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A noTe from The ChAir

In the groundbreak-
ing study Visible 
Invisibility: Women of 

Color in Law Firms, the 
American Bar Association 
Commission on Women 
in the Profession analyzed 
the challenges that women 
of color in private practice 
face, including demeaning 
comments or harassment; a 
lack of networking oppor-
tunities; denial of assign-

ments; a lack of access to billable hours; limited client 
development opportunities; unfair performance evalua-
tions; and lower compensation. Not surprisingly, these and 
other barriers have impacted the retention and advance-
ment of women of color, particularly into the partnership 
ranks of the nation’s major law firms. 

According to the National Association for Law 
Placement (NALP), minorities hold only 5.4 percent of 
law firm partner positions among the ranks of the nation’s 
major law firms.* The numbers are even more disturb-
ing for minority women, who hold only 1.5 percent of 
partner positions. These statistics are troubling and reveal 
that law firms have a long road to travel before achieving 
equality within the workplace.

 In 1999, the general counsel of approximately 500 
major corporations affirmed the essential need for diver-
sity in the workplace by acting as signatories to Diversity 
in the Workplace—A Statement of Principle. In 2004, seeing a 
need for a more aggressive statement, Roderick Palmore, 
then Executive Vice President and General Counsel of 
Sara Lee Corporation, published a Call to Action: Diversity 
in the Legal Profession, which sets forth consequences for 
law firms pertaining to corporate expectations related 

to law firm diversity. The general counsel of more than 
120 major corporations have signed the Call to Action and 
pledged a willingness to enforce that commitment with 
consequences both positive and negative. While we com-
mend these and other corporate initiatives, it is clear that 
law firms need to accelerate and intensify their efforts. 

 So what can a firm do to further develop its commit-
ment to diversity? This publication offers strategies that 
law firms can and should implement to improve diversity 
within the workplace. It also provides insightful advice 
from 28 women of color who have reached the partner-
ship ranks of their law firms despite the barriers standing 
in their way. While individual journeys may differ, their 
counsel and insight are invaluable. Taken together, we 
hope the initial study and this publication will educate 
and inspire new and renewed efforts.

There is no one solution for eradicating barriers with-
in law firms; neither is there one formula for establish-
ing a truly open and diverse profession, but the strategies 
outlined are a starting point. This conversation is not over, 
but we hope this publication, shared with you and others 
in your workplace, will move all to act with conviction 
for meaningful change.

Pamela J. Roberts
Chair
Commission on Women in the Profession

* Analysis done by NALP from demographic informa-
tion collected for its 2007-2008 NALP Directory of Legal 
Employers.
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from Visible inVisibiliTy To Visibly suCCessful:
SucceSS StrategieS for Law firmS and  
women of coLor in Law firmS

F rom Visible Invisibility to Visibly Successful: Success 
Strategies for Law Firms and Women of Color in 
Law Firms is the follow-up publication to Visible 

Invisibility: Women of Color in Law Firms (2006), the 
groundbreaking national study by the ABA Commission 
on Women in the Profession that discusses the intersec-
tion of race and gender and its impact on women of color 
in law firms. This report on success strategies for law firms 
and women of color is the result of information, insights, 
and advice gathered from 28 women of color partners 
in national law firms and an examination of law firm 
practices that contributed to their success. Each of the 
28 accomplished women of color who contributed to 
this report experienced diverse journeys and shared their 
varying perspectives on how they embarked on careers in 
law firms, their positive and challenging experiences in 
law firms, the leadership roles they assumed in changing 
law firms, and the personal strategies they employed to be 
successful in law firms in spite of being “the first” or “the 
only” woman of color in their different firms. 

The interviews and analyses identified two categories 
of strategies that need to occur simultaneously in order 
for law firms to achieve sustained success with women 
of color: 1) institutional changes in the way law firms 
are run, and 2) the empowerment of individual women 
of color to build the support, skills, resources, and power 
to succeed in spite of the barriers that currently exist in 
law firms.

Success Strategies for Law Firms
Grow and sustain active outreach to women of col-1. 
or through the firm’s recruiting efforts.
Develop concrete measurement tools through which 2. 
progress can be tracked, analyzed, and measured. 
Develop various channels throughout the firm in 3. 
which inclusive formal and informal networking 
can occur, and connect the networking activities to 
foster greater dialogue between persons of varied 
backgrounds, ethnicities, and races. 

Develop quantitative measures for tracking and 4. 
analyzing the flow of work within all the practice 
groups in the firm, and hold leaders of practice 
groups accountable for ensuring that work is dis-
tributed in an equitable and unbiased way. 
Create general categories of skills and knowledge 5. 
that younger lawyers can use to monitor their own 
success. 
Build systems of self-advocacy into the attorney 6. 
evaluation processes, and ensure that attorneys who 
are evaluating other attorneys are trained to evaluate 
in an open, effective, and unbiased manner. 
Integrate business development skills-building into 7. 
all areas of an attorney’s development in the firm.
Develop a succession-planning strategy for the 8. 
firm that integrates the inclusion of senior associ-
ates and junior partners in key firm management 
committees.
Create an effective Diversity Committee or similar 9. 
leadership structure by ensuring meaningful partici- 
pation by firm leadership, clear strategic planning 
around diversity issues, and adequate resources to 
effectively execute the clear strategies. 

Success Strategies for Women of Color  
in Law Firms

1. “Believe in yourself, and do not let anyone shake 
 your belief in yourself.” 

