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SUMMARY OF KEY FINDINGS 
In recent years the legal profession in England and Wales has become increasingly diverse.  The percentage 
of female solicitors has grown tenfold since 1984: Law Society annual statistics reveal that in 2008-9 women 
made up 46% of solicitors on the Roll and 60% of admissions to the Roll, while the Bar Council reports that 
34% of barristers in 2009 and 52% of those called to the Bar in 2008-9 were women.  There has been a 
similar sharp increase in the proportion of Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) lawyers; for instance the numbers 
of BME solicitors with a practising certificate rose by 243.7 % between 1996 and 2006, and in 2008-9 BME 
individuals made up 13% of solicitors on the Roll, 24% of admissions to the Roll and 16% of barristers. 

When this process of diversification of the professionôs supply side began, it was assumed that female and 
BME lawyers would progress according to their individual merit. However other statistics demonstrate that the 
profession is segmented and stratified on gendered, raced and classed lines, suggesting that the 
opportunities available to young lawyers are not equally distributed. An extensive body of academic and 
policy based literature underlines the statistical picture of persistent structural inequalities within the 
profession across a range of indicators, from pay to status; in addition there is some evidence to suggest that 
women and BME lawyers leave the profession in disproportionately high numbers.  Research also indicates 
that white graduates from higher socio-economic groups are over-represented in large City firms and at the 
Bar, while BME women from lower socio-economic groups are concentrated in small High Street practices.   

However, despite this strong evidence of inequalities in terms, conditions and rewards associated with 

gender, race and ethnicity and, especially, the interaction between these different forms of identity, there is 

less consensus about their causes. Different career trajectories may have been the result of individual 

choices, such as a desire to undertake legal aid work, or personal circumstances, or the availability of 

opportunities in an individualôs first choice field, or a combination of these factors.  Insight into the ways in 

which these factors drive career paths, thereby fleshing out the picture of labour market segmentation 

revealed by the statistics, requires in depth exploration.  The Legal Services Board (LSB) therefore 

commissioned the present qualitative study of female and BME professionals, at a variety of career stages 

including pre-entry, in a range of specialisms and sectors, and in several locations, to investigate the reasons 

for these practitionersô career patterns.  

The Study 
While our respondentsô accounts of their experiences points to regional, organisational and sectoral variations 

in the professionôs practices and processes, they also indicated that there are significant commonalities.  

Overall they suggest that, despite important advances towards greater openness and diversity, the profession 

is nevertheless perceived as inherently masculine in character in the sense of its working patterns and 

general culture, and, further, characterised by (possibly unwitting) biases against non-white professionals and 

those drawn from lower socio-economic groups. 

In order to explore the reasons for our respondentsô career choices, and the extent to which they were the 

product of the professionôs culture, structure and institutions, we interviewed seventy-seven lawyers, would-

be lawyers and former lawyers along with five diversity managers and an additional non-lawyer and non-

diversity manager stakeholder.  Our interviews were either conducted face to face (individual or small group 

interviews) or via telephone.  The majority of respondents were drawn from the North of England and from 

London.  

The main themes revealed by our data analysis, include:  

¶ the fragmentation of the profession and consequent nuanced nature of respondentsô experiences;  

¶ the legacy of the professionôs white, male elitist origins and the significance of cultural stereotypes;  

¶ the importance for career success of personal relations/ bonding and socialising;  

¶ the long hoursô culture and emphasis on commitment (rarely defined);  

¶ the lack of transparency of some key procedures and practices in some organisations. 

Formal and Informal Processes, Barriers and Incentives 
The data suggests that as a result of the preference of employers for the graduates of óoldô universities, 

sections of society are filtered out of the profession.  In addition, a number of female and BME respondents 

gave accounts of job interviews in which the interviewer, instead of focusing on their technical ability, had 

asked inappropriate questions based on assumptions about their ethnicity, gender and background.   
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Despite the adoption by many employers of formal bureaucratic processes, the experiences of women and 

BME lawyers suggest that these are often by-passed.  As a result, a frequent complaint was that work was 

allocated unfairly, thereby fostering the careers of some at the expense of others. Similarly, several solicitor 

respondents had found their firmsô procedures and criteria for promotion to be opaque.   

Women lawyers spoke of the difficulties flowing from working patterns based on male models of working, 

which therefore entailed very long hours.  They also complained that flexible working patterns are either not 

permitted, or damage future promotion prospects.  

The Culture of the Profession 
Our data suggested that the major obstacle to diversity is the professionôs informal culture and in particular 

the key significance of personal relationships. This is exemplified by the informal mentoring which was 

reported as characterising most respondentsô workplaces, and the fact that in practice this meant that 

powerful senior figures (generally white men) tended to foster the careers of young white men.  The 

importance of networking outside the firm was also viewed as problematic by many respondents since, again, 

it generally involved engaging in predominantly male activities which were also numerically dominated by 

white men.   

Relatedly, the data suggested that racial stereotyping remains pervasive, especially in the North of England.  

Similarly, while there was widespread agreement that women were now more likely to be able to work part-

time, and also progress to partnership, the resilience of a culture of ópresenteeismô and of sexist practices 

were seen as major problems.  One of the persistent themes was the difficulty experienced by members of 

minoritised groups in being recognised at all, as either candidates for promotion, or even, on occasions, 

authentic members of the profession.  The accounts of our respondents reflect a widespread view that those 

with power to allocate rewards and status therefore did not need deliberately to discriminate, since the 

possibility that, for example, women with children, Black solicitors or Asian women could achieve significant 

status on the basis of merit frequently did not appear to occur to them.  Linked to this was the perception that 

career progression depended on self promotion to powerful figures and networks within the organisation, and 

that this tended to be easier for white males. 

However, our respondents generally accepted that changes had taken place and were continuing so to do.  

This was partly reflected in the adoption of formal processes designed to encourage diversity which would 

have been unthinkable fifteen years ago, and also in the increase in the numbers of pioneering women and 

BME lawyers in a few key posts.   

Diversity Initiatives: Good Practice, Strengths and Limitations 
It is clear that some organisations have given considerable thought as to how to attract and retain well 

qualified, diverse professionals.  The resulting initiatives are, of course, to be welcomed: the establishment of 

diversity officers and/or partners; greater emphasis on pre-University outreach; diversity work placement and 

law student mentoring schemes; formal in-house mentoring of new professionals and the establishment of 

diversity networks in conjunction with the institution of clear and transparent promotion processes are all 

important, positive developments. However, it should be remembered that, firstly, such initiatives are largely 

confined to large corporate law firms, and, secondly, they are in general only designed to reach a small 

number of individuals.  They are neither intended, nor likely, to produce significant change to the culture of 

the profession. The failure of such schemes to address professional culture is a major weakness given that 

many commentators and the evidence of this report indicate that this is the major cause of the barriers BME 

and female lawyers face in their careers. In fact respondents reported that these developments and the 

diversity discourse in general appeared to provoke overt hostility from some sections of the profession, and 

some of our respondents were also negative or cynical about them, describing them as tokenistic and/or 

patronising, ineffective and primarily about generating good PR for the firms. 

Respondent solicitors in large firms (and frequently in smaller firms too) also generally considered that there 

was little willingness to reflect on and change the dominant culture of the legal workplace, in terms, for 

instance, of current constructions of commitment (open ended availability) and merit.  The data suggested 

that both of these key concepts are subject to cultural biases.  Finally, women barristers commented on the 

difficulties posed by their self-employed status which meant that few diversity initiatives were of benefit to 

them.  
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Career Strategies and Choices 
Encountering formal and informal barriers, and perceptions of difference and óothernessô, represented key 

formative experiences for many of our respondents. They told us that they feel they have had to work harder 

and give greater signs of their commitment than their white counterparts and, generally, continually to 

reassert their value. They reported being viewed through the prism of negative cultural stereotypes, and 

some have had to deal with the challenges posed as a result of being the ópioneersô in an environment that 

they have, at times, experienced as unaccommodating and sometimes even hostile.  

Our research also documents the resourcefulness and inventiveness of our respondents and provides 

evidence of the numerous strategies they have deployed to overcome barriers, improve their circumstances 

and turn their difference to their competitive advantage. These strategies are articulated on a continuum that 

range from assimilation to withdrawal through attempts to óplay the gameô or reform the system from within. 

Different strategies often interact and coexist with each other in a fluid assemblage, as individuals experiment 

with different responses according to their career progression stage and changing circumstances. 

Conclusions and Proposals for Addressing the Challenges Identified 
Following a review of academic, policy and professional press literatures and in light of our empirical findings, 
we have the following proposals for improving diversity within the legal labour market.  These are aimed at 
both employer organisations and regulators. Given the interplay between the various problems identified by 
our respondents, we would urge that these proposals be considered as part of a co-ordinated package and, 
where possible, underpinned by regulation.  
 

¶ supporting outreach programmes;  

¶ undertaking an equality impact assessment prior to introducing any reform of the qualification 
process;  

¶ offering bursaries for the Legal Practice Course (LPC) and Bar Professional Training Course (BPTC) 
stages and for trainees and pupil barristers;  

¶ requiring the disclosure, and monitoring, of diversity data within firms and across specialisms; 

¶ encouraging the development of formal support networks and mentoring schemes and supporting 
role models;  

¶ encouraging flexible working for both women and men, and ensuring work allocation and promotion 
procedures are transparent; 

¶ providing diversity training.   

Outreach Programmes 

Legal profession pre-employment outreach initiatives are explicitly designed to overcome many of the 

challenges faced by aspiring lawyers from ónon-traditionalô backgrounds. There are a number of excellent 

schemes already in place and these should be encouraged, as should new initiatives.  

Reform of Qualification Pathway and Training Contract and Financial Support  

Several respondents spoke of the importance of óopening upô the profession to talented individuals from less 

wealthy socio-economic backgrounds; this would also entail encouraging the profession to examine their 

current equation of merit with a 2:1 from an óoldô university. Other respondents commented on the barrier 

posed by the current training contract and pupillage systems; evidently the cost of training adversely affects 

aspiring lawyers from lower socio-economic and some BME groups as well as mature students who must 

self-fund through university and training. Some advocated a new system with quotas and bursaries co-

ordinated by the Law Society and Bar Council. The Legal Service Commissionôs (LSC) Training Contract 

Grants Scheme has offered a model for this sort of scheme and should be revived.  Another suggestion was 

for the development of alternative systems of competence based training and qualification, echoing some of 

the principles behind the Solicitor Regulation Authority (SRA) recent work based learning pilot and the 

development of the LPC 3.   

Disclosing and Monitoring Diversity Data  

An extensive range of studies underline the importance of having reliable data and statistics on diversity at 

the workplace level. However, both the legal profession press and academic studies indicate that monitoring 

equality and diversity within organisations tends to be variable and too often lacking in substance. One 

solution would be to place an obligation on frontline regulators to publish aggregated diversity data for each 

branch of the legal profession for which they are responsible. This could be incorporated into the annual 

statistical reports already produced by both the Law Society and Bar Council.  If these reports were to be 

supplemented by the diversity figures for individual practices/ chambers, or for generic types of organisation 
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and/or large organisations, such information would help frontline regulators and other stakeholders to identify 

óproblemô areas, while also providing potential recruits and clients with access to diversity information. Such 

an initiative would be congruent with the diversity transparency policy followed in other areas of the English 

and Welsh legal labour market (for instance the Crown Prosecution Service).   

Our respondents also noted the importance of monitoring and linked this to the increasing popularity of 

league tables on good employment practice and diversity management.  Several also spoke of the benefits 

resulting from the public sector procurement process, in view of this sectorôs commitment to diversity. The 

Law Society seeks to support demand side pressure on the profession for diversity through its Diversity and 

Inclusion Charter.  This initiative includes a model diversity questionnaire that purchasers of legal services 

can use to collect diversity information from any law firms tendering to provide legal services.  It should be 

noted however that some commentators with expertise in diversity view this initiative, and the business case 

for diversity model in general, as ineffective and unlikely to produce the sort of cultural change required.  

Formal Mentoring, Role Models and Networks 

The significance of informal mentoring for reproducing gendered and raced segmentation and segregation 

featured strongly in our respondentsô accounts.  We recommend therefore that firms and chambers should 

adopt formal mentoring schemes in order to counter these informal mechanisms which tend to privilege some 

groups at the expense of others. Such schemes should be supported by regulation or formal procedures 

including mechanisms to monitor their efficacy. Several respondents, particularly those in the North where 

there are few senior barristers and partners in large commercial law firms who are BME and/or female, 

favoured such schemes and also spoke of the importance of visible, senior role models for BME groups and 

women.  

Flexible Working/Structural Reforms  

More willingness to experiment with flexible working patterns was a recommendation made by many 

respondents, particularly white and BME females. Our data suggests that firms appear to have been willing to 

adopt flexible working strategies when work was scarce during the recession as a way of avoiding 

redundancies; maintaining these arrangements once the recession is over would be beneficial. These 

arrangements might include career breaks, sabbaticals, longer periods of unpaid leave over summer months 

and four day weeks.  Many (generally female) respondents had been required to work overtime on a regular 

basis.  As a result a popular recommendation was a reduction in working hours/targets and some referred to 

the need to enforce the working-time directive. Several cautioned that such moves to encourage firms to 

promote positively alternative working patterns should also include recommendations that such working 

patterns should not be equated with lesser commitment and, hence, removal from the career track. 

Diversity Training 

Our final proposal for consideration related to raising the diversity agenda more broadly, through education 

and training.  This should take place at several career points including the LLB and LPC and BPTC stages (in 

order to raise the awareness of both those who will have to struggle with the professionôs barriers and of 

future leaders of the profession) and for qualified lawyers (as CPD).  Thought could also be given to the 

regulatorsô requiring it of current senior partners/ line managers.  

Conclusion  
In summary, our respondents' accounts vividly exemplified the cultural practices which indirectly discriminate 

against the non normative professional and constrain individual choices. The existence of this evidence is 

fundamental to bringing about cultural change.  An extensive quantitative study into discrimination in the legal 

profession has just been completed for the Law Society of Upper Canada, with the objective of improving its 

diversity.  We would recommend that in order to strengthen the evidence to the English and Welsh 

profession, the present study should be supplemented by a quantitative survey of barriers and individual 

choices in the legal profession.  
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1. BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY  
 

1.1 Context 
In recent years the legal profession in England and Wales has become increasingly diverse.

1
  The 

percentage of female solicitors has grown tenfold since 1984 
2
  and Law Society annual statistics reveal that 

in 2008-9 women made up 46% of solicitors on the Roll,
3
 60% of admissions to the Roll,

4
 while the Bar 

Council report that at the end of 2009 34% of employed and self-employed barristers, and 52% of those 
called to the Bar in 2008-9 were women.

5
  There has also been a similar sharp increase in the proportion of 

Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) lawyers;
6
 for instance the numbers of BME solicitors with a practising 

certificate rose by 243.7 % between 1996 and 2006, and in 2008-9 BME individuals made up 13% of 
solicitors on the Roll,

7
 24% of admissions to the Roll

8
 and 16% of barristers.

9
   

When this process of diversification of the professionôs supply side began, it was assumed that female and 
BME lawyers would progress according to their individual merit.

10
 However other statistics reveal a profession 

which is segmented and stratified on gendered, raced and classed lines, suggesting that the opportunities 
available to young lawyers are not equally distributed and confounding this ótrickle upô theory. An extensive 
body of academic and policy based literature underlines the statistical picture of persistent structural 
inequalities within the profession across a range of indicators, including differentials in the pay and status of 
female and BME lawyers.

