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Women attending law school 40 years ago could count on 

making up less than a third of their entire law school class, 

being mistaken as the secretary or court recorder, and not 

being taken seriously. 

Fast forward to 2012: women comprise half of law school 

classes and are hired at an equal rate as men for entry-level 

positions, especially at large firms. But a new series of chal-

lenges lurk for women entering as associates. 

Today, there are plenty of different fields for young lawyers 

to enter, whether in government or nonprofit, as corporate 

counsel or law clerk. While not every law student will have 

the opportunity to join a top 200 law firm, many do take the 

route. But for women, it’s not getting in the door that proves 

a sticking point, but progressing past an associate level.

In 2010, Chicago topped the National Law Review’s list 

for law schools sending the most graduates to top 200 law 

firms – firms where women hold over half the non-partner 

track roles. 

 “The younger generation of women interview for jobs, and 

Young female lawyers are now 
on near-equal footing with their 

fellow male law school graduates, 
but partner and partner-track 
positions still remain elusive.
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at the entry level in every position that I’m aware of, there’s either no 

discrimination, very little, or no visible discrimination,” observes Lau-

rel Bellows, president-elect of the American Bar Association and prin-

cipal at Bellows Law Group. “Women are hired pretty much equally 

with men. So of course they think that the equal opportunity is there.”

But it’s not that simple.

As of 2010, women accounted for only 36 percent of the 86,657 

practicing lawyers in Illinois, according to James Grogan, deputy ad-

ministrator and chief counsel at the Illinois Attorney Registrations and 

Disciplinary Commission. 

A 2011 survey by the National Association of Women Lawyers 

(NAWL) found that in the largest firms, only 15 percent of women are 

in equity partnership roles, and only 35 percent of law firms in the sur-

vey indicated that there was a least one woman on the highest govern-

ing committee. Even more troubling, the survey revealed that women 

were, for the first time, represented in 

decreasing numbers at large firms, and 

filling more positions like staff attor-

neys, counsel and fixed-income equity 

partners: routes with no way to achieve 

partner status. The complicated struc-

tures with multiple tiers of partnership 

and promotion mean that somewhere 

in the process, women are getting left 

behind. 

“If I could pick two factors to help 

women progress, I’d have to pick ob-

taining strong sponsors and focus-

ing efforts on business development,” 

said Stephanie Scharf, president of 

The NAWL Foundation and partner at 

Schoeman, Updike, Kaufman & Scharf 

in Chicago. Ms. Scharf founded the 

NAWL Annual Survey of Retention and 

Promotion of Women in Law Firms in 2006 to examine why wom-

en were not progressing in and subsequently leaving top 200 firms. 

“Women need to have senior level lawyers who have an impact within 

the firm – senior level sponsors – to move them along into progres-

sively higher levels.”

Up-and-coming female lawyers need to pay attention to business 

costs, bringing in clients and expanding their business network from 

their first day, Ms. Scharf adds.  

“Women lawyers, even at the partner level, are frustrated with the 

dynamics of business development within the firm and they often need 

help with training and coaching in firm structures that impede junior 

people from getting credit for business development,” says Ms. Scharf.  

The NAWL study indicated that women partners received less credit 

than their male counterparts when it came to business development. 

And only 16 percent of partners bringing in at least $500,000 in busi-

ness for a firm were women.

The BoTTom Line
With a 45-year career as and one of the first women to crack into 

the big Chicago firms, Sheli Z. Rosenberg frames the problem as not 

just an equality issue, but also an economic one.

“Women are spending a lot of time getting trained and becom-

ing really proficient in their skills,” Ms. Rosenberg says. “Then they 

leave the big firms, and that is a huge economic loss for the en-

tity. For the women, they’re leaving in large measure because those 

firms haven’t figured out how to permit a schedule that really allows 

a woman for some balance because she has a family. The first thing 

that we need to do is change this from a ‘woman’s problem’ to a 

‘business problem.’” 

The problem itself is a complex one with no direct solution, but 

reframing the issue around business seems to be one that most 

women agree is crucial to making the change.  With half the gradu-

ating law school classes now made up of women, law firms have to 

strike the balance between training and retaining women.

And it’s not just retraining firms 

to look at their investment in wom-

en, but also helping women to un-

derstand their value in the firm and 

their crucial role of bringing in new 

business. Law is as much about the 

technical side as it is about creating 

an expansive network and finding 

clients; because the economy par-

ticularly hurt the larger firms, which 

saw a loss of 10,000 jobs in 2009 and 

2010, business development has be-

come increasingly more important.  

“Firms need to sponsor mentoring 

programs for associates so that they 

acquire the knowledge, skills and 

tools necessary to be successful and 

develop leadership skills that will 

accelerate advancement within the 

firms,” says Ms. Bellows. “There are numerous leadership programs 

available, including the Women in Law Leadership Academy, pre-

sented by the American Bar Association Commission on Women.” 

Sponsors and mentors at law firms can help women better un-

derstand their role in business development by assisting them with 

their client interactions and building relationships to expand their 

role in the business side of law.  

Entering the top law firms is certainly no easy feat, but neither 

is moving up the ranks. While it’s not simply business develop-

ment that holds women back, it may be a solution that lights the 

fire under firms to rethink how they promote women, and a way for 

women to position their relevance within the firm.  

“What firms are struggling with, from their point of view, is how 

to retain talented people,” says Ms. Scharf.  “Half the law school 

graduates today are women. The firms certainly do not want to be 

in the position of excising half the top people who come in their 

doors.  Firms understand and are struggling with what they can do, 

and what they should do, to retain a greater number and a greater 

diversity of people than they’ve been able to in the past.” n
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“Women spend a lot of 
time getting trained...Then 
they leave, and that is a 
huge economic loss for the 
entity. We need to change 
this from a ‘woman’s 
problem’ to a ‘business 
problem.’” 
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