2. “Give excellence. Get success.” 
3. “If you can’t find mentors, you have to make 

 mentors.” 
4. “It takes a village to raise a lawyer.” 
5. “Network, network, network.” 
6. “It’s all about that book [of business].” 
7. “Take care of yourself.” 
8 “Show up. Speak up.” 

highlighTs
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from Visible inVisibiliTy To Visibly suCCessful:
SucceSS StrategieS for Law firmS and  

women of coLor in Law firmS

I. Introduction and Methodology

Visible Invisibility: Women of Color in Law Firms, the 
groundbreaking national study by the ABA Commission 
on Women in the Profession that discusses the intersec-
tion of race and gender and its impact on women of 
color in law firms, revealed some startling realities about 
the experiences of women of color:

49% of women of color reported having been sub-•	
jected to demeaning comments or other types of 
harassment while working at a private law firm 
(compared with only 2% of white men reporting 
the same experiences).
62% of women of color reported being exclud-•	
ed from both informal and formal networking 
opportunities (compared with only 4% of white 
men reporting the same exclusion).
49% of women of color reported being informally •	
mentored by white men (as compared to 74% of 
white men who reported being mentored by other 
white men).
44% of women of color reported being passed •	
over for desirable work assignments (compared 
with only 2% of white men reporting the same 
experiences).
31% of women of color reported getting at least •	
one unfair performance evaluation (less than 1% of 
white men reported ever having received an unfair 
performance evaluation).

These and other disparities identified in the experi-
ences of women of color in law firms as compared to 
their white male counterparts allow us to better under-
stand why women of color have a nearly 100% attrition 
rate from law firms at the end of eight years. The statis-
tics are disturbing, and they reveal the distance that law 
firms have yet to travel in ensuring equal opportunity 
for all talented lawyers who enter this important sector 
of the legal profession. 

Following the publication of Visible Invisibility, and 
with the aspiration of making the invisible visible, the 
Commission on Women examined the insights of women 

of color who have succeeded in entering the partnership 
ranks of national law firms, in spite of the statistics that 
predicted their failure and the barriers that challenged 
them much of the way. This report on success strate-
gies for law firms and women of color is the result of 
that effort and has been developed through information, 
insights, and advice gathered from women of color part-
ners in national law firms and an examination of law firm 
practices that contributed to their success. 

The research methodology for this qualitative study 
of success strategies included: 1) 19 confidential, semi-
structured, one-on-one interviews with women of 
color partners in national law firms;1 2) a qualitative 
scan of policies, programs, and strategies that firms are 
undertaking to increase their overall recruitment, reten-
tion, and advancement of racial/ethnic minorities and 
women; and 3) confidential informal dialogues with 
nine women of color partners in national law firms who 
were specifically solicited for their feedback on the suc-
cess strategies outlined in this report.2

The above interviews and analyses identified two cat-
egories of strategies that need to occur simultaneously 
in order for law firms to achieve sustained success with 
women of color: 1) the implementation of institutional 
changes in the way law firms are run, and 2) the pro-
vision of resources and support sufficient to empower 
individual women of color to develop the skills and net-
work to succeed in spite of the barriers that currently 
exist in law firms.

1. Of the 19 initial interviewees, 9 were African American, 7 were 
Asian Americans, and 3 were Hispanic. Two of the interviewees had 
practiced for less than 10 years, 4 had practiced between 11-15 years, 
5 had practiced between 16-20 years, and 8 had practiced for over 20 
years. One of the interviewees was in a smaller law firm while 18 were 
in large national law firms.

2. Of the 9 follow-up interviewees, 3 were African American, 2 
were Asian Americans, 1 was Native American, and 3 were Hispanic. 
One of the interviewees had practiced for less than 10 years, 4 had 
practiced between 11-15 years, 3 had practiced between 16-20 years, 
and 1 had practiced for over 20 years.
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II. Perspectives and Identification of Issues 
by Women of Color in Large Law Firms

The 28 women of color partners who participated in the 
initial and follow-up component of this study were spe-
cifically identified because of their longevity and promi-
nence in law firms, their experience with diversity efforts 
in their firms and professional organizations, and their 
willingness to contribute their time and voices to this 
project. The confidential interviews provided an oppor-
tunity for these women to share their unique journeys 

and to offer their insights 
into the decision-making 
processes that led them to 
pursue a legal career and 
the personal strategies 
they employed to gain 
and sustain success in law 
firms. The interviewees 
also were asked to com-
ment on best practices 
within law firms with 
regard to the hiring and 
retention of lawyers of 
color, particularly women 
of color. 

These accomplished 
women experienced div-
erse journeys. They share, 
however, remarkable simi-
larities, especially in regard 
to their personal resolve 
to be successful, their cre-
ativity and resilience in 
overcoming obstacles, and 
their unwavering faith in 
themselves. 

Education 
The 28 women of color—all trailblazers in the legal 
profession—had varied educational experiences leading 
into law school. Some attended grade and high schools 
where the student body was primarily composed of 
minority students; others attended schools where no 
one looked like them. Some women experienced dif-
ferent demographics when their families moved from 
one region of the country to another. 

 While some of the interviewees knew at a relatively 
early age that they wanted to pursue a career in law, oth-
ers were drawn to the law later in life by the reputation 
and stature of the profession. One woman commented 
on how she was drawn to being a lawyer: “I didn’t go 
to college wondering what I was going to do; I knew I 
was going to be a lawyer.” Another woman noted that 
the legal profession was a tool for getting the decision-

making power she sought: “So when I went to college . . . I 
did not say ‘I want to be a lawyer’; I said, ‘I want to be a 
professional; I want to be a decision maker.’” 