11
   Thus the steady increases in the numbers of women and BME solicitors and 

barristers have not translated into proportionate representation at the senior levels of either branch of the 
profession.

12
   In addition there is some evidence to suggest that women and BME lawyers leave the 

profession in disproportionately high numbers.
13

  Research also indicates that white graduates from higher 
socio-economic groups are over-represented in large City firms, while BME women from lower socio-

                                                      
1
 We recognise of course that there are many dimensions of diversity including age, sexuality and disability; however,  the 

relative paucity of statistical information on these together with the limited scope of this study has obliged us to restrict our 

focus to gender, ethnicity and, to a lesser extent, class. 
2 

Law Society, 1987 at page 6; Law Society, 2009 at page 9. 
3 

Law Society, 2009 at page 9. 
4 

Law Society, 2009 at page 46. 
5
 As at the end of 2009 there were 12,241 self-employed barristers in England and Wales and 3,029 members of the 

employed Bar.  The figures for call to the Bar are for 2008-2009.  11% of QCs are women. For 2009 statistics see: 

http://www.barcouncil.org.uk/about/statistics/. 
6 
We recognise that this blanket term for non-white lawyers is problematic and masks significant variations between 

different ethnic groups, as our research revealed. The ethnic breakdown (where known) for BME solicitors with practising 

certificates as of 31st July 2009 was: African-Caribbean 775; Asian 6,859; Chinese 1,251; African 1,247; óother ethnic 

originô  2,066; White European 89,718; the remainder of unknown ethnicity (Law Society, 2009 at page 10). 
7 

The figure is 11.4% of all solicitors on the Roll regardless of whether ethnicity is known. Law Society, 2009 at page 10 

for details. 
8
 See Law Society, 2009 page 51 for details.  

9
 The General Council of the Bar annual statistics as at the end of 2009. Ethnicity is known for 87% of barristers. The 

figure of 16% may be contrasted with those of 6% in 1995 and 15% in 2005, see General Council of the Bar, 2010 at 

page 5.   
10

 Thornton has argued that merit, far from being objective, is, in practice, a rhetorical device shaped by power.  See 

Thornton, 2007, 1985. 
11

 The academic literature discussed in the next section includes Sommerlad and Sanderson, 1998; Nicolson, 2005; the 

policy literature includes Law Society, 2009a. The same patterns of labour market differentiation have been documented 

in other jurisdictions: see, for example, Schultz and Shaw, 2003; Thornton, 1996; Hunter, 2003; Sterling and Reichman, 

2002;  Sterling, 2010; Wilkins, 2004; 2000, 1992; Brockman, 2001; Boigeol, 2003; 2007; Charlesworth and Campbell, 

2010. 
12

 Men solicitors achieve partnership at twice the rate of women (Law Society, 2009) and joint Black Solicitors Network 

(BSN) and Law Society research found that  an average of 3% partners and 8% trainees at the largest 100 firms in UK 

are BME (Hoare, 2006). 
13

 This is certainly not a new phenomenon and has been recognised in the US literature for some time.  Nelson and 

Trubek note that US studies in the late 1980s suggest that, although a larger proportion of women law students and those 

drawn from lower socio-economic and minority groups are entering the legal profession when compared to previous 

decades, they are also  the associates who are most likely to leave large law firms (Nelson and Trubek, 1992). Further 

references to US literature on this area may be found in Nelson and Trubekôs chapter; see also Schultz and Shaw, 2003.  

http://www.barcouncil.org.uk/about/statistics/
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economic groups are concentrated in small High Street practices.
14

  Further, in 2007-8 62% of pupil barristers 
were drawn from the top two socio-economic groups.

15
  

However, despite this strong evidence from both academic research and official statistics of inequalities of 

terms, conditions and rewards associated with gender, race and ethnicity and, especially, the interaction 

between these different forms of identity,
16

 there is less consensus about the causes of these inequalities. It 

is clearly possible that different career trajectories may have been the result of individual choices, such as a 

desire to undertake legal aid work, or personal circumstances, or the availability of opportunities in an 

individualôs first choice field, or a combination of these factors.  Insight into the ways in which these factors 

drive career paths, thereby fleshing out the statistical picture of labour market segmentation revealed by the 

statistics, requires in depth exploration.  The Legal Services Board (LSB) therefore commissioned the present 

qualitative study of female and BME professionals, at a variety of career stages including pre-entry, in a 

range of specialisms and sectors, and in several locations, to investigate the reasons for these practitionersô 

career patterns, and the extent to which they were the product of individual choice or the culture, structure 

and institutions of the solicitorsô profession and the Bar, or a mixture of the two.   

Several factors make the research particularly timely. Changes to legal aid introduced as a result of the 

Carter Review
17

 have affected the profitability of a sector which contains particularly high numbers of female 

and BME practitioners.  It is predicted that the recession will reduce enthusiasm for diversity and equality 

initiatives. It also appears possible that the (imminent) introduction of Alternative Business Structures (ABS) 

may accentuate the ongoing fragmentation of the solicitorsô profession and its division of labour
18

, which has 

seen the concentration of female and BME legal practitioners in less prestigious sectors and firms.  Further, 

there is concern that ABS may impact particularly negatively on these sectors, thereby potentially reducing 

still further both the social representativeness of the profession and, hence, its capacity to serve a diverse 

clientele. On the other hand, if informed by more detailed knowledge of the experiences of female and BME 

lawyers, it is possible that, rather than compound the current pattern of raced, gendered and classed career 

paths, the introduction of ABS could provide the profession with the opportunity to develop working 

arrangements and encourage cultural change which would support these practitioners. This report of our 

findings could assist with the design of policy solutions capable of improving the professionôs diversity record 

and modernising legal services.   

The academic literature documenting legal labour market differentiation is extensive and includes numerous 
studies in other jurisdictions that reveal patterns and issues similar to those pertaining in England and Wales.  
At the LSBôs request, our review of this literature is brief.  We have however made reference to major studies 
in footnotes, and we also draw upon these in the main body of the report.  The academic literature review is 
followed by a brief survey of current debates and initiatives reported in the legal profession press.   

1.2 Overview of the Academic Literature 
The problems experienced by women in the legal profession both in the UK and other jurisdictions have been 
examined repeatedly in academic studies,

19
 while those encountered by other minoritised groups, such as 

lawyers from BME and lower socio-economic groups, have received less attention.  The issues facing those 
who may be doubly disadvantaged ï for instance as a result of gender intersected with another identity such 
as class, race, sexual orientation or disability ï have received still less critical examination in research 
conducted in England and Wales.

20
  This project therefore aimed both to contribute to our knowledge of 
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See Duff, 2000; Boon, 2005; Sommerlad and Sanderson, 1998.   
15 

The General Council of the Bar, 2010 at page 5; and see The Panel on Fair Access to the Professions, 2009 which 

found that lawyers born in 1970 typically grew up in families with income 64% above average, and commented that the 

professions have become more socially exclusive. 
16

 Law Society, 2004; 2009b; 2010. Little research has been conducted into differentials resulting from sexual orientation, 

but see Chittenden, 2006. The interactions between different forms of identity is generally described as intersectionality, 

originally developed in the U.S. by Critical Race scholar, Kimberle Crenshaw; see, for example, Crenshaw, 1989.  
17 
Lord Carterôs Review of Legal Aid Procurement, 2006.   

18
 Bolton and Muzio, 2008. 

19
 For example: Hagan and Kay, 1995; Gorman and Kay, 2010; Epstein, 1981; Sommerlad and Sanderson, 1998; Webley 

and Duff 2007; Thornton, 1996; Hunter and McKelvie, 1998; Leiper 2006; Brockman, 2001; Pierce, 2002. For discussion 

of gender re-segregation in law firms see Kay 1997; Abel, 1985. 
20

 But see Shiner, 2000; Sommerlad, 2008; Vignaendra, 2001. For discussion of the US experience of double 

discrimination, see Sturm, 1997; Dowd, 2000; Clanton, 2001; Gorman, 2006. Some have suggested other groups suffer 

as a result of the focus on gender imbalance, see Menkel-Meadow, 1986. 
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women legal professionals and those drawn from BME and lower socio-economic groups, and also to 
examine how intersections of social categories affected peopleôs career trajectories.   
 
There are three main theoretical approaches used to explain labour market differentials: those which 
emphasise individual choices and strategies (Human Capital theory); those which stress structural barriers 
and those which see culture as the primary determinant.  While the following outline treats these approaches 
as distinct, in practice it is useful to draw on elements from all three: to understand fully the career 
experiences of ónon-normativeô professionals, it is necessary to recognise that while these experiences are 
both patterned by the structure and culture of an occupation and the specific organisational site in which the 
individual is based, this does not mean that the individual does not then make choices, even if these choices 
are heavily constrained.

21
    

Human capital and rational preference theory tend to view labour markets as rational and therefore gender 
and race neutral, so that equal investment by any given individuals will lead to equality of opportunity and 
promotion.

22
  In this view, careers are not determined by structural and cultural forces but are the product of 

an individualôs responses and strategies.
23

 Therefore, the evidence of significant differences in the career 
patterns of, and rewards enjoyed by women and BME lawyers must be attributed to such factors as the 
failure by individuals from these social groups to invest sufficiently in their education and future legal career, 
or to their choices of particular specialisms or firms.

24
  A particularly strong advocate of this approach is 

Catherine Hakim who has argued that it is womenôs lesser commitment to the demands of professional life 
that results in their lower status.

25
   

By contrast, much of the feminist academic literature on the professions tends to emphasise the significance 
of structural barriers in producing labour market distortions.  In this perspective, family structures and 
continued sex-differentiation in parenting roles

26
 are not viewed so much as diminishing womenôs 

commitment (as Hakim argues) but rather as interacting with organizational structures and processes to 
make possible a way of working (such as very long hours) based on the ideal of the óunencumberedô 
worker.

27
  This theoretical approach therefore argues that bureaucratic structures and processes are not 

neutral but indirectly discriminatory
28

 because they inevitably favour the dominant occupational group. Much 
has been written on the challenges that female legal professionals face as a result of both this masculine 
model of working and wider social arrangements. Holmes categorised these challenges as óoverwork; 
hierarchy, bureaucracy and specialisation; moral conflict, and the difficulty of combining work with 
childrearing.ô

29
  However perhaps more insidious than these practical challenges, are the stereotypes which 

                                                      
21

 The notion of óchoiceô is a vexed one and, as the above discussion in  the main text suggests, forms the arena for the 

conflict between Human Capital and other theoretical models (see Sommerlad and Sanderson, 1998, for detailed 
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choiceô 1998 at page 702. 
22 

Becker, 1991; for a critique, see McGlynn, 2003. 
23
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24
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to Justice Committee, Tuesday 7 September http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201011/cmselect/cmjust/uc449-
i/uc44901.htm 
25 

See, for example, Hakim, 1996; 2000. 
26 

See, for example, English, 2003; Hull and Nelson, 1998; Mossman, 1995; Smart and Neale, 1999; Dowd, 2000; 

Epstein, 1995; Gerson, 1994. For a discussion of the difficulties associated with social categories such as men and 

women and the notion of family and work see Collier, 1998. 
27

 Acker, 1990. 
28 
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or careers, or simply dropping out of the work force- in too many cases, depriving the legal profession of their skills and 
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 Holmes, 1990; Duff and Webley, 2004; Webley and Duff, 2007. Collier, 2004, found  many male solicitors also 
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tend to result from the dominance of the profession by white, middle class men.
 30

 For instance McGlynn 
found that motherhood appears to be taken as automatic evidence of reduced commitment in a way that 
fatherhood does not,

31
  with the result that women of child-bearing age are perceived as making a similar 

commitment to men only if they óchooseô not to have children and clearly demonstrate that they have made 
that choice.   

There are similarities between this perspective and the third explanatory approach which argues that as a 
result of diversity initiatives and equality legislation, indirect rather than direct sex or race (or class) 
discrimination is now the greater problem.

32
  Particularly influential is the work of French theorist Pierre 

Bourdieu, whose focus is on the ways in which cultural practices work to produce and naturalise the 
characteristics of a ófieldô.

33
  Applied to the legal profession, this means that we might locate the barriers to 

change in peopleôs ócommon senseô understandings of, for instance, óappropriateô gender roles and ways of 
conducting business in the profession.  Scholars working in this tradition suggest that merit is not objective 
but rooted in a system of values which are permeated by assumptions about gender, class and race, and 
that, as a result, good qualifications are unlikely to outweigh the value which is placed on traditional markers 
of status (such as attending Oxbridge) or on the mere fact of being a white male.

34
 

Scheinôs work on organisational cultures exemplifies this approach. He speaks of organisational cultures as: 

óA pattern of shared basic assumptions that was learned by a group as it solved its problems of external 

adaptation and internal integration, that has worked well enough to be considered valid and, therefore, to be 

taught to new members as the correct way to perceive, think and feel.ô
35

  He further argues that 

organisational cultures can be analysed by examining different levels from surface level through to a core 

level, described as: artefacts; espoused values and underlying assumptions.  Artefacts are at the surface 

level and are the tangible aspects of an organisational culture. They are phenomena that are seen and heard, 

visible structures, processes and policies. Clothing, language, manners of address, structural layout of 

buildings, ceremonies, rituals and formal written documents, such as policies and mission statements are all 

examples of artefacts. Artefacts show how committed an organisation is likely to be to equal opportunities, 

formally, through job titles, formal policies, codes of practice, observable rituals, its published mission 

statement and values.  Values are conscious and articulated rules and behavioural norms, óthe articulated, 

publicly announced principles and values that guide a groupôs actions towards stockholders, employees, 

customers, and other stakeholdersô.
36

 Values underpin artefacts and are subject to a process of ósocial 

validationô or contestation in the group, where individuals reinforce or resist each othersô values at a 

conscious level. Underlying assumptions are basic beliefs about human nature and the órealityô of the world in 

which we live and work, gender roles and gendered jobs being a prime example.
37

  Such basic assumptions 

are often tacit or unconscious and so ingrained they tend to be difficult to identify, contest or change. Values 

become basic assumptions when they are so taken for granted that alternatives are rarely perceived as 

conceivable. They thus become the implicit, unwritten rules for getting along in the organisation, óthe ropesô 

that a newcomer must learn in order to fit in, or, to adopt Bourdieuôs terminology, the characteristics of the 

ófieldô, or its óhabitusô. 

By articulating these three dimensions of organisational cultures, Schein alerts us to their complexity and the 

different layers that must be understood if cultural change is to occur. In this view, changing surface level 

phenomena (artefacts) such as policies on diversity or working time patterns, will be of little use if values and 

assumptions are not examined, effectively challenged and altered to support the new changes in policy or 

new ways of working.  Thus, using Scheinôs theory and analysis of organisational cultures, we can say that if 

diversity initiatives are to be successful within organisations, then transformation must take place not just at a 

policy level (a surface level artefact). It must also occur in the values that the organisation articulates and 
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 For a discussion see Rhode, 2000; Collier, 1998, 2001, and the discussion in Canadian Bar Association, 1993; and, 

further, Thornton, 1996. 
31

 The question of commitment is extensively explored in Sommerlad, 1998 and also Sommerlad and Sanderson, 1998. 

As Collier argues, paid employment is a far stronger influence than fatherhood in male core identity (Collier, 2001). See 

too Smart and Neale, 1999. 
32

 See Collier, 2002 for a discussion of reconceptualising gender, and in particular our understanding of the masculine. 

