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VI. The Status of Women

in Leadership in Individual Sectors

Law

As women rise from law students to lawyers, partners and/or judges, they advance their
clients, the legal system, and their law firms. Female attorneys also continue the advancement
of women in fields well beyond law, as they run for political office, direct the operations of large,
mid-size and small businesses and nonprofits, and advance civil rights.
Furthermore, women’s leadership in law firms is good for the
firms’ bottom line. As prominent
companies demand gender
and racial diversity, they will
surely demand it as well of the
law firms that represent them
(O’Brien 2006). Diversification
of leaders in a business also
has shown to improve business
decisions, revenue and strategic
management.1
Overall, women leaders in law
averaged 23.3 percent in 2012.
This chapter details the breakdown of women in public and
private firms and companies, in
state court judgeships, leading

Women leaders in law
averaged 23% in 2012.

law schools, and the American
Bar Association.
Women in Law
In 2012, female law students
decreased to 46.7 percent, a
drop from 50.4 percent in 1993,
49 percent in 2003, 48 percent in
2009, and 47.3 percent in 2010.
As a result, the percent of female
law graduates dropped as well.
This trend suggests that female
law students may decrease
slightly in 2013-2014. The overall
impact of this decline on women’s leadership is unclear.
To date there has been no
significant change in summer
associate positions and in associate positions since 2008. In
2011, women are 45.4 percent of
associates and 47.4 percent of
summer associates (CWP 2011).

“When women are in the

first instance promoted
less often than men to
counsel and then, like
many men in that position,
are also relegated to the
counsel position with limited
prospects for promotion,
the long-term result will be
fewer women in the senior
levels of firms.”

— (NAWL 2011, p. 2-3)

Women in Leadership Roles
Women have remained relatively
stagnate and/or have declined in
some influential areas. According to the National Association of
Women Lawyers (NAWL), equity
partnerships, which have more

1 To illustrate, the Austin Manifesto on Women in Law (adopted by acclamation in 2009 at the Women’s Power summit on Law

and Leadership, and sponsored by the Center for Women in Law at the University of Texas School of Law) is an excellent
example of an organization adopting concrete goals and a timetable for achieving critical mass (CWL 2009). It reads: “We
pledge to identify goals and timetables that are specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, and trackable. We commit to
achieve no less than 30 percent women equity partners, tenured law professors and general counsel by 2015; to achieve no
less than 10 percent equity partners who are women of color by 2020; elect a woman of color as President of ABA and chair
of ACC by 2015; and urge the President to nominate and the senate to confirm women to fill vacancies on the federal bench,
including the U.S. Supreme Court” (CWL 2009).
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35% of law firms have
only one woman
on their governing
committees and 11%
have no women.

Female Enrollment (Percent)
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Another influential role that lacks
significant representation among
women is governing committees
of law firms. In 2011, 35 percent
of all law firms had only one
woman represented, 23 percent
have two or more women, and
11 percent had no women represented (NAWL 2011, p. 15).
While the percentage of women
in equity partnerships and on
governing committees has
decreased, there have been
some very slight gains. Female
general counsels inched up by
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Additionally, women comprise
just five percent of managing
partners, another area where
women have remained stagnate
(NAWL 2011). Yet this type of
position has tremendous influence within a firm, including
recruiting and retention, benefits,
management issues, and the
strategic visioning of the firm.

0%

La
w

economic and political consequences than any type of partnership, have been historically
low among women. In 2012, the
percentage of women equity
partners declined slightly to 15
percent (NAWL 2011, p. 3).
Because equity partners are the
most influential of all law partnerships, this decrease particularly
comprises women.

(ABA 2011; Catalyst 2012; CWP 2011; MCCA 2012)
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one percentage point from 19
percent in 2011. Women general
partners rose slightly to twenty
percent, or 101 women, to claim
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this top legal position in Fortune
500 companies in 2011 (MCCA
2011). This is the highest percentage of women ever to hold
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the position of general counsel,
according to the Minority Corporate Counsel Association. In
fact, there exist more women
general counsels in Fortune 500
companies than in Fortune 5011000 companies.
The percentage of women-ofcolor lawyers has remained
virtually unchanged since 2009,
accounting for approximately

On average, women
of color represent 6%
of all lawyers, but that
more than doubles to
13% at firms with over
700 lawyers.