The majority of the interviewees had neither lawyers 
in their families nor access to lawyers who could serve 
as role models in their early life experiences. Few had 
parents who had been professionals, and only one had a 
parent who was a lawyer. That said, they drew inspiration 
and strength from their families, but they constructed 
careers out of their desires to expand beyond the realities 
they saw around them. As one woman reflected:

I relied much more on my creativity to craft my career 
than I did evidence of what was actually around me. 
All of the women in my family were hardworking. 
They were strong. But none were professionals. I 
wanted to be hardworking like the women I knew, 
strong like them. But I also wanted to be a profes-
sional.  And they told me I could, so I did.

Once their desires and creativities got them into law 
school, the academic achievements of the women also 
varied. Some of the interviewees were able to get the 
information they needed to focus their academic jour-
neys through ad hoc mentors and participation in vari-
ous incarnations of the Council of Legal Education 
Opportunities3 (CLEO) program available at the time 
they began their law school careers. Others struggled to 
figure it out on their own. Several of the interviewees 
followed the route traditionally ascribed to partners in 
large law firms: attendance at top law schools, superior 
academic performance, participation on law reviews, and 
a career progression beginning as a summer associate in 
a firm where their ultimate career would be made. Most, 
however, reported a “more scenic” progression through 
their law school experience. Without mentors to help 
them focus on the right strategies or clarify their pri-
orities, most of the women did not have an opportu-
nity to learn the “unwritten rules” until well into their 
law school experiences, sometimes after their grades had 
already suffered. One woman summarized her “clueless-
ness about the little things” by reflecting:

No one told me that there were good outlines 
already floating around the law school. I had no 
idea. I made my own outlines from scratch, and they 
were horrible. By the time I realized I had to be 
plugged in with the white students to get the good 
outlines, it was already the end of my second year. 

3. The Council of Legal Education Opportunities has held work-
shops and institutes for disadvantaged students entering law schools 
since 1968. They have evolved over the years from a volunteer-run 
organization to non-profit project officially housed in the ABA’s Fund 
for Justice and Education. See www.abanet.org/cleo.

“I relied much more on 
my creativity to craft  
my career than I did  
evidence of what was 
actually around me. 
All of the women in 
my family were hard-
working. They were 
strong. But none were 
professionals. I wanted 
to be hardworking like 
the women I knew, 
strong like them. But  
I also wanted to be  
a professional. And 
they told me I could, 
so I did.”
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I also didn’t know anything about law firms. The 
whole interviewing thing was like a foreign lan-
guage. I didn’t have an interpreter. When I went to 
the placement office, the woman just looked at me 
and suggested that I interview in the public sector.

Early Career Positioning
For those women able to navigate the law school pro-
cess from the outset, their careers followed the classic 
pattern of early entrance into large law firm culture 
through a summer associate program after their second 
year of law school. Others participated in judicial clerk-
ships, accepted government positions, or took positions 
with small firms or legal service providers. A few select-
ed their first legal position as a result of considerations 
such as the location of family or boyfriends. Others, as 
a result of somewhat mediocre grades and degrees from 
less than prestigious law schools, initially struggled to 
find career opportunities. No matter where they started, 
they shared the commonality of being committed to 
succeeding. As one woman stated, “I didn’t see any job 
as too small or too big. I wasn’t necessarily happy with 
where I initially was, but I knew I was going to be good. 
I stayed focused on that.”

Once positioned in their first jobs, the interviewees 
were exposed to a variety of firm cultures. Typically, they 
were in firms that had very few women and even fewer 
lawyers of color. Access to mentors, sponsors, or cham-
pions was limited. Many of the women realized early in 
their careers that they were not going to be “adopted” 
by partner mentors the same way they saw their peers 
being mentored. Nonetheless, the thread of “making 
mentors” where none existed was woven through many 
of the women’s experiences, especially in their realiza-
tion that they needed to reach across to the white male 
partners in order for their careers to be successful. One 
woman recalled that “my life learning lesson . . . is that 
you really need mentors across races.” 

As the interviewees settled into their careers, their 
experiences varied widely. The interviewees who were 
litigators generally appeared to know immediately that 
this was their path within the profession and pursued it 
in their first law firm position. Others who developed 
transactional practices seemed less inclined initially, but 
grew into the area of practice they ultimately pursued—
sometimes following a mentor, sometimes a client, and 
sometimes their own substantive interests. One intervie-
wee noted: “Because mentoring and the work that you 
get go hand in hand in law firms, I wasn’t sure at first if 
I was interested in the kind of work that my mentor did, 
but he wanted to see me succeed, and when I thought 
about the opportunities he would give me, that practice 
area just started looking better and better.” 

Most of the interviewees worked in a number or 
organizations or firms over the course of their careers. 

The movement across these entities was motivated by 
factors such as logical career evolution, bad experienc-
es within firms, and changes in life course situations. 
As the interviewees cultivated client relationships and 
developed business, some were pursued or courted by 
their future employers. 

Most of the women in this study recounted various 
degrees of negative experiences in their firms. Sometimes 
the negative experiences were general workplace issues 
that drove them to look for work environments where 
they would have greater control over their lives. One 
woman contacted a headhunter because she realized that 
the first firm in which she had taken a job was a bad fit 
for her: “I didn’t see myself staying at that firm because 
people were billing an average of 2,200 hours, and that 
was considered a slacker, and I knew I wasn’t going to sell 
my soul to that . . . and, I liked to spend time with my 
baby, and I heard about other firms with different reputa-
tions, so I contacted a headhunter.” 