See too Dowd, 2000.   
33

 Bourdieu and Wacquant,1992. Work which has drawn on Bourdieuôs theoretical framework include Hagan and Kay, 

1995; Kay and Hagan, 1998; Sommerlad and Sanderson, 1998; Sommerlad, 2008.  
34 

Francis and Sommerlad, 2009; Thornton, 2007, 1985. 
35

 Schein, 2004 at page 117. 
36

 Schein, 2004 at page 13. 
37 

See Kanter, 1977; Acker, 1990. 



    

Page 14 

 

most importantly in the underlying assumptions held by those working in the organisation, particularly its 

decision-makers and leaders.
38

  

This last insight provides a useful corrective to the recent enthusiasm for the Business Case for Diversity. A 
derivative of Human Capital theory, this is based in the argument that market-based solutions provide a 
business case to employers for employing a diverse workforce.  This is ostensibly seductive, as it elides profit 
maximisation and commercial considerations with better female and BME representation in the legal 
profession, which in turn may improve the position of women and BME lawyers.

39
  However, it does not in 

and of itself challenge the current model of legal practice but instead refines the commercial óprofit-as-kingô 
model.  Were the business case to be demonstrated to be uneconomic, then so would this rationale for 
adopting equal opportunities and diversity policies.

40
  Nevertheless, this approach has been influential in the 

profession, especially in the commercial sector, and has informed much of the recent debate in the 
professional press, which we now summarise. 

1.3 Overview of the Professional Literature and Diversity Initiatives 
In this overview of the legal press and current diversity initiatives, we begin with a brief outline of the 

professional context, noting in particular its increasingly fragmented condition. This fragmentation precludes 

generalisations about the extent to which diversity initiatives are being pursued, and in the following sections 

we therefore focus almost exclusively on the corporate sector of the solicitorsô profession, since it is here that 

the pressure to diversify (often emanating from clients)
41

 has been strongest, and where we know that the 

overwhelming majority of initiatives designed to enhance diversity have been implemented. However, 

although both corporate law firms and the commercial Bar dominate both branches of the profession and are 

major employers, several of our respondents were engaged in legal aid work, and we therefore conclude this 

section by summarising the measures that have been undertaken by this sector.   

1.3.1 Context 

Reports in the UK legal press such as: óPartner status still eludes women, ethnic minoritiesô,
42

 óEthnic 

minorities make up only 3 per cent of UK 100 partnersô
43

 and óGender balance in UK partnerships 35 years 

awayô
44

 suggest that there is now recognition of the need for firms to take urgent action to enhance their 

diversity, and consequently, that ómore regulation is neededô. However, the profession today (especially the 

solicitorsô branch) is highly fragmented and this is reflected in the variable progress on diversity.  Thus, while 

diversity initiatives are in place in some sectors and some organisations, it is unclear whether there is either 

any consensus within the profession about diversity, or about what should be done to increase it. It is similarly 

unclear how effective existing initiatives designed to enhance diversity have been, and where they have been 

ineffective, why this is the case.
45

  Our report touches on several of these issues, and also provides a 

framework for further research into the issue.  

It is important to recognise that there are already a wide range of diversity drivers operating within the legal 

profession. In addition to state and frontline regulators and pressure groups such as the Black Solicitorsô 

Network (BSN) and the Black Lawyersô Directory (BLD), there are two main categories of additional 

stakeholders: third-party research organisations, and clients. Research organisations tend to fall into two 

main groups: firstly, those which conduct research into diversity issues as part of a wider commercial offering 

- essentially, the legal profession is just one business sector to which such bodies provide services. Here, two 

examples would be the (no longer trading) Global Graduates
46

 and The Satsuma Consultancy, the company 

behind the BSNôs BME diversity survey publications. Secondly, there is the legal professional press. This 

frequently collects diversity data for either special diversity reports
47

 or as part of its general market 

intelligence reports. For example, The Lawyer includes gender breakdown data relating to the total number of 
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male and female partners (equity and non-equity) for many of the UKôs largest law firms on the óDirectoryô part 

of its website. 

The second main category of stakeholders relevant to the diversity debate is the legal professionôs own 

clients. Internationally, and most notably in the US, client organisations such as the Minority Corporate 

Counsel Association have, for several years, actively used their collective buying power to encourage their 

supplier law firms to take diversity issues seriously. Here in the UK, in recent years, both  private
48

 and public 

sector clients
49

 have also announced plans to request diversity data from potential legal advisers as part of 

the lawyer appointment process. This has prompted the Law Society to develop two, related initiatives in an 

attempt to exploit the potential of client pressure to enhance law firm diversity. The first initiative is a Diversity 

and Inclusion Charter, which has been developed for law firms.  The Charter includes a statement of 

commitment to the Monitoring and Reporting Protocol by which legal service providers may monitor the 

diversity of their workforce.
50

  The second initiative is the Procurement Protocol, which the Law Society hopes 

that purchasers of legal services will sign up to. The protocol includes use of data captured by a model 

diversity questionnaire as a means for clients to consider diversity information from any law firms tendering to 

provide legal services. While this programme has been set back by internal delays,
51

 the Diversity and 

Inclusion Charter has garnered around 165 signatories ï albeit mainly from large law firms. 

1.3.2 Diversity and the Legal Profession? 

As discussed above, the legal press supplements industry-wide diversity data, collected and published by 

front-line regulators, but its primary focus is on diversity ratios at specific elite law practices. For example, 

legal publications have provided information on female partnership at elite law firms,
52

 including the 

percentage of females who are promoted to partnership each year.
53

 However, it tends to be difficult to 

interpret the significance, in terms of progress on diversity and equality, of some of the results of the (pre-

recession) legal profession press research.  This is partly because the research does not always 

disaggregate equity from salaried partners,
54

 but also because it reports both such wide variations between 

firms and also fluctuating figures, suggesting that it may be unreliable.  For instance, in its May 2007 report, 

Legal Business research showed that female partner promotions varied from zero per cent at Slaughter and 

May, Clyde & Co and Addleshaw Goddard, to 67% at Beachcroft.
55

  Yet, in the following year, Legal Business 

reported that the very same firms had a female partner promotion record of 75% (Slaughter and May), 22% 

(Clyde & Co), 67% (Addleshaw Goddard). More recent press coverage has indicated a similar slightly upward 

trend in female partner promotion in such firms, provoking the comment in 2008 that female partners were 

defying óglass ceiling in record numbersô.
56

 By contrast, in 2009 it was reported that: óFemale associates see 

partner-level promotions increase ï marginallyô.
57

  

The legal press has also provided information on firmsô ethnic minority makeup, measured over time.
58

 

However the failure to treat ethnicity as a diverse category reduces the value of this information.
59

  Some elite 

firms have a higher percentage of BME trainees than the percentage of BME solicitors on the Roll, which 

appears to suggest genuine progress towards ethnic diversity (in 2008 30% or more trainee solicitors were 

classified as belonging to an ethnic minority at both Clifford Chance and Allen & Overy,
60

 compared to 24% of 

admissions to the Roll in 2008-9).
61

  However, both of these law practices are some of the countryôs largest 

recruiters of trainee lawyers so the overrepresentation of BME trainee solicitors at such law firms must be 
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masking under representation at smaller law practices.  Further, we know that this figure encompasses 

international law graduates
62

 who may be from higher socio-economic and dominant ethnic groups in their 

country of origin and thus not subject to the barriers faced by British BME lawyers, many of whom are drawn 

from lower socio-economic groups.
63

 

1.3.3 Diversity Initiatives in Large Corporate Law Firms  

Many of the large corporate firms are already engaged in a number of firm led diversity programmes. Broadly, 

these initiatives can be categorised in four different ways: pre-employment outreach; in-firm mentoring and 

support; diversity-enhancing organisational change; and industry-wide awareness raising and best-practice 

recognition.  

1.3.3.1 Pre-employment outreach 

Pre-employment outreach schemes aim, firstly, to encourage individuals from lower socio economic groups to 

enter the legal profession and then to support those who do have this aspiration.  Research has revealed that 

even when disadvantaged individuals do opt to study law, they may make choices which subsequently impact 

deleteriously on their career options, and that they are also likely to face a number of barriers including some 

resulting from attitudes held by the profession.  For instance, the likelihood that such students are unlikely to 

have had the benefit of either a high quality state or private sector education
64

 may mean that they have done 

the ówrongô A level subjects, obtained poor grades (the profession generally disregards the social conditions 

under which these examinations have been taken), and attended the ówrongô university (previous studies 

indicate that there is a strong correlation between social class, university attended, success in entering the 

profession at all, and success in entering particular sectors).
65

 

Disadvantaged students also tend to have less information about access to the legal profession and fewer 

networks on which they can draw for advice and help (for instance through contacts) with entry. So not only 

do many students ónot knowô how to become a lawyer, they also ódonôt know what they donôt know.ô
66

  The 

legal profession has developed a number of pre-employment outreach initiatives designed to overcome many 

of these challenges, and has also sponsored other initiatives such as the Legal Launch Pad (LLP)
67

, and 

Pathways to Law
68

, which have been reported in the press
69

 as well as in BSN and BLD publications.  

Inevitably, however, such initiatives can only reach a small number of students and they do not address the 

professionôs elitist attitudes.  

1.3.3.2 In-firm mentoring and support 

An additional diversity challenge is the problem of attrition: again both statistical surveys and an extensive 

literature demonstrate that women and BME lawyers tend to leave their firms or chambers in far higher 

numbers than their white, male counterparts.
70

  The fact that this pattern is found in other, similar jurisdictions 

is generally interpreted as constituting strong evidence of the persistently óhostileô nature of male/white 
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dominated workplaces.
71

  To address this problem several leading law firms have in recent years created 

their own in-firm mentoring or support schemes.
72

  

There has been no research into lawyersô perceptions of such initiatives, but in 2009, The Lawyer reported 

that one reader had posted on the online forum the following response to such an initiative by an elite firm
73

: 

óFar from assisting women, [firmôs nameôs] actions further stigmatise women in the profession - highlighting 

their óspecial needsô; reinforcing a subliminal message of inadequacyô, while another had added: óHard to tell 

from the details if this is really targeted at women. But if it is, it is really condescending and patronising.ô
74

  

1.3.3.3 Diversity-enhancing organisational change 

The professional press surveys suggest that the most effective way for a law firm to retain its associates is by 

re-engineering its career paths. In a 2007 subscriber survey, jointly carried out by The Lawyer and YouGov, 

while 60% of associates said they wanted higher salaries, 82% wanted flexible working. Alternative career 

paths were also favoured by 53% of respondents, with 42% wanting lower chargeable hoursô billings 

targets.
75

  In the same year, a more granular survey - a joint venture between Legal Business and recruitment 

consultants Hughes-Castellï also showed the importance of work-life balance in retaining staff. When asked 

óIf you were to move from your current firm, what would be your primary reason for doing so?ô work-life 

balance was cited as one of the most important reasons for moving.
76

 However, there was a clear gender 

divide in the responses, between all respondents, at all levels of seniority in terms of the importance assigned 

to it in relation to other issues (around 10ï15% more female respondents consistently rated work-life balance 

more highly than men). Nevertheless, both sexes generally rated it as one of the single most important 

issues, alongside ócareer progression opportunities.ô  Interestingly, however, when asked what other factors 

might make survey participants consider moving from their current firm, there also appeared to be a gender 

divide in terms of the preferred form of work-life balance. While men and women alike wanted to work fewer 

hours in similar percentages, around a third more women than men actually wanted to work flexibly. 

In addition to these professional press surveys of elite law firmsô reactions to lawyersô career preferences, a 

separate 2007 survey of top 50 UK law firms discovered that, of the 38 results published, 25 firms offered 

alternative career paths, while all-but-one offered flexible working.
77

 Further, especially since the start of the 

recession, part-time working appears to have found widespread favour with law firm management, as firms 

opt to reduce their lawyersô working hours as a viable alternative to redundancy.
78

 However these surveys do 

not address whether lawyers who opt for alternative working patterns are penalised (which might provide one 

explanation for malesô lesser interest in them); for instance, both academic research and the statistical 

surveys indicate that part-timers are not treated equally to their full-time colleagues, and, most importantly, 

that they tend to be dislodged from the partnership track.
79 

 

1.3.3.4 Industry-wide awareness raising and best practice recognition 

One of the most high-profile ways in which a legal practice can demonstrate its commitment to diversity is to 

enter itself for a diversity award, which gives the successful firm external endorsement of its diversity 

credentials. Such awards are increasingly common, and fall into three broad categories: those which are 

awarded by external bodies (that is, the legal profession is just one sector they cover), those which are trade 

press-led, and those which are profession-led. 

Organisations external to the profession which give awards include Stonewall, the Lesbian Gay Bisexual and 

Transgender (LGBT) group; whose events include its annual Top 100 Employers Index, which recognises 
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 The scheme specifically targeted women lawyers; McLeod-Roberts, 2009a. 
74

 The initiative included  ósoft-skillsô training; McLeod-Roberts, 2009b. 
75

 Hoare, 2007. 
76 

Doggett, 2007. 
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Williams, 2007b. 
78

 Chellel, 2008. 
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See, for example, Epstein et al., 1999; Thornton and Bagust 2007. 
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LGBT friendly employers.
80

 There are also external organisations which rate law firms in terms of gender 

equality such as the Working Families charity
81

 and the jobs-recruitment website www.wheretowork.com, 

which has produced a ótop 50ô list of employers ówhere women want to work.ô
82

 Another external stakeholder, 

the Managing Partners Forum (MPF), a cross-sectoral membersô association for senior managers at 

professional service firms, ran its own diversity awards scheme between 2003ï5.
83

  

Within the legal profession press diversity promotion is a recent phenomenon: the first Legal Business award 

specifically to recognise firmsô efforts in relation to diversity took place in 2007.
84

  2007 also saw the launch of 

the Law Societyôs óexcellence awardsô which, since its initiation, has included a specific category in relation to 

equality and diversity.
85

 This recent trend toward diversity recognition awards is also evident in other, less 

formal, lawyersô associations. For example, The Association of Muslim Lawyers (AML) now holds its own 

event to celebrate the activities of members of the Muslim legal community, as does the Association of 

Women Solicitors (AWS).  

It is noteworthy that such events and schemes are restricted to the large firms at present.  Also, doubt has 

been cast on their value in promoting diversity, and it is clear that they are exploited for PR purposes by firms 

and are driven by the óBusiness Case for Diversityô approach rather than a concern for equity or social 

justice.
86

 Nevertheless, such awards do appear to have merit in that they raise the diversity issue and since, 

in order to win, the firm must offer convincing evidence of change to a specialist judging panel. 

1.3.4 Diversity Initiatives in Legal Aid Firms 
The Legal Services Commission (LSC)

87
 is committed to equality and diversity in the provision of legal aid 

services.  This commitment has included the following goals: ósetting a level playing field so that everyone 
has the opportunity to realise their potential; creating a culture of respect; supporting an inclusive 
environment; valuing our differences and understanding that we are stronger because of themô.

88
  One way in 

which it has sought to realise these goals is through research.  For instance, in 2006 it commissioned an 
augmented equality impact assessment of the then proposed reforms to the criminal defence legal aid 
scheme.

89
  An important finding of this study was the extent to which the stratification of the profession has 

resulted in a significant over-representation of BME lawyers in the London criminal defence market.   

