-
ministrative. The [white] women in the firm don’t have
that much support and, as a black woman, I clearly don’t
have any. So it’s difficult to do the job.”

One African-American woman found herself
“ghettoized” because she received work assignments
only from African-American male partners. She said,
“All the work I was given came from the Black partners.
So I felt marginalized in a different way, like I couldn’t
work for anyone else.”

The intense loneliness that resulted from being
marginalized at her firm led one African-American
woman to leave the large firm where she worked:

I just felt like I lived in a completely different
universe. . . . I felt like I didn’t belong there,
even though they had a formal mentoring pro-
gram which I participated in. It was one of the
reasons why I left big firm practice . . . this tre-
mendous sense of being alone at work every
day and not seeing a way to have real profes-
sional relationships where I felt part of the group.
I didn’t think that that would develop in the fu-
ture.

A few women of color struggled to overcome their
marginalization in the firm. One Latina attorney said:

What worked well for me was learning male
preferences. They like sports. And it sounds
crazy, but I’ve learned about sports and that has
opened many doors for me. I learned about col-
lege football and it’s amazing. I don’t need to
be an expert; I just need to know enough to be
able to say, “Yeah, they should fire the coach.” I
pick things that I find myself interested in. I’m
not going to pick professional golf, I don’t fol-
low it, but I do know about Tiger Woods and
Veejay Singh. At least that has broken down
barriers so they could say to themselves, “Hey,
she likes the stuff we like.” Now I’m more than
a dancing, spicy-food person. So then they start
asking me questions. I’ll look at their office, find
something they have an interest in, ask ques-

Invisibility is costly
to professional
careers; partners do
not invest in those
they do not even
see.
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tions and somehow get myself in the door. I’m
taking control over my career.

An African-American attorney offered this advice:

If you ask, people are willing to share their ex-
periences with you. But if you just take an as-
signment and go into your office and bill your
70-80 hours a week, you’re never going know
the things you need to know until you mess up.

Another woman of color in the survey wrote:

The experience is what you make of it. You
have to be outspoken and take responsibility
for your career because you can get “lost” in a
big firm. People will underestimate you and the
management of the firm will not expect you to
stick around. If you are serious about your ca-
reer and show initiative, you will get recog-
nized and people will be supportive. You will
find mentors you did not expect. My biggest
supporters are white males, but it took a long
time for them to notice me and I have sacri-
ficed a lot for my career.

It is likely that the marginalization and isolation de-
scribed by women of color would decrease if they had a
stronger presence. Attorneys in the survey were asked
how important it was to them to increase the racial and
gender diversity in law firms. Eighty-seven percent of
women attorneys of color, 58% of men of color, 61% of
white women, and 27% of white men felt strongly that
law firms should increase their racial diversity. Forty-
four percent of women of color, 30% of men of color,
52% of white women, and 12% of white men felt strongly
that law firms should increase their gender diversity. The
relative lack of interest by white male attorneys in in-
creased racial and gender diversity in law firms sug-
gests a lack of awareness (at best) or callousness (at
worst) to the negative career experiences and disadvan-
tages of being a minority in a law firm, particularly with
respect to networking.

External Networks

Like internal networks, external networks—relationships
with clients, bar associations, and the community more
generally—are critical to career success within law firms.
A white male attorney in the survey wrote:

In both large and small firms, the key to suc-
cess, the only sure route to both partnership and
the upper partnership levels, is to control a sig-
nificant amount of business. This means either
inheriting responsibility for the firm’s institutional
clients or finding new clients, the latter being
more difficult but more financially rewarding. .
. . Having an expectation of becoming a partner
and remaining a partner without controlling sig-
nificant business is unrealistic. While all firms
need good lawyers, such persons can be hired
and need not be promoted to partnership as a
reward for hard work. . . . It has been my expe-
rience with young attorneys working their way
up through the ranks that this concept is not well
understood. Almost all of them start out feeling
and continue feeling for a long time that it is
enough to come to work in the morning, bill
time, and go home at night, without making the
extra effort to bring in new business, entertain
existing clients, and join and participate in bar
association or community activities. Even when
such persons become a partner in a firm, their
tenure is not secure, as they do not control any
business.

Among attorneys in the survey, 43% of women of
color reported limited access to client development and
client relationship opportunities, as did 55% of white
women, 24% of men of color, and only 3% of white
men. One woman of color said, “White men have a
greater ability to network and gain clients because those
clients look just like them. Women of color aren’t seen
as people to be taken seriously.” A Latina struggled with
how to handle her exclusion from client contact at her
firm, despite having done a considerable amount of work
on a case:

[The male associate or partner] wasn’t trying to
exclude me on purpose but it was still hurtful.
For my career it was hurtful too. I thought, “Why
am I not meeting the client we’re working with?”
It comes up a lot [but] . . . I don’t really know
how to address it. I don’t want to seem too ag-
gressive about it or that I’m being discriminated
against; I don’t want to give that impression. So
I’m [trying] to be very strategic about the way I
say it, but I haven’t addressed it.
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Women of color in the focus groups reported being
treated like “show horses,” brought to meetings to im-
press clients but without having a substantive role. One
woman of color wrote, “When diversity was an asset to
landing a government contract or eliciting new business
from clients of color I was included in client meetings,
but not otherwise.” Another wrote, “Partners only intro-
duce clients to women attorneys of color when the cli-
ent is a person of color too.”

Men of color in the survey wrote that they had simi-
lar experiences: “There were several cases that had par-
ties of different races. I was asked to ‘assist’ in those
cases simply by sitting at the counsel table. I did not get
substantive experience. I was simply providing ‘color-
ful’ face time for the jury.” A Native American man wrote,
“Life for an American Indian man is very difficult at a
big law firm, particularly for a new associate. . . . At the
firm I was at, American Indian attorneys were expected
to develop clients, but then not allowed to bill toward
those projects because the work was doled out to white
attorneys. Disgraceful.”

One woman of color said:

I felt like an exotic animal. I was always asked
to attend functions and award ceremonies,
speak to law students of color, and pose for
advertising publications. However, I never had
contact with partners in power other than at
these events. Law firms would do well to ex-
amine whether their associates of color are given
real opportunities to interact with the power
structure of the firm.

These stories illustrate that in order for external
networking opportunities to produce career benefits,
they must be coupled with meaningful, not token, pro-
fessional assignments and relationships with powerful
attorneys within the firm.

The importance of developing ongoing relationships
with clients was also noted by women in the focus
groups. An African-American woman explained:

If you have opportunities early on to form a con-
tinuing relationship with a client, you get in-
creased responsibility over a period of time ver-
sus someone who bounces from client to client
and from deal to deal, working with different

people and not being able to build up that conti-
nuity of experience. After two or three years
you’re going to notice the difference in the level
of responsibility and the level of experience that
the person who has had continuity has achieved.

Clients’ objections to working with specific attor-
neys were infrequent but 19% of white women, 15%
of women of color, 14% of men of color and 3% of
white men reported that clients asked to work with
someone else. Despite being infrequent, when such
requests were granted, they underscored the lack of
support women of color felt from their law firms and
exacerbated their lack of access to client relationships.
One woman of color described her dismay when a case
was taken away from her despite the client’s prefer-
ence for her representation:

A white male in my firm worked on a transac-
tion from the beginning to just before the clos-
ing. He had to leave to get married and would
be gone for two to three weeks on his honey-
moon. So I stepped in and took over the clos-
ing. I worked with the client for one week. At
the end of the deal the client said “Wow, you
did a great job! We can forget about what’s-
his-name; I want you to be on our deals going
forward.” They had a deal in the pipeline and
he mentioned it to the partner who was work-
ing on the deal. The client said, “I want [her] to
work on this deal.” Then the partner said,
“Okay, we’ll talk about that.” Right away I
could hear some reservation. On our way back
to the airport the partner said, “Well, I under-
stand that [the client] said he wanted you to
work on his next transaction. We’ll definitely
find a way to get you involved, to a certain
extent.” I never did anything on the next deal,
even though the client wanted me.

Some women of color experienced blocked access
to clients when they tried to bring business into the firm
based on their ethnic background but were discouraged
from doing so. A Latina commented, “At my firm, I don’t
see a real effort to reach out to the Hispanic community
and develop a law firm practice in those areas. My good-
ness; we’re in a city where the Hispanic population is
the number-one growing population of minorities.”
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An Asian woman described how disheartened she
felt by the lack of support she received from the part-
ners in her firm after she was harassed by a client:

We were at the printer’s. They had a layout of
food, all kinds of cuts of chicken, and the cli-
ent had been flirting with me. He said, “I like
my meat dark.” I was so naïve, I said, “Oh, me
too!” I didn’t get it at all. So he’s looking at me
and says, “You know, I have yellow fever.” At
that point I realized he was being completely
inappropriate and a total jackass. I went up to
my partner and told him that the guy had made
a racial comment and was hitting on me. His
response? “Well, don’t you find him attrac-
tive?” I went to the only female partner and
her response was, “Just let it lie. Don’t make
waves, just move on.”

In sum, women attorneys of color in the survey and
focus groups found themselves marginalized and pe-
ripheral to life at their law firm. This left them feeling
lonely and alienated from life at the firm, without col-
leagues with whom they could eat lunch or have a drink
after work. Exclusion from internal networks meant
that that they did not receive “inside” information about
incoming cases, firm politics, strategies for advance-
ment, or how to secure assignments that would hone
their legal skills. They also reported having more lim-
ited opportunities to develop relationships with clients,
particularly ongoing relationships, which in turn lim-
ited their career trajectories with the firm. Women of
color attributed a good deal of their disadvantage to
the reluctance of senior attorneys to work with them
and their preference for working with other white men.
However, women of color who worked in law firms
where senior attorneys took an active interest in their
careers and provided them with the tools and experi-
ences they needed to be successful responded enthusi-
astically to the support they were given, and their ca-
reers blossomed as a result.

Skills and Training

Assignments are the building blocks of legal careers.
At the bottom of the legal “assignment pyramid” are
document reviews, legal research, and contributing
to a brief. More desirable assignments include inter-

viewing witnesses and significant participation in a
trial. At the top of the pyramid are assignments such
as being the lead attorney on a trial and managing
client relationships. Assignments in law firms are not
distributed equally among associates, and 44% of
women of color reported being passed over for desir-
able assignments compared to 39% of white women,
25% of men of color and 2% of white men. Forty-
four percent of women of color wanted greater influ-
ence over their assignments as did 32% of men of
color, 24% of white women, and 17% of white men.
Fifty-four percent of women of color wanted to see
less subjectivity in the allocation of work, as did 31%
of men of color, 30% of white women, and 10% of
white men. The relative nonchalance among white
men with respect to the distribution of work assign-
ments and subjectivity in the assignment process re-
flects their advantage in these areas. By contrast,
women of color described how they got trapped in
dead-end assignments early in their careers. One
Latina said:

There were a bunch of law firms that were part
of this huge document review project and [a
member of one of the firms] asked me if my
firm hired white people. . . . I wasn’t sure why
so many minorities [from my firm] had been
put on a dead-end project that was going to
last for a long time. I was the only Latina and
there were two black women. We were all mi-
norities.

Another woman of color wrote:

I was relegated to the cases that no one else
wanted, I was limited to handling cases and
working with other women and minorities al-
most exclusively, and I was denied access to
the most influential and powerful people in the
firm: eight white male partners.

A white female attorney echoed these sentiments.
She wrote:

I worked in litigation. Women got more research
and document review assignments. Men got
more courtroom opportunities and more oppor-
tunity to interact with clients. Women often got
assigned “workhorse” positions on large,
lengthy cases; our work was valued but we did
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not get the same opportunities to do “live” ac-
tivities such as taking or defending depositions.

An Asian woman explained how the perception that
she was hard-working became a career liability:

You don’t get to leave your desk, you don’t
ever get to go out to take those depos, meet
clients, make a court appearance, or interview
a witness. They just don’t let you out. They
think you’re great but they don’t have a posi-
tive expectation of how you will interact with a
client, a court, or anybody on the opposing side.

An African-American woman received a similar ca-
reer-stalling compliment about her work product:
“People would say to me, ‘You have such good atten-
tion to detail; it saves me so much time.’ So I felt like I
was stuck in this ‘you’re doing great’ work bubble when
I wanted to stretch and try something new.”

Women of color also described getting “pigeon-
holed,” given assignments based on a presumed skill
or interest. An Asian woman recalled:

Somebody came into my office and asked me
to look over a document in Chinese and I don’t
read Chinese except for like dim sum menus. I

was asked and another
woman was asked. But we
had a white Jewish male at-
torney who read Chinese
and he was not asked. He
pointed out that if we’re
truly diverse and we’re
looking at skills, then they
should have asked him too,
which was an excellent
point.

Another Asian woman re-
ported, “They gave me a document in Korean and said,
‘Can you read this?’ And I said, ‘This is Korean, I’m
Chinese.’ And they couldn’t understand why I couldn’t
read it.”

 However, membership in a specific minority group
occasionally led to plum assignments, as it did for an
African-American woman attorney who commented,
“I got pretty high-profile trials because even though

the client was white, they wanted to present a black
face because they knew the jury was going to be black
and Latino. So race, in that respect, was helpful.” Such
examples among survey respondents and focus group
participants were rare.

Some women of color in the focus groups learned
to speak up for themselves and found that this helped
them get better assignments. An African-American
woman said, “You’re going to get called for crap work
and you have to take it sometimes, but then you also
have to tell people what you want to do. Then you’re
more likely to get the work you want.” Another Afri-
can-American woman recalled, “We had a black male
partner and I told him how much I hated an assign-
ment, and he said that if I want to do intellectual prop-
erty, I need to tell the partners and senior associates
and the assignment partner, and I need to remind them.
And that’s what I did. I learned that lesson.”

An African-American attorney described her tran-
sition from passively accepting assignments to actively
seeking assignments:

It took me six months to a year to learn that
people weren’t just getting their assignment,
taking it, doing it and then waiting for the next
one or calling and saying I need another as-
signment. It was an eye-opener to learn that
people were jockeying for good cases or they’d
hear about a case and approach the partner di-
rector. I was waiting to be assigned.

Another woman of color said, “[When I asked to]
get off an awful assignment, the advice they gave me
was to get busy on other things. You have to show that
you’ve become invaluable on another case, which is
basically what I did, and I’ve gotten great experience
since then on a much smaller team.” An African-Ameri-
can woman attorney described the cumulative effects
of differential assignments:

My office mate was a white male and it was
quite interesting to me to see how he interacted
with the person he was assigned to, how he
spoke to her about the types of work assign-
ments he was getting. It was an eye-opening
experience. I learned that people don’t just take
assignments that are given, there’s a whole lot

Some women of
color in the focus
groups learned to
speak up for
themselves and
found that this
helped them get
better assignments.
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of back and forth and give and take. Minority
women, generally, would acquiesce and want
to be helpful and accommodating. They would
take any work assignment that came their way,
which made them prone to get work assign-
ments with difficult partners, difficult clients,
the less interesting work, or work that was not
particularly relevant or involved. They would
help out on a deal as opposed to running the
deal. . . . I think a lot of minorities come into a
situation and want to do well and get the “A”
and maybe don’t think as strategically as some
of our counterparts. I think that is particularly
noticeable in the early years as you start to de-
velop. After a few years, it’s a self-fulfilling
prophecy because then they can say, “Hey, this
person has had much more responsibility with
the client, they have a client relationship and
done lots of different types of deals, and this
other person hasn’t really gained the same level
of responsibility.” But that’s directly related to
the opportunities they were given.

The cumulative effect of dead-end and uninspiring
assignments led one woman of color to look elsewhere
for professional fulfillment:

I have not had a lot of opportunities for profes-
sional development. Junior minority associates,
especially females, are required to do a lot of
document review, whereas our white male coun-
terparts do more challenging assignments and
a lot more writing. When I am given writing or
research assignments, the assignments are usu-
ally short-term emergencies which do not cre-
ate learning or development. That is why I am
leaving my firm for a federal clerkship and I
highly doubt I will ever return.

In sum, 44% of all women of color reported miss-
ing out on desirable assignments compared to only 2%
of white men. They were more likely than their white
male counterparts to get stuck in dead-end or undesir-
able assignments early in their careers while their white
male colleagues were assigned higher-level work and
given exposure to clients. Many women of color
wanted to influence which assignments were given to
them and see less subjectivity in the allocation of as-
signments. Some women of color were unaware that

assignments could be negotiated; those who did found
ways to avoid getting stuck in dead-end assignments,
and got assigned instead to higher-level work. Over
time, as white male colleagues received increasingly
challenging assignments, real differences began to
emerge in the experience and skill levels of women of
color and their white male counterparts, resulting in a
momentum that benefited the careers of white male
attorneys and hindered the careers of women of color.