Other times, the negative experiences were more 
specific to their trailblazing journeys as the first female 
partner of color or the first partner of color in their firms. 
For example, few of the large firms had either diversity 
committees or dedicated personnel whose efforts were 
focused on diversity concerns. With no organizational 
focus on diversity, these 
pioneers experienced high 
levels of stress and dissatis-
faction with their careers, 
causing them to question 
whether they really were 
enjoying their careers in 
the law. Their dissatisfaction 
arose from difficulties with 
colleagues, encounters with 
both gender and racial ste-
reotypes, problems with developing a book of business, 
and hurdles in gaining recognition and credit for the 
work they did. One woman became so stressed that she 
developed physical symptoms, resulting in her physi-
cian’s recommendation that she take a leave of absence:

I took two months off. I literally just slept the first 
week. The second week, I started losing weight. I 
had gained 35 pounds since I had started at that 
firm. I started working out, taking yoga, and I was 
really happy. Then, it occurred to me . . . I don’t have 
to go back. So, I didn’t. I worked with a headhunter 
to find a firm that really worked for me, and I’m 
happy and successful.
 
Another woman laughed as she described her fourth 

year as an associate:
I was doing some environmental work and focusing 
on all these definitions of toxicity and waste. Air 

“[M]y life learning  
lesson . . . is that you 
really need mentors 
across races.” 
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pollution . . . water pollution . . . noise pollution . . . 
and one day, I walked into the firm and decided that 
people pollution was also a form of toxicity, and I 
was in a toxic environment. I stayed at that firm for 
another two years, but I had a better attitude about 
it once I decided that I was going to leave sooner 
rather than later.

Diversity Committees
Just as many of the women “made” their own mentors, 
they either initiated or became involved in “making” 
change in their firms as well. “As I grew up and matured, 
it made sense that my firm needed to grow up too,” said 
one woman, “so I started the Diversity Committee. For 
about two years, there were, like, three people on the 

committee. But now, it’s 
thriving.” Many of the 
interviewees helped to 
create the diversity com-
mittees in their firms or 
have participated active-
ly in these committees, 
often in leadership roles. 
While the goal of these 
committees is simi-
lar across law firms, the 
interviewees expressed a 
wide divergence in their 
actual operation. Some 
felt that, after a flurry 
of activity, the commit-
tee within their firm 
often became stagnant 
and ineffective; others 
felt that the committees 
within their firms were 
functioning well but not 
doing all that they could 
be doing. Many of the 
interviewees indicated 
that with respect to 
work-life balance—e.g., 
parental leave, part-time 
positions—their firms 
had established some 

successful policies. 
Interviewees cited a number of factors that are essen-

tial elements of a successful diversity committee. These 
included, with regard to structure, the investment and par-
ticipation of a managing partner and periodic assistance 
from outside consultants to help set agendas and devel-
op plans with benchmarks. In addition, the interviewees 
commented that the assignment of permanent, commit-
ted staff devoted to diversity issues was critical to ensure 
that attorneys, particularly attorneys of color, who were 

growing or maintaining a practice had the administrative 
support needed. As one woman commented: “You can say 
that’s a policy, but what happens on the implementation is 
what you’ve got to watch out for.” Administrative support 
was necessary both for the successful implementation of a 
firm’s diversity efforts and the alleviation of pressures from 
the women of color to 
whom the diversity efforts 
were important. Another 
woman observed that 
although the firm ben-
efited greatly from her 
efforts on diversity, her 
compensation did not 
reflect her work on the 
issue: “I spend all year on 
this, and they are touting 
our efforts to our clients 
and such, and at the end 
of the year, I hear that 
they are disappointed by 
my hours. I realized then 
that I couldn’t do this at 
the expense of my career.”

Some interviewees commented that unless there was 
a deep, firmwide commitment to diversity, a diversity 
committee was not likely to produce tangible results. 
For instance, a situation where an individual is identified 
and asked to undertake the responsibility of a diversity 
officer as an add-on to other firm responsibilities might 
not result in an effective outcome. One lawyer stated 
that at her firm, a white male partner was identified as 
the Diversity Partner, with the logic that if he became 
passionate about the plan, others would follow by the 
example he set. One women of color stated, “It can’t just 
be the issue of the women of color or the men of color 
or the women. Everybody’s got to have a stake in the 
outcome, and that was the key focus of it.” 

The interviewees expressed concern that diversity 
committees have been more successful in their recruit-
ing efforts and less successful in their retention efforts. 
The interviewees also observed that retention, although a 
critical concern in diversity, was a challenge impacting all 
associates. One woman remarked that the sheer number 
of opportunities in the marketplace was a major cause of 
attrition of associates at her firm: “Ten years ago, if you 
treated people badly, what choice did they have? Now, 
there are firms doing good things, and the associates have 
choices. If we don’t meet their needs, they will go else-
where.” Another woman commented that the younger 
generation generally expects that diversity be a key com-
ponent of a good workplace: “. . . the people that are just 
out of law school now, people that are first and second 
years, I think they see the world differently. I think they 
do expect more inclusion . . . they expect more diversity 

“I was doing some  
environmental work 
and focusing on all 
these definitions of 
toxicity and waste.  
Air pollution . . . water 
pollution . . . noise 
pollution . . . and one 
day, I walked into the 
firm and decided  
that people pollution 
was also a form of 
toxicity, and I was in  
a toxic environment.  
I stayed at that firm 
for another two years, 
but I had a better 
attitude about it once 
I decided that I was 
going to leave sooner 
rather than later.”