The LSC has also made the operation of equality and diversity policies within firms a requirement of obtaining 
a legal aid franchise.  Thus in 2007 they issued Equality and Diversity Policy Guidance, to assist firms to 
meet their contractual equality and diversity requirements under the Unified Contract and General Criminal 
Contracts from 2007. This was in addition to the requirements under the Specialist Quality Mark scheme that 
obligate legal aid providers to have an equality policy in place in their organisations.  The stated aim is to 
encourage legal aid suppliers to promote good practice in meeting the needs of their diverse client base, by 
means of a diversity and equality policy that must be kept under review through ongoing monitoring and 
evaluation of its implementation and impact.  Further, suppliers are required to have a diversity and equality 
training plan and communications plan.   

                                                      
80

 In 2008 Pinsent Masons became the first law firm to appear on its the index Parker, 2008a. Since then, three other elite 

law firms - Simmons & Simmons, Herbert Smith and Eversheds - have appeared on it: McLeod-Roberts, 2010b. Other 
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Frost, 2007. 
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In 2008 the LSC introduced its Single Equality Scheme to pull together its various equality and diversity 
initiatives including those on: race; gender; disability; age; sexual orientation; religion and belief and the use 
of the Welsh language in Wales.

90
  The LSC also established a twelve person strong Client Diversity Group to 

examine how the LSC and it supplier based delivers legal services to clients, as part of this strategy.  The first 
annual report on the operation of the Single Equality Scheme was published in 2009.  This provided an 
assessment of the LSCôs progress on diversity, and, using the findings of the Report of the Panel on Fair 
Access to the Professions, included a comparison with the work of the Bar Council, the Law Society and 
ILEX.

91
     

The LSC has also been proactive in trying to attract a diverse group of entrants into the legal aid profession, 
via its LSC Training Contracts Grant Scheme, which provided funding to firms and to trainees (in relation to 
LPC fees) who commit to training and working in legal aid.

92
  From its inception in 2002, approximately 750 

trainees (and their firms) have been assisted through this Scheme, to a value of £18 million. Unfortunately, 
due to budget cuts, the Scheme is not funding any new legal aid trainees this coming year.

93
 

1.4 The Structure of the Report 
In Section 2 we describe our research methods, sketch out the main characteristics of our sample, and 

describe how we analysed our data.   

This is followed by the sections in which we report on the data. The key themes which emerged from the 

responses have shaped our organisation of these data sections; they are:  

¶ the fragmentation of the profession and consequent nuanced nature of respondentsô experiences;  

¶ the long hoursô culture and emphasis on commitment (rarely defined);  

¶ the lack of transparency of some key procedures and practices. 

¶ the legacy of the professionôs white, male elitist origins and the significance of cultural stereotypes;  

¶ the importance for career success of personal relations/ bonding and socialising. 

We therefore begin our discussion of the data (Section 3) by describing our respondentsô position in the 

profession and their accounts of what had shaped their careers.  This illustration of the professionôs 

segmented and segregated character through our sampleôs own experiences reveals the ways in which these 

experiences varied according to such variables as the gender and ethnicity of the respondent and their 

geographical location. We then, in Section 4, draw on our respondentsô experiences and perceptions to 

discuss the professionôs structures, its cultural practices and the ways in which these affect the operation of 

nominally transparent and equitable procedures.  In Section 5, we draw on our research with diversity officers 

to discuss the professionôs response to the diversity challenge, firstly on an institutional level (for instance 

Law Society policy) and then at the firm and chambersô level. Finally, in Section 6, we report on what 

respondents had to say about their options and the strategies they had adopted to deal with the difficulties 

they encountered in the profession.  Section 7 concludes the report and sets out some proposals to address 

the challenges identified. 
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2. RESEARCH METHOD 
 

2.1 Introduction and Aims 
The research examines the processes which produce differential opportunities and career patterns in the 

solicitorsô profession and at the Bar. It is a qualitative study, which is designed to capture the meanings that 

actors attach to their choices, and the experiences that inform them, rather than provide a statistical 

description of the consequences of career choices.
94

 As Silverman argues, in depth qualitative studies have 

the potential to generate órich sources of data which provide access to how people account for both their 

troubles and their good fortuneô.
95

  Of course, such accounts are necessarily retrospective and contain 

elements of rationalisation and self-justification, and must be interpreted in that light.
96

 However, as we have 

established in the literature review, the present study is supported by an extensive range of surveys, including 

statistical evidence that documents how the professionôs rewards, opportunities and status are distributed 

unequally between men and women, and between members of different socio-economic and ethnic groups. 

We have therefore drawn on both this work and previous empirical studies conducted by the authors, such as 

those of Duff and Webley, and Sommerlad and Sanderson,
97

 which shed light on the reasons for women 

leaving the solicitors' profession or choosing secondary career paths. 

Moreover, the validity of our respondentsô accounts of their experiences in the profession is to be sought 

precisely in terms of their status as perceptual rather than factual phenomena, and it is these experiences 

and perceptions which form the principal objective of the research investigation.  The Macpherson Report 

identified racist incidents as 'any incident which is perceived to be racist by the victim or by any other 

personô
98

 and whilst this definition has continued to be contentious in policy terms, the emphasis on 

experience and the perception of experience remains a powerful corrective to the equally problematic view 

that discrimination can only occur where there is intention. 

The research questions we explored with our sample were:  

¶ Do career patterns and opportunities for women and BME lawyers differ from those of white 
men and if so, how and why?  

¶ How did women and BME lawyers experience and perceive the profession? To what extent 
and in what ways did their opportunities appear to result from bureaucratic structures and 
formal processes and to what extent from informal, cultural practices? 

¶ What strategies do individual practitioners adopt? What are the main drivers affecting their 
career and life choices? 

These questions were investigated with individual practitioners, employers and diversity managers as follows: 
1) Individual strategies and tactics:  

¶ Whether individual women and BME lawyers perceive structural and cultural barriers to their 
entry and progression within the profession, and if so, to what extent? What critical incidents 
and events have shaped their perception of equal opportunities at work? 

¶ What adaptive strategies do individuals adopt where they perceive such barriers? 

¶ Do practitioners draw on any collective resources (pressure groups, support networks) for 
support? 

¶ How do different forms of diversity interact to affect peopleôs careers and lived experiences? 

2) Organisational and Institutional responses: 

¶ What are the policy responses of employing organisations, institutions and individuals to the 
diversity gap, and do those who deploy diversity policies monitor these for effectiveness?    

                                                      
94
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The research team used a biographical interview method, described in greater detail below.
99

  A coding frame 

based on the teamôs previous research in the field was developed as the basis for analysis of the interview 

transcripts.
100

  

2.2 Method: Biographical Interviews 
The biographical approach, which involved asking respondents to provide accounts of the origin of their 
interest in law, and their subsequent career path, allowed the research team to explore career processes and 
key transition points while also eliciting the context to respondentsô decisions and actions.

101
  The team also 

used the group interview approach found in Duff and Webleyôs Law Society funded work on the reasons for 
women solicitors leaving the profession or moving from private practice to in-house roles.

102
  In that study the 

groups provided a supportive environment within which women felt secure in revealing their career 
experiences and their choices, and this provided a sound rationale for replicating this approach, 
supplemented by individual face to face or telephone interviews. 

The small-group interviews were scheduled to last for up to an hour and a half and were conducted with the 

aid of a topic guide that made use of open questions to examine participantsô career motivations, career 

paths and career drivers.
103

   Individual interviews lasted anywhere from half an hour to an hour and a half 

and were loosely structured with the aid of an interview schedule adapted from the small group topic guides. 

In all but two instances they were recorded (all with participant consent) and the tapes were transcribed.   We 

have used quotes from the interview transcripts in the report and have redacted personal and identifying 

information from them so as to preserve the anonymity of our research participants.  The respondents were 

also asked to answer or complete (some did these orally others in writing) a short series of questions that 

provided background information on their professional status, educational and family background, ethnicity 

and other demographic data.
104

   

2.3 Selection of Interviewees 
The team originally aimed to conduct approximately 45 biographical interviews ï around 25 from the London 

and South East area and 20 from the North East area - through eight small-groups of 3-5 interviewees or a 

combination of small group and individual interviews, with participants sufficiently varied to capture a 

spectrum of view-points and experiences.
105

  The sample was designed to include solicitors, barristers, legal 

executives of various ethnicities and ages, ranging in levels of experience, and practising in a variety of 

subject specialisms, types of organisation, and geographical location.   

A range of sampling techniques produced a highly satisfactory response rate and enabled us to assemble a 

sample which was larger than originally intended
106

, and stratified along the axes of experience, subject-

specialism, company and firm type, geographical location, BME status, age, children, and so on, as 

discussed above.   We interviewed 77 people who were current, former or aspirational (law students, law 

graduates, LPC graduates) solicitors or barristers as well as a very small group of other legal professionals, 

which included those who work as a paralegal or legal executive.   

2.4 The Legal Professional Sample 

2.4.1 Gender, Age and Ethnicity 

The table below provides a breakdown of the sample in terms of gender and ethnicity.  The term BME 

encompasses a very diverse range of non-white ethnicities; those represented by our respondents included: 

African; African-Caribbean; Asian; Caucasian; Chinese; Hispanic; Jewish and mixed race/dual heritage.  Most 

of our respondents were born in Britain, some in other EU countries, and a small number were born outside 

the EU (as indicated where relevant next to their quotes).  
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101 
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Table 1: Breakdown by Gender and BME Status 
 

 White BME Total 
 

Women 
33 31 64 

Men 
0 13 13 

Total 
33 44 77 

 
The age of our respondents ranged from 23 to 67 years old.  The majority of the Northern respondents were 
in their 30s and 40s, the majority of the Southern respondents were in their 20s and 30s. 

2.4.2 Professional Qualification 
In keeping with the higher ratio of solicitors to barristers in the profession (145,381 solicitors on the Roll at 
31

st
 July 2009 and 15,182 barristers in 2008, ratio of c. 9:1), our sample was heavily weighted in favour of 

practising solicitors.  However we also interviewed a small number of law graduates who aspired to be 
solicitors and barristers, as well as a small number of legal executives, legal academics (who had previously 
practised) and a small group of women and BME barristers. The table below sets out respondentsô 
professional training route (that is solicitor, barrister or other legal professional route) rather than their current 
role. 

Table 2: Breakdown by Legal Professional Qualification Status  

 Solicitor 
(incl. Trainee) 

Barrister 
(or Pupil) 

 

Other Total 

Women 
47 10 7 64 

Men 
10 1 2 13 

Total 
55 11 9 77 

 
In terms of the respondentsô current employment status, 9 were trainees, 33 were (non-partner level) 
solicitors either in private practice or in-house and 12 were partners split evenly between salaried and equity 
partnership (one of whom had retired). Of the partners, 2 were female BME partners (1 salaried and 1 equity), 
9 were white female partners (5 salaried and 4 equity) and 1 was a BME male partner (equity).  We 
interviewed 11 barristers (3 of whom  in the employed sector), and there were 12 who we have coded óotherô 
(including those who work as a law academic, a legal executive, a paralegal or in a law related field or who 
are a law student, a law graduate or an LPC graduate).  

2.4.3 Caring Responsibilities 
The salience of the ólong hoursô cultureô in legal career paths made it important to know whether our 
respondents had any caring responsibilities. Fewer of the Southern respondents had children than did the 
Northern respondents, although this may be a function of their younger profile, as the majority of the Southern 
interviewees were in their 20s or very early 30s.  The interviewee within our sample who had the most caring 
responsibilities was a salaried partner who had four children and an elderly parent to care for, who was 
working a reduced- hoursô pattern. 
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Table 3: Breakdown by Caring Responsibilities 

 People with caring 
responsibilities 

(Children) 
 

People with caring 
responsibilities 

(Other) 

Women 
23 2 

Men 
2 - 

Total 
25 2 

 

2.4.4 Socio-economic and Educational Status  
We used a proxy for class: namely the respondentsô parental occupation, the history of both their familyôs and 
their own participation in higher education and their self-definition.  Indicative findings suggest that of the 77 
interviewees only 18 were from working class backgrounds (5 white women; 10 BME women; 3 BME men). 
Given the significance of university attendance for socio-economic status, and evidence that a 
disproportionate number of British born BME students attend ónewô universities, we show below the 
correlation between ethnicity and university attended. Not all participants disclosed their university 
background. 

Table 4: Breakdown of University Type by BME Status 

 New University  Old University  Oxbridge  Total 
 

White Female  
2 20 7 29 (N 33) 

BME Female  
8 11 3 22 (N 31) 

BME Male  
2 4 2 8 (N 13) 

Total 
12 35 12 59 

 
The majority of interviewees attended pre-1992 óoldô Universities, and had read law as their first degree, 
although some had read law with another subject.  Only a small minority stated that they had read another 
subject before undertaking the GDL/CPE to convert to law.  

2.4.5 Specialisms and Work Locations 
In addition to a range of levels of experience, the respondents were also working in a variety of subject 
specialisms including commercial litigation; commercial property; corporate; criminal; education; employment; 
housing; human rights; family; immigration; medical negligence; niche areas of work including aeronautical 
law; public law; personal injury; residential property; and welfare law. They worked in a wide range of firm and 
company types including private practice (both large City firms and small legal aid practices), and as in-house 
lawyers.  The barristers were drawn from both the self-employed and employed Bar.  Most were based in the 
South East or the North East although we did also interview a small number of people from other parts of 
England including Manchester and the Midlands.  One respondent was based abroad.  

2.5 Diversity Officer and Stakeholder Sample 
In addition to our sample of legal professionals, we also interviewed five diversity managers.  All but one were 

female, and based in large corporate law firms. Our interviews focused on their experience of diversity 

policies and good practice in this field, and future plans and projects.  A further small 

sample comprised individuals who could be described as stakeholders, some of whom were also in practice 

but were serving or had served on Law Society, Bar Council, or lawyer interest or professional and/or 

diversity groups. Only one of our stakeholders was not and never had been a lawyer, the remainder were all 

current or former legal professionals.  Finally, we also put questions about diversity initiatives to those 

members of our legal professional sample who also had a diversity role or special knowledge of diversity 

initiatives.  

2.6 Data Analysis 
The research team developed a thematic coding system.  Some of the basic codes derived from the process 

of reviewing the literature, and from the a priori framework provided by the research questions (for example 

codes concerned with career choice).  Preliminary analysis of a range of initial interviews generated a further 
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set of general themes and specific codes which were shared, defined and refined by the team.  This provided 

the framework for the final analysis process. The process was iterative as is the case with established 

grounded theory method.
107

   

  

                                                      
107 
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3. CAREER PATTERNS AND OPPORTUNITIES FOR WOMEN AND BME 
LAWYERS 
 

3.1 Introduction  
The aim of this section is to give a context for Sections 4 and 5 by outlining our respondentsô reflections on 
their career paths and providing an overview of the factors that they believe have helped or hindered them in 
their career progress. We begin by reporting the extent to which the sample reflected the segmented 
character of the profession.  We then discuss the views of respondents who felt they had been successful on 
the factors behind that success. We conclude the section by reporting respondentsô perceptions of factors 
specifically related to gender, race and culture, including the prevalence of stereotypes.  

3.2 Segmentation 
The statistics clearly establish that both the Bar and the solicitorsô branch are characterised by segmentation 

and segregation.  It was therefore unsurprising to find that the white female lawyers tended either to work in 

areas which are gendered female, such as residential property, personal injury, family or education law or on 

the ósofter sideô of more atypically ómaleô specialisms.  For instance a salaried partner said: óIôve ended up 

...working for the university, so that might be seen as a soft female thing if you look at the whole spectrum of 

property workô (a2FWSP).  One barrister commented:  

óYou tend to find more women in family law.  Criminal defence you tend to find women end up being pushed into 
sex offences.  é I was specifically asked for in relation to rape cases and domestic violence cases because the 
defendants wanted to be seen having a female barrister because, of course, that meant they liked women and 
they wouldnôt possibly beat a woman or rape a womanéô (c3FWB/Ac).  