In leadership, the largest and
smallest firms — those with over
700 lawyers and those with 100
lawyers or fewer — accounted for
similar representation of women
of color as partners, 2.47 percent
and 2.25 percent respectively. At
firms with 101-250 lawyers, that
percent drops to 1.33 percent of
partners (NALP 2012).
The overall representation
among general counsels who
are also women of color has
remained unchanged since
2005, and they continue to be
underrepresented at two percent
(NALP 2011). The exception
to this stagnation is among the
Fortune 500 companies, where
the percent of women of color
increased from 1.8 percent in
2008 to three percent in 2011
(MCCA 2011). There exists a
slightly higher percentage of
women of color in Fortune 500
companies than in Fortune 1000
companies, a similar trend found
among white women.
On average, women hold just
19.20 percent of general counsel positions at Fortune 500
companies and 16.40 percent at
Fortune 501-1000.
Academics
Women’s career progress as academicians and administrators
at law schools follows a similar
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downward trend as the status
and prestige of the positions
rise. However, women have
gained ground overall since
2008. In 2012, women make
up approximately 47 percent of
the students, 40 percent of the
faculty, and 26.4 percent of law
school deans (ABA 2012).

As

25%

six percent of all lawyers (NALP
2011), but 12.8 percent at the
largest firms — those with more
than 700 lawyers. Of associates,
women of color accounted for
8.25 percent at firms with 100
lawyers or fewer (NALP 2012).

De

Female General Counsels
at Fortune 500

(ABA 2012)

At law schools, women
hold 60% of associate
and assistant dean
positions, but only 26%
of dean positions.
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Not surprisingly, women are
overrepresented among the
mid-level positions of associate
and assistant deans. On average, women hold 60 percent of
associate and assistant dean
positions (ABA 2012). This
overrepresentation suggests
that women are performing at
high rates and are somewhat
recognized for their leadership,
yet a barrier still exists for the

24.9%

50.6%
White Women
Women of Color
White Men
Men of Color

12.8%
20.1%

6.4%
White Women
Women of Color
White Men
Men of Color
(ABA 2012)

Associate/Vice Deans by
Gender and Race in 2012
8.2%

40.0%

6.9%

16.4%

Deans by Gender and
Race in 2012
60.3%

On average, women in
state judgeships rose
only 2% over the last
four years (27% in 2008
to 29% in 2012).

(ABA 2012)

highest levels of leadership. This
overrepresentation of women
in middle-level leadership roles
can be seen throughout most
sectors. Both white women and
women of color are underrepresented in the highest leadership
positions. However, there is a
small but positive trend beginning to appear with a 6 percent
gain in women deans in the last
three years versus a 14 percent
rise over the previous 14 years.
While women of color follow

a similar trajectory as white
women, men of color follow a
similar trajectory as white men.
Men of color are approximately
double that of women of color
in the highest leadership positions at law schools, and yet are
underrepresented in middle-level
leadership positions.
The Courts
There has been a one percentage point increase in the last
four years among women judges
in state court judgeships — from
26 percent in 2008 to 27 percent
in 2012 (NAWJ 2012). In the
final appellate courts, women
judges rose by four percentage
points from 29 percent in 2008
to 32 percent in 2012 (NAWJ
2012). In courts of general
jurisdiction, state intermediate
appellate jurisdiction, and limited
and special jurisdiction courts,

Female Judges in State Courts (Percent)
Limited/Special Jurisdictions

11.6%

General Jurisdiction

39.5%

Intermediate Appellate

White Women

2008
2011

Final Appellate

Women of Color
Overall State Courts

White Men
Men of Color
(ABA 2012)
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(NAWJ 2008; NAWJ 2011)
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women as judges rose only two
percent over those same four
years (respectively, 23 to 25
percent, 30 to 32 percent, and
29 to 31 percent (NAWJ 2012).
On average, women comprised
29.4 percent of state judgeships
in 2012.

Overall State Judgeships
on Average
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(NAWJ 2012; NAWJ 2008)

Women in Private Law Firms
In 2012, women held 17 percent of the leadership positions
among the top ten law firms.
Within the top ten firms, one firm
had a female managing partner
— Goodwin, Procter LLP. Not
surprisingly, this firm had a higher
percentage of women than the
overall average (19 percent).

Top 10 Private Law Firms
Gender
of Chair/
Managing
Partner

# Partners # Women %
Partners Women
Partners

M

115

27

23%

Davis Polk & Wardwell M
LLP

158

27

17%

Dechert LLP

M

20

3

15%

Gibson, Dunn &
Crutcher LLP

M

NA

NA

NA

Goodwin Procter LLP W

329

63

19%

Ropes & Gray LLP

M

313

54

17%

Sidely Austin LLP

M

520

106

20%

Skadden, Arps, Slate,
Meagher & Flom LLP

M

415

72

17%

Willkie Farr &
Gallagher LLP

M

155

27

17%

Cooley LLP

M

26

3

11%

Total/Average

1

2,051

382

17%

Bingham McCutchen
LLP

(U.S. News 2012)

other sectors, researchers
discovered that the hiring and
promotion practices were based
on clear performance standards.
It is speculated that Bingham
McCutchen, LLP has objective,
performance-based promotional
practices.