“It can’t just be 
the issue of the 
women of color or 
the men of color 
or the women. 
Everybody’s got 
to have a stake in 
the outcome, and 
that was the key 
focus of it.” 
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. . . they expect more in general.” Many interviewees noted 
that younger lawyers of color had a different set of expec-
tations about inclusion based on their life experiences. 
These expectations, combined with the continued lack 
of mentoring and the increased number of opportunities 
in the marketplace, made retention of women of color a 
particularly challenging issue for law firms, according to 
several interviewees.

The reluctance of law 
firms to serve as lead-
ers on diversity efforts 
was also identified as a 
potential weakness. As 
one interviewee noted: 
“Law firms and man-
agement are not very 
creative, and they are 
afraid to do things that 
other people have not 
done. I think it really 
affects diversity pro-
grams, because no one 
is significantly creative.” 
Another lawyer echoed 
these sentiments: 

The reason why it’s 
easy to sell a scholar-
ship fund is because 

other firms are doing it, and that’s all you have to 
say: “Well, so and so has done it and this is why you 
should do it.” Now, if you were to sell a program 
that no one else has ever done, it’s like pulling teeth 
and nobody has the time to do it. . . .

Notwithstanding their frustrations with diversity pro-
grams, many of the respondents reported personal sat-
isfaction from their efforts to make the path easier for 
women of color who followed in their footsteps. One 
partner noted that “it was very natural for me to get 
involved and stay involved with this issue because it is a 
part of my life to change what I see around me to make 
it better for others. It is a part of what makes my career 
satisfying as a whole.”

Mentoring 
Mentoring was identified as both a critical element of 
retention and a very complex concept. The interviewees 
agreed that mentoring needed to be hands-on, assertive, 
and aggressive. There was also relative agreement that 
mentors should be positioned to provide advice, access to 
good clients and assignments, and situated in the sphere 

of influence within the firm. Capturing the essence of the 
concept while distinguishing a mentor from a sponsor, 
one interviewee noted: “I can be a mentor, but I can’t be 
a significant sponsor, because I don’t have the power that 
I’m perceived to have within the context of the firm.” 
One key way in which mentors can make a major differ-
ence is through the assignment process—helping wom-
en of color obtain important client work in which they  
are trusted to do the job. In describing what the  
lawyers in her first firm did to mentor her, one inter- 
viewee commented: 

They did really good things in terms of assignments, 
but also in terms of constructive criticism and 
allowing you to develop. Because a lot of what hap-
pens to lawyers of color in particular is, you make a 
mistake and you’re not allowed to learn from it and 
move on.

According to several of the women, mentoring was 
also instrumental to the development of a client base—a 
factor more critical to the 
success and mobility of a law-
yer than the number of bill-
able hours one generates. A 
good mentoring relationship 
creates an entry for the men-
tee into key networks, both 
internally within the firm 
and externally in key indus-
try circles. One woman stated 
that “who introduces you to 
the right people is as critical 
as getting in front of the right 
people. People are busy. They 
will take a phone call from 
you or go to lunch with you if you say the right name.”

The respondents agreed that ensuring a good fit between 
the mentor and mentee is more critical than pairing rela-
tionships along racial lines. One interviewee reflected: “I 
think you need mentors across racial lines and . . . I think 
you need both . . . . As a person of color, no matter how 
much anyone empathizes with you, unless they’ve been 
through it, it’s kind of hard to understand the dynamic of 
what it is you feel and experience.” Concurring, another 
lawyer noted: “I think we ought to be their informal 
ones, but they ought to have a formal one who’s some-
body else. And they need to get out of that notion of 
thinking the only mentors they can have are [of their 
same race.]” 

“[T]he people that 
are just out of  
law school now, 
people that are 
first and second 
years, I think they 
see the world  
differently. I think 
they do expect 
more inclusion . . . 
they expect more 
diversity . . . they 
expect more  
in general.” 

A good mentoring 
relationship creates 
an entry for the  
mentee into key  
networks, both  
internally within the 
firm and externally in 
key industry circles. 
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III. Success Strategies for Law Firms

Based on the statistics in the Visible Invisibility report and 
the insights provided by the women of color interviewed 
for this study, law firms need to change these key areas of 
their organizational structures and cultures:

1. Grow and sustain active outreach to women of 
color through the firm’s recruiting efforts.

Firms should participate in job fairs and develop •	
relationships with minority student organiza-
tions. They should consider offering positions to 
students after their first year of law school and 
partner with law schools to develop programs that 
address the intricacies of constructing resumes 
and understanding the practice of law and law 
firm culture.
Law firms should integrate into their recruiting •	
strategies the recognition that young lawyers of 
color have different expectations with regard to 
inclusion (such as broader definitions of diver-
sity, more comprehensive diversity policies and 
programs, and efforts that focus specifically on 
work allocation, mentoring, and professional 
development) from the generation that preceded 
them, and that young lawyers generally have dif-
ferent expectations with regard to their career 
trajectories.

2. Develop concrete measurement tools through 
which progress can be tracked, analyzed, and 
measured. Women of color often reported how dif-
ficult it was for them to illustrate to the firms that there 
were impediments to their ability to succeed, because 
firms did not maintain data in a consistent way that 
allowed them to see the points at which women of 
color were not being included in the opportunities 
available within the firm.

Track how many women of color are hired into •	
the firm and how many are leaving by practice 
area, seniority, office (if you have multiple offices), 
and other criteria that are specifically relevant to 
your firm.
Recognize the value of maintaining good rela-•	
tionships with young lawyers who leave the firm, 
regardless of their reason for doing so. The associ-
ate of today may be the client or referral source 
of tomorrow. Part of that effort should be to assist 
young lawyers who wish to leave the firm in find-
ing a position that is best suited to them.
Implement an effective exit interview strategy •	
where you can gather candid information about 
why people are leaving the firm and where they 
are going.