Specialization

A white woman attorney in the survey wrote, “Like many
other women in the early to mid-1980s, I was tracked
out of mainstream practice areas—corporate, litigation,
securities. It is only fairly recently that women are not
steered toward peripheral practice areas such as em-
ployee benefits, public finance, or estate planning.”

Greater numbers of women today may work in liti-
gation and areas of law previously denied to them and
to persons of color, but social pressures to work in ar-
eas that “fit” their presumed qualities and interests per-
sist. This was especially true for Native American at-
torneys in the focus groups. As one Native woman said,
“People who are Native practice Indian law as opposed
to other minority groups who go on to practice in a
variety of legal areas.”

While some women attorneys may have been con-
tent to work in areas of law with a large percentage of
women, many women in the focus groups were un-
happy about being tracked into some specialties and
away from others. They were either not practicing in
areas of law that interested them or felt they had to
struggle to do so. As one woman of color explained, “I
was denied opportunities to litigate in the medical mal-
practice section initially; I was pressured to do family
law and insurance defense.” An African-American
woman wrote, “I wasn’t able to develop a business
practice despite having an MBA because the firm
thought I should be a litigator due to my aggressive
behavior. The business work was reserved for the male
associates and some partners didn’t want to work with
black associates.” Another African-American woman
commented, “There were practice areas that were
maybe higher quality or of more interest to me, such
as pharmaceutical litigation, [but] the people who were
assigned to those areas were either young white males
or very young attractive white females.”
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Some women of color had doubts about reaching
their career goals. One woman attorney said, “As an
African-American, I am concerned that if I would like
to advance in my particular area of practice—estate plan-
ning—I will be at a disadvantage, since much of the
business development in this area comes from having
social contacts and, for example, belonging to the right
country club and summering in the Hamptons.”

Incompatibilities between women’s interests and le-
gal specialties that were open to them led some women
of color to leave law firms. One woman of color re-
ported:

My gender prevented me from getting IP (Intel-
lectual Property) work because the partner who
brings in that kind of work and distributes it pre-
fers not to work with women—he thinks they
get married and/or pregnant and leave, so why
invest in them. That is why I am leaving this
employer.

Firms that seek to retain women associates of color
would do well to ensure that they have opportunities to
enter practice areas that appeal to them.

Perceptions of Competence

Many women of color in the survey found that they had
to disprove preconceived negative notions about their

legal skills when they joined the firm as well as later in
their careers. An African-American woman described
her experience:

I was a lateral hire and I’d had significant expe-
rience as a trial litigator. They sent the partner,
who was a judge, to interview the judges before
whom I had tried cases, and they’d never done
that with any other person that they’d hired.
Black, white, men, women. The judges before
whom I had tried cases came back and told me.
They still put me through the ropes. It took an-
other year before they gave me a trial, and I had
more trial experience than anybody in the firm
[of more than 200 attorneys]!

Attorneys in the survey were asked to select traits
and skills that they thought others attributed to them in
ways that affected their careers.1 Women of color in the
survey reported that they were perceived less favorably
than their counterparts in almost every category (see
Table 2). This is vastly different from white males
who, in every category, thought that others perceived
them favorably. Given the dearth of negative career
experiences reported by white men in the survey in

1. Attorneys were asked how they thought they were per-
ceived, not how they perceived themselves or how they actu-
ally were perceived by others.

Do you think you are perceived by others as having . . . Women Men White White
of color of color women men

Good interpersonal communication skills 79% 84% 85% 92%

Good client relationship skills 62% 74% 85% 88%

Good technical skills 58% 72% 83% 90%

Good management skills 37% 41% 53% 60%

Good research skills 68% 61% 68% 75%

Good writing skills 74% 71% 87% 88%

Committed to career 34% 57% 58% 68%

Takes initiative 59% 70% 71% 81%

Risk taking 14% 21% 23% 37%

Good time management 39% 41% 54% 54%

Good verbal skills 65% 82% 82% 87%

Good professional appearance 57% 68% 62% 68%

Passive 1% 3% 0% 3%

Aggressive 13% 16% 18% 22%

Table 2: Attorney Perceptions of Traits Attributed to Them
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terms of networking, assignments, mentoring experi-
ences, performance evaluations and client contact, their
perceptions that others attributed so many positive traits
to them should come as no surprise. One woman of color
in the survey wrote, “White colleagues generally have
more credibility with partners, are more respected as
smart and capable; it is assumed that they are good at-
torneys. As a woman of color in a conservative environ-
ment, establishing and maintaining credibility is an up-
hill battle.”

Relatively few attorneys in the survey thought they
were perceived as aggressive in a way that affected their
career. Aggressiveness was more of an issue to women
of color in the focus groups who reported that they
tended to be seen either as less aggressive than they
needed to be or as overly aggressive. Asian women in
particular talked about others’ skepticism about whether
they could advocate aggressively for clients. An accom-
plished Asian attorney, a lateral hire, described her ex-
perience during interviews with prospective law firms:

Several times during interviews I was asked
whether I could “aggressively” advocate for my
client. This question always baffled me because
I didn’t consider myself to be a wallflower and
yet I was perceived as being meek, despite my
court and trial experience as an employment law
litigator. Perhaps it was my inscrutable Asian-
ness coming out.

Another Asian attorney explained:

I am frequently perceived as being very demure
and passive and quiet, even though I rarely fit
any of those categories. When I successfully
overcome those misperceptions, I am often
thrown into the “dragon lady” category. It is al-
most impossible to be perceived as a balanced
and appropriately aggressive lawyer.

A Latina described her frustration with others’ per-
ceptions:

Women have to walk a careful line because it’s
still very easy for people to say, “Oh my God,
she’s a bitch, she’s so hard to deal with. She
pushes back so much. And once you’re [labeled
as] a bitch no one wants to work with you. . . .
It’s really hard for a woman to ask for what she

should be able to ask for and not be perceived
as a bitch.

A woman of color who decided to leave her firm
reported:

My white male boss called me a “bitch” in front
of the entire office. He thought he was compli-
menting me on being tough, hardnosed and no-
nonsense. However, I was highly offended and
deeply hurt by the comment. Even though I
know that the root of the comment was meant to
be complimentary, it stung a lot. . . . I otherwise
had very high opinions of my boss and present
law firm.

Several women of color in the focus groups sensed
that senior attorneys were skeptical about whether they
“belonged” in the firm and that their suspicions surfaced
in their low tolerance for mistakes. One woman of color
said:

There is an unconscious expectation that minority
associates don’t really belong in the firm, so any
mistake by a minority associate, a mistake com-
monly made by most or all associates as they
learn the practice, is seen as confirmation that
we didn’t deserve to be there, instead of being
seen as a natural part of the learning process.

An African-American woman echoed these senti-
ments: “White associates are not expected to be perfect.
Black associates . . . have one chance and if you mess
up that chance, look out. There is no room for error.
Who’s perfect coming out of law school?” Another
woman of color said, “White males and females are given
a chance to make mistakes and are coached on how to
correct them. My mistakes are deemed ‘monumental’
and aren’t told to me discreetly.” An Asian-American
woman who felt battered by criticism told this story:

When I was an associate, there were yellers ev-
erywhere and you got a new hole ripped if you
made a mistake. I was talking to my mother and
said that I understand why lawyers drink be-
cause every night I come home and I’m tense
and can’t sleep. My mother said, “You have
no problem fighting us! When we say you did
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something and you disagree, you battle with
us. These people are not your parents. Why
are you so afraid to stand up for yourself?”

Presumed competencies worked to the advantage
of women of color only when firms relied on their race
or ethnicity for business purposes. As a Native woman
explained:

They were very clear about what they wanted
in terms of building a practice, how much was
I going to bring in and what the time frames
were. I came in on a partnership track, senior
counsel, so I knew what I was getting into and
I’ve been treated very well. Marketing bud-
gets—anything I’ve wanted I’ve had the full
support of the firm. Our Indian law practice is
like the jewel in our firm. We’re not the step-
child; we’re the highest yield in collections.

An African-American woman reported that the ste-
reotype of “the angry Black woman” worked to her
advantage in getting assignments as a trial attorney:

[They] expect a Black woman to be extremely
aggressive and to do really well on trial. If
you’re aggressive, you’re going to do well.
You’re going to get more money. . . . [In] my
situation, its “She’s going to be a tough one.
She’s going to get it done so give her the trial,
give her the assignment. She’ll be able to handle
it.” And hopefully it will continue.

Sometimes others presumed that women of color
had skills or interests that they did not, in fact, possess.
A Latina explained:

Because I am Hispanic, people assume I speak
Spanish fluently and I don’t. I’ve been assigned
document review of Spanish documents. After
I’ve said 100 times, “No, really, I understand it
but I’m not completely fluent and I’m not com-
fortable looking at documents,” [and they re-
ply] “Oh you’ll be fine, look it up in a dictio-
nary.” People assume I’m going to be interested
in a certain subject because it has to do with
Latin America. You’re battling a lot of stereo-

types or assumptions. And even sometimes when
you push back—because I do, I don’t hesitate—
it’s like they don’t hear you sometimes.

In sum, most women of color in the survey did not
think that they were perceived as favorably by others as
their white and male counterparts. This was as true of
more accomplished, senior-level women of color as it
was of younger, less experienced associates. It is not
surprising that white men considered themselves more
highly regarded; their experience was not tainted by feel-
ing marginalized and isolated, getting stuck in low-level
assignments, being denied opportunities to develop cli-
ent relationships, and being judged more harshly for
their mistakes. The only time women of color in the
study thought others presumed that they were compe-
tent was in areas in which their race was an asset with a
specific clientele or in a specific situation.

Performance Evaluation

Close to one-third of women of color in the survey
(31%) said that they have had at least one unfair per-
formance evaluation, as did 25% of white women and
21% of men of color. Less than 1% of white men re-
ported ever having received an unfair performance
evaluation. Twenty percent of women of color reported
being denied advancement or promotional opportuni-
ties, as did 27% of white women and 19% of men of
color. Only 1% of white men reported being denied
advancement or promotional opportunities. These are
striking differences with major implications for how
women of color gauge their career prospects relative
to their counterparts, especially those of white men.

Some women of color in the survey reported that
they were treated with kid gloves during their perfor-
mance evaluations. This proved to be a career liability
because it kept them from learning how to improve
performance and advance their careers. A Native
woman said, “They’re afraid of hurting your feelings.
I felt I needed more constructive criticism than I was
getting. I felt that because I am a woman they weren’t
being as constructive about what I needed to do to de-
velop further. I talked to some of the guys in the over-
all practice and they got more constructive criticism.”
An African-American woman described how “soft
evaluations” damage careers:
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They don’t want to scare the poor minority
attorneys so they give them very soft evalua-
tions the first couple of years. They say, “Ev-
erybody likes you, you’re doing well.” It be-
comes more substantive at a mid level and
they’re making decisions about you and
people begin to see that your skills aren’t what
they are supposed to be, but you didn’t know
because no one ever told you. It’s insidious.
Nobody wants to say anything negative be-
cause you have to work with that person. But
eventually they’ll get around to it. And people
have gotten blindsided by soft evaluations,
and subsequently they don’t have skills that
partners think they should have.

Some women of color were discouraged when their
achievements were devalued relative to those of their
colleagues. One woman of color recalled:

While working as an associate in a majority-
owned firm, I got a very high-profile case dis-
missed with prejudice by the plaintiff (we rep-
resented the defendant), and I received no rec-
ognition for my accomplishment. When a white
female associate won an oral argument against
a pro se plaintiff, the firm announced the win
to everyone by e-mail and took everyone out
for drinks after work to celebrate. Her case was
worth about $5,000 and my case was valued at
about $1.5 million.

Women of color in the study hesitated to complain
about performance evaluations. An African-American
woman said:

Complaining never gets you anywhere and you
certainly don’t want to become bitter, so you
acquiesce somewhat. You don’t want to be seen
as difficult so you don’t refuse assignments,
you don’t say I’m not dealing with this person
or whatever, because then you’re [perceived
as] not being a team player, you’re [perceived
as] not motivated, angry. It’s always some other
reason; it’s never because “I’m uncomfortable
working with a black woman.” No one is ever
going to say that.

Most women of color were prepared for frank ap-
praisals of their work, as was the woman who said, “I
don’t think any young attorney wants [to be treated
with kid gloves]. We just want opportunities to suc-
ceed, like everyone else.” However, some women of
color thought they would never be “just like everyone
else.” One woman attorney of color said, “When it
comes down to choosing between two people who are
of equal work product in everything else, that’s when
race plays a part. That’s when you start hearing com-
ments like, ‘I just didn’t like him for some reason’ and
‘It wasn’t a good fit.’” Women of color were very con-
scious of subjectivity in performance evaluations and
promotions, more so than their counterparts. Forty-
seven percent of women of color in the survey felt
strongly that evaluation processes in law firms should
be less subjective, as did 30% of men of color, 31% of
white women, and 13% of white men. Thirty-eight per-
cent of women of color felt strongly that promotion
processes should be less
subjective, as did 26% of
both men of color and
white women and 10% of
white men.

Salary Disparity

Salary was as important
to women attorneys of
color in the survey as it
was to their peers. As one
woman of color put it,
“I’m not in it for grins.” Seventy-one percent of women
attorneys of color in the survey who worked in law
firms were the sole breadwinner in their household,
second only to white men (81%). Sixty-four percent of
men of color and 61% of white women in law firms
were the sole breadwinner in their households. An Af-
rican-American woman attorney reported:

Throughout my career I have made it a point
to let the partners know that I am the primary
supporter of my family, and that has had a posi-
tive effect on my career. There were three
women, including myself, who were vying for
a partnership position. One of the women left
of her own accord and then the partners chose

Some women of
color were
discouraged when
their achievements
were devalued
relative to those of
their colleagues.
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me over the other woman. One of the partners
I’m particularly close to told me that he was
comfortable having the other woman go and
look for new opportunities because she was
single, until recently, whereas I’m the sole sup-
port of my family.

The women of color in the survey reported that in
2003 their gross salary (including bonuses), on aver-
age, was $157,290. Men of color earned approximately
one-third more, $210,569. White women earned two-
thirds more than women of color, $254,746; white men
were paid nearly double, $314,416.

Taken at face value, there appears to be a gross in-
equality between the salaries earned by women of color
and those earned by all other attorneys. However, much
of the difference in salaries could be attributed to differ-
ences between groups of attorneys in the number of years
of practice, graduating from a top-tier law school, class
rank at graduation from law school, firm size, initial
negotiated salary, and meeting required billable hours.
The statistical analysis of salary differences, conducted
by NORC, revealed the following:2

• Salary differences existed between women and
men and between white attorneys and attorneys
of color in their first decade of practicing law,
but were not statistically significant. Women
of color, on average, earned $122,185, white
women earned $123,129, and white men
earned $134,912. Interestingly, men of color
had the lowest average salary, $119,440.

• Salary differences also existed between attor-
neys with 20 or more years’ experience prac-
ticing law, but again, were not statistically sig-
nificant. Women of color, on average, earned
$359,750. White women earned, on average,
$387,951 and white men $376,809. Once
again, men of color reported the lowest aver-
age salary, $262,619 (73% as much as women
of color).

• Women who worked for larger firms, regard-
less of race, reported significantly higher earn-
ings than those at smaller firms, but the same
was not true for men.

• The returns for experience were greater for
women of color than for any other group.
Women of color had a 6% salary increase for
each additional year of work experience, while
white men increased their salaries by only 2%.
This could be because they began at lower sala-
ries and with each year of experience got closer
to the salaries of their white counterparts.

• Graduation from a top-tier law school increased
the earnings of white men and women of color
(by 23% and 17%, respectively), but had no
significant impact on the earnings of white
women or men of color.

• White men experienced the greatest salary ben-
efit from a high class rank at graduation from
law school (including Law Review), a gain of
22%, whereas the benefit to women of color was
only 6%.

• Initial negotiated salary was the most impor-
tant determinant of earnings for white men, in-
creasing subsequent earnings by 36%. Initial
negotiated salary was not a significant factor
in the salaries for any of the other groups.

Nearly one in four white male attorneys (23%) ne-
gotiated their initial salary, a much higher percentage
than the 6% of women attorneys of color, 16% of men
attorneys of color and 13% of white women. However,
such negotiation was the exception, not the rule. Eighty-
seven percent of women of color, 79% of men of color,
80% of white women, and 69% of white men did not
think negotiation was possible.

Attorneys who participated in the survey were asked
to choose two actions that had the greatest impact on
increasing their overall compensation (salary, benefits,
and bonus). Fifty-two percent of white men indicated
that developing a book of clients had the greatest im-
pact on their compensation, and 31% indicated that
professional or public recognition had the greatest im-
pact. Twenty-six percent thought that staying with the
same employer and 23% thought changing employers
had the most important impact on increasing their over-
all compensation.