Such specialisms are generally less well paid, and therefore both less prestigious and less likely to lead to 

promotion; confinement to this type of work was one of the reasons given by one of the academics for leaving 

practice.   

On the other hand, others had positively chosen legal aid work either because they were committed to it and / 
or because they saw it as less likely to suffer from work practices which they considered to be problematic or 
discriminatory. Thus an African Caribbean female who had experienced explicit racism in a commercial firm 
stated:  

óI have to say that ... I do see myself staying in legal aid for two reasons. One because I do enjoy doing the 
social justice work but two, I would fear going back to commercial work to a firm and being treated as I was 
before.ô (d2FBMES).   

Some female respondents stressed the differential treatment (sometimes bullying) which had led to them 

doing typically ófemaleô work; for instance, one woman said: óI was pushed into property, I didnôt want to do itô 

(a18FWEP). Several also spoke of specialisms which remained largely male preserves such as shipping, and 

ócontracts and IT work ï I couldnôt imagine a woman doing theseô (a18FWEP). Another noted that 

development at the Bar was difficult due to the way in which work was allocated:  

óIn criminal defence they wouldnôt trust you with nice juicy stuff.  The only time I ever got to do dead exciting 
murder or drugs cases was when I was being led by a more experienced male barrister.  So, I think itôs harder to 
crack the so-called serious stuff in crime.  In immigration thereôs no problem.ô (c3FWB/Ac).   

Others, however, had become successful in areas traditionally ascribed to men and described themselves as 

having been quite strategic during their training in order to ensure that they got the type of work they wanted 

in prestigious sectors.  

The route of some BME female solicitors into practice had been more circuitous than their white counterparts, 

several had had previous bad experiences and a few were not entirely content in their current position.   
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Vignette 1 

óWhen I began, I didnôt want to be a lawyer, it was more é an area that my parents wanted me to go into, which is 
because they thought it was a quite safe profession, and respectable. And at the time, during my university, my 
mother was ill, so I didnôt get good grades for obvious reasonsé  

And so then I worked as a secretary and a receptionist ...for a year to see whether I could carry out the function of 
what a lawyer would do, so thatôs how I entered the profession. ...And I only knew about the position because 
somebody told someone else that they were looking for a receptionist, and so I applied, and because no one else 
knew that they were looking for the role, I got the job. 

Okay, I worked at the sole practitioners for a year, and during that time I applied for my legal practice course, 
because she said that she would help me with the funding...  So in that year I applied for my legal practice course, 
and it was on the basis that she was going to offer me a training contract when I came backé after Iôd completed 
it. So then the following year I completed my legal practice course and then I went back to work for her. But she 
wasnôt willing to pay The Law Society minimum. ... Her salary was Ã6,000 and é that was rejected by the Law 
Society for being too low, so she wanted to increase it to £8,000 but we pay for our own professional skills course, 
which I didnôt agree with, so then she terminated my employment with her.  

So then, someone had told me that they had been applying for paralegal work in London, because Iôm originally 
from [other city]. So I applied to two City firms ... for paralegal work, and I was accepted in both. One of them, they 
had over-recruited, so they couldnôt take me on, but they gave me compensation for them not being able to give 
me the employment. The other was a three months rolling contract, and I worked there for three years. So during 
that time, I worked there for three years in the large City firm, within a paralegal, litigation disclosure team. It 
helped me work out which areas that I wanted to go into, and then when I was ready to move, or Iôd been there 
long enough, and the project was coming to an end, I found it difficult finding alternative roles using recruitment 
agencies.  

But the recruitment agent that I found really useful was actually with the Law Society é certain organisations do 
advertise withé the Law Society, I think with the aim to try to recruit people that are from the traditional 
background. And so I applied for a role within a company in-house legal department, and went through the 
interview process, got the job. I worked as a legal assistant in that department for a year, and because they were 
impressed with me, they agreed to register as a training establishment. And from that, I qualified. 

... And because of the three years I had done at the City firm, theyé the partner was really nice. He gave meé at 
the time you could get a [training contract]... discount, and it was for a year.  So I only had to complete a yearôs 
training.  ... So I qualified in 2003, then there was reorganisation, changes and personal issues which... you know, 
Iôm not going to go into, and so I left that company. After that it was a problem finding work because I found if 
youôre not in employment, itôs harder to find work. é recruitment agents tend not to put me forward for jobs, or are 
very dismissive ...ô 

 e1FBMES 

Like the white female lawyers, some of the BME lawyers were more likely to be located in ófemaleô 

specialisms such as family law and legal aid, although this was more typical of the respondents from the 

North of England rather than the South.  Indeed there was strong representation in the sample from BME 

lawyers in the commercial sector in London.  Nevertheless, the experience of these lawyers exemplifies the 

professionôs stratified character. One male BME lawyer noted:  

óWe celebrate how the law is improving because of the number of new minority lawyers coming in, but then you 
break it down so a lot of them are doing legal aid and in High Street firms. The skills that we need for that are no 
different from the skills that you need for commercial work because basically itôs a general understanding of the 
law, the ability to relate to clients and a calm and organised brain. ... But commercial law, itôs a much more 
challenging thing because they donôt see other people that look like they do who are doing it.ô (d7MBMEEP) 

 A few expressed dissatisfaction about this pattern, and several also suggested a coincidence between their 

ethnicity and their client base; for instance a female Asian barrister said: ówe tender for a lot of local authority 

work, local authorities are in favour of diversity and equal opps, so I get given it ...ô (a4FBMES).  She went on 

to say that she was given a lot of ópublic sector workô, but not work involving ónice white clientsô.  However, 

while not wishing to reinforce the current tendencies towards ethnic segmentation in terms of practice areas 

and clientele, she also pointed to the need for more BME practitioners in areas such as West Yorkshire with 

large multi cultural communities. Others had made a positive choice to move into such an area where they 

felt they had an advantage for cultural, ethnic or language reasons and were happy about the career path that 

they had chosen:  
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óI got into an area where being a Malaysian Chinese, it became an asset, because ... being a Malaysian Chinese, 
we have different races in Malaysia, so doing employment law, it was something that fitted me and it became 
something that I could grasp quite quickly, thereôs a lot of common sense, itôs about treating people right and there 
are laws that go with it.ô  (e11FBMES)  

In fact, despite the personal experience of labour market segmentation, most of the practising lawyers 

appeared content with their specialisms; for instance the woman who had been ópushedô into property said 

that she was óquite happy nowô (a18FWEP). Broad contentment was also expressed by respondents with 

their locations; for example, a woman who had opted for the shelter of an in-house position in the public 

sector was extremely positive about her choice: ó... that flexibility, the independence, and the very high 

amount of responsibility that Iôve been given, as well, is very attractive.ô (e7FBMEIHS).   The majority of the 

barristers also expressed satisfaction with their current firm, organisation or chambers.  

Reflecting the general, relative contentment with their firms, several respondents emphasised the importance 

of finding the right working environment; for instance two female barristers from the North of England and one 

from the South spoke of their experience of hostile cultures in their previous chambers, and the Northern 

equity partners similarly described their firms as different; for instance: óI think in a standard firm I wouldnôt 

have got anywhereô (a19FWEP).  Other respondents (particularly those from London) were more likely to 

attribute difficulties in the working environment to factors other than race discrimination, but some did note 

that they had had to move firms or chambers in order to find one in which they felt comfortable.  

Most solicitors stated that they had originally aspired to be a partner, and one white female associate in a 

High Street practice in the North East was about to leave because the promotion criteria and procedures 

were unclear in her firm and she had been promised partnership elsewhere.  It was noticeable, however, that 

a sizeable proportion of the women said they no longer had partnership ambitions. This was frequently the 

result of having, or planning to have, children: ónow Iôve had my child Iôm probably slightly less ambitious in 

that I donôt really want to become a partner now but an associate ï your priorities shiftô (a11FBMES), and 

concerns were expressed about the time commitment they would need to make in order to reach equity 

partnership or the sacrifices they would have to make in order to be taken seriously as partner material:  

óIôm probably not prepared to do all the things that are required to get a partnership within the property department 
in a City firm. ... I mean, I worked very, very hard; I worked incredibly long hours - sorry, that probably goes without 
saying. But on top of that you were expected to do all of... the extra-curricular stuff - I suppose, the marketing, the 
spending hours out with the clients and getting the work in. ... I do remember one of my colleagues who embraced 
that side completely, and to her credit, after a number of years of working very, very hard at that sort of aspect, as 
well as the work side, she got her partnership. But ... I thought I gave enough of my life to the firm as it was ...ô 
(e6FWIHS).  

Other women highlighted the role of alternative career paths for those ónot wanting to be a partnerô.  Several 

female senior associates in the North spoke of the creation of the role of legal director (sometimes referred to 

as Of Counsel), which was a position above senior associate but without partnership prospects. There is a 

perception that this role is more suitable for women with children since the hours expected are fewer than 

those required of a salaried or equity partner (as we discuss in Section 4, this can be seen as representing a 

non-career track, and hence a form of reduced professional status).  Several women approaching partnership 

level spoke of this role as an option and that women were thinking of it as an alternative to trying to reach 

partner, which had become more difficult in recent years:  

óI think as soon as you do get into a law firm, the end of the line in terms of career is partnership, so thatôs 
something Iôve always aspired to doing. We now have a role of Legal Director, which is a possibility, and it 
certainly suits mums and those working part time who arenôt wanting the responsibility of a partnership, and having 
to put in all the hours that partnership requires, so itôs one of those roles. Iôm not quite there yet. I keep, I think 
because early on I... had decided that ... I want to be a partner, I think Iôm going to have a decent shot at it. But Iôm 
just sort of, thinking about that other role.ô (d1FWS) 

Several of the BME practitioners from the North East had made a positive choice to return there because of 

their familial and community links. Two of them had also made positive choices to leave their large, 

prestigious corporate firms in a large Northern town for small High Street practices in a smaller regional 

centre.  White women often claimed to have been motivated by similar factors: óyou were just an employee 

there to generate fees for the partners ... if you were there at 8 in the morning and still there at 8 in the 

evening you seemed to be one of the favouritesô (a8FWS); óI left for lifestyle reasons, family ... the hours were 

too long, the commuting and they didnôt like part-time, whereas with a firm like this thereôs not as much 

pressureô (a11FBMES).  Similarly there was some evidence from Southern respondents that career choices 

had been influenced by the desire to be closer to their families, particularly elderly parents:  
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óCertainly there was also an element that pushed me geographically to where I was; I wanted to be close to my 
parents who are older than most parents, and so I wanted to be within, you know, an hour of them in caseé for 
their old age, so that was an externalé I decided to go to [* city] because it was close to where my parents lived.ô 
(e15FWSP)  

3.3 Factors Contributing to óSuccessô 
The most common positive explanations put forward by respondents for attaining positions that they were 

happy with were having good qualifications, being better and working harder than colleagues (this was a 

recurring theme, especially in the BME sample), determination, informal mentoring and good luck. For 

instance, a male BME recently qualified employment lawyer with a large, regional corporate law firm, thought 

that he had obtained a training contract and then been kept on at the firm as a result of having excellent 

credentials and working harder than others. Another male solicitor said: óIôve always felt that Iôve had to prove 

myself ... more than most people have had toô (a6MBMES). Several respondents said that their family, or 

their spouse/ partner, had provided invaluable financial or moral support.   Three of the women partners had 

a supportive husband or partner who shared domestic labour (the other woman equity partner was single and 

childless).  

Many respondents who were happy where they were, also spoke of having been lucky; for instance one white 

equity partner attributed her promotion in part to the fact that fewer men were practising in her firmôs 

specialisms: óI think if there had been a male solicitor with half a brain cell, two arms and legs, he would have 

taken him into partnership in preference to meô (a19FWEP).  A large number of the Southern respondents 

said that they owed their career to one or two key legal professionals who had staked their reputation on 

them, or who had gone to extraordinary lengths to help them in their career: 

 óI only got tenancy because of a female Member of Chambers ... but pupillage was an absolute nightmare, and 
she went to extraordinary lengths ... sheôd seen me in interview before I joined Chambers and she knew...  who I 
was and she went beyond, you know, beyond anything I could ever have dreamt of to secure my future in the 
profession.  I donôt know what Iôd have done without her, I really donôt... I guess, but sheôs the one I would never, 
ever forget.  I owe my career to her... , she put ...every ounce of her reputation behind me in order for me to have 
a future, and that must have been a risk for her as well in some ways, you know.  She was amazing.ô (b11FWB).   

Most of the solicitor respondents from the South of England. highlighted the role of a mentor in their sixth 

form years as important; for instance a barrister said:  

ó... when I was actually at school and in the sixth form, I did a mini pupillage and there was a barrister there who 
really encouraged me to pursue the Bar, and really helped to develop me, and supported me not just then but 
when I was applying for other things.ô  (e8FBMEIHB). 

Once in the profession, mentoring and generally building good personal relationships was identified by   the 

majority of the private practice sample as important for career progression.  Many therefore attributed their 

success to having an informal mentor / patron, or alternatively their lack of success to their failure to be 

mentored, and the common practice of white men being mentored.  Relatedly, socialising, both within the firm 

and also externally, was identified as of vital importance for career development. Some male BME 

practitioners had found that playing sport was an excellent way of developing personal relationships; the 

following comments by two male solicitors are illustrative:   

ó[S]ports and that type of activity, like drinking, help ... itôs that tribe mentalityô (a6MBMES);  

ó[playing football has] always been the one occasion where I truly feel like Iôm part of the group and all the strong 
relationships that I have within the firm have stemmed from thatô.   

His subsequent remarks indicate the degree to which he generally feels like an outsider: 

óanything to do with football Iôm invited to and thereôs a whole hearted sort of open armed acceptanceô 
(a5MBMES).   

As these comments suggest, most women and BME practitioners considered that the significance of personal 

relations, expressed most clearly in the strong emphasis on socialising, placed them at a disadvantage. Thus 

the male employment lawyer (based in Yorkshire) just cited said that he was kept away from some (white) 

clients and thought that both this and his inability to participate in alcohol driven socialising events would limit 

his promotion prospects.  We explore these themes in more depth in Section 4.  

3.4 Gender, Race and Culture  
Interestingly there may be a geographical component to both the views on race and gender differentiation 

and the work-place.  The respondents based in the North of England were more likely to indicate that they 

considered that their career path had been (deleteriously) affected by external perceptions linked to their 



    

Page 29 

 

ethnicity, whereas the respondents based in the South were more likely to consider that gender stereotypes 

had had a negative impact on their career success. One respondent indicated that she thought that while 

explicit sexism and racism were no longer tolerated in larger cities, this was not necessarily the case 

everywhere; similarly, another respondent drew an unfavourable comparison between her experience of 

interviews in Leeds and Manchester: in the former she had been asked inappropriate questions, whereas in 

Manchester the interviewers had focused on her technical skills.  Other respondents similarly argued that 

cultural stereotypes about both women and BME practitioners represented blocks to career progression.  