3. Develop various channels throughout the firm 
in which inclusive formal and informal net-
working can occur, and connect the network-
ing activities to foster greater dialogue between 
persons of varied backgrounds, ethnicities, and 
races. Although many women of color had formal 
mentors assigned to them through formal mentoring 
programs, they felt that the more effective mentor-
ing occurred in the informal mentoring where part-
ners developed meaningful relationships with associ-
ates, invested in the associates’ success, and eventually 
sponsored the associates when promotion decisions 
came up. Women of color often felt that white men 
were uncomfortable around them and, therefore, did 
not reach out to mentor them in this critical way.

Create opportunities for the firm leadership to com-•	
municate consistently to partners the importance 
of mentoring in an inclusive way that offers real 
opportunities to all lawyers hired into the firm.
Implement confidential upward review processes •	
so that associates can evaluate the ways in which 
they feel they are being effectively or ineffectively 
mentored. To strengthen the impact of the upward 
review process, a portion of partner compensation 
should be linked to effectiveness ratings that part-
ners receive from associates.
Create frequent opportunities (group lunches, •	
practice group breakfasts, CLE sessions, etc.) where 
people can talk about their practices, client devel-
opment activities, bar activities, etc., with each 
other. The more opportunities people of diverse 
backgrounds have to interact with women of color 
and the work they are doing, the sooner they will 
naturally lose some of their discomfort at the per-
ceived differences.
Integrate seniority-specific opportunities for •	
women of color lawyers to shadow, liaise, and work 
with more senior lawyers. For example, assign 
junior lawyers to a client pitch team to conduct 
background research on the industry, the company, 
and the lawyers in the target legal department. Also, 
consider assigning income partners and even senior 
associates to liaison roles on key firm committees, 
such as the management/executive committees, 
compensation committees, policy committees, etc.
Create active affinity groups as support mecha-•	
nisms within a firm. They serve a purpose by rec-
ognizing that not all people of color experience 
the same issues.

4. Develop quantitative measures for tracking 
and analyzing the flow of work within all the 
practice groups in the firm, and hold leaders 
of practice groups accountable for ensuring 
that work is distributed in an equitable and 
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unbiased way. Women of color consistently cited 
the quantity and quality of work to which they had 
access as one of the primary factors influencing their 
decisions to stay at particular firms or to look for 
opportunity elsewhere.

Develop clear measurement tools to track how •	
work is being distributed within various sectors 
of the law firm. These metrics will be especially 
effective if they measure specific data points, such 
as the comparison of how women of color’s quar-
terly hours compare with everyone’s else’s hours; 
the analysis of how many women of color are 
working on key clients for the firm; the analysis 
of how many women of color are included in cli-
ent pitches and are given meaningful roles in the 
work that results from those pitches; and the com-
parison of the utilization rates of women of color 
with the utilization rates of their peers.
Create a role for the Diversity Committee or a •	
partner in the firm to track the above statistics on 
a monthly or quarterly basis to identify and correct 
emerging issues with associates at an early stage.
Create accountability mechanisms by which prac-•	
tice group leaders are responsible for monitoring 
and correcting work-flow imbalances within prac-
tice groups.

5. Create general categories of skills and knowl-
edge that younger lawyers can use to moni-
tor their own success. Women of color frequently 
expressed frustration with the lack of transparency in 
regard to expectations, evaluations, and promotion 
decisions, which hindered their ability to identify best 
practices and strategies for their own careers. The lack 
of transparency also was cited as a barrier to women 
of color comparing their advancement in law firms to 
the advancement of their peers.

Develop and communicate “core competencies” for •	
the various seniority levels and practice areas with-
in the law firm, including specific expectations for 
partnership selection. For example, the core compe-
tencies for a junior associate in a real estate practice 
group will differ from the core competencies for a 
senior associate in securities litigation. Although it is 
challenging for law firms to create these sets of core 
competencies and expectations, the level of trans-
parency that this process will engender will lead to 
much greater retention of women of color.
Create consistent opportunities within the firm •	
(panel discussions, small group lunches, etc.) for 
associates to have conversations with partners and 
firm leaders on what the firm expects from them, 
what the firm expects from associates generally, 
how promotion decisions are made, and how the 
partnership election process works.

There should be intervention structures in place •	
to identify and address problems experienced by 
young lawyers earlier in their career trajectory rath-
er than at the point of the partnership decision.

6. Build systems of self-advocacy into the attorney 
evaluation processes and ensure that attorneys 
who are evaluating other attorneys are trained 
to do so in an open, effective, and unbiased 
manner. Many women of color reported that they 
felt their performance evaluations were unfair for two 
core reasons: 1) they felt that they did not receive the 
feedback in the course of working with someone 
even when they rigorously sought that feedback, and 
2) they did not feel that they had a voice in advocat-
ing for themselves when no one was advocating on 
their behalf.

Develop a self-evaluation system for all associates •	
through which they can communicate to the firm 
their perspectives regarding their annual objectives, 
what actions they took to accomplish those objec-
tives, what challenges they faced in accomplishing 
their objectives, and other such self-advocacy items 
that allow the younger lawyers to have a meaning-
ful voice in their evaluation process.
Develop and implement a leadership development •	
curriculum within the firm that focuses on teach-
ing younger lawyers key communication, conflict 
resolution, team management, and other such skills 
in addition to the legal skills that they are already 
required to master. 