2. Statistical significance is a statement about probabili-
ties; specifically, the likelihood that an observed difference
could have occurred by chance—technically speaking, by ran-
dom error. In this example, once the number of years of practice
was taken into account salary differences were too small to be
statistically significant. In statistical terms the differences were
too small to reject the null hypothesis of no difference.
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Women of color had different perceptions. The largest
percentage of women of color in the survey indicated
that changing employers (41%) had the greatest impact
on their overall compensation; the second largest per-
centage chose staying with the same employer (28%).
(The statistical analysis of salary differences revealed
that changing employers had a negative impact on
women’s salaries; each additional employer, on aver-
age, reduced the earnings of white women by 9% and
by 8% for women of color. Changing employers did not
have a negative impact on men’s salaries irrespective of
race.)

Twenty-two percent of women of color thought that
acquiring legal skills had the greatest impact and 16%
thought that expanding their network inside the law firm
had the greatest impact on increasing their overall com-
pensation. Only 8% of women of color thought devel-
oping a book of clients had a significant bearing on over-
all compensation.

Thirty-eight percent of men of color thought chang-
ing employers and 34% thought developing a book of
clients had the greatest impact on their compensation.
Twenty-four percent thought that professional or public
recognition had the most significant impact on compen-
sation, and 21% said moving from the public to the pri-
vate sector had the greatest effect. Among white women,
38% thought changing employers and 34% thought de-
veloping a book of clients had the greatest impact on
increasing their overall compensation. However, ap-
proximately 25% of white women attorneys indicated
that professional or public recognition, staying with the
same employer, and expanding their internal firm net-
work had the greatest impact on their overall compen-
sation.

Clearly, white men, most of whom in this sample
were senior to women of color, understood that devel-
oping a book of clients is a fact of life in law firms, a
requirement for increasing overall compensation. Their
exclusion from strategic networks and assignments that
led to meaningful client contact most likely kept many
women of color from indicating that developing a book
of clients helped to increase their overall compensation,
and led a substantial percentage to try instead to maxi-
mize compensation through lateral moves. Ironically,
lateral moves depressed rather than increased their over-
all compensation—except, perhaps, for women of color

who moved from smaller to larger, better-paying law
firms.

Billable Hours

The pressure to meet billable hours weighs heavily on
associates and, increasingly, on partners as well. The
ABA Commission on Billable Hours Report, published
in 2002, recommended that firms require attorneys to
work 1,900 hours per year. The associates in the sample
reported that their firms required, on average, between
1,800 and 1,900 hours.

Fewer than half of women attorneys of color (46%)
said that they were able to meet billing requirements,
compared to 53% of men of color, 59% of white women,
and 58% of white men. Whether this reflects an insuffi-
cient client base, lack of assignments from partners in
the firm, difficulty balancing demands of work and fam-
ily, or some other reason cannot be ascertained from
this study. Some women of color reported that they were
asked to do a disproportionate amount of non-billable,
firm-related work such as writing articles for partners,
editing partners’ books, etc., and that these projects kept
them from meeting required billable hours. One woman
of color made this observation about billable hours and
work assignments:

It is widely known among associates at my firm
that men receive more challenging and dynamic
assignments than the women attorneys. It is my
perception, based on informally interviewing my
colleagues, that the female minority attorneys
receive the “last choice” work assignments.
Since the assignment of substantive work to at-
torneys directly relates to their ability to bill—
the bottom line—the result of poor work assign-
ments becomes cyclical, making it difficult for
me (or others like me) to meet the billable-hour
requirement and develop my skill set.

Some women attorneys of color felt career rewards
were not forthcoming even when they met billable-hour
requirements and brought in business early in their ca-
reer. A Native woman explained:

Partnership is based partially on bringing in
money and business. I understand that you also
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have to build your legal skills. I asked [the part-
ners at my firm], “Can I make partner sooner if
I bring in more clients?” They told me no,
you’re not up for partner until your seventh
year. My billable rate is going to be off the chart
for a second-year associate, but it’s not going
to help me make partner any quicker.

Very few women of color in the focus groups spoke
about salary inequities, except for the detrimental im-
pact that marriage and children had on salary. One ex-
ception was a Native woman attorney who had this
reaction to pay equity in her firm:

We have a pretty formal [procedure]. I’m up for
equity partner this year and [I paid close atten-
tion to] a presentation in the firm on salary, par-
ticularly the numbers on equity partners [which
indicated what the lowest compensation would
be for the average number of billable hours]. I
looked at those numbers and thought, “Good
God, I bill way more than that and I make way
less than the minimum. What is wrong with this
picture?” It really [******] me off. And it got
me to wondering where I stand in terms of com-
pensation, if it’s a racial issue.

The ability (or inability) to meet required billable
hours was not a critical factor in whether women of
color stayed in or left the milieu of the private law firm.
Of the women of color who were able to meet billing
requirements, 46% remained in law firms and 46% left.
When asked about changes they would most like law
firms to make, 44% of women of color, 36% of white
women, 28% of men of color, and 20% of white men
wanted lower billable-hour requirements.

Job Satisfaction and Mobility: The
Decision to Stay or Leave

Attorneys in the survey were asked, on a scale from
one to five, to rate their satisfaction with having cho-
sen law as a profession. If their average rankings were
expressed as grades, white men would have given their
career satisfaction an A, white women and men of color
a B, and women of color a B- or C+. These ratings
were similar to attorneys’ retention rates in law firms.
Most white men and white women in the survey who

had worked in law firms stayed in that milieu (72%
and 67%, respectively). The retention rate for women
attorneys of color was 53% and for men of color, 52%.
The differences in retention rates between women of
color and white men and women may be due in part to
generational differences; most women of color in the
survey were relatively young and still in the ascen-
dancy of their careers, prime candidates for lateral
moves to maximize advancement, while most white
women and white men were in the middle to late stages
of their careers.3

Among attorneys in the survey who left private law
firms, nearly half (47%) of white men became partners
or shareholders in smaller law firms of fewer than 25
attorneys. Their second and third most common career
moves were in-house corporate counsel (19%) and as-
sociate or of counsel in a smaller firm (12%).

 Most women of color, men of color, and white
women in the survey who left law firms became in-
house attorneys in a corporate legal department (31%,
33%, and 36%, respectively). The second most com-
mon career move for women of color was a govern-
ment position (including the Department of Justice) or
a judicial clerkship (23%). The second most common
career move among men of color and white women
was becoming a partner or shareholder in a smaller
law firm of fewer than 25 attorneys (27% of both
groups). The third most common career move for
women of color and white women was a job outside
the legal profession (15%). (Only 9% of white men left
to pursue a job outside the legal profession, the same
percentage that went to work for the government.) The
third most common career move for men of color was
joining a firm of fewer than 25 attorneys as an associ-
ate or of counsel (14%).

By the time they left large firms, most women of
color were disillusioned with the milieu; they found

3. It is worth noting that the retention rate for women of
color in law firms in this study is inflated relative to the popu-
lation of women attorneys of color in the United States. In the
NALP study cited earlier in this report, 81% of minority female
associates had left private law firms within five years of being
hired and nearly 100% had left after eight years. The women of
color in this survey were younger, had practiced law for fewer
years, and had spent fewer years in law firms on average than
the total population of women attorneys of color. They had yet
to reach the critical “up or out” point where they were made
partner or had to leave the firm.
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such firms alienating, stifling, and unsupportive. Four-
teen percent of women of color who left law firms stated
that their primary reason for leaving was to avoid barri-
ers to professional advancement in the organization not
related to skills, competence or experience. One woman
of color wrote:

At a large law firm, I was ignored and margin-
alized. I was rarely challenged, despite requests
to be. I felt stifled and frustrated, not to mention
exhausted and bored. I could not relate to the
partners who seemed more focused on money
and material things rather than life and happi-
ness. I was often not included in meetings and
no one really knew me or what I was capable of
doing.

An African-American woman said, “Even though
my assignments were good, my relationship with the
partners was nonexistent. I felt like I lived in a com-
pletely different universe. So even though I had great
assignments and things went well on the outside, I felt
incredibly lonely and isolated at the firm. I always felt
as though I did not belong.” Another woman of color
described her experience:

I left the law firm for a variety of reasons. A
major reason that I was not valued at the firm, I
believe, [was] because of my gender and race. I
worked long hours on several high-profile cases
and successfully litigated two pro bono cases,
but I was not valued by the senior attorneys.
There were very few partners and senior associ-
ates of color. The only Black partner and sev-
eral mid-level minority associates left the firm
during my time there. As a minority associate
there were very few opportunities for advance-
ment, because most of the desirable cases were
reserved for the favored associates who were
mostly male and white. Nepotism was looked
upon favorably at the firm, and [sexual] rela-
tionships between partners and associates were
acceptable to many. In sum, I never felt I fit in
because of the “boys’ club” mentality of the
leadership and cliquish behavior of the lawyers.

The absence of attorneys of color at the partnership
level was especially disheartening to women associates

of color. One woman of color
wrote, “If a high percentage of
women and minorities are
stuck at the senior associate
rank for no obvious reason,
this causes the third- through
sixth-year associates to believe
that advancement is impos-
sible, so they leave.” A Latina
explained, “I think minorities
and women lateral out of the
large law firms to go to places
with a more reasonable life/
work balance. . . . Most minori-
ties end up in-house or out of
law. I don’t think they stay at
firms. Which means no one is ever going to get to the
top level to help fix the bottom.”

A few women of color in the focus groups reported
that the culture of their law firm clashed with their cul-
tural or religious practices. An Asian woman recalled an
incident with her mentor: “[She told me] over a fancy
lunch that I should give up being a vegetarian if I wanted
to get ahead and be successful with clients who want to
work with someone who can order them a steak. I ex-
plained that I could not do this because of my religion,
Hinduism, but she dismissed that curtly.”

Although moving from a large firm to a small firm
was uncommon among women of color, those who did
so were more comfortable there. They no longer felt
alienated from other attorneys, they felt the environment
was friendlier and more informal, and allowed them
greater flexibility in balancing the demands of family
and personal life. They also reported getting more ca-
reer-building assignments. A woman of color in the sur-
vey wrote, “I have nothing positive to say about large
private firms. I am now at a smaller firm (40 attorneys)
and I’m much more content. They can’t let you fall
through the cracks or give you bogus nonessential as-
signments that neither showcase your talents nor chal-
lenge your skills.” Another woman of color commented,
“In a smaller firm, at least the one I was in, they tried
very hard to incorporate everyone.” An African-Ameri-
can woman echoed these sentiments:

I went to a smaller firm of about 30 lawyers
where I was the only African-American lawyer

Fourteen percent of
women of color who
left law firms stated
that their primary
reason for leaving
was to avoid barriers
to professional
advancement in the
organization not
related to skills,
competence or
experience.
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but, strangely enough, I felt more comfortable.
There were a number of very strong and posi-
tive female role models there, both partners and
senior associates, and women who were get-
ting great assignments and were seen as being
on the partnership track.

One woman of color pointed out that smaller de-
partments within large law firms could be as sustain-
ing and career-enhancing as life in a smaller firm. As
she explained:

During most of my career, I have worked either
in a smaller law firm (under 50 lawyers) or in a
small and specialized group within a large firm
(500+ lawyers). As a result, I have always had
opportunities to do good-quality, high-profile
work and to develop close mentoring and work-
ing relationships with partners and other senior
lawyers. It is my impression that women of color
who work in the larger, more generalized prac-
tice groups of the firms where I have worked—
for example, litigation, mergers and acquisi-
tions—have had fewer such opportunities.

Not all women of color were enamored with smaller
firms. One woman of color said, “In a larger firm it’s
easy to get lost in the shuffle, but you also have a big-
ger pool of partners that you can choose from.” An-
other felt protected by the formal personnel rules of
larger firms. She wrote:

To be honest, I have had less difficulty being a
woman of color in a larger firm environment
than in a smaller firm. In a larger firm there are
processes set up whereby I felt protected, and
in the event that I felt threatened or disadvan-
taged (which was not often) those actions
would not be tolerated. In a large-firm envi-
ronment there is less room for such behavior.
In a smaller firm, there are really no processes
in place. They are run like a sole proprietor-
ship and people get away with more.

When moving from their law firm to a subsequent
position, most attorneys in the survey relied on family,
friends, and business associates, irrespective of race
or gender. However, only 13% of women of color used

business associates to find subsequent positions, com-
pared to 24% of white men, 25% of white women, and
22% of men of color. It may be that women of color
did not need business associates to find their next po-
sition, but it may also be that limited opportunities to
develop business relationships precluded using them
in their job search.

Of course, retention is not a one-way street; law
firms can choose to terminate employees. Several at-
torneys of color in the focus groups felt that termina-
tion processes were tinged with racial or gender biases
and were not meritocratic. A Latina said, “As soon as
the market crashed [in the 1990s], the first people to
go were people of color. What made it even more ri-
diculous to some of us was that we had much higher
credentials than the white males who were being hired.”
Another Latina observed:

When the [attorneys of color] left they were all
made to feel like they were incompetent, like
they didn’t know what they were doing, and
they didn’t have the credentials to be there. But
when I think about everyone who left, they all
went on to become general counsels of corpo-
rations—big corporations—and they’re all very
successful.

A woman of color described her experience:

In 1995, I was promoted to counsel, along with
three white male colleagues. Each was made
partner in the succeeding years, except for me.
The firm has never made an African-American
woman partner. I generally get scraps of work
as opposed to the real assignments. I have
stayed because of the money and the fact that I
have the freedom to pursue interests outside of
the firm. Eventually I will change careers.

Some law firms were at a loss about how to at-
tract and retain women attorneys of color. One white
attorney in the survey wrote that it was very difficult
to find attorneys of color with the skills his firm was
looking for, and when they found them they could
not keep them. Sometimes women of color went to a
different firm; sometimes they left to work for a cor-
poration that offered similar compensation and a larger
array of benefits, and a better quality of life. Another
white male attorney wrote that retention rates would
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improve if the pool of candidates were greater so that
competition between firms for women of color would
not be so intense. A third white male attorney can-
didly explained, “We never achieved an appropriate
level of making this associate [who was a woman of
color] feel included.”

Marriage and Family

Many white women and women of color in the study
recognized the incompatibility between the demands
of a career in a private law firm and their personal life.
A Latina explained, “The women that I know who have
made partner and who are at the top echelons of the
corporate environment are either not married, or they’re
married with no children, or their husbands stay home
and take care of the kids. So that’s not a great story for
women, by and large.” A Native American woman re-
ported that in her firm, “All the female partners waited
to have children until after they made partner—the fe-
male partner who had children while she was an asso-
ciate had to take a year extra to make partner.” An Af-
rican-American woman said, “I’d like to have a fam-
ily, I’d like to have relationships outside of work and it
doesn’t seem like it’s something that even the most
talented women partners were able to manage. So I’m
not going to stay and try to achieve that and then find
myself miserable with what I’ve got.” A Latina de-
scribed her dilemma:

I have been working with and have been men-
tored by a very senior white male partner and
it’s been great. And I’m still a flight risk. Part of
the reason I stopped actively looking somewhere
else was that I really did feel like he was invest-
ing in me. . . . But in terms of being there at the
top to carry on his legacy, I mean . . . the chances
are so slim. I got what I wanted and found at the
end of the day it probably won’t be enough; I’ll
probably want to take some time with my kids
. . . . I’m not going to be the very aggressive
supermom, working 18 hours a day until I make
capital partner. That’s the model I see at my
firm, and I know that that’s not me.

Another woman of color said:

The law firm “system” is not designed to ac-
commodate professionals with complex lives,

various professional/civic interests, or differ-
ing opinions on the importance of work in their
lives overall. This reality negatively impacts
women of color in particular because our lives
tend to be more complicated due to care-giv-
ing responsibilities and strong commitments to
non-professional pursuits.

Some of the focus group participants saw marriage
as a career liability for women but not for men. An
African-American woman attorney explained:

The male associates all had stay-at-home wives
who took care of all the everyday things. So
even if they didn’t have children, their dry
cleaning was picked up, their dinner was
cooked, their house was cleaned. And women
have to do all that stuff on top of their work.

Another woman of color said:

I am single and I have to do everything for
myself. I work primarily with white men who
are married. They view my marital status as a
benefit; it allows me to work without feeling
bad about neglecting anyone. What they don’t
understand is that I don’t have the opportunity
to form close relationships, and that’s hard.