Thus the overwhelming majority of Northern based BME respondents thought that racism, at some level, 

continued to be an issue.  One respondent felt there was an unofficial óquotaô of BME solicitors so that only a 

few would be taken, in order óto tick the boxô (a11FBMES), and several had encountered explicit racism.  In 

contrast, many of the Southern based respondents were quick to dismiss suggestions of racism within the 

profession, particularly one of our male BME respondents, who commented: 

óéthe people who are older than us, like at least five years. I think they have worked long enough to realise itôs not 
where you come from or whatever you speak, but you do your work and that is what you are here for. I have not 
had any partner look at me as if I am not meant to be there, to be fair they have always spoken to me as any other 
trainee, and so do all our associates...ô (b12MBMETS)  

This view may, however, be because the London BME sample contained more middle class and foreign born 

lawyers.  

There was less consensus amongst respondents about the extent and degree to which sexism continued to 

pervade the profession, but nevertheless most women thought that in order to succeed they had to be better 

than their male colleagues, some had experienced sexual harassment and most felt that working practices 

such as long hours and competitiveness had inhibited their success.  Respondents from the South (including 

BME males) were more likely to view the profession as sexist rather than racist, whereas the position was 

reversed in relation to the respondents based in the North. 

Five of the sample had not gained entry to the profession; four were BME and the other was a white woman 

with a young family.  Most were pessimistic about their chances of success, largely because of a lack of 

funding for the LPC (obliging them to work in another field for the time being), and a lack of contacts in and 

knowledge of the profession.  One, a mature Asian woman who had done the LPC and who, despite having 

considerable, and relevant work experience, had subsequently failed to obtain a training contract, attributed 

her failure almost entirely to racism: ówhen your application goes in with your name on it, it will be at the 

bottom of the pile ..ô (a13FBME LPC).  She acknowledged that her 2:2 from a new university represented a 

further barrier and criticised the professionôs failure to recognise her other skills (these included speaking 4 

languages) and her substantial and relevant work experience.  Obtaining a 2.2 in oneôs law degree was 

highlighted as a problem by a number of respondents including one who was a qualified solicitor but who had 

since become unemployed and who was struggling to find work even though she had a broad range of pre 

and post-qualification legal experience:  

óI think the choice that I made to go into the legal profession, knowing that I had a 2:2 has most affected my career, 
because if at the time I knewé I mean, even today, I did my degree 15 years ago. Even today, I have recruitment 
agents saying to me, youôve got a 2:2. If Iôd known it would be that difficult to overcome thaté I wouldôve tried to 
explore different areas.ô (e1FBMES).  

The rationality of this barrier was challenged by an Asian woman salaried partner in a large commercial firm 

in the North who herself had a 2:2 from a new university; she recounted how, as the firmôs diversity officer, 

she had pointed out the implications of the firmôs requirement for a 2:1 from old university policy for its 

diversity.  

A significant number of respondents suggested that some responsibility for the lack of diversity, including a 

failure to enter some of the high status specialisms, lay with óoutsidersô themselves, as a result, for instance, 

of a lack of aspiration or knowledge and low levels of confidence:  

óI donôt think weôre making the most of the opportunities that do come our way, so I think itôs a combined thing ... 
and that makes me resent it less; for example, we had 2000 training contract applications last year and Iôm fairly 
certain that not more than ten of those will be from minoritiesô (a5MBMES).   

Another BME respondent agreed that lack of confidence was a cause: 

óI went to a former poly where you got a large spread of ethnic minorities and they just donôt have the confidence to 
go for the big jobs even if they get a 2:1ô, he went on, however, to point out that this was ultimately connected to 
class issues and the professionôs elitism: óthe problem is that itôs not a prestigious university, yet itôs really good ...ô 
(a6MBMES). 
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 The analysis of another respondent was similar, but less sympathetic:  

óI think they let themselves down sometimes ... by not going to the right institution or the way they present 
themselves ... sometimes you know people just donôt portray themselves in a very positive or professional lightô 
(a11FBMES).   

Another indicated:  

óI think the biggest factor in individual success is the individual, that you make the most of the opportunities.  I was 
very lucky, I went to Cambridge, I went to a very good university where there were lots of opportunities.  And I see 
people who don't take them, but I was very determined to make the most of those opportunities.  And I think it's all 
very well having mentors, because they're important or having good careers advice, that's very important.  But I 
would say energy and drive combination is probably the most important thing.ô (e10MBMES)  

Finally, many respondents thought that diversity was now far higher on the professionôs agenda and several 

women had found that there was an increasing openness to flexible working which, they said, had helped 

them.  An Asian male Equity partner in a Magic Circle Firm (d12MBMELG) was especially optimistic. 

Following graduation in the mid ó80s, he had gone into banking as a result of encountering racism from the 

Bar.  He attributed his current success firstly to his banking experience, and secondly to his subsequent 

perception that his firm was not in fact prejudiced, but meritocratic, which had led him to apply for a training 

contract there, and thirdly to his commercial sense and hard work in the firm. 

Whilst few respondents were as optimistic as this last respondent, people did tend to argue that the situation 

would continue to improve as the supply side continued to diversify and as the older generation retired; for 

instance, a female BME barrister said:  

ó[T]here are people in my current chambers who are very committed to the importance of equality, being inclusive 
... but youôve still got the older generation who do still have a lot of influence and are probably still reinforcing the 
old stereotypes, like old boy networking and so onô.   

However, whilst other respondents tended to agree that overt discrimination was decreasing, they qualified 

their optimism by noting that for ówhite male partners é diversity was not going to be at the top of their list of 

priorities ... I mean, why is it even going to be an issue é chances are youôre working in a successful firm ... 

itôs always worked in this way, doing well é thereôs no need to changeô (a5MBMES).  

As we have already suggested, the evidence of respondents highlighted significant variations between firms 

and regions.  Leeds and Yorkshire generally were described as particularly resistant to diversity and change.  

Two respondents from the South noted the positive role that the Attorney General had made in bringing 

diversity to the forefront of the legal professional debate:  

óI think weôre quite lucky right now actually to have a female from a minority as our Attorney General, which has 
been a huge positive shift, I think, and sheôs done a lot for diversity.  I know sheôs spoken to a lot of private 
practice firms, in sort of, helping them increase their diversity, especially at the, sort of, more senior levels.ô 
(e7FBMEIHS). 

Nevertheless, despite these nuances in experience, there were significant commonalities in our respondentsô 

accounts, and we explore these in depth in the following section.   
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4. THE CHARACTER OF THE LEGAL PROFESSION 

 

4.1 Introduction 
This section draws on our respondentsô descriptions of their experience of forms of governance, recruitment 

and promotion processes and informal cultural practices in order to delineate the character of the profession.  

The professionôs bureaucratic structures are enacted and implemented by human actors and will generally 

reflect its culture or system of shared meanings.
108

  Where bureaucratic structures, formal processes and 

practices are in keeping with the professionôs culture they will be effective and efficient at achieving their 

ends.  However, as Schein has argued,
109

 where they are óout of synchô with it ï for instance because they 

include innovative rules and practices designed to diversify what remains a largely homogenous culture ï the 

practices may be implemented in such a way as to confound the objective for which they were designed.  

It is therefore difficult to separate out discussion of the professionôs structures and formal processes from the 

culture which generally determines how these are enacted. However, both for the sake of clarity, and 

because the modernisation and formalisation of the legal workplace is an increasing reality, especially in 

large solicitorsô firms, we begin by discussing the formal structures; then, in Sub-section 4.3, we draw on our 

respondentsô perceptions of informal processes and practices to describe its culture.  There is inevitably 

some overlap between the two sub-sections. 

4.2 Bureaucratic Structures, Formal Processes and Practices  

4.2.1 Introduction 
Transparent formal processes are a pre-requisite for equity within an organisation. However there is a great 
deal of variability in the extent to which firms in the legal labour market are governed by such processes.  
Unsurprisingly, the large corporate firms are now complex bureaucratic structures; at the other end of the 
spectrum are small High Street firms, the governance of which tends to be fluid and personalist.

110
  However, 

any firm that has had a contract to do legal aid will also have sophisticated management structures which 
include diversity and equality provisions. And the Law Society Lexcel practice management standard 
encourages good practice in management and human resources.

111
  Lexcel accreditation is open to firms of 

all types and sizes as well as in-house legal departments. 
 
Nevertheless many respondents, including solicitors in large corporate firms, suggested that in practice the 
procedures and processes of governance remain generally informal and opaque despite a significant growth 
in the size, complexity and diversity of law firms. Traditionally, the structure of most solicitors firms was very 
flat, comprising, associates and partners (and other non-solicitor fee earners)

112
. Recent years have seen the 

elongation and formalisation of professional hierarchies, as firms seek to expand capacity and in particular to 
increase the proportion of salaried to profit sharing staff (equity partners).  As a result the last 20 years has 
produced a significant increase in law firm leverage ratios and the adoption of increasingly pyramidal and 
hierarchical business models which contemplate a plethora of different roles and positions including assistant 
solicitors, junior partners, of counsel, legal directors and paralegals.

113
 For instance, the top ten English firms 

expanded their leverage ratios from an average of 3.9 salaried lawyers to equity in 1993 to a 2008 ratio of 
6.9: 1.

114
  This tendency is not restricted to large law firms, although it is more evident in that sector.  Salaried 

solicitors generate a large surplus under normal conditions as their revenues exceed their labour costs, which 
can bolster profitability and partner earning levels. These financial incentives to raise leverage have been 
amplified by recent high profile reports in the media that rank profit per equity partner; the rankings are 
becoming one of the legal professionôs key benchmarks for success

115
 and are contributing to broader 

processes of restructuring within the profession.  In particular, the focus on leverage has radically changed 
the professional division of labour, with promotion to partnership times lengthening and partnership criteria 
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becoming increasingly tied to financial contribution, commercial acumen and practice development.
116

  
Equally importantly, the concept of partnership itself has undergone some significant adjustment through the 
introduction of salaried partners who contribute to leverage, and the increasing recourse to de-equitisation as 
a tool to maintain profitability.   
 
The increase in women lawyers has been instrumental in allowing these reconfigurations to take place 
because they have not only broadened the recruitment pool of firms,

117
 but also their child rearing function 

makes them potentially disposable,
118

 and legitimises allocating them to less prestigious positions.
119

 It is 
unsurprising therefore that the majority of partners remain male whilst those women who are partners are 
disproportionately more likely to be salaried partners, a position described by one of our female equity 
partners as ówindow dressingô. Further, even while there are now more female equity partners, power and 
status is not distributed equally amongst the equity partnership but tends to be concentrated in the hands of 
those drawn from the high earning specialisms such as corporate law which are not only dominated by men, 
but have been described as ótestosterone drivenô (a16FBMESP). This is the context in which apparently 
neutral recruitment, promotion and work/resource allocation processes, are situated.  As a result, a growing 
body of literature

120
 suggests that in practice bureaucratic structures may indirectly disadvantage non-

traditional groups and mask the reproduction of dominant work practices and cultures.  

4.2.2 Recruitment Processes 

The process of recruitment is probably the area where there has been most systematisation.  In large firms 

this is now increasingly based on psychometric tests devised by consultant psychologists and many firms 

now use graduate recruiters.  As a result it is claimed that such firms now recruit wholly on merit rather than, 

for instance, connections to the firm
121

. However, it has been argued that personal contacts remain important 

and also the actual process continues to favour certain types of applicants.  For instance, respondents 

claimed that both the recruitment companies and large firms tend to filter out certain people and filter in 

ófamiliar facesô, using proxies such as schools and universities attended:
122

  

óFirms in the City will do the milk round at these various institutions.  They wouldnôt necessarily go to what was a 
former polytechnic and is now a City university or whatever they want to call themselves.  So, if I am Clifford 
Chance and I have to do the milk round why am I going to go to hundreds of institutions when I can go for the top 
ten and get the clone that I wantô (c4FBMEEP) 

Others similarly saw this strategy as a ócloningô process; for instance: óCambridge and Oxford donôt represent 

the UKô. (b2FBMES).  

In addition to the preference for elite universities, large firms and chambers also tend to look at school 

attended, and to require As and Bs at A level, often in specific subjects. Some firms and chambers even 

demand As and Bs at GCSE level, this last requirement effectively acting as a proxy for a public school 

education.
123

The cumulative socio-economic implications of these recruitment practices were noted by 

several respondents; for instance one said:  

óYouôre unlikely to get into a High Street practice just by virtue of the fact that you havenôt got a 2.1.  You canôt 
even submit an application to (large firms) because their fire wall will reject you.ô (c4FBMEEP) 

Another pointed to the social capital which flowed from going to the right school, which clearly increased the 

advantage built into having the right credentials: 

óThis is a school which isé you know, itôs very expensive, you have to be of a certain class background to be able 
to send your children there.  In the summer times, you know, youôre going to the houses of MPs and whatever 
elseé they can pull strings for you and open doors for youé..when you went to an exceptional school thaté  you 
are destined for great things and it makes doorsé itôs easier for doors to be opened for you because youôre now 
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sitting in front of someone in the City who may have gone to the same school as youé or gone to the same school 
as your father so as a result, the fact that you got a Third, we can ignore thatô (c4FBMEEP)  

Support for this view was provided by respondents who had found that their comprehensive school education 

had represented an entry barrier, and by others who recognised that their attendance at a grammar or public 

school had been the key to their success in gaining a training contract or pupillage.   

The comments of another respondent reflects the fact that university degrees are the culmination of a much 

longer educational filtering process whereby candidates from certain ethnic and social backgrounds tend to 

be concentrated in poorer schools, as a result of the unequal distribution of opportunities within society, 

leading to progressive disadvantage:
124

 

óSo if you're turning up aged 19 applying to a Magic Circle law firm, and haven't got two As and a B, you're going to 
be struggling.  And the reason you haven't got two As and a B, if you track back, is because you didn't do very well 
at GCSEs, because you didn't do well at school, and you didn't do well at school because of all the reasons that 
I've cited.  So I think the problem of entering the profession aged 21 and over, starts aged 5, 6, 7, 8 at primary 
school.ô  (e10MBMES)  

Another respondent, a mature law graduate, complained that this reliance on academic credentials was also 

likely to disadvantage mature students who often will have to work during their studies, and may also have 

had caring responsibilities, arguing that it ómay not do adequate justice to the relevant experience and skills, 

often matured in areas connected to legal practice, that ónon-traditionalô candidates may possess.ô 

(a13FBMELPC)  

In addition to the requirement for a 2:1 by many sectors of the legal profession, candidates are also expected 

to be able to give evidence of participation in a wide range of extracurricular activities.  The rationale for this 

is that these demonstrate important traits such as dedication, initiative and resilience.  However they also 

suggest that the applicant has the social contacts and cultural dispositions which are seen as essential for a 

career in the legal profession; we shall discuss this in our section on stereotypes based on class (Sub-section 

4.3.2.3). Of course, these criteria, far from being neutral, have different implications for different groups and 

individuals: again they favour students drawn from public schools and universities which offer environments 

(such as small group or one to one tuition, an active societiesô scene, developed contacts with the profession 

and vacation placement schemes) that are more conducive to developing such skills and dispositions. 