There was also a relationship
with the total number of partners
and the number of females.
Larger firms tended to have a
higher percent of female partners, except for the Bingham
McCutchen, LLP. This firm
had the highest percentage of
women partners under a male
chair or managing partner. When
this trend was found among

Salaries and Earnings
Women experienced a relatively
significant salary decrease in
recent years. In 2011, women
attorneys earned 87 percent of
male salaries (BLS 2012), down
from 93.5 percent on average in
2010 (NAWL 2011, p. 18-19).2

Weekly Salaries of Lawyers by Gender: 2001 - 2011
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Women
(BLS 2011; BLS 2012)

2 In comparing the 2011 salaries to the 2001 salaries, women have begun to close the pay gap by 18 percentage points over

the last decade (BLS 2002).
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While female associates have
begun to close the pay gap since
2001, the gap has widened
among female partners. Women
equity partners earn 86 percent
of what men earn, or $70,000
less. In addition to salaries, one
study found that women associates also receive smaller bonuses than their male counterparts.
This was found across all practice areas (NAWL 2011, p. 9).
Leadership in the American
Bar Association
As in any profession, law has a
governing body that establishes
standards for the profession —
the American Bar Association
(ABA) — and understanding
women’s leadership in law requires analyzing the composition
of that governing body. Women
average approximately 26 percent of the leadership roles within
the ABA.

Women's Weekly Salary as Percent of Men's
100%
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(BLS 2001; BLS 2011)

ABA Leadership 2012-2013
Leadership Position

Total # Leaders # Women

% Women

Presidents

3

1

33%

Board of Governors

38

11

28%

House Delegate Chairs

16

3

18%

ABA Officers

7

2

28%

Total/Average

64

17

26%

(ABA 2012b)

Women represent
26% of American Bar
Association leadership
roles.
Recommendations for
Closing the Leadership
Gap
Areas of Future Action
Managing partners should
improve their awareness
of latent stereotypes and
combat attitudes leading to
the “glass ceiling” and the
“maternal wall.” Firms should
help the top-ranked attorneys
Benchmarking Women’s Leadership in the United States
University of Denver – Colorado Women’s College

understand that women,
including mothers, can be just
as competitive, powerful and
willing to meet the strenuous
demands of the legal sector
as their male colleagues with
children. Additionally, women
of color are most likely to
experience stereotypes that
limit workplace advancement
(Bagati 2008, p. 5).
Firms employing diversity
efforts should track progress
and ensure that supervisors
and staff receive effective
training. Partners, particularly managing and equity
partners, should ensure their
firms are accountable for their
advertised diversity efforts
(Bagati 2008).

Firms should improve
women’s access to support networks, especially for
women with young children.
Retaining talented women
by helping them balance the
demands of work and family
benefits firms (Bagati 2008).
Firms should provide better
mentoring opportunities for
women, especially for women
of color. With so few female
partners to serve as role
models, firms may need to
take extra steps to achieve
this. One way to achieve this
is for firms to include women,
particularly women of color,
in formal and informal professional networks (Bagati
2008).
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Firms, particularly small- to
medium-sized firms, should
ensure flexible yet predictable workplace structures
and establish clear criteria
and priorities for merit increases and promotions.
For example, explore basing
compensation on factors
such as leadership and business development activities,
as well as billable hours.

Areas of Future Research
The demographic composition of equity and managing
partners should continue to
be monitored and tracked.
The representation among
women in these more economically and politically powerful positions has declined
since 2008.

Data tracking for women of
color continues to lack in all
sectors, and in particular,
law. It is essential for women
to self-report demographic
information. Researchers
should not presume a race
based on name, skin color or
other seemingly apparent, yet
flawed, attributes.

Qualitative data on the merit
and promotional practices of
law firms would inform new
retention and recruitment
practices. Effective merit and
promotional practices are
greatly needed in law and in
most, if not all, other sectors.

A case study analysis should
be conducted on Bingham
McCutchen, LLP and on
small- and medium-sized
firms with the highest percent
of female partners to learn
from their best promotional
practices.

Managing partners should set
concrete goals in retaining
and promoting women and
track the progress of the firm.
For models, it may be helpful
to look at the annual report
provided by the American
Bar Association that tracks
women in leadership within
their organization.
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