Some women of color felt forced to choose between
the “motherhood track” and the “partnership track”;
some had the choice made for them. Some had cases
taken away because they were pregnant; some were con-
sidered less committed to their careers when they ex-
pressed an interest in starting a family. One woman of
color said, “They think that if you’re a working mother
you’re not totally committed. For me, that’s a bigger
problem than being a minority.” A Native woman attor-
ney with an eye on the bottom line explained, “As a
partner, you have to pull your fair share regardless of
what’s going on. If you want more time for your family,
I think they would be more than happy to make you of
counsel, but they’re not going to want you to get the
same benefits [based on what you’re each] billing.”

When asked if others questioned their career com-
mitment after they gave birth or adopted a child, 72%
of women of color and white women said yes, as did
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only 15% of men of color and 9% of white men. (Bear
in mind that almost three-quarters of women of color
and 61% of white women are the primary or sole bread-
winners in their household.) A white woman lawyer
wrote, “Married women are assumed not to need the
money and, therefore, the client business and senior
leadership spots.”

Thirteen percent of men of color and 4% of white
men reported that others perceived them as being even
more committed to their careers when they became a
parent; only 2% of women of color and none of the
white women thought they were perceived this way. A
white woman attorney in the survey wrote, “When men
need time off to handle family matters, people think it
reflects well on them. When women need time off to
handle family matters, it is seen as a lack of commit-
ment or a weakness.”

A Native American woman described a woman at
her firm, a well-liked and highly regarded litigator, who
had children and came back to work part-time, but who
left the firm because she could not meet travel demands.

An Asian woman partner de-
scribed the comments she re-
ceived about work/family
trade-offs: “I get that a lot:
‘Don’t you feel bad leaving
your kids at home? Don’t you
miss them?’ And I say ‘Sure, I
miss them. My husband misses
them too, but I have a won-
derful relationship with my
kids; my children are fabu-
lous.’ And they say, ‘Oh, my

wife could never do that, never leave the kids.’” An-
other Asian woman said, “The problem I see is that
they really don’t understand what you’re doing here.
They may prize you as a lawyer, they may think you’re
a heck of a litigator, but deep down they’re wondering,
‘What’s she doing here? Why isn’t she home with the
kids like my wife is?’ It’s a real problem when people
just don’t get what you do.”

Native American attorneys gave particularly poi-
gnant descriptions of the clash between the demands
of the law firm and family. One woman described her
unease when she traveled home for non-Christian holi-
days to visit her family:

I was the first in my family to graduate high
school and college and law school. . . . I have
to remind people [at my firm] if I want to take
leave or go home for a week, and they tell me
that they don’t want me to take off that week.
Then I have to explain that I can’t reschedule,
it’s for religious, cultural stuff. They’re fine with
it but you can sense they’re thinking, “How do
I know that is what is really going on? It’s not
on my calendar.” I sometimes feel like people
look at me and wonder, “Is she really going to
Hawaii?”

Other Native American women felt intensely lonely
living far away from their family and worried that their
career would interfere with family relationships. One
woman said, “I don’t really have a life other than my
family support system; especially for Native Ameri-
cans, your extended family is so important and cen-
tral.” Another commented, “I’m the only person in my
family who doesn’t live in Alaska. It’s hard to live so
far away. You’re away from your people and your tribe
and your culture. And they think that you forget them
and you’re snobby.”

Work/family trade-offs were real for women in this
study. Unlike white men, most did not have someone
at home who could take care of household and child-
rearing responsibilities. Most women, regardless of
color, were primary breadwinners in their households;
their incomes supported their families, so work/family
conflicts were professionally and financially wrench-
ing. Women of color whose cultural and religious tra-
ditions differed from those of mainstream lawyers and
the Christian calendar also experienced work/family
conflicts and worried that others questioned the legiti-
macy of the time off they needed. Some women of
color thought law firms should develop alternative
tracks for advancement within the firm that would of-
fer talented women opportunities for advancement
while caring for their families; others expressed con-
cerns that they would be tracked onto a career path for
women only. Until law firms find a way to accommo-
date the additional demands of women’s lives, many
women will leave law firms to work in other milieus,
women who otherwise would have been valuable as-
sets to the firm.

Native American
attorneys gave
particularly poignant
descriptions of the
clash between the
demands of the law
firm and family.
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Perspectives on Long-term Career Goals

Twenty-eight percent of white men in the survey ranked
becoming a partner in a private law firm as one of their
top two career goals, as did 19% of men of color, 17%
of white women, and only 9% of women of color. The
fact that white men were three times more likely than
women of color to choose partnership in a law firm as a
top goal is not surprising. As one woman of color wrote,
“I observed that most, if not all, attorneys of color were
overlooked for promotions, advances, and interesting
case assignments. Most of us left upon concluding that
we were not going to be considered for promotion.”
Women of color in the survey were excluded from pro-
fessional networks and passed over by white mentors;
they watched desirable assignments consistently handed
to a group of attorneys of a different race or gender;
they more often had only superficial contacts with cli-
ents and were denied opportunities to build meaningful
relationships with them; and they found that marriage
and family were career liabilities. The road to partner-
ship for them was steeper than it was for white men and
had many more hurdles and disincentives.

Less than 5% of women of color, white women and
white men were interested in becoming a solo practitio-
ner; 8% of men of color were interested in doing so.
Approximately 12% of women of color, men of color
and white women were interested in becoming a judge;
only 8% of white men had a similar goal. Twenty per-
cent of women of color wanted to work for a personal
cause, as did 12% of white men, 11% of white women,
and 9% of men of color.

Financial success was a top career goal for 32% of
women of color, 36% of men of color, 24% of white
women and 29% of white men. A white male attorney
wrote: “I do not believe the life of a law firm is one that
very many normal people would want. At this point, it is
soulless, with little friendship or human kindness. I doubt
many women really want to work in an institution held
together primarily by greed.” The soulless qualities of
law firms and the lack of friendship and human kind-
ness troubled many women of color in the survey, but
none complained about the financial incentives and re-
wards.

Recognition of their legal expertise was also a top
career goal for many lawyers in the survey. Forty-eight
percent of white men, 35% of white women, 28% of
men of color and 23% of women of color listed recogni-

tion of their legal expertise as one of their top two career
goals.

The category most often checked by women of color
was not a career goal but rather a job attribute: personal
flexibility. This was a top priority for 43% of women of
color, 31% of white women, 20% of men of color, and
16% of white men. Most women of color wanted to ac-
commodate marriage and family in their lives but, as we
have seen, many did not think that this was possible
within private law firms. However, law firms interested
in retaining women attorneys of color would do well to
find ways to accommodate their need for personal flex-
ibility given its importance to these women.

Summary and Conclusion

There was a sense among the women of color in this
study that white male attorneys are the “first string” play-
ers in private law firms. They dominate the profession
in general and, more specifically, the equity and man-
aging partnerships of private firms. Race and gender
may have helped women of color to get jobs with law
firms interested in diversifying their staff of attorneys,
but those assets evaporated once they began working at
a firm. Once hired, 49% of women of color experienced
demeaning comments or harassment; only 3% of white
men did. Women of color in the survey and focus groups
felt they could not “be themselves;” they downplayed
and homogenized their gender and racial/ethnic identi-
ties. Some tried to act like the men in their firms, be-
come “one of the boys”; others played down their femi-
ninity and tried to “mannify” themselves. The effort to
minimize the impact of their physical differences was
stressful to many women of color, an added burden to
the long hours and hard work demanded by their firm.

Well over half of the women of color in the survey
(62%) reported being excluded from informal and for-
mal networking opportunities. They found themselves
marginalized and peripheral to professional networks
within the firm. They felt lonely and deprived of col-
leagues who would share important career-related in-
formation. Only 4% of white men felt the same way.

Women of color in the survey reported having been
mentored formally and informally (43% and 83%, re-
spectively), but many did not have mentors who en-
sured that they were integrated into the firm’s internal
networks, received desirable assignments (especially
those that helped them meet required billable hours) or
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maintained substantive contacts with clients. Sixty-seven
percent of women of color wanted more and/or better
mentoring by senior attorneys and partners; only 32%
of white men expressed a similar need. Women of color
were less likely than any other group to have been
mentored by white male attorneys. Given that the most
powerful people in law firms tend to be white men and
that promotion within law firms hinges in part on spon-
sorship by a person with power, not having a powerful
white male mentor put women of color at a disadvan-
tage relative to their white male counterparts.

In addition to these ca-
reer hurdles, women of
color in the survey and fo-
cus groups reported feeling
that they had to disprove
preconceived, negative no-
tions about their legal abili-
ties. This particularly
rankled women of color
who had proven track
records as litigators or trial
attorneys and found they
had to prove themselves
again after a lateral career

move. Many women of color became stuck in dead-end
assignments, so that as third- and fourth-year associ-
ates, their experience lagged behind their white male
counterparts, limiting their advancement potential and
career trajectories. Forty-four percent of women of color
reported having missed out on desirable assignments—
as did 2% of white men. Assignments affected their re-
spective abilities to meet their firm’s required billable
hours. Forty-six percent of women of color were able to
meet required billable hours—as were 58% of white men.

Forty-three percent of women of color reported hav-
ing limited access to client development opportunities—
as did 3% of white men. In fact, women of color found
that they were brought to meetings with clients only
when their race or gender or both would be advanta-
geous to the firm; they frequently did not have a sub-
stantive role in those meetings. This prevented them
from developing business contacts that they could use
to develop a book of clients or as resources for finding
subsequent positions.

Nearly one-third of women of color reported receiv-
ing unfair performance evaluations—as did less than

1% of white men. Sometimes their accomplishments
were not acknowledged by the firm or were not as highly
rewarded as those of their peers. On the other hand,
many women of color felt that their mistakes were readily
noted and at times exaggerated. Women of color reported
being handled with kid gloves during performance evalu-
ations and that this denied them the opportunity to cor-
rect deficits and develop strategies to gain experiences
that could lead to promotions and partnership. Twenty
percent of women of color reported that they were de-
nied promotion opportunities—as did 1% of white men.

Salary was a high priority for women of color in the
study. More than 70% were the sole or primary bread-
winner in their household—as were 81% of white men.
Though salary differences between majority and minor-
ity attorneys were not statistically significant, attorneys
of color nonetheless made less money than their white
counterparts. Seventy-two percent of women of color
thought others perceived them as less committed to their
careers after bearing (or adopting) children—so did 9%
of white men.

The stress of second-class citizenship in law firms
led many women of color to reconsider their career goals.
Many left firms to work in other settings (especially cor-
porations) that were lucrative, where they thought oth-
ers’ decisions about their careers would be less idiosyn-
cratic, based more on merit, and that offered greater flex-
ibility in balancing personal life, family, and work.

The lopsided experiences of women of color and
white men were ultimately reflected in very different
retention rates. The retention rate for women of color in
law firms in this study was 53%; the retention rate for
white men was 72%.

In many respects, the careers of white women attor-
neys and men attorneys of color were not as disadvan-
taged as those of women attorneys of color nor as privi-
leged as those of white men. A lower percentage of men
attorneys of color reported experiencing discriminatory
career events compared to white women, such as miss-
ing out on desirable assignments (25% and 39%, re-
spectively), blocked access to networking opportunities
(31% and 60%, respectively), limited client development
opportunities (24% and 55%, respectively), blocked
advancement and promotion opportunities (19% and
28%, respectively), receiving unfair performance evalu-
ations (19% and 27%, respectively), and receiving de-
meaning comments or harassment (34% and 47%, re-

Many women of color
became stuck in dead-
end assignments, so
that as third- and
fourth-year associates,
their experience lagged
behind their white male
counterparts, limiting
their advancement
potential and career
trajectories.
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spectively). Men attorneys of color and white women
were more alike in terms of how they felt others judged
their competencies, their desire for more and better men-
tors, their rates of being selected as protégés by white
men and their desire to become partners in law firms.
White women, on average, had higher salaries than men
of color but the differences were not statistically signifi-
cant. However, their retention rates were quite different:
52% of men of color and 67% of white women chose to
remain in law firms.

Charlotte Ray, the first African-American woman to
be admitted to the bar in the United States, would surely
view women’s careers in today’s law firms with great
consternation. She would undoubtedly empathize with
their decisions to leave law firms and pursue legal ca-
reers in other milieus, an option that was unavailable to
her. She would, perhaps, recommend to law firms inter-
ested in retaining women of color that they devise and
implement strategies to ensure that women attorneys of
color receive the professional training and resources re-
quired to succeed in that environment. This includes
ensuring that after they are hired, women of color are
integrated quickly into firm networks, have opportuni-
ties to do meaningful work with powerful attorneys, re-
ceive assignments that will help them meet required bill-
able hours and develop their legal skills, enable them to
specialize in areas of interest to them, help them de-
velop substantive relationships with clients, and mini-
mize conflicts between work and family. Charlotte Ray
would, no doubt, ensure that those in power in law firms
understand the unique disadvantages experienced by
women attorneys of color and require that all lawyers in
the firm take steps to minimize those disadvantages.
Perhaps her recommendations to retain and promote
women of color in law firms would parallel those devel-
oped by the ABA Commission on Women, which can
be found in the following section.

Recommendations

Integrate Women of Color into Existing
Diversity and Professional Development
Efforts

Based on the research from the focus groups and the
survey, the ABA Commission on Women proposes the
following recommendations for law firms that we think
will be of use in integrating women of color fully into

diversity efforts. Because every firm is different, we
recommend that you take the following suggestions
and make them your own to ensure the greatest suc-
cess. This list of sug-
gestions is also not in-
tended to be exclusive
of other strategies that
may help your firm to
address these issues in
a way that works best
for you. We encourage
you to be inclusive, cre-
ative and diligent in
creating and sustaining
diversity and professional development strategies that
foster the successful careers of women of color.

Before you utilize the recommendations presented
below, first assess the totality of your diversity initia-
tives and whether women of color are integrated into
those initiatives. If your firm already has a thriving di-
versity initiative that has been incorporated into the
overall business strategic plan, make sure that women
of color are fully integrated into that effort. This study
clearly evidences that if women of color are not viewed
as separate from women in general or people of color
in general, your ability to recruit, retain and advance
them is impaired. When women of color are acknowl-
edged as a unique group with unique needs within your
larger diversity and professional development efforts,
you are more likely to see the kinds of successes that
we all know are possible. If your firm does not already
have a diversity initiative, then ensure the integration
of women of color as the initiative is being developed
and implemented.

NOTE:  These recommendations are based on the re-
search from the survey and focus group components
of the ABA Commission on Women’s Women of Color
Research Initiative and are focused primarily on what
law firms, as institutions, can do to increase the pres-
ence and success of women of color in their attorney
ranks. We are currently finishing a supplement to this
research focusing specifically on women of color who
have reached notable levels of success in law firms,
and we will be publishing strategies for women of color
on how to succeed in law firms when this supplemen-
tal research is completed.

Before you utilize the
recommendations
presented below, first
assess the totality of your
diversity initiatives and
whether women of color
are integrated into those
initiatives.
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1. Address the Success of Women of Color as a
Firm Issue
By delegating the success of women of color to

women of color, law firms have not fully focused on the
success of women attorneys of color as a firm issue.
Many of the survey and focus group respondents in this

color through diversity committee assignments, recruit-
ing assignments and other such efforts that marginalize
the diversity efforts and place women of color in con-
flicting roles that compete for limited time. If firms fo-
cused instead on the success of women of color being a
firm issue, then the women of color would be less bur-
dened with these responsibilities and the overall initia-
tives would have a greater chance of succeeding be-
cause it would be in everyone’s best interests to suc-
ceed, not just women of color’s interests.

Women of color should definitely continue to be
included in a firm’s diversity and professional develop-
ment efforts because their voices are critical in these
processes, but they should not be relegated to commit-
tees that focus on diversity, nor should they assume re-
sponsibility for the creation and maintenance of diver-
sity within the firm. To accomplish this, firm leaders
should (1) talk specifically about women of color as a
category of success being measured in diversity initia-
tives, (2) give responsibility to practice group leaders to
monitor and advance the careers of women of color in
their practice areas, and (3) make sure that women of
color are being groomed for leadership positions in firms
the same way that their white male counterparts are. This
type of leadership responsibility is especially effective
when the firm’s leaders take on active roles in diversity
committees and assume the responsibility for the suc-
cess of diversity efforts in the firm.

2. Integrate Women of Color into Existing
Measurement Efforts

Integrate the measurement of successes with women
of color into your overall measurement efforts, espe-
cially in areas of recruiting, retention, promotion,
mentoring, professional development, and client de-
velopment. For example, if you are looking at the de-
mographic composition of your summer class, mea-
sure the number of women, men of color and women
of color separately so that you can see if you are in-
deed achieving successes in all areas for each group.