Thus the accounts of many respondents pointed to the significance in recruitment processes of what 
Bourdieu has termed cultural capital.  As a result, despite the surface concern with qualifications as indicators 
of competence, in practice, according to Kumra and Vinnicombe, because legal knowledge is assumed, firms 
and chambers are generally looking for other attributes. The degree from Oxbridge is a proxy for such 
attributes.  A concrete example of the órightô background trumping evidence of talent or skill was provided by a 
female barrister who said that in her first week as a pupil in London she had been asked who her father was: 
óI just sort of looked at them as if to say, why would you know who my father is!? They expected to have 
heard of my school!ô (d13FB).  The following account by a BME male equity partner of how he gained entry to 
the profession similarly illuminates how formal bureaucratic processes and the emphasis on technical merit 
can be displaced: 

óI came back to [*] .and a friend of mine worked at [*] and I said, I could do with a job in a law firm, and he said ófind 
yourself a suit and come down to the * (name of pub) ...  on a Friday nightô. So I went at five o'clock with my friend 
and by the time the pub closed I had an interview for Monday morning.ô (d7MBMEEP) 

In addition to the barriers to entry discussed above, some respondents spoke of the difficulties resulting from 

the need to self fund the LPC or the Bar Vocational Course (BVC), and others of the double discrimination 

which resulted from the practice of large City firms paying for their trainees whilst legal aid and smaller firms 

(traditionally feminised and BME high quotient) generally will not.   For instance, in one focus group an 

African Caribbean mature law student said:  óI donôt think that I have any prospects or intentions now of 

entering the professionô (d12MBMENE). This comment generated a discussion about diversity and funding, 

and a barrister said: óthat is an important point about entrance to the profession. I mean who is going to do it 

when it means taking on Ã20,000 worth of debt? For the money you get paid, it just isnôt worth it.ô; an African 

Caribbean solicitor agreed:  
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óI think finance is a real, real issue. Because I think a lot of Black and Asian solicitors get pigeonholed into legal 
aid. For me as a fairly well paid legal aid lawyer, but I still cannot afford to pay my student loans, my mortgage and 
my LPC, my parents had to help. If I hadnôt got my family to help I would have needed to look at going into another 
profession.ô (d12MBMENE) 

While few people spoke of experiencing explicit discrimination in the recruitment process, some respondents 

reported having been asked inappropriate questions during interviews.  The first two quotes relate to 

practitioner experiences some years ago, the third one to experiences within the past couple of years. 

óI encountered overt discrimination as I applied for articlesé.I can give you an example of a letter that was sent to 
me by one leading law firm, which I still have, which said, we are prejudiced against female article clerks due to 
some unfortunate experiences in the past and therefore we will not be calling you for interview.ô (c8FWEP) 

óI was told in no uncertain terms that the only suitable work for a woman at the Bar was either criminal, preferably 
doing... defending on rape case, or family; and as I had no interest in either I went into the civil service.ô (c6FWEP) 

 óI had a white friend who went for an interview in [North East] and she had recently become widowed and she was 
asked about children because of her age and references were made to her wedding ring. And it is something that 
you associate with a bygone era. She was recently bereaved and was forced to say well children arenôt going to 
happen.ô (d11FBMETS) 

Further, several of our Asian female respondents had been asked if there would be a problem with working 

late and attending after work functions: 

óI was interviewed at a firm and it is touted as a massively left wing firm and I really wanted the job and I put my 
application in and I had done shadowing work and put in loads of work and I really thought I would get the job. 
Anyway the first interview was alright and the second interview, given that I had spent a lot of time with these 
people, I was asked by somebody who had my CV and who knew that I had left Yorkshire and worked elsewhere 
and come back and he was asking me about the hours and he genuinely said to me will your mum have a problem 
with you working late and being out late? é I donôt think for a minute he would have asked that if I had been a 
white English woman.ô (d11FBMETS) 

Some had also found recruitment consultants engaging in direct discrimination, whether on their own initiative 

or at the request of employers; the following account by a British Asian solicitor suggests discrimination 

based on both race and class:   

óI went to a recruitment agent and she said I was too common to be put forward é  for a stand-alone role, which 
was on a specific case and it was for six months ... everything that Iôve done before. And she said, oh you have to 
appreciate the way you speak is very common, and these are very educated people, and so you may not fit in.ô 
(e1FBMES) 

This behaviour has been noted in the literature previously.
125

 

4.2.3 Vocational Training, Pupillages and Training Contracts 

The cost of tuition fees and living expenses was a recurring theme, and clearly had affected the career 

choices of at least some of our respondents; for instance: 

 óI didnôt feel like I could afford to become a barrister; I didnôt feel I had the financial security to pursue that career 
path, which, at the time, everyone said youôve got to have a lot of money to be able toéô (e15FWSP) 

Money was also an issue for those seeking a training contract in High Street firms which rarely provide 

funding for the LPC. In the words of one of our respondents: 

 ó[S]maller firms are more likely to give you a training contract knowing that youôve already got your LPC, and 
theyôre not having to fund, theyôre not having to invest any more, and you start earning money for them as soon as 
they employ youô. (e9FBMES).  

These financial difficulties were exacerbated by the need to dress up oneôs CV to demonstrate dedication and 

maximize employability through unpaid experiences and costly extra-curricular activities. Thus, a female 

solicitor reported how she ó...was continually asked, why donôt you have more work experience on your CV. 

And the expectation is often that you should have done unpaid work experienceô (e4FWTS).  Similar 

pressures were described by aspiring barristers:   

ó... because lots and lots of people are now coming out with a 2:1 degree and itôs, like, so what, youôve got a 2:1 
degree.  So, I think they have to show commitment through, for us, working in law centres, doing voluntary work, 
showing, sort of, commitment to the cause, if you likeô (c3FWB/Ac) 

Of course pupillages are funded and large firms sponsor LPC courses for the highest qualified students (who 

want to undertake corporate work), but this obviously neglects a sizeable proportion of law students. Our 
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sample reveals how, historically, cost, or the perception of cost, has impacted upon individual career choices 

and remains an entry barrier today for many, especially into certain sections of the profession. We spoke to 

several respondents working in City firms in London who had only trained with them because they would pay 

their fees for the LPC, as illustrated by the next quotation from the a respondent who is the eldest child in her 

family and explains her decision to move to London in these terms: 

óIt was important to me just to qualify and be financially stable as soon as possible after that so that I could support 
my family and provide security as well to them. But I guess my career choice in the end led me to move further 
away from my family... I think I applied to nearly every firm in the Midlands, and I just didnôt get anywhere.ô 
(b4FBMETS) 

This is of course particularly problematic for those students who do not want to practise corporate law but 

lack the resources to self fund the LPC. 

Other respondents attributed some of the difficulties they were experiencing in gaining entry to the profession 

to the growing imbalance between the large numbers of potential recruits being produced by the university 

system and the number of available places in the profession. For instance, one respondent, commenting on 

the Bar, stated:  

óThere arenôt enough places nowadayséthe statistics, I think, were that 50% of people who went to Bar school got 
pupillage, and of that 50% only 50% of those, so 25%, I guess, would have got tenancy.ô (c3FWB/Ac) 

The same respondent informed us how in some locations this over-supply leads to a ótournament of 

lawyersô
126

 as employers exploit competitive dynamics between lawyers within up-or-out systems. óIn London 

a lot of the chambers take on eight pupils and will possibly only have one tenancy place.  So, they tell you at 

the beginning that youôre all in competition for this one place.ô (C3FWB/Ac)   

Similar dynamics were evident within the solicitorsô branch, where several of our respondents had 

experienced the increasing tendency to recruit paralegals rather than trainee solicitors (paralegals, while 

being fee earners, are a much more cost effective form of labour than trainees and are also more suitable for 

the increasingly procedural and bureaucratic business models developed by law firms:  

óMost law firms, theyôre mainly made up of paralegals, because itôs a lot cheaper to pay the paralegals, as opposed 
to solicitors. And although paralegals donôt have the qualifications to be a solicitor, some of them, like myself, 
because itôs so difficult to get that training contract, they just settle to get the legal experience as a paralegal.ô 
(c5FBMEPara)   

In this context, ósettlingô for a stint as a paralegal before moving up to a training contract was increasingly 

presented by some as a new unofficial step in the professional career ladder:  

ó[T]he use of paralegals within firms is becoming huge.é And you know, paralegals are a great way to get into a 
firm, but the wages are substantially less than for a trainee, and some paralegals will stay paralegals three, four, 
five years before they can get a training contract, because they are cheap labour. And that is quite worrying.ô 
(e16FWTS)  

This growing tendency to replace qualified professionals with less qualified (and cheaper) forms of labour was 

viewed with anxiety by our respondents.  Indeed, the experiences of our sample and the broader literature 

point to the development of an increasingly sizeable ólegal peripheryô of paralegals and other unqualified fee-

earning roles
127

 which exists outside the official professional career structure and constitutes a reserve labour 

force, employed on lesser terms and conditions which may disproportionately comprise diverse aspiring 

lawyers.   

4.2.4 Working Practices, Targets and Commitment  

A defining characteristic of solicitorsô firms is the extremely high level of commitment they demand
128

, and this 

was a common theme in respondentsô accounts which we discuss further in section 4.3.  Commitment is 

rarely defined in concrete terms but is used as a marker for retention and promotion.  It is assessed via 

proxies such as the ability to raise the profile of the firm and/or engage in business development.  Long 

working hours remain  one of the key measure of commitment, especially in  (although not limited to) 

corporate firms and big cities: óyou had to work long hours, have no other commitments and be prepared to 

drop everything at the last minute and if you didnôt you wouldnôt hit the next levelô (a8FWS). One of our 

respondents provided evidence for this as follows:   
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óIn my team, two of my associates have been up for two nights now, and all day, trying to get a deal closed.  And 
you canôt say to the client: óactually, Iôm going home to sleepô.  This is a cross border deal, lots of time zonesô 
(a15MBMEEP) 

Many female respondents expressed the concern that what was being valued were óthe hours you put in as 

opposed to the quality of your work; óhardworkingô meant being at the office by 8amô (a3FWAc).  This woman 

went on to point out that long hours not only did not necessarily equate to good work but were rather 

dissipated in óchattingô.  Several respondents complained of a lack of transparency in establishing fee targets 

and argued that open, formal processes were essential; for instance: óI was doing well so the senior partner 

announced, in a completely off the cuff fashion, that he was doubling my targetô (a19FWEP). Others argued 

that targets needed to be work-type specific to ensure that they could be met when undertaking certain types 

of (agreed) work such as acting for claimants rather than defendants in employment law cases. 

As a concomitant, a request for flexible working arrangements may be viewed as a solicitorôs lack of 

commitment
129

 and professionalism.
130

  This is in keeping with Thornton and Bagustôs critique of flexible 

working, in which they have argued that 'far from being a panacea, flexible work is being invoked to confine 

women to subordinate roles and to restrict access to partnerships. Not only is there a residual suspicion of 

the feminine in positions of authority and resistance to the idea of bodily absence from the workplace, but 

also the contemporary market discourse has erased a commitment to social justice and equality.'
131

The 

following narratives are illustrative: 

óFlexible working to some people, if the words are uttered, itôs become feminised and flexible working means 
youôre not dedicated to the office and you want to work part time because all youôre interested in is looking after 
your kids.ô (c4FBMEEP) 

óYou stop and you think to yourself, well, hold on a second and you look up and every other industryôs allowed 
people to work flexibly but the lawyers think óno, you have to be in the office from nine until 10 oôclock at night 
because that shows dedicationô.  Actually, this is such a crass way of working.ô (c4FBMEEP) 

Further, others indicated that often flexible working simply corresponded to a limited re-arrangement of the 
working day, others that reduced hours contracts were agreed but that little changed in terms of their targets 
and workload: 

óI have a colleague, for example, a female colleague who was contracted to do 30 hours and another male 
colleague who was contracted full-time and they still had the same billing target! And she was obviously getting 
paid 10% less than he was.ô (d9FBMES) 

óI think the main barriers to women are the lack of flexible working.  There's still a bad attitude to it - you're less 
important, less valid, less effective if you work part-time ... also what they say by flexible working is, you do your 5 
days, if you can squeeze them into 3 days fine, but you've still got your target to meet - that's not flexible working.ô 
(a19FWEP) 

Further illustrations of the lack of formal processes included accounts of salary reductions to represent on-
paper reductions in working hours, while billing targets remained very similar to those originally set under 
previous full hours, full pay, non-flexible contracts.  Some explained how these on-paper reductions in hours 
were then undermined by the insistence that the lawyer keep in contact with work and/or work from home at 
the times when she was not being paid to work.  In addition, it was suggested that some flexible hours and/or 
part-time contracts may take the woman off the partner track and yet still demand similar time commitment to 
those who remain partnership candidates.

132
      

Another respondent indicated that there is little clear chain of command or clearly communicated work 

allocation structure: 

ó[C]ommunication generally is poor I think at law firms, you know, I donôt have a business plan, nobody sits me 
down and says, óThese are your ten clients, this is why youôre doing this work, this is why youôre not doing this 
work,ô itôs just a lot more fluid than that, somebody kind of drops on the end of your desk and you do it.ô 

This opacity was described by others as a general feature of their organisation; the following comments are 
illustrative: óEverything in our firm from work allocation to even the process for qualifying is ... not transparentô 
(a4FBMES), and: óNobody quite knows who the equity partners are, which I always find remarkableé weôre 
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not very transparentô (a4FBMES).  Another told of appraisal systems where targets changed to suit, which 
meant that it was never clear if a particular employee had met the requirements for promotion or pay raises: 

óThere's no feedback.  And the appraisal process is quite lip service, but it's manipulated to the point where 
retrospective appraisal forms will be given out for you to sign, to show that you haven't met the targets that were 
never previously set for you, and that kind of thingé And if you actually use the appraising process yourself to 
show that you have demonstrated that you've met this, that and the other, they never look back at the previous 
form, so you go in having prepared for the appraisal saying, you set me these targets, these are my figures as 
against those.  They then might say, well, we're not interested in looking back, this is a forward looking review.ô  
(d4FWSP) 

Several respondents in a BME focus group expressed a lack of confidence in the professionôs formal 
bureaucratic systems. They spoke of not being able to put themselves forward amongst a crowd of Oxbridge 
graduates and questioned the ómeritocracyô of the system: 

óYou start off and your confidence is a lot lower than the next personé Well not personal confidence buté 
confidence in the system. You worry that people will not see you for what you can do. And you maybe donôt have 
something to push yourself forward and make you stand out against other applicants, where as the Oxbridge 
crowdéô (d8FBMES) 

óThe profession is so much about marketing and bringing in clients really, it is really about connections. So you 
could be a terrible lawyer and still bring in clients and do well.ô (d9FBMES) 

In short, there was concern that work allocation systems were insufficiently rigorous and transparent, that 

commitment was judged simply in terms of hours spent in the office and that even billing targets were very 

blunt instruments if not considered alongside work quality.  Flexible working arrangements had worked for 

some respondents (particularly those in the public sector or in-house) but other respondents feared they 

would lead to being devalued by their firms.
133

 Barristers noted that flexible working was possible, but that 

some chambers were resistant to it, and that, in any event, self-employed barristers would find it difficult to 

build and maintain a practice unless they were prepared to take the cases that were offered to them.  

Employed barristers in the public sector explained that the same flexible working arrangements were open to 

them as to other employees, and one indicated that her move in-house was in part motivated by the 

opportunities that afforded for flexible working. 

4.2.5 Promotion Processes 

Many respondents, both women and men, spoke of the importance for career trajectories of self-promotion. 

There is a large body of literature suggesting that this feature of professional organisations tends to 

disadvantage women; for instance Kumra and Vinnicombe
134

 argue that women frequently lack confidence in 

promoting themselves, in part because they are operating in an environment where masculine values 

dominate.
135

  Their argument is leant support by other literature which suggests that conformity to the male 

model of working
136

 is key to a worker having a sense of entitlement within an organisation and that it also 

tends to underpin the promotionsô process.
137

  As we have noted above, this model of working interprets 

commitment as availability to work extensively as and when required.
138

 Evidently this has significant 

implications for womenôs career progression. Many women solicitors spoke of making a decision not to work 

long hours while their children were young, and of how this had stalled their career progression in terms of 

either achieving partnership or moving from salaried to equity partner.
139

  Some noted that even a brief career 

break or period working part-time could serve to de-professionalise the solicitor, and, further, that the tight 

age band within which people tended to be seen as eligible for partnership meant that on their return to full 

time work they could be considered too old for promotion (we discuss all these issues in more detail in the 

following sub section). 