7. Integrate business development skills-building 
into all areas of an attorney’s development in 
the firm.

Involve younger associates on pitch teams and stra-•	
tegically plan for greater involvement and commu-
nication with clients early in an associate’s career. 
Integrate business development skills into all for-•	
mal training programs.
Create specific client development training work-•	
shops for senior associates who need to hone those 
skills in preparation for partnership.
Invest in business development coaches who can •	
work with individuals on a more extensive basis 
during their senior associate and junior partner-
ship years to build better networks and translate 
contacts into clients.
Identify clients who share the firm’s commitment •	
to diversity, and find ways to partner with those 
clients to create greater visibility and exposure to 
the women of color within your firm.

8. Develop a succession planning strategy for 
the firm that integrates the inclusion of senior 
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associates and junior partners in key firm 
committees.

Assign an associate and/or junior partner liaison to •	
the management/executive committee (or a sub-
committee of that committee) to introduce and 
develop firm management and leadership skills to 
younger lawyers.
Identify leadership and management skill sets that •	
are necessary for firm leaders and develop work-
shops for younger lawyers to introduce these skills 
to them at a younger age.

9. Create an effective Diversity Committee or 
similar leadership structure by ensuring mean-
ingful participation by firm leadership, clear 
strategic planning around diversity issues, and 
adequate resources to effectively execute the 
clear strategies. Women of color generally reported 
positive feelings toward the existence of Diversity 
Committees in their firms, but they often felt that the 
committees were not well supported by the leader-
ship of the firm and that they did not have a clear 
strategic direction through which they could make 
sustainable changes.

Create and maintain a visible and working role on •	
the Diversity Committee for one or two key firm 
leaders, and ensure that the Diversity Committee 
has representation from diverse groups within the 
firm but is not comprised only of diverse lawyers.
Develop and follow a detailed strategic plan for the •	
Diversity Committee’s efforts and communicate 
the successes of the Diversity Committee to the 
whole firm on a regular basis. These plans should 
be reviewed regularly. This includes investment in 
administrative support and in funding for a diversi-
ty officer whose full-time responsibility is to move 
the Committee’s efforts forward.
Create an external advisory board comprising lead-•	
ers from the community, academics, and/or clients 
to whom the firm will report on its diversity efforts 
on a quarterly or semi-annual basis. The external 
accountability can both demonstrate a solid com-
mitment to real action and create new sources of 
ideas and support for the firm’s efforts.
Create compensation systems that recognize con-•	
tributions to the firm’s diversity efforts.

IV. Success Strategies for Women of Color 
in Law Firms

If law firms diligently developed, executed, and sustained 
the success strategies outlined in the previous section, they 
would be creating an environment in which women of 
color could thrive. The success of women of color, how-
ever, cannot be purely dependent on or delayed by the 

progress that law firms need to make. Women of color need 
to take charge of their own careers, and they need to navi-
gate strategically to maximize their own success in spite of 
the challenges and barriers that they currently face.

The following success strategies for women of color 
in law firms are a synthesis of the perspectives, insights, 
and advice shared by the 
women of color partners 
who contributed their 
voices to this study.

1. “Believe in your-
self, and do not let 
anyone shake your 
belief in yourself.” 
In reflecting on their 
paths to success, many 
of the women of color 
partners talked about 
a pivotal incident 
or two where their 
faith in themselves 
was severely tested. 
In many cases, their 
confidence was tested 
by something which 
had a taint of racial 
or gender bias to it. 
“You look around and 
you don’t see people 
who look like you in 
the partnership, and 
then you deal with a 
bad situation where 
people are question-
ing your merit, your 
worth, and there is a moment where you wonder, for 
real, if you are good enough to make it. That’s the 
moment where you cannot let their answer be your 
answer,” stated one partner who said that her choice 
to stay in a law firm after a particularly challenging 
incident gave her strength to push forward from that 
day on. “I just never looked back after that. I figured if 
that’s the best they have to give, I can do this because 
I’m still stronger than anything negative they can 
throw my way.”

2. “Give excellence. Get success.” Several of the inter-
viewees talked about the need for excellence as a build-
ing block for success. Many noted that excellence was 
a prerequisite for success for all lawyers in law firms, 
but it was especially critical for women of color to be 
seen, first and foremost, as excellent lawyers. One part-
ner noted that excellence in the practice of law can 
mean the difference between being a “woman of color 

“You look around 
and you don’t  
see people who 
look like you in 
the partnership, 
and then you  
deal with a bad 
situation where 
people are ques-
tioning your merit, 
your worth, and 
there is a moment 
where you won-
der, for real, if  
you are good 
enough to make 
it. That’s the 
moment where 
you cannot let  
their answer be 
your answer.”
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lawyer” and “a lawyer who happens to be a woman 
of color.” Her advice to younger women of color in 
her firm is to “focus on excellence always” because 
women of color “don’t get the same margin of error or 
second chances” that white men may be granted. 

3. “If you can’t find mentors, you have to make 
mentors.” One experience that most of the women 
of color partners in this study shared is that they sought 
out and pursued senior lawyers to be their mentors 
even though they saw that many of the senior lawyers 

were reaching out to 
young white men and 
ignoring the women of 
color. As one partner 
stated: “Yes, it’s unfair. I 
had to work a lot hard-
er to get mentors than 
the white guys. But I 
didn’t take it personally. 
I wanted to be success-
ful, and I was going to 
be successful. And if the 
mentor didn’t come to 
me, I went to the men-
tor.” Another partner 
focused on the need 
to have several men-
tors: “It’s unrealistic to 

think that any one mentor can take care of you. I 
always tried to have lots of mentors, and I had to be 
thoughtful about it. I figured out what I needed, and 
I identified people who could help me get what I 
needed, and I asked. Okay, sometimes I harassed, but 
I got my mentors. And, by the way, many of them 
were white men. You have to be open enough to be 
mentored by white men. If you go to them, they will 
usually be there, but they are probably scared to come 
to you first.”