Similarly, when you examine attrition, assignment
allocation, mentoring and other key areas that ulti-
mately affect retention and advancement of your law-
yers, examine the numbers for women of color as a
separate category so that you can see if your diver-
sity efforts are working perhaps just for white women
or men of color instead of comprehensively across
racial and gender lines. For example, regularly moni-
toring both the quantity and quality of work assigned
to women of color enables you to quickly assess if a
woman of color may be at risk of not having the
amount and kind of work she needs to be on par with
her colleagues. This regular monitoring can be done
by a mentor, a practice group leader or someone on
the diversity committee, but it is critical that key ar-
eas of professional development such as work flow
are monitored closely so that potential problems are
detected and addressed before a woman of color be-
comes an attrition risk.

The issue of measurement is of critical importance
in examining salary disparities in your firm. The struc-
ture of law firm compensation systems allows for a
great degree of variability in how and what people
get paid. Understanding the variability through many
perspectives is critical to ensuring equal opportunity
for all lawyers instead of merely assuming that the
compensation system is meritocratic. Compensation
reflects how the firm values each lawyer’s contribu-
tion and skills; therefore, disparities in the firm’s com-
pensation system may indicate that other issues (such
as staffing, mentoring, etc.) need to be addressed.

Since “what gets measured gets done,” the more
you include women of color in your measurement of
diversity efforts, the more success you will see with
women of color in your firm.

3. Integrate Women of Color into the Firm’s
Professional Fabric

Take definitive steps to ensure that women of color
truly have equal opportunities to access the best work,
client relationships, informal mentoring, committee
assignments, leadership opportunities, and client de-
velopment support. Without a clear and visible ef-
fort to integrate women of color into the work and
roles that matter the most in a firm, “diversity efforts”
will be perceived by women of color as “window
dressing.” A clear and visible effort may sometimes

study discussed how many firms overburdened women of
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mean change, such as shifting from a purely “free
market” staffing system that is dependent on personal
relationships to a monitored staffing system that en-
sures equal opportunity for all.

For example, even if a particular woman of color
is “making” her hours, a closer look at the kinds of
assignments that comprise her hours can alert you to
a situation where a lawyer may, in fact, not be inte-
grating into the firm’s professional fabric.

4. Integrate Women of Color into the Firm’s
Social Fabric

This study clearly indicates that one of the greatest
challenges facing women of color in law firms is iso-
lation in the workplace at rates far greater than those
faced by white men, white women or men of color.
What the study also tells us is that integration into the
social fabric of a law firm is critical to understanding
the critieria for success. As you think about the cul-
ture of your firm, explore ways to ensure that every-
one in the firm is truly included in that culture. For
example, if many of the firm’s “cultural activities” have
traditionally not received great attendance from
women of color, solicit their opinion about activities
that they would attend.

Law firm culture is, for better or worse, heavily
dependent on the actions of the partners in the firm.
Encourage firm partners to reach out to and include
women of color in social activities, ranging from in-
formal “hellos” in the hallways and “drop-ins” into
offices to periodic lunches and invitations to client
events. Actions taken by partners in the firm that in-
clude women of color will greatly decrease the isola-
tion felt by so many women of color.

5. Increase Awareness of Issues of Women of
Color through Dialogue

This study demonstrates the critical nature of race and
gender issues for women of color in law firms as well
as the discomfort commonly felt by white men in deal-
ing with these issues. Recommendations 1-4 will be
difficult to implement if white men, most particularly
those in power, continue to face discomfort in can-
didly and constructively discussing these issues in the
workplace. Increasing awareness about these issues
across the firm through activities that promote dia-
logue is an important step in laying the foundation

for success. Although diversity training has conven-
tionally been used to promote dialogue, thinking more
creatively about the various ways in which true dia-
logue can be promoted within the firm will be more
successful than depending on the artifice of “diver-
sity training.”

6. Support Women of Color’s Efforts to Build
Internal and External Support Systems

Given the lack of a critical mass of women of color in
law firms, women of color in the firm may benefit
from a formal or informal affinity group. Affinity
groups are an excellent way for women of color to
get together, share best practices, seek advice from
each other on issues, and support each other’s suc-
cesses. If the law firm already has affinity groups,
support the creation of an affinity group for women
of color. If the firm does not have affinity groups,
support the informal building of a women of color
community.

In addition to internal networks, many women of
color will look externally for support systems, such
as women’s bar associations, bar associations of color,
networking groups, etc., to find camaraderie,
mentoring, client development opportunities and other
professional assistance that they may feel eludes them
in their firms. Supporting, both financially and pro-
fessionally, women of color in building these exter-
nal support systems demonstrates an awareness of their
critical issues and an openness to finding unique so-
lutions to addressing unique problems.

7. Stay Compliant with Anti-discrimination and
Anti-harassment Policies and Hold People
Accountable for Noncompliance

Your firm probably already has rigorous policies in
place governing behaviors and comments that can be
perceived as racist, sexist or harassing by people in
your firm. The leadership of a firm should ensure that
the firm consistently complies with all of these poli-
cies. Diversity and professional development efforts
aimed at creating greater opportunities for success for
women of color need to start with the creation and
maintenance of a workplace where women of color
are not subjected to demeaning, discriminatory and
unwanted comments. When a firm becomes aware of
individuals who are not in compliance with these poli-
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cies, promptly holding the individuals accountable
for their actions is critical in communicating a mes-
sage that the workplace is indeed a place where ev-
eryone is welcome.

Women of color, as reported in this study, not only
are more likely to experience demeaning, discrimi-
natory and harassing comments, but they, given their
vulnerability in the workplace, are also less likely to
report these behaviors. A clear focus on creating a
workplace where people can indeed report these in-

cidents and where individuals are held accountable
for inappropriate behavior is a first and necessary step
in creating a diverse workplace for all, especially
women of color.

As indicated above, these recommendations are not
exhaustive, but reflect information gathered from the
research. Implementation of some or all of these rec-
ommendations will enhance the success of the women
attorneys of color in your firm and the overall success
of the firm as well.
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APPENDIX A:
SURVEY AND FOCUS GROUP MATERIALS

Initial Contact E-mail Letter

[DATE, YEAR]

Dear Attorney,

Recently, the American Bar Association Commission on Women in the Profession sent you an e-mail
describing a study being conducted on their behalf by National Opinion Research Center (NORC), a not-for-
profit social science research organization at the University of Chicago.

At this time, we ask that you draw your attention to the attached document for the study. The full document
contains a letter addressing the study’s objectives and issues of confidentiality as well as the survey that we
are asking you to complete. If you have questions about opening the attachment, please contact us.

To participate, please print out the survey, complete it, and return it by mail or fax.
You can return it by mail to:

NORC
Project #6255
1 North State Street
Chicago, IL 60602

Or by fax to: 312-201-4676

To alleviate the cost of doing so, we will be sending you a package via First Class mail within the next few
days containing a business-reply envelope in which you may return the questionnaire if you choose not to use
the methods described above.

If you have any questions or concerns about the study or NORC, please e-mail us at ABA-Research@norc.
uchicago.edu or contact us directly by telephone at (312) 759-5095.

Thank you for your attention.

Sincerely,
M. Mandy Sha
Project Director
NORC, University of Chicago

Group ID#: 6255-[GROUP ID]

Survey Cover Letters and Telephone Screening
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Mail Letter with Business-Reply-Envelope

[FIRST NAME] [LAST NAME]
[ADDRESS 1] [ADDRESS 2]
[CITY], [STATE], [ZIP]

December, 2004
Dear Attorney,

Recently, the National Opinion Research Center (NORC) at the University of Chicago sent you an e-mail
containing a questionnaire regarding a study being conducted on behalf of the ABA Commission on Women
in the Profession. The study seeks to examine the experiences of attorneys in the legal profession.

Regardless of your race or gender, your experiences as a member in the legal community are relevant to this
study. Specifically, the study seeks to compare the experiences of women of color attorneys and those of male
and Caucasian female attorneys. To prevent this comparison from being one-sided and to achieve fair
representation of all members of the legal profession, it is essential that we gather information from a diverse
group.

NORC, the not-for-profit social science research organization conducting the study, employs stringent
practices to ensure participants’ confidentiality. Please be assured that the information you provide will be
used for research and statistical purposes only. All personally identifying information is separated from your
responses, and results from the survey will be reported in summary form.

We understand that you have many demands on your time. However, we hope that you will take a few minutes
to contribute to this important analysis. If you have not already-done so, please complete the questionnaire
attached to our earlier e-mail and return it in the business reply envelope provided with this letter. Another
copy is also enclosed.

Should you have questions or concerns, please contact us at 312-759-5095 or by e-mail at
ABA-Research@norc.uchicago.edu. You may find additional information about this study and NORC at
http://www.norc.org/issues/statmeth.asp.

Thank you in advance for your participation.

Sincerely,

M. Mandy Sha
Project Director
NORC, University of Chicago

Group ID#: 6255-[GROUP ID]
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Telephone Eligibility Screening/Follow-Up Script

Telephone Eligibility Screening/Follow-Up Script

Hi, this is [INTERVIEWER NAME] from NORC at the University of Chicago. I am calling to follow up about
the focus group research for the ABA Commission on Women in the Profession with women of color
attorneys.

I just have a few screening questions to make sure that you are eligible to participate.

1. Have you ever worked in a private law firm with 25 or more attorneys some time in your career after
graduation?

No —>  We are sorry, at this time the focus group is limited to attorneys who have had experience working
in a private law firm. Thank you for your interest.

Yes —>  Thank you.

2. We are hosting a focus group in [CITY], are you located in that city?

No —>  We are sorry, at this time the focus group is limited to attorneys in [CITY]. Thank you for your
interest.

Yes —>  Thank you.

3. In [CITY], we are hosting the focus group with [African-American / Hispanic / Asian-American / Native
American] women attorneys. Does this describe you?

No —>   GO TO DOES NOT MEET REQUIREMENT IN #4

Yes —>   GO TO MEETS REQUIREMENT IN #4
Bi-Racial or Multi-Racial —>    (ASK) Please tell me if you also identify with additional racial/ethnic
groups such as African-American, Hispanic/Latina, Asian-American, or Native American?

Yes —>   GO TO MEETS REQUIREMENT IN #4

No —>   GO TO DOES NOT MEET REQUIREMENT IN #4

4. Does Not Meet Requirement —>    We are sorry, at this time we are not hosting focus groups with [RACE/
ETHNICITY] women attorneys in [CITY]. Thank you for your interest.

Meets Requirement —>    Great. Let me now schedule a time for the focus group session with you in a
minute.

Please be advised that the focus group session will be audio-taped to make sure we have an accurate
record of the information you provide and to free the moderator from constant note-taking. We will
destroy all audio-tapes at the end of the study.
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[ADDITIONAL PARAGRAPH TO BE READ FOR PARTICIPANTS IN SESSIONS USING WEB-
STREAMING]: In your group, we will be using a web session to allow authorized NORC research staff to
view the session via the Internet in Chicago. We will destroy all audio-tapes, web sessions, or DVDs at the end
of the study. [READ FAQ IF NECESSARY*]

The ABA Commission on Women in the Profession will only receive a transcription of the audio-tapes without
any personal identifiers. No one will know that you participated - including the ABA, Commission on Women
in the Profession, and/or employer.

* FAQ FOR WEB SESSION:

NORC is using an internet service provided by “Active Group” or “Focus Vision” to transmit the focus group
session using web-streaming technology. According to its Web Site (www.activegroup.net), Active Group is
the pioneer and leader of live Internet broadcasting (video streaming) for Focus Groups.

Authorized NORC research staff in Chicago will be able to view the focus group through a live web session,
as if they were observing in the traditional observation deck at the facility. The facility has a computer that
allows transmission of images that are displayed in Microsoft Media Player on a NORC computer through
broadband internet connection. The web session is secure because only NORC has the login and password to
the specific focus group. Additionally, the company has agreed to NORC’s Confidentiality Policy and has a
security officer on site. The sessions will be recorded onto a CD after the live session. After NORC receives
the CD, the service provider will destroy its copy as well as all the chat history and online events.

[ADDITIONAL PARAGRAPH TO BE READ FOR PARTICIPANTS IN THE CHICAGO SESSIONS
OBSERVED BY THE RESEARCH ADVISORY BOARD]: Your group is the first focus group that we are
conducting for this study on the experiences of women of color in the legal profession. Your participation not
only helps represent the Latina experience in the law profession, but also helps us do our job better in the next
focus groups in different cities in March and April. The members of the Research Advisory Board from the
ABA Commission on Women in the Profession would like to observe your focus group session in a separate
room while the session is being conducted. For those that do not live in Chicago, they will be using a web
session to view the focus group via the Internet. They will not interact with you or any other participants in the
focus group, nor will they interfere with the session. The only reason for their observation is to advise NORC
about the way the focus group is conducted, so that we may improve our techniques. This is helpful because
the facilitator is a social science researcher trained to conduct focus groups but not an attorney with all the
legal expertise. As a non-profit social science research organization, we follow stringent ethical guidelines
regarding the protection of your identity. We have mandated the members of the Research Advisory Board
who will view the session to do the same by signing a Confidentiality and Ethics Agreement that stipulates
under no circumstances will they share the information they learned in the focus group session with anyone
outside the research team that would identify you in anyway. We are also happy to provide a list of members
from the Research Advisory Board who will observe to you upon request. May we please have your approval?

Yes —>    Now, may I answer more questions or concerns that you may have?

No —>    Thank you.
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Please return completed questionnaire by mail to:

NORC, Project# 6255
1 North State Street, Suite 1600

Chicago, Illinois 60602

or by fax to:

(312) 201-4676

Dear Attorney,

You are invited to participate in an important research study comparing experiences of women of color

attorneys in private law firms with those of their peers from other backgrounds.  Regardless of your race or

gender, your participation is vital to the accuracy of this comparison.

The National Opinion Research Center (NORC) at the University of Chicago, a not-for-profit social science

research organization, is conducting the study on behalf of the American Bar Association Commission on

Women in the Profession.  

We are asking for your help in completing this questionnaire.  Your name was either randomly selected from

the ABA Membership Database or sampled from a list of women of color attorneys who registered through the

Commission's website.  

Please be assured that all information you provide will be used for research and statistical purposes only, and

will be held in the strictest confidence.  

Your name and contact information is only used for the purpose of administering this survey.  All

identifying information will be electronically separated from survey data.  No one will know that 

you participated - including the ABA, the Commission on Women in the Profession, and/or your

employer.

We will combine your answers with the answers from all other respondents and will report the

results in a summary format.  No one will know your individual responses.

Participation is voluntary.  You may skip any question you do not wish to answer, but we do 

encourage you to take the time to answer as many questions as you can as that will add to the

overall integrity of the study.

If you have questions about your rights as a participant in this research project, please call the NORC

Institutional Review Board Administrator, Kathleen Parks, at (866) 309-0542.

If you have questions about this survey, please contact us by telephone at (312) 759-5095, or by e-mail at 

ABA-Research@norc.uchicago.edu.  You may find additional information about the ABA Women of Color in the

Legal Profession Study and NORC at http://www.norc.org/issues/statmeth7.asp.

Sincerely,

M. Mandy Sha

NORC Project Director

Thank you for taking the time to complete this questionnaire.  Directions are provided for each question.  Because not all

questions will apply to everyone, you may be asked to skip certain questions.

Please print all responses.  When answering questions that require marking a box, please use an "X.”

If you need to change an answer, please make sure the old answer is completely erased or clearly crossed out.

Conducted by:

ABA Women of 
Color in the Legal
Profession Study

Sponsored by 

Group ID #:  6255-100
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Group ID #:  6255-100

1. In what year did you graduate from law
school?

Write in year

2. What was the national ranking of your law
school in the year you graduated?

1 Tier 1 (Top 20)

2 Tier 2 (21-40)

3 Tier 3 (41 and below)

4 Don’t know

3. Which of these categories best describes
your class rank upon graduation?

1 Law review/Honors/Order of the Coif

2 1st quartile (not Law Review/Honors/

Order of the Coif)

3 2nd quartile (26th - 50th Percentile)

4 3rd quartile (51st - 75th Percentile)

5 4th quartile (76th - 100th Percentile)

4. Since graduation from law school, have
you ever worked as a judicial law clerk?

1 Yes

2 No

5. How many years of experience as a
practicing attorney do you have?

. Write in number of years

6. During your career as an attorney, how
many different employers have you had?
Count each firm, government agency, or
corporation as a separate employer; include
your present employer.

Write in number of employers

7. How many years have you worked as an
attorney in a PRIVATE LAW FIRM with AT
LEAST 25 ATTORNEYS?

. Write in number of years

1

I.  Respondent Characteristics

8. In the LARGEST PRIVATE LAW FIRM in
which you ever worked, what was the total
number of attorneys firm-wide (all offices)?  

, Write in number of attorneys

9. Which of the following best describes your
current employment status?  

I am . . . (Check one)

1 working as an associate or counsel in a PRIVATE LAW

FIRM with AT LEAST 25 ATTORNEYS.

2 working as a partner/shareholder in a PRIVATE LAW

FIRM with AT LEAST 25 ATTORNEYS.

3 working as an associate or counsel in a PRIVATE LAW

FIRM with fewer than 25 attorneys.

4 working as a partner/shareholder in a PRIVATE LAW

FIRM with fewer than 25 attorneys.

5 working as an in-house attorney in a corporate legal

department.

6 working as an attorney in government, including

Department of Justice.

7 working as an attorney in the non profit sector.

8 working as a judicial clerk.

9 employed but no longer practicing as an attorney.

10 unemployed, retired, or otherwise out of the labor

force.

11 not working to stay home to raise my children.

10. Are you the primary or sole income provider
in your household?  

1 Yes

2 No

11. What was your gross salary including
bonuses for the calendar year 2003? 

$ , , . Write in salary
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Group ID #:  6255-100

15. At the time you worked at the LARGEST
PRIVATE LAW FIRM with at least 25
attorneys, who of the following, if any,
served as mentors to you within this
organization?  (Check all that apply)

Formal
program Informally

a. One or more white women 1 2

b. One or more white men 1 2

c. One or more men of color 1 2

d. One or more women of color 1 2

e. No one 1 2

16. During your legal career which of the
following career changes did you make
based upon your spouse’s or domestic
partner’s career/life choices? (Check all that
apply)

1 During my legal career

I have never had a spouse If no spouse or
or domestic partner  partner, go to Q17

2 Relocated for spouse’s/partner’s benefit when it was

not a positive career move for me

3 Took a job I really didn't want in order to be in the

same location as my spouse/partner

4 Put off starting a family because spouse/partner felt

it was in the interest of his/her career

5 Turned down a job/position I really wanted so

spouse/partner did not have to move

6 Agreed to a “long distance” relationship so we could

both have the jobs we wanted even though it meant

living in different locations

17.  Thinking of the LARGEST PRIVATE LAW
FIRM in which you ever worked,
approximately how many average hours
(rounded to whole numbers) per week
do/did you typically work . . . 

a. as an associate (non-partner)?

b. as a partner?

17a. What was the average number of
billing hours per year expected of
attorneys at the law firm you
described in item 17?  (If that firm did
not require billing hours, enter "0" and go
to question 18.)

a. as an associate (non-partner)? ,

b. as a partner? ,

2

IN YOUR ANSWERS TO THE QUESTIONS

BELOW, PLEASE REFER SPECIFICALLY TO

YOUR EXPERIENCE IN THE LARGEST PRIVATE

LAW FIRM AT YOUR HIGHEST RANKING

POSITION IN THAT FIRM. 

12. Which of the following is the highest rank
you ever held in the LARGEST PRIVATE LAW
FIRM you ever worked for?  (Check one)

1 Overall Firm Leadership/Executive Management

(managing partner, executive committee, compensation

committee)

2 Department/Group Leadership

3 Equity/Capital Partner

4 Associate

5 Of counsel

6 Staff Attorney

7 Contract attorney

8 Other (please specify):

13. How many attorneys are/were in the PRIVATE
LAW FIRM (firm-wide) you refer to in
question 12?

, Write in number of attorneys

14. At the time you worked there, who of the
following were in leadership positions (e.g.
managing partner, executive committee,
compensation committee, department head,
etc.) at the firm you referred to in question
12? (Check all that apply)

1 White women

2 Women of color

3 Men of color

4 White men

II.  Retention/Advancement vs. Attrition 
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Group ID #:  6255-100

17b. On average, what percentage of that
requirement did you meet?

%

18. In the law firm you described in item 17,  was
there a client development requirement?

Yes No

a. as an associate (non-partner) 1 2

b. as a partner 1 2

19. During your tenure at this PRIVATE LAW
FIRM, what changes would you most like to
have seen (or would like to see)? (Check all
that apply)

as an 
associate as a

(non-partner) partner

a. Not applicable - I was never in 

this category 1 2

b. The establishment of formal policies for
reduced/alternative work

arrangements 1 2

c. Consistent implementation of current

policies relating to the workplace 1 2

d. Less pressure to engage in client

development 1 2

e. Lower billable hours 1 2

f. More flexibility from my employer in 

accommodating my personal life 1 2

g. Greater opportunity to influence 

decisions on matters I worked on 1 2

h. Greater opportunity to shape the future 

direction of the office/firm 1 2

i. More and/or better mentoring by senior 

attorneys/partners 1 2

j. More and/or better attorney training and 

development 1 2

k. More opportunities for pro bono work 1 2

l. Less subjectivity in the work allocation 

processes 1 2

m. Less subjectivity in the evaluation 

processes 1 2

n. Less subjectivity in the promotion 1 2

processes

o. More racial diversity in the work place 1 2

p. More gender diversity in the work place 1 2

3

20. Which of the following describes how you
found your position in any PRIVATE LAW
FIRM with at least 25 attorneys?  
(Check all that apply)

Subsequent
positions

First in that or
position other firms

a. Family members/friends 1 2

b. Law school classmates/alumni 
networks 1 2

c. Business associates 1 2

d. Unsolicited resume submission
to the employer 1 2

e. Response to an advertisement 1 2

f. Law school's placement office 1 2

g. On-campus interview process 1 2

h. Hired following a summer clerkship 1 2

i. Hired following a part-time position, 
or unpaid internship in that firm 

during law school 1 2

j. Recommendation of a law professor 1 2

k. Experience in a judicial clerkship 1 2

21. When accepting your initial position at a
PRIVATE LAW FIRM with at least 25
attorneys, did you negotiate for your salary?
(Check one)

1 I negotiated for my salary.

2 I accepted what was offered, because I did not think

negotiation was possible.

3 I accepted what was offered because I elected not to

negotiate, even though I believed it was an option.
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22.  Which of the following best describes your
highest priority as a long-term career goal?
(Choose up to TWO responses)

1 Become a partner in a PRIVATE LAW FIRM

2 Participate in law firm leadership in a PRIVATE LAW

FIRM

3 Participate in leadership in an organization other than a

PRIVATE LAW FIRM 

4 Have  my own law firm (including being a solo

practitioner)

5 Hold an elected or appointed public office

6 Become a judge

7 Be/become financially very successful

8 Become recognized for my legal expertise

9 Find a job which allows for great personal flexibility

10 Work for a personal cause (e.g. environment; world

peace; political candidate)

11 Have a job that allows for more leisure time

23. Envision the highest paid job you realistically
expect to hold during your career.  What
would you estimate to be the annual earnings
(salary and bonuses) paid to persons holding
that job today?

$ , , . Write in salary

24. Which (if any) of the following has had a
major effect on your career in PRIVATE LAW
FIRMS WITH AT LEAST 25 ATTORNEYS in
which you have worked?  (Check any of the
following that apply)

Positive Negative
effect effect Neither

a. My race 1 2 3

b. My gender 1 2 3

25. In retrospect, how satisfied are you with your
choice of the law as a career? (Check one)

1 Very satisfied  

2 Satisfied

3 Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied

4 Dissatisfied

5 Very dissatisfied

26. Please rank the following work environments
from most desirable for you (1) to least
desirable for you (5).  (Use each rank only
once)

a. Academic

b. Corporation 

c. Firm

d. Government

e. Not-for-Profit

27. In your overall experience as an attorney,
which two of the following actions had the
most important impact on increasing your
overall compensation (including salary,
benefits and bonus)?  (Check no more 
than two)

1 Acquiring formal legal skills training

2 Acquiring additional educational credentials 

(e.g., LLM, MBA)

3 Changing employers

4 Moving from the public to the private sector

5 Moving from the private to the public sector

6 Staying with the same employer

7 Starting my own firm

8 Developing a book of clients

9 Expanding my internal firm network

10 Expanding my external network

11 Gaining professional or public recognition/fame

4
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30.  Were you a parent or did you become a
parent (natural or adoptive), while you were
working at a PRIVATE LAW FIRM of at least
25 attorneys?

1 Yes If yes, go to Q30a 

2 No If no, go to Q31

30a. Because you had or adopted a child,
were you perceived as being . . . 
(Check one)

1 Very much less committed to your career

2 Somewhat less committed to your career

3 No different in how committed to your career you were 

4 Somewhat more committed to your career

5 Very much more committed to your career

31.  To what degree of seriousness did the
LARGEST PRIVATE LAW FIRM employer you
worked in have . . .(Check one in each row)

Non-
Serious Nominal Existent

a. Gender Initiatives? 1 2 3

b. Race/Ethnicity Initiatives? 1 2 3

c. Diversity Committee? 1 2 3

d. Diversity Coordinator/Director? 1 2 3

32. During your tenure in PRIVATE LAW FIRMS,
do/did you perceive that any of the following
traits/skills were attributed to you in a way
that affected your career?
(Check one in each row)

Yes, Yes, Don’t
favorably unfavorably No Know

a. Good interpersonal 

communication skills 1 2 3 4

b. Good client relationship

skills 1 2 3 4

c. Good technical skills 1 2 3 4

d. Good management skills 1 2 3 4

e. Good research skills 1 2 3 4

f. Good writing skills 1 2 3 4

g. Takes initiative 1 2 3 4

h. Risk taking 1 2 3 4

i. Committed to career 1 2 3 4

j. Good time management 1 2 3 4

k. Good verbal skills 1 2 3 4

l. Professional appearance 1 2 3 4

m. Passive 1 2 3 4

n. Aggressive 1 2 3 4

28. If the position you’re referring to in this
section is a former position, what was the
most important reason for leaving? If it is a
current position, what is the most important
reason that you would consider leaving?
(Check one)

1 I would not consider leaving

2 To work in an organization which offers advancement

opportunities my current employer does not offer

3 To avoid barriers to professional advancement in the

organization not related to skills, competence, and

experience

4 To change careers

5 To change geographic locations

6 To change my immediate supervisor or current

supervising attorney

7 To obtain experience my current employer cannot offer

8 To return to school

9 To obtain a salary increase

10 To work for a more prestigious organization

11 To work in a more diverse workplace culture

12 To obtain greater work/life balance

13 Other (please specify):

29. While working in that LARGEST PRIVATE
LAW FIRM with at least 25 attorneys, have
any of the following happened to you?
(Check all that apply)

Based on Based on In a Sexual
Race Gender Context

a. Experienced demeaning 
comments or other types

of harassment 1 2 3

b. Missed out on a desirable 

assignment 1 2 3

c. Had a client request someone 
other than you to handle 

a matter 1 2 3

d. Experienced one or more other 

forms of discrimination 1 2 3

e. Experienced lack of access to 
informal or formal networking

opportunities 1 2 3

f. Experienced lack of access to 
client development and client

relationship opportunities 1 2 3

g. Experienced unfair performance

evaluations 1 2 3

h. Been denied advancement or

promotional opportunities 1 2 3
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33. In what year were you born?

Write in year

34. What is your gender?

1 Male

2 Female

35. Which of the following best describes your
race/ethnicity? (Check one)

1 American Indian or Alaska Native 

2 Asian (origins in Far East, South or Southeast Asia) 

3 Black or African American 

4 Hispanic or Latino 

5 Middle Eastern

6 Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 

7 White or Caucasian 

8 Other/Multiracial

36. Which of the following best describes your
gender/sexual orientation?

1 Heterosexual

2 Gay/Lesbian

3 Bi-Sexual

4 Transgendered

37.  What is your current marital status:

1 Single, never married

2 Married or living in a “marriage-like” relationship

3 Divorced

4 Widowed

III.  Additional Characteristics

38. At any time during your tenure at the largest
private law firm with at least 25 attorneys at
which you work/worked, what kind of
caretaking responsibilities do/did you have for
the following people?  (Check one in each row)

Some,
Primary Shared not primary None

a. Children or Step-Children 1 2 3 4

b. Someone else's children 1 2 3 4

c. Elderly parents 1 2 3 4

d. Other adults 1 2 3 4
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39. What else would you like to tell us about how your experience in private law firms differed from
those of your peers of a different race and/or gender?

40. Please identify specific practices that would assist large private law firms to retain women
attorneys of color. 

7

Please look at the last page for more information.
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Group ID #:  6255-100

Thank you for completing this survey.  
Your responses are valuable. 

Please return your questionnaire, including all 8 pages, by: 

Mail:

NORC

Project# 6255  

1 North State Street, Suite 1600

Chicago, Illinois  60602

or Fax:

(312) 201-4676

Ver. Adjust Retrieval Updates

Initials Date Initials Date Initials Date

Case Main Disp:

PROCESSING

Receipt Editing CADE

Initials Date Initials Date Initials Date

OFFICE USE ONLY - 6255

8
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Focus Group Recruiting Letters

E-mail Recruiting Letter Version A

E-Mail Text for survey respondents who expressed an interest in participating in the focus group

Dear [FIRST NAME],

[LAST MONTH], you expressed an interest in participating in a focus group of [WOMEN OF COLOR]
attorneys for the ABA Women of Color in the Legal Profession Study. I am writing to provide
information about this important research.

NORC, a not-for-profit social science research organization, is conducting a focus group in your area
on behalf of the ABA Commission on Women in the Profession. As a follow-up to the survey, we will
ask more in-depth questions about your current and past experiences working in a private law firm with
25 or more attorneys. By participating, you will be contributing to research that will help to better
understand and address issues facing women attorneys of color like yourself.

During the week of [date], we will be hosting a focus group session in your area from 5:30 PM - 7:30
PM - or at time which meets your availability. Please let us know what days and times are good for you.
As a token of our appreciation, participants will be offered $60. Refreshments will be served.

Please be assured that all information you provide will be used for research purposes only, and will be
held in the strictest confidence. We will separate all personally identifying information from your
responses and report the results from the focus group in summary form only.

We will contact you by telephone in the next few days to answer any question or concerns that you may
have. Please feel free to reach us at (312) 759-5095 or ABA-Research@norc.uchicago.edu. You may
find additional information about this study and NORC at http://www.norc.uchicago.edu/issues/
statmeth7.asp

We look forward to meeting with you!

Sincerely,

M. Mandy Sha
Project Director
NORC, University of Chicago
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E-mail Recruiting Letter Version B

E-Mail Text for 1) Survey respondents (who are not aware of the focus groups),
2) Attorneys who are in the frame, but were not sampled for the survey,

3) Referrals who contacted NORC

Dear Attorney [FIRST NAME] [LAST NAME],

NORC, a not-for-profit social science research organization, is conducting a focus group of [WOMEN
OF COLOR] attorneys in your area on behalf of the ABA Commission on Women in the Profession.

As part of the ABA Women of Color in the Legal Profession Study, we will ask more in-depth
questions about your current or past experiences working in a private law firm with 25 or more
attorneys. By participating, you will be contributing to research that will help to better understand and
address issues facing women attorneys of color like yourself.

During the week of  [date], we will be hosting a focus group session in your area from 5:30 PM - 7:30
PM - or at time which meets your availability. Please let us know what days and times are good for
you. As a token of our appreciation, participants will be offered $60. Refreshments will be served.

Please be assured that all information you provide will be used for research purposes only, and will be
held in the strictest confidence. We will separate all personally identifying information from your
responses and report the results from the focus group in summary form only.

We will contact you by telephone in the next few days to answer any question or concerns that you
may have. Please feel free to reach us at (312) 759-5095 or ABA-Research@norc.uchicago.edu. You
may find additional information about this study and NORC at http://www.norc.uchicago.edu/issues/
statmeth7.asp

Sincerely,

M. Mandy Sha
Project Director
NORC, University of Chicago
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E-mail Recruiting Letter Version C

E-Mail Text for Referrals from Attorneys

Dear Attorney [FIRST NAME] [LAST NAME],

[A colleague of yours/ATTORNEY NAME] gave us your contact information so that we may invite you
to participate in a research initiative examining the experiences of female attorneys of color.

NORC, a not-for-profit social science research organization, is conducting a focus group of [WOMEN
OF COLOR] attorneys in your area on behalf of the ABA Commission on Women in the Profession.

As part of the ABA Women of Color in the Legal Profession Study, we will ask more in-depth questions
about your current and past experiences working in a private law firm with 25 or more attorneys. By
participating, you will be contributing to research that will help to better understand and address issues
facing women attorneys of color like yourself in the legal profession.

During the week of [date], we will be hosting a focus group session in your area from 5:30 PM - 7:30
PM - or at time which meets your availability. Please let us know what days and times are good for you.
As a token of our appreciation, participants will be offered $60. Refreshments will be served.

Please be assured that all information you provide will be used for research purposes only, and will be
held in the strictest confidence. We will separate all personally identifying information from your
responses and report the results from the focus group in summary form only.