4. “It takes a village to 
raise a lawyer.” Many 
of the women of color 
partners talked about the 
various ways in which 
they built support sys-
tems outside of their law 
firms to compensate for 

the lack of support systems within. The support sys-
tems were often a combination of informal women 
of color networking groups, minority bar associations, 
family, and friends. Almost all of the partners talked 
about the importance of women of color realizing 
that doing it alone was unrealistic and not an ingredi-
ent for success. As one partner said: “Women of color 

have to admit that we have issues asking for help. We 
think that it’s weak [to ask for help]. That’s crazy. You 
can’t do this by yourself.  You have to have help. And 
lots of it. You have to have help taking care of your kids, 
your house, and those incidentals of life, like picking 
up dry-cleaning, that can throw off your whole day. 
You have to have help in meeting the right people so 
you can network. You have to have help becoming a 
good lawyer. You have to have help in getting clients. 
And you have to ask for it. If it’s hard for you to ask 
for help, practice asking with friends and family first. 
Then reach out to people in minority bars. And even-
tually work up to the white men in your firm. If you 
don’t get help, you won’t succeed.”

5. “Network, network, network.” Women of color 
partners frequently cited that their ability to create 
and deepen relationships with a broad range of people 
helped them overcome many of the barriers that they 
faced because they had someone to whom they could 
turn for information, advice, resources, or another 
job if they were looking to make an exit. They also 
advised that women of color proactively had to create 
these relationships. One partner reflected on her own 
experiences of starting off as a shy woman who didn’t 
like to network: “When I was a younger lawyer, I 
didn’t realize how critical networking was. I thought 
it would be enough to put my head down, do my 
work, do it well, and voila, success would come. I’m 
quite shy. I hate networking. As I started getting more 
senior, I realized that I didn’t have the same access 
as people who could network. So, I decided to start 
networking like it was homework, a part of my job. I 
would set goals of meeting one new person a week, 
following up with one contact for lunch a week, and 
so on. Pretty soon, I was networking. I had a net-
work, but I don’t see myself as a schmoozer, you know. 
When my firm really screwed me on comp one year, 
I had another offer after three phone calls. When my 
firm found out, they realized what they had in me, 
and they did right by me.”

6. “It’s all about that book [of business].” Recognizing 
the reality that portable business is the key to suc-
cess in any law firm today, many of the women cited 
the need for women of color to focus on strategi-
cally building their books of business. One woman 
discussed how she hired a coach for herself because 
the firm did not have adequate training on business 
development: “I really did see it as an investment in 
myself and my career. The coach helped me figure out 
how to network in a more targeted way specifically 
to make business contacts, and she and I had a weekly 
conference call to go over what I had done that week 
to stay on track. It kept me focused.”

“You have to  
be open enough 
to be mentored  
by white men.  
If you go to  
them, they will 
usually be there, 
but they are  
probably scared  
to come to  
you first.”

‘If you don’t get 
help, you won’t  
succeed.”
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it’s only for five minutes, but you have to show up,” 
stated one partner. Another partner took this advice 
further: “When you are at events, talk. Speak up. Walk 
up to people and talk. Talk about the weather, about 
anything. People pay attention to people who speak 
up. And if you speak up in the 
little ways, people will also lis-
ten when you need to speak 
up on the big things. The first 
time you open your mouth 
can’t be when you have a 
problem with something.”  

V. Looking Ahead: Success Strategies for 
Women of Color in Law Firms

In order to transform the careers of women of color 
in law firms from visibly invisible to visibly successful, 
law firms have to first understand the specific issues fac-
ing women of color, and then address these issues in 
partnership with the women of color in their work-
force. This report has outlined various strategies through 
which law firms can lay the foundations for women of 
color to have successful law firm careers and for women 
of color to ensure that they succeed. With consistent 
commitment and strategic action, the attrition statistics 
of women of color in law firms can be reversed, and the 
reversal of these statistics not only ensures true opportu-
nity for all lawyers in law firms, but also will make law 
firms stronger and more competitive in an increasingly 
global marketplace where diversity is a critical component 
for sustained success.

7. “Take care of yourself.” “It’s a marathon, not a 
sprint,” said one partner, adding, “You have to take 
care of yourself physically, mentally, spiritually, and 
everything in between. Success in law firms is one 
part intellect and four parts stamina.” Navigating the 

challenges of isolation, racial and gen-
der bias, and many other barriers in 
the workplace can take a physical and 
mental toll on women of color. This 
toll is especially critical to recognize 
and resolve because practicing law in a 
law firm is, in and of itself, an activity of 
high stress. Self-care was stated by sev-

eral of the women of color partners as a key strategy 
in setting up a successful legal career: “It sounds crazy, 
but the first thing I tell young women of color who 
come into the firm is to stay on schedule with annual 
physical checkups, get flu shots every November, have 
one physical activity that you do at least four times a 
week, get monthly massages, and have a therapist on 
standby. Go ahead and laugh, but in addition to my 
legal skills, it’s this stuff that keeps me on my toes. 
They know not to mess with me because I’m ready 
to fight the long fight.”

8. “Show up. Speak up.” Due to increasingly busy 
schedules, a lot of social events get skipped accord-
ing to some of the women of color partners. “That 
is a big mistake. You have to show up. Out of sight, 
out of mind. You have to be visible to the people 
in your firm. Yes, you are tired. You are cranky.  You 
want to go home. But you have to show up. Maybe 
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