We will contact you by telephone in the next few days to answer any question or concerns that you may
have. Please feel free to reach us at (312) 759-5095 or ABA-Research@norc.uchicago.edu. You may
find additional information about this study and NORC at http://www.norc.uchicago.edu/issues/
statmeth7.asp

We look forward to meeting with you!

Sincerely,

M. Mandy Sha
Project Director
NORC, University of Chicago
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Informed Consent Payment Forms

Informed Consent Form Version A
For Focus Groups Not Using Web-streaming

Instructions to the Focus Group Participant:

The National Opinion Research Center (NORC) is a non-profit research organization affiliated with the
University of Chicago. We are currently conducting a survey on behalf of the American Bar Association
Commission on Women in the Profession, to examine issues of interest to Women of Color who have
worked at private law firms of at least 25 attorneys during any part of their career in law after
graduation.

This focus group is designed to give us the opportunity to get your input and some in-depth discussion
of some of the issues examined in that survey. We will be asking you some of the questions in the
survey that you may have seen before, as well as a number of follow-up questions that you have not
seen. We would like you to discuss them as frankly as possible with the realization that your answers
will contribute to our understanding of these issues and will provide the commission with valuable
information as they work to improve the work life of Women of Color, and the legal profession in
general.

This is not an evaluation of you, or a test of any kind. We will be tape recording this focus group to
make sure we have an accurate record of the information you provide and to free the facilitator from
constant note-taking. The audio-tapes will be transcribed to facilitate report preparation, but all personal
identifiers will be deleted in the transcription. They will be destroyed once the written report (vetted of
all identifying information) is completed. Your responses will be confidential and will not be released
outside the NORC research team in a form that will allow the identification of individual respondents.
No one will know that you participated - including your employer, the ABA, the Commission on Women
in the Profession, and/or your former employers.

Please read and sign the following.
This is to verify that I have read the statement above and am willing to participate in the research project
described. I also give my permission for my participation in the focus group to be tape recorded for
transcription by NORC staff in Chicago. I understand that my recorded and transcribed responses will
be kept confidential and that I may withdraw my permission and terminate my participation at any time.

__________________________________________
(PLEASE PRINT NAME)

__________________________________________ |___|___| |___|___| |___|___|
PARTICIPANT SIGNATURE MONTH DAY YEAR

__________________________________________ |___|___| |___|___| |___|___|
FACILITATOR SIGNATURE MONTH DAY YEAR
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Informed Consent Form Version B
for Focus Groups Using Web-streaming

Instructions to the Focus Group Participant:

The National Opinion Research Center (NORC) is a non-profit research organization affiliated with the
University of Chicago. We are currently conducting a survey on behalf of the American Bar Association
Commission on Women in the Profession, to examine issues of interest to Women of Color who have
worked at private law firms of at least 25 attorneys during any part of their career in law after
graduation.

This focus group is designed to give us the opportunity to get your input and some in-depth discussion
of some of the issues examined in that survey. We will be asking you some of the questions in the
survey that you may have seen before, as well as a number of follow-up questions that you have not
seen. We would like you to discuss them as frankly as possible with the realization that your answers
will contribute to our understanding of these issues and will provide the commission with valuable
information as they work to improve the work life of Women of Color, and the legal profession in
general.

This is not an evaluation of you, or a test of any kind. We will be tape recording this focus group to
make sure we have an accurate record of the information you provide and to free the facilitator from
constant note-taking. We will also be using a web technology called “Active Group” to transmit the
sessions via the Internet to authorized NORC staff in Chicago, and stored on a CD/DVD. The audio-
tapes will be transcribed to facilitate report preparation, but all personal identifiers will be deleted in the
transcription. Both the audio-tapes and the CD/DVD and will be destroyed once the written report
(vetted of all identifying information) is completed. Your responses will be confidential and will not be
released outside the NORC research team in a form that will allow the identification of individual
respondents. No one will know that you participated -including your employer, the ABA, the
Commission on Women in the Profession, and/or your former employers.

Please read and sign the following.
This is to verify that I have read the statement above and am willing to participate in the research
project described. I also give my permission for my participation in the focus group to be tape
recorded, and videotaped for transmission via the Internet to the NORC staff in Chicago. I understand
that my responses will be kept confidential and that I may withdraw my permission and terminate my
participation at any time.

__________________________________________
(PLEASE PRINT NAME)

__________________________________________ |___|___| |___|___| |___|___|
PARTICIPANT SIGNATURE MONTH DAY YEAR

__________________________________________ |___|___| |___|___| |___|___|
FACILITATOR SIGNATURE MONTH DAY YEAR
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Informed Consent Form Version C
for Chicago Focus Group Participants

Instructions to the Focus Group Participant:

The National Opinion Research Center (NORC) is a non-profit research organization affiliated with the
University of Chicago. We are currently conducting a survey on behalf of the American Bar Association
Commission on Women in the Profession, to examine issues of interest to Women of Color who have
worked at private law firms of at least 25 attorneys during any part of their career in law after graduation.

This focus group is designed to give us the opportunity to get your input and some in-depth discussion of
some of the issues examined in that survey. We will be asking you some of the questions in the survey
that you may have seen before, as well as a number of follow-up questions that you have not seen. We
would like you to discuss them as frankly as possible with the realization that your answers will
contribute to our understanding of these issues and will provide the commission with valuable
information as they work to improve the work life of Women of Color, and the legal profession in
general.

This is not an evaluation of you, or a test of any kind. We will be tape recording this focus group to make
sure we have an accurate record of the information you provide and to free the facilitator from constant
note-taking. The session will be observed by members of the Research Advisory Board from the ABA
Commission on Women in the Profession so they can advise NORC about working with the attorney
population. Some of them who do not live in Chicago will be using a web technology called “Active
Group” to transmit the sessions via the Internet to them. They have signed a Confidentiality and Ethics
Agreement that stipulates under no circumstances will they share the information they learned in the
focus group session with anyone outside the research team. The session will be stored on a CD/DVD, but
they will not receive a copy of the DVD of it. The audio-tapes will be transcribed to facilitate report
preparation, but all personal identifiers will be deleted in the transcription. Both the audio-tapes and the
CD/DVD will be destroyed once the written report (vetted of all identifying information) is completed.
Your responses will be confidential and will not be released outside the NORC research team and the
Research Advisory Board in a form that will allow the identification of individual respondents. No one
will know that you participated - including your employer, the ABA, and/or your former employers.

Please read and sign the following.
This is to verify that I have read the statement above and am willing to participate in the research project
described. I also give my permission for the members of the Research Advisory Board from the ABA
Commission on Women in the Profession to observe this session, and for my participation in the focus
group to be tape recorded and videotaped for transmission via the Internet to members of the Research
Advisory Board that are not in Chicago. I understand that I can request a list of observers if I wish, and
my responses will be kept confidential and that I may withdraw my permission and terminate my
participation at any time.

__________________________________________
(PLEASE PRINT NAME)

__________________________________________ |___|___| |___|___| |___|___|
PARTICIPANT SIGNATURE MONTH DAY YEAR

__________________________________________ |___|___| |___|___| |___|___|
FACILITATOR SIGNATURE MONTH DAY YEAR
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Participant Honorarium Receipt Form

LOCATION: ________________________________________

I have received $________ from the NORC Facilitator.

My participation in this study is voluntary. I understand that any information provided by me will be
held in strict confidence. My name, address and telephone number will never be associated with any
responses provided by me.

__________________________________________ |___|___| |___|___| |___|___|
PARTICIPANT INITIALS MONTH DAY YEAR

__________________________________________ |___|___| |___|___| |___|___|
FACILITATOR SIGNATURE MONTH DAY YEAR
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Focus Group Demographics Form

FIRST NAME USED IN FOCUS GROUP _______________________________________

The following information will help us understand the make up of our focus groups. This information will
be completely confidential and will not be released in individual form. Only totals and averages will be
reported and no one outside the research team will have access to the data.

D1: How old were you on your last birthday?  |___|___|

D2: Which of the following best describes your race/ethnicity? (Check One)

1 ❏ American Indian or Alaska Native
2 ❏ Asian (origins in Far East, South or Southeast Asia)
3 ❏ Black or African-American
4 ❏ Hispanic or Latina
5 ❏ Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander
6 ❏ Other/Multiracial —>  Please specify if you also identify yourself with a racial/ethnic group listed

above _______________________________________________________

D3: Do you have a professional or advanced degree other than a J.D.? (Check One)

1 ❏ Yes —>     lease specify ________________________________________
2 ❏ No

D4: Are you currently employed full D5: In the largest private law firm in which
time? (Check One) you ever worked, what was the total
1 ❏ Yes number of attorneys firm-wide (all offices)?
2 ❏ No |___| ,|___|___|___|

D6: Which of the following best describes your current employment status? (Check One)

1 ❏ an associate or of counsel in a private law firm with at least 25 attorneys
2 ❏ a partner/shareholder in a private law firm with at least 25 attorneys
3 ❏ an associate or of counsel in a private law firm with fewer than 25 attorneys
4 ❏ a partner/shareholder in a private law firm with fewer than 25 attorneys
5 ❏ an in-house attorney in a corporate legal department
6 ❏ an attorney in government, including Department of Justice
7 ❏ an attorney in the nonprofit sector
8 ❏ a judicial clerk
9 ❏ employed but no longer practicing as an attorney

10 ❏ unemployed, retired, or otherwise out of the labor force
11 ❏ not working to stay home to raise my children
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Focus Group Protocol

I. Intake and Informed Consent Process

➢ Administer Informed Consent Form (Attachment A)

FACILITATOR: Make sure that focus group subjects read and understand the Informed Consent, and
sign and date the form with you. Keep the white copy and give the yellow copy to the subject for her
confidential record.

➢ Administer Demographics Information Form (Attachment B)

FACILITATOR: Have focus group subjects fill out the Demographics Information Form in order to
gather basic demographic make-up of the group.

➢ Have Participants Create an Alias on Name Tent or Name Tag (If Applicable)

FACILITATOR: Have focus group subjects choose an alias to use throughout the focus group and
identity themselves with the alias before speaking. Use a piece of paper to create the name tent.

II. Introduction to the Focus Group

During the last several months, we at NORC conducted a survey for the ABA Commission on Women in the
Profession, aimed at examining several issues relevant to the experiences of Women of Color in Law firms.
Today, we would like to talk with you further about some of these issues. It is important to know what people
in the profession who have worked in law firms think about their experiences in order to form a better
understanding of the reactions of attorneys to law firm employment and to help develop a better knowledge of
who stays, who leaves, and why.

In today’s focus group, we would like to talk with you further about the same issues and ask you to give us
your thoughts in a more in-depth fashion to help us better understand your thoughts about your experiences
working in a private law firm of at least 25 attorneys.

We understand that you may no longer be working at such a law firm, but for the purposes of this focus
group, please think about your experiences during the time when you did work for a law firm of 25 or more
attorneys and tell us about those experiences.

III. Icebreaker

Let’s get to know each other a little bit before we begin our focus group discussion.

First, please let everyone know the name or alias you will be using tonight. Then, please tell us briefly:

1) the number of years in total you have worked as an attorney in a private law firm with at least 25
attorneys,

2) the size of the law firm or firms (number of attorneys),
3) your position or positions there (e.g. associate, partner, etc.) and practice area, and
4) the diversity of the firm or firms
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IV. Discussion Questions

A) How do you perceive your experiences of being hired, developed and advanced as a women attorney of
color in a private law firm? Have they differed from your counterparts that are...

A- 1. Caucasian female? (And in what ways?)

[Follow-up if needed]
(A-1a): Can you give us illustrations from your personal experience?

A-2. Caucasian men? (And in what ways?)

[Follow-up if needed]
(A-2a): Can you give us illustrations from your personal experience?

A-3. Men of color? (And in what ways?)

[Follow-up if needed]
(A-3a): Can you give us illustrations from your personal experience?

B) Next, let’s talk about how you perceive your experiences in the workplace in a private law firm.

Specifically, how did your race/ethnicity and gender affect (either positively or negatively) each of the
following aspects of your experience:

FACILITATOR: This question will “cycle” through the topics about issues in
the workplace, and rather than posing them simultaneously.

During follow-up probes, be sure to:

1. address these issues for each topic discussed:
• perceptions of interpersonal relations, issues of harassment, and the

general social atmosphere.
• fairness issues as related to race, gender, or in a sexual context, and

how they would have liked to have seen these issues handled.
2. elicit specific personal examples (not third party observations) on why

they feel they were treated differently and what are the root causes of
the problems.

3. ask if they feel this treatment was different in smaller or larger law firms
in which they have worked.

B-1. The hiring process?

B-2. Career development (i.e. training, mentoring, evaluating)?

B-3. Advancement?

B-4. Work allocation and assignments?

B-5. Evaluations of your performance and pay?
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C) What are the top one or two changes that you would like to see implemented in private law firms to
address the differences that you experience?

C-1. What would you like to see that the firm change?

C-2. Are there things that you could have done differently? Have you observed others who do it well?
What can and/or should individual attorneys change?

D) With regard to development or training opportunities in your career in a private law firm of at least 25
attorneys, please describe both formal and informal avenues for training and development.

D-1. Did formal or informal development and training opportunities work best in your experience?

Were these equally effective? Why or why not?

E) What kinds of support systems outside of private law firms (i.e. professional associations, family, friends,
etc.) do you rely upon and use to “survive” and “thrive” in environments where you don’t feel supported?

F) Now that you know what the subject of this focus group was, now is the time for you to make any
important points that we have failed to bring up for discussion so far.

What have we missed? What key point do you want to make sure we leave with?

V. Wrap-Up

➢ Administer honorarium and Payment Receipt Form (Attachment C).

FACILITATOR: Distribute honorarium. Have recipients initial the payment form with you. Keep the
white copy and give the yellow copy to recipient
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I. Survey Methodology

Questionnaire Development
The Research Advisory Board drafted a survey ques-
tionnaire based on prior studies of gender and race, ques-
tions from the ABA membership application, and issues
that emerged from ABA conferences. The 40-item ques-
tionnaire was developed through a process that involved
a one-day meeting, followed by electronic communica-
tions and telephone conferences.

The survey included a cover letter from the NORC
Project Director explaining the objective of the study
and promising participants that their responses would
be strictly anonymous. A pre-assigned group identifica-
tion number indicating whether the attorney was a white
man, white woman, woman of color or man of color
appeared in the lower left-hand corner of each page of
the questionnaire. This was the only identifier that ap-
peared on the document.

Because this was an electronic “paper-and-pencil”
survey, special efforts were made to make the question-
naire easy to read and complete. Each question included
directions, most questions applied to all respondents and
very few offered “Don’t know” or “Other—specify” as
response options. The survey concluded with two open-
ended questions. One question invited participants to
describe how their experience in private law firms dif-
fered from those of their peers of a different race and/or
gender. The other asked respondents to identify specific
practices that would help large private law firms retain
women attorneys of color.

Sample Design
Attorneys eligible to participate in the survey were iden-
tified in two ways. The sample of women attorneys of
color was drawn from a list of women attorneys of color
who registered their interest and willingness to partici-
pate in a survey by going to a Web site hosted by the
Commission on Women and providing contact infor-
mation. The sample of white men, white women, and

men of color was randomly drawn from the ABA’s Mem-
bership Database and restricted to those who had pro-
vided an e-mail address on their membership applica-
tion. Only attorneys who had worked in a private law
firm with at least 25 attorneys were eligible to partici-
pate in the survey.

Production Training
To prepare for data collection and data processing,
NORC developed and conducted three training sessions.
The first involved the NORC staff that processed survey
questionnaires and e-mail that were returned as unde-
liverable. They were trained to investigate the reasons
why the correspondence could not be delivered (e.g.,
incorrect address) and to locate respondents. Survey
materials were sent to respondents who were success-
fully located.

The second training was for NORC staff responsible
for processing completed questionnaires. Topics included
electronically entering the group identification and mode
of receipt (mail, fax, etc.) and assigning a receipt identi-
fication number. The receipt ID number did not link the
completed questionnaire to a specific individual.

In the third training, NORC Computer-Assisted Data
Entry (CADE) specialists were trained to enter data from
the ABA questionnaire into an electronic database. Qual-
ity-assurance procedures were established to ensure the
accuracy of data entry.

Survey Data Collection
Prior to data collection, the ABA Commission on Women
sent an endorsement letter explaining the importance of
the survey to all attorneys in the sample. In October
2004, after the ABA letter was sent, NORC sent attor-
neys an e-mail with the survey as an attachment. Within
a week NORC mailed a business-reply envelope via first-
class mail that contained a letter from the NORC project
director and a hard copy of the questionnaire. After two
weeks, attorneys were sent a reminder e-mail. A month
after the first reminder-e-mail, attorneys received a sec-

APPENDIX B:
 DATA COLLECTION METHODS
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ond reminder-e-mail with the survey questionnaire at-
tached. Three weeks after the second reminder-e-mail,
respondents received a telephone call and an offer to
complete the interview over the telephone. Within a
week of the telephone prompting, attorneys were sent
a second NORC business-reply envelope with a new
letter from the project director, a hard copy of the ques-
tionnaire, and a pencil.

Because a group ID was the only identifier affixed
to written materials, it was impossible to differentiate
between those who had returned a completed ques-
tionnaire and those who had not. Therefore, all eligible
respondents received all prompts in order to increase
the response rate. Respondents who informed NORC
that they had completed the survey, those who consid-
ered themselves ineligible, and those who refused to
participate were excluded from further prompting.

Data Preparation
Quality-control procedures were implemented through-
out the data collection and data preparation phases. As
NORC received and logged completed questionnaires,
the data were recorded in a receipt-control system. Any
information that appeared on private mailers was de-
stroyed immediately to protect the respondent’s iden-
tity. After all questionnaires had been entered into the
receipt-control system, data from each questionnaire
were entered using the Computer-Assisted Data Entry
(CADE) system. Each questionnaire was entered twice,
each time by a different data-entry specialist, for 100
percent verification. A supervisor adjudicated differ-
ences between the first and second entries by referring
to hardcopy questionnaires. Responses to the two open-
ended questions at the end of the survey were scanned
electronically and delivered to the ABA Commission
on Women in password-protected electronic deliver-
ies. The Commission reviewed the pages, had responses
typed electronically, and sent the typed entries back to
NORC without any individual identifiers.

Cleaning the data involved reviewing frequencies
and checking for inconsistencies in the data. NORC
could not retrieve data for missing or incomplete val-
ues because questionnaires could not be traced back
to individual respondents. Out-of-scope cases were
identified during the data-cleaning process; 72 ques-
tionnaires were completed and returned by attorneys
who turned out to be ineligible or out-of-scope (for

example, attorneys who never worked in law firms with
at least 25 attorneys). Verbatim responses from the
open-ended survey questions were presented in sum-
mary form by question and sample type (i.e., women
of color, men of color, white women and white men)
and delivered to NORC for initial analysis.

II. Focus Group Methodology

The focus groups in this study were conducted after
the survey was complete and were intended to be used
as a qualitative tool for gathering in-depth information
about the career experiences and trajectories covered
in the survey, from the perspective of women of color.
Focus groups were restricted to women of color.

Protocol Development
Focus group participants were asked first to describe
their experiences in hiring, development and advance-
ment, and to compare their experiences with those of
their counterparts. Topics included training, work allo-
cation and assignments, salary, mentoring and evalua-
tions of performance. They were asked next to describe
the positive and negative effects of gender and their
specific race on their experiences in law firms and to
compare their experiences with those of white men,
white women and men of color. They were then asked
about training and development opportunities in law
firms and changes that private law firms could make
that would enhance the career success of women of
color in law firms as well as support they received from
family, friends, and professional associations. (The fo-
cus group protocol can be found in Appendix A.)

Facilitator Qualifications and Training
NORC used experienced focus group facilitators with
strong backgrounds in the social sciences and
proficiencies in issues of race and gender based on
academic training and/or personal experience. Facili-
tators attended an in-person training on the protocol
used in the study, which was also attended by NORC
research staff, members of the Research Advisory
Board, and representatives from the ABA Commission
on Women. Facilitators did not have a legal back-
ground, so their training included legal definitions,
common career paths for attorneys, and characteristics
of private law firms. They were also briefed on the
principles and efficacy of focus groups as an explor-



67

atory tool. Facilitators had opportunities to practice ad-
ministering the focus group protocol during the group
training and during individual sessions with NORC pro-
fessional staff and/or members of the Research Advi-
sory Board.

Recruitment of Focus Group Participants
NORC recruited for the focus groups African-Ameri-
can, Hispanic/Latina, Asian-American, Native Ameri-
can, and biracial/multiracial women attorneys who had
worked in private law firms with 25 attorneys or more at
some point in their career after graduating from law
school. Eight to 10 women were recruited for each fo-
cus group, and no more than one respondent from a
firm was invited to attend. Attorneys were recruited from
three sources: the sample of survey respondents, attor-
neys who did not participate in the survey but indicated
their interest in the study through a Web site sponsored
by the ABA Commission on Women, and referrals from
sampled respondents and other legal networks, such as
national and local minority legal associations. NORC
sent potential focus group participants an e-mail letter
tailored to each recruitment source. Attorneys were then
contacted by telephone to conduct an eligibility screen-
ing interview.

Conducting the Focus Groups
Each focus group was held on a weekday evening for
two hours during March and the first week of April 2005.
All groups convened at professional focus group research
facilities. During the first half hour, participants were
offered refreshments and asked to sign a document giv-
ing informed consent for their participation. The facili-
tators then guided participants through the focus group
protocol. When the session ended, participants were of-
fered a $60 honorarium and asked to sign a payment
receipt form.

The first focus group was conducted in Chicago. It
served as a pilot group and was used to refine and im-
prove the administration of the protocol. The research
staff at NORC observed all focus groups from behind a
two-way mirror or via Web-streaming technology that
transmitted the session over the Internet.

Debriefing the Facilitators
Focus group facilitators were debriefed after all focus
groups were completed. They were asked to provide

information that could help in the interpretation of
focus group data and to compare and contrast each
focus group. The debriefing covered group dynam-
ics and interactions among focus group participants,
the accuracy of transcripts, the effectiveness of the
protocol (in terms of length, complexity, and flow),
strengths and weaknesses in the discussion, and par-
ticipants’ reactions to questions about the combined
impact of race and gender on career dynamics.

III. Protection of Human Subjects
Because there are so few women attorneys of color in
medium-sized and large private firms, detailed pro-
cedures to protect participants from being identified
and descriptions of the survey and focus group pro-
tocols were submitted to NORC’s Institutional Review
Board (IRB) and were approved. NORC staff signed
statements confirming that they understood NORC’s
confidentiality and professional ethics, and pledged
to uphold those standards.

The data delivered to the ABA Commission on
Women identified respondents with a group ID only
(one for each race/gender group). A unique case iden-
tifier was assigned to completed questionnaires for
the exclusive purpose of receipt control. This identi-
fier could not be traced back to a respondent’s name
or other personal information. The ABA Commission
on Women did not receive hardcopy questionnaires
except for a page of verbatim responses stripped of
any identifying information.

No one participated in the focus groups without
having first read, understood, and signed an Informed
Consent Form. When Web-streaming technology was
used to enable NORC researchers in Chicago to ob-
serve the focus group, participating attorneys were
briefed on its use and asked for their consent. All ob-
servers signed a non-disclosure agreement with
NORC prior to observing the group.

In conformance with standard practice, all
hardcopy data, including worksheets, CDs and au-
diotapes, were stored in locked file cabinets at NORC
under the direct supervision of the project staff. Ac-
cess to data with identifiers was strictly limited to
project personnel and stored on secure password-pro-
tected computers in locked offices.
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APPENDIX C:
  DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF SURVEY RESPONDENTS

Employment Status

The current employment status of attorneys who responded to the survey is shown in Table A. Most attorneys,
regardless of race/ethnicity or gender, were employed in private law firms of at least 25 attorneys.

Table A: Employment Status of Survey Respondents

Women Men White White
Current Employment Status of color of color Women men

(N=437) (N=132) (N=194) (N=157)

Associate/of counsel, law firm with 25 attorneys or more 41% 23% 19% 20%

Partner/shareholder, law firm with 25 attorneys or more 12% 28% 46% 52%

Associate/of counsel, law firm with fewer than 25 attorneys 4% 7% 3% 3%

Partner/shareholder, law firm with fewer than 25 attorneys 4% 13% 9% 13%

In-house (Corporation) 14% 16% 11% 5%

Government (including DOJ or judicial clerk) 11% 5% 2% 3%

Nonprofit 4% 2% 1% 1%

Employed, no longer practicing law 7% 5% 5% 3%

Unemployed or retired 1% 0% 1% 0%

Not working, raising children 1% 0% 1% 0%

Did not answer 1% 1% 3% 1%

Forty-one percent of women of color in the survey were associates or attorneys of counsel compared to 23%
of men of color, 19% of white women and 20% of white men. Only 12% of women of color were partners or
shareholders compared to 28% of men of color, 46% of white women and 52% of white men.

Twenty-nine percent of women attorneys of color were employed by the government, nonprofit organiza-
tions or were in-house counsel in corporations compared to 23% of men of color, 14% of white women, and 9%
of white men. Less than 1% of attorneys in the survey were home full-time rearing their children; these attorneys
were women.
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Education

Most respondents in the survey went to first- or second-tier law schools. As shown in Table B, 57% of women
attorneys of color graduated from a first-tier law school compared to 46% of men of color, 40% of white women,
and 52% of white men. However, in terms of class rank, white women and white men were nearly twice as likely to
have been in Law Review or the Order of the Coif as women or men attorneys of color. Twenty-five percent of men
attorneys of color were below the 50th percentile in law school compared to 15% of women of color, 6% of white
women and 5% of white men. Few attorneys in the survey worked as a judicial clerk after graduating from law
school, but 23% of women of color, 21% of men of color, 17% of white women and 18% of white men did so.

Table B: Educational Background and Clerkship Experience

Women of color Men of color White women White men

School Rank (N=437) (N=132) (N=194) (N=157)

Tier 1 (top 20) 57% 46% 40% 52%

Tier 2 (21-40) 19% 24% 23% 17%

Tier 3 (41 and below) 11% 10% 9% 13%

Did not answer 13% 20% 28% 18%

Class Rank (N=437) (N=132) (N=194) (N=157)

Law Review/Honors, Order of the Coif 22% 24% 42% 43%

1st quartile (not Law Review/Honors) 16% 16% 26% 28%

2nd quartile (26th-50th percentile) 39% 32% 23% 21%

3rd quartile (51st-75th percentile) 12% 21% 5% 4%

4th quartile (76th-100th percentile) 3% 4% 1% 1%

Did not answer 8% 4% 2% 3%

Worked as Judicial Clerk (N=437) (N=132) (N=194) (N=157)

Yes 23% 21% 17% 18%

No 77% 79% 83% 82%
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Age and Years of Practice

Overall, the women attorneys of color in the survey were younger than their counterparts and had spent fewer
years practicing law. As shown in Table C, 50% of the women of color in the survey were 35 years of age or
younger, as were only 11% of white women and 8% of white men. Half of the white women and white men in the
survey were between 46 and 60 years of age, as were only 11% of women of color.

Table C: Age, Years Since Law School Graduation, and Years of Legal Practice

Women of color Men of color White Women White men

Age (N=437) (N=132) (N=194) (N=157)

35 years or less 50% 21% 11% 8%

36 to 45 years 38% 29% 34% 17%

46 to 60 years 11% 38% 52% 52%

Older than 60 1% 12% 4% 24%

Years Since Law School Graduation (N=437) (N=132) (N=194) (N=157)

10 years or less 63% 33% 23% 15%

11 to 25 years 33% 46% 54% 34%

26 to 45 years 4% 18% 22% 40%

More than 45 years ago <1% 3% <1% 10%

Years Spent Practicing Law (N=437) (N=132) (N=194) (N=157)

10 years or less 71% 40% 28% 18%

11 to 25 years 26% 45% 54% 39%

26 to 45 years 3% 12% 18% 34%

More than 45 years 0% 3% 0% 8%

These age differences are consistent with differences among attorneys in the number of years since law
school graduation and the number of years spent practicing law. Nearly two-thirds of women of color graduated
within the past 10 years, as did only 15% of white men. Half of the white men in the survey graduated from law
school more than 25 years ago, as did only 4% of women of color. White women and men of color had more
similar profiles in terms of years since graduation from law school.

Seventy-one percent of women of color had practiced law for 10 years or less, compared to 40% of men of
color, 28% of white women, and 18% of white men. Just over one-third of white men had practiced law for 26 to
45 years; they were presumably at the peak or end of their careers in law. Only 3% of women attorneys of color
in the survey were at a similar stage in their careers.
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Law Firm Experience and Number of Employers

As shown in Table D, a larger percentage of women of color worked in firms with more than 450 lawyers and in
firms that employed 800 or more attorneys than did their counterparts. Eighty percent of the women attorneys of
color were associates, as were 51% of men of color, 43% of white women, and 27% of white men. Only 10% of
women of color were equity or capital partners or held a leadership position within the firm compared to 62% of
white men, 40% of white women and 38% of men of color.

Table D: Law Firm Experience and Number of Employers

Women Men White White
 of color  of color women men

No. Attorneys Firmwide at Largest Firm (N=437) (N=132) (N=194) (N=157)

25 to 100 19% 33% 21% 28%

101 to 250 17% 22% 26% 26%

251 to 450 18% 21% 24% 17%

451 to 800 22% 12% 15% 16%

More than 800 24% 12% 14% 14%

Highest Rank at Largest Firm (N=437) (N=132) (N=194) (N=157)

Firm or dept. leadership 4% 17% 20% 43%

Equity/capital partner 6% 21% 20% 19%

Associate 81% 51% 43% 27%

All other ranks 5% 10% 16% 11%

Did not answer <1% 2% <1% 0%

Years at Firm, > 25 Attorneys (N=437) (N=132) (N=194) (N=157)

10 years or less 90% 67% 52% 42%

11 to 25 years 9% 26% 41% 39%

26 to 40 years <1% 6% 7% 17%

> 40 years 0% 1% 0% 3%

No. Employers (N=437) (N=132) (N=194) (N=157)

1 to 2 53% 38% 47% 44%

3 to 5 40% 49% 41% 46%

6 or more 7% 14% 11% 10%

Ninety percent of women attorneys of color had spent 10 years or less at a firm of 25 attorneys or more.
Sixty-seven percent of men of color, 52% of white women, and 42% of white men had similarly short tenures.
Just over half of the women attorneys of color had one or two employers. Only 7% of women attorneys of color
had six or more employers, compared to 10% to 14% of the other groups.
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Marital Status and Sexual Orientation

As shown in Table E, most respondents were married or living with a partner, but fewer women of color were
married compared to the other groups. More than one-third of the women attorneys of color had never married
compared to 14% of men attorneys of color, 8% of white women, and 6% of white men. Divorce rates were
also higher among women (8% of women of color and 10% of white women) compared to the men in the
sample (5% of men of color and white men). The majority of all groups in the sample described themselves as
heterosexual.

Table E: Marital Status and Sexual Orientation

Women of color Men of color White women White men

Marital Status (N=437) (N=132) (N=194) (N=157)

Single, never married 35% 14% 8% 6%

Married or living with partner 56% 80% 81% 89%

Divorced or widowed 8% 5% 10% 5%

Did not answer 1% 1% <1% <1%

Sexual Orientation (N=437) (N=132) (N=194) (N=157)

Heterosexual 96% 93% 97% 97%

Gay/lesbian/bi-sexual 3% 4% 2% 3%

Did not answer 1% 3% 1% 0%

Caveats in Interpreting the Data

Two considerations should be taken into account when interpreting the findings in this study. The first pertains
to the sampling strategy used and the other pertains to the demographic profile of survey respondents.

Two different sampling strategies were used in the survey. The sample of men attorneys of color and white
men and women attorneys was a probability sample. The sample of women of color was a non-probability
sample. In a probability sample, every person who could potentially be included in the sample has a known
non-zero probability of inclusion. Sampling error, the degree to which a sample (of lawyers) may differ from
the population (of lawyers), can be computed from a probability sample. Sampling error is usually described
by the phrase “plus or minus.” In non-probability samples, the degree to which the sample differs from the
population remains unknown. Because the sample of women of color was created through a process of self-
selection, the degree to which these survey respondents reflect the characteristics, attitudes, and experiences
of the overall population of women attorneys of color is unknown. If there is a bias in the sample, we would
expect that the women of color who volunteered to participate might have stronger feelings, a greater con-
sciousness of race and/or gender, or, perhaps, more negative experiences than women attorneys of color who
chose not to enroll in the survey. Despite these caveats, this study represents the first attempt to systematically
sample women attorneys of color and to compare their experiences with those of men attorneys of color and
white men and women attorneys.



73

It is also important to note that the women attorneys of color who participated in the survey were younger
than their white counterparts and had spent fewer years practicing law. This may explain in part why a higher
percentage of women of color in the survey were associates compared to white women and men. It also
suggests that there may be “generational” differences in the career experiences of women of color and those
of their white counterparts. The women of color in the survey, for the most part, are in the ascendancy of their
careers and are of childbearing age, in sharp contrast to the majority of white men in the sample, who are at the
peak of their careers or nearing the age of retirement.
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