A key criterion for promotion is the ability not just to manage and maintain client relationships effectively but 

to bring in new clients.  Respondents often stated that masculine networking practices made this more 

difficult for women and minority ethnic groups than for white men.  Getting clients is often connected to male 

dominated arenas such as golf clubs. However some respondents in London reported that their firms were 

now actively encouraging social events that were viewed as more feminised (theatre trips, chocolate making 
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workshops) both as a response to these concerns, but also because an increasing number of senior clients 

are female. Nevertheless, our respondentsô accounts suggest that it is not uncommon for networking activities 

take place in locations that are inappropriate:  

óI think that women find networking difficult because thereôs a lot of time particularly, in areas like property and 
construction, where you walk into a room and itôs quite intimidating because it is pretty much full of men.  I mean, 
that still happens occasionally to meé I work in property and I recently went to a networking event which was at 
the RAC Club in London which still has rooms that women arenôt even allowed in.ô (d6FWS) 

The lack of transparency discussed above recurred in discussions of firmsô criteria for and processes of 

promotion; for instance one woman gave the following description of her eventual promotion to salaried 

partner: 

óThe most challenging bit was getting put forward in the first place - that was an enormous frustration.  You would 
discover after the event when people have been made up to partner that you hadn't and that there had been a 
process at some unknown time in the year that you hadn't been a part of. So there's no set structure, and there's 
no criteria that you can measure yourself against to know that you are approaching being able to have a 
discussion about being put forward.  So when I challenged the big boss why I hadn't been put forward, it was a 
sort of, we didn't want you to be disappointed. You know, it's hard not to be disappointed not to be put forward.  So 
that was the sort of rather opaque part of the system and once you were on the secret list it wasn't nearly as 
opaque, because they were sent a form to fill in and some criteria that you needed to demonstrate, and that was 
relatively straightforward.  But it was the getting on the list.ô (d4FWSP) 

The accounts of other respondents suggest that this opacity is related to the way in which formal, 
bureaucratic structures tend to be less significant for promotion than having a ópatronô / mentor who will 
sponsor you (this is discussed in detail in the sub-section below). Thus, even where firms had open formal 
criteria and processes, particular partnersô preferences may operate against non-normative employees.   

Solicitors in one NE firm said that the criteria for promotion ówere constantly updated... so you never knowô 

(a9FWS). An associate who was leaving the firm explained that her decision had been prompted by 

promotion issues:   

óI asked, ówhat is the promotion process because I donôt have a clue?ô and at that point they produced a document 
saying, óthis is the document you would follow on our intranet... but itôs not been there for a couple of years.ô 
(a8FWS) 

Her colleague then confirmed this, stating that she had also looked for it and not found it:  

ó[T]here is no transparent career structure óé (another colleague) has been here 11 years and been an associate 
for quite some time and she is not aware of what she needs to do to get to the next step to become a partnerô 
(a9FWS) 

Evidently this lack of clarity makes it relatively easy to discriminate.  

By contrast, some of the solicitors in the South had found that the processes in their firms were transparent 

but that the expectations were so high (in terms of 24 hour commitment to the firm) they felt that promotion 

was not worth pursuing. The gendered nature of these barriers to promotion was illustrated by the account of 

a male associate in a City firm who had an exceptionally positive experience.  He claimed that everyone knew 

what was required to fulfil the next stage of career advancement to progress in the firm, and described how 

he had been able to choose a mentor to help him develop his career (a partner), with whom he met regularly 

to discuss his next steps. 

4.2.6 Summary 

This sub-section has highlighted how nominally neutral bureaucratic processes in law firms (and to a lesser 

extent in chambers) can exclude aspiring lawyers drawn from certain social groups from entry, and produce 

differential opportunities for women and BME lawyers, as a result of male models of working which rarely 

tolerate flexible working patterns, and lack of transparency in work allocation, targets and volume of work.  

We will now discuss the professional culture which generates these practices.  

4.3 The Culture of the Profession 

4.3.1 Introduction    

As we documented in Section 1.2, there is an extensive literature which suggests that the culture of the legal 

profession in England and Wales and similar jurisdictions continues to be marked by its white, male, middle 
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class history.
140

  This literature argues that, as we have suggested above, beneath its formal, facially 

meritocratic bureaucratic surface there exists a shadow structure of informal practices which sustain and 

reproduce that culture.
141

  However, as we have also emphasised above, the fragmented nature of the 

solicitorsô profession, the distinct character of the Bar, and the variations between regions and small towns/ 

large urban centres means that the reader should bear in mind that the legal labour market today is highly 

differentiated.
142

  It is therefore remarkable that there was, nevertheless, so much uniformity in the features 

identified by the overwhelming majority of respondents as characteristic of this culture.  As will be evident 

from the following discussion, these features are inter-linked and self reinforcing. 

The key role which the data suggests is played by these practices in producing a differentiated labour market 

means that this is sub-section is the longest part of our report. 

4.3.2 The Legacy of the Professionôs White, Male Elitist Origins and the Significance of Cultural 

Stereotypes 

Several respondents articulated a sense of the persistence of the professionôs white, masculine character.  

The following quotations are illustrative: a white equity partner in a medium sized High Street firm said:  

ó[I]tôs still very much dominated at the top end by white, middle aged men.  And as they die out they will be 
replaced by younger traditional white middle class men. Partly law encourages conservative, with a small ócô 
people - thereôs a large chunk of it thatôs very traditional and that encourages a certain sort of person and so its 
very male cultural norms persist.ô (a19F W EP NE)  

Another white woman said: óitôs a male, white, middle class profession and so if you want to do well you have 

to deal with that.ô Her subsequent comments highlight the deeply embedded nature of the professionôs 

gender norms: óI think that it is so much like that they donôt even realise.' (e17FWIHS). A white salaried 

partner said: óthe thing is, the traditional male partner with a wife at home still forms the majority.ô (a2FWSP) 

As these speakers imply, various traits flow from the professionôs masculine legacy.  These not only include 

the professional ideal of a worker freed from domestic responsibilities (as discussed above), but also one who 

has the support of a partner.  Stereotypical understandings of what constitutes ónaturalô male behaviour and 

skills, and the attributes of other social groups, and what is commonly termed the óold boysô networkô may 

also be seen as key features of this masculine legacy. We examine these below.   

4.3.2.1 Stereotypes based on gender 

As our discussion in Section 3 illustrated, most respondents had direct experience of the professionôs gender 

segregation and segmentation - thus a BME trainee commented: óthere are a few departments where thereôs 

no women partners, and I donôt think thereôs any women senior associates.ô (b10MBMETS).  And, as we 

know from statistical reports of the profession
143

, there is a clear link between this segmentation and the 

status (and financial rewards) of specialisms: óP.I. is now a womanôs thing but if you look at corporate division, 

itôs predominantly menô (a14FBMELEx).  Several commented on the mutually reinforcing assumptions that 

males are naturally suited to the prestigious, highly visible specialisms and partnership, and women to ócaringô 

specialisms; for instance: óvery few (male solicitors) do family care work, the caring, nurturing work and itôs 

still mainly blokes who do the business, commercial side...itôs seen as natural.ô (a18FWEP); another said: 

ówomen are expected to do things that men wouldnôt be.ô (e17FWIHS). 

Clearly, such stereotypical assumptions mean that womenôs claim to professional status is vulnerable, as 

exemplified by the recollection of a white associate of her experience on moving to a new town: óother (male) 

                                                      
140 

For instance, see: Sommerlad and Sanderson, 1998; Bolton and Muzio, 2008, 2007; Duff and Webley, 2004; 

MacMillan et al., 2005. In the US: Rhode, 2000; Menkel-Meadow, 1986; Mossman, 1995; Wilkins, 2004, 1997; Pierce, 

2002; Reichman and Sterling, 2004; Gorman, 2006; Canada: Hagan and Kay, 1995; Brockman, 2001; Leiper, 2006. 

Australia: Hunter, 2003; Thornton, 1996; France, Boigeol, 2003, 2005.  For a survey see the papers in Schultz and Shaw, 

2003. 
141 
This is illustrative of Scheinôs discussion of culture (2004).  Acker speaks of the ómasculine substructure of 

organisationsô, 1992;  and Maier of ócorporate masculinityô, 1999. 
142 

For instance, the evidence from our respondents suggested that racial stereotyping and explicit racism is a far greater 

issue in the North than it is in London.  On the other hand, the indication that the London profession is now relatively open 

needs to be treated with caution given the size of our sample, the preponderance of large firms and óradicalô legal aid 

firms, and the relatively more privileged background of our Southern BME sample. 
143

 For a Canadian example in this regard, see Kay, 2010. 



    

Page 40 

 

solicitors really patronised meô (a8FWS), and by the comment that óbeing a young woman ... you are not 

taken as seriouslyô (a3FWAcNE).  As a result, the questioning of female authority
 144

 was a recurring theme:  

óWe have a male salaried partner; tremendously arrogant, driven, ambitious, hard working ï a nice guy but new to 
partnership ... and he throws his weight about and really upset one of the women in the cost team and I tried to 
speak to him about it ... and he couldnôt take it from me. I knew from the lack of eye contact, body language, and 
the fact that he didnôt do what Iôd suggested.ô (a19FWEP)  

A President of a local law society described encountering similarly undermining behaviour from her deputy: 

óhe comes to meetings now Iôm president which he never used to and is constantly challenging my authority 

... itôs fairly subtle ï so if I come up with an idea, heôll say something like óI donôt really think so ï thatôs not (* 

name of town).ô  I like him personally ï he canôt help being an alpha maleô. 

The perceived disjuncture between women and a professional career could also result in expressions of 

doubt about womenôs commitment.  We have discussed this above in connection with the long hoursô culture.  

However, some women reported queries being raised about their commitment simply as a result of getting 

married.  Marriage is viewed as increasing menôs commitment:
145

 óa man almost didnôt get made a partner ... 

until he got marriedô, and the following account by a black male equity partner reveals both this favouring of 

married men on the basis of the óbreadwinnerô justification, and also the privileging of whiteness: 

óI can remember in the early days clearly being the best performer at my level in the firm and being told so, but not 
getting the biggest pay rise... [instead] a really nice, but a real establishment white guy got the biggest pay rise. 
And I said why, and they said óbecause he has a wife and two children.ô (d7MBMEEP)  

By contrast, for women marriage may still mean that they will not even be employed: ôIôve gone to interviews 

and been asked óare you married?ôô  Similarly, a female barrister recounted how she ówas told that it was not 

appropriate for (her) to be married, and I had just got married before Iôd started my pupillage. I was 

questioned about the circumstances of my marriage, like where did I get married and when. This was a few 

years ago at a set in London.ô (d13FWB) 

Unsurprisingly, respondents told of doubts about womenôs commitment being expressed even more 

frequently when they became pregnant: óI was then asked if I was fully committedô.  As a salaried partner 

said: ówomen get defined as being mothers in a way that men donôt seem to get defined as being fathersô 

(a2FWSP).  Women who, having had children, then request and/or succeed in moving to part time work may 

be regarded as even less professional.  A salaried partner said:  óa lot of older males in the profession dislike 

part-time female workers ...I know that until I go back full time, I will not rise to the next level.ô  Her 

subsequent claim that this dislike is grounded in visceral prejudice rather than logic, once again highlights the 

unconscious normalisation of male working practices:  

óIôm not an out and out person who believes that you should be able to have exactly the same rights because 
sometimes it just doesnôt work that way ... but itôs not that itôs been thought through like that. For them itôs just a bar 
because thatôs the way it is ...ô (e15FWSP)  

We examine the significance of commitment and the related extrusion from the workplace of any mention of 

children in more detail in the following sections.  

Respondentsô accounts highlighted other practices which tended to de-professionalise women; many focused 

on social events which (as discussed in the previous section) continue to be held masculine forums in which 

women could be positioned as objects; for instance: óWe have our golf days, a jolly boysô outing ... then 

thereôs a dinner at night ... the women go then.  But you turn up as if youôre a trophy on someoneôs arm, 

rather than actually taking part.ô(a18FWEP).  Another woman claimed that ósexism is still rife ï thereôs a 

certain mentality where you have to be a flirty, attractive womanô (d11FBMETS). The following account 

represents a more extreme example of the sexualisation of the legal workplace, and again illustrates the 

impact this has on womenôs claim to authority and professionalism:   

ó[I]t is difficult fitting into the image that men have of womené No one will say explicitly, but in a commercial firm 
here, I think all of their trainees are young women and the partners thought it would be a good idea if they had a 
revue show and got these girls to dress up and do a dance routine. I saw one of the girls in November (2009) and 
she was in rehearsals! She was disgusted by the idea.ô (d11FBMETS) 
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This respondentôs statement that her friend was nevertheless going to participate in the revue, provoked a 

discussion about the limited scope for junior solicitors to contest such practices: ó[if you refused] you would be 

in trouble, marginalisedô. (d10FBMES); the comments of another suggest that financial pressures and the 

closed culture of the profession combine to produce collusion: óyes, and you are in so much debt when you 

are on your training contract you would just get on and do it. The financial pressure means you canôt complain 

to anyone ï if you did youôd be perceived as a trouble maker and youôd be finished.ô (d8FBMES) 

Other female respondents also recounted instances of sexual harassment óThere was this club and when I 

went, the first comment was óoh our luckôs changed tonight, thereôs a blonde solicitorô.  I didnôt go againô 

(a10FWS).  A woman barrister spoke of  

óa lot of sexism, very casual sexism, at the Bar.  óI think there still is.  When you went on things like advocacy 
weekends at * from your Inn, the older barristers would hit on you.  And that was perfectly acceptable.  And I think 
they, kind of, assumed you would go along with that because you needed their patronage in order to get on.  And 
you found that ...  you were expected to be nice ... to some of the male barristers in order to be accepted.ô 
(c3FWB/Ac)  

This nexus between male seniority and the sexualisation of the workplace is also illustrated by the reflections 

of a female equity partner:  

óI was told by the staff that they confidently expected the next solicitor to be a young female and lo and behold it 
was me; and one of the reasons I left éwas that his behaviour went from being very avuncular to pushing at the 
boundaries of sexual harassment é his current partner had been a trainee solicitor at the firm ... the thing is you 
have to learn how to handle these things because you cannot ignore the male female dynamic ...which can go 
against women because, generally speaking, she is the younger one, less senior, and it can be dangerous for her 
career.ô (a19FWEP)  

A few respondents reported experiencing gross sexual harassment; however, in the following account, the 

female trainee draws a distinction between London and the North (she considered London to be more 

forward thinking): ófor the most part you wouldnôt be having a conversation like that ... even at a chambers 

party you would not be getting people who are pissed up saying óoh Iôd shag herô, which is the experience I 

have had here [in the North].ô (d11FBMETS) 

4.3.2.2 Stereotypes based on race  

Just as gender stereotypes act to de-stabilise women lawyersô professional status and thereby reinforce the 

ónaturalô masculinity of the work environment, some of the accounts by BME practitioners suggest that they 

too may be viewed as óunnaturalô professionals.  Support for this view is offered by the isolated position many 

occupy: ówe operate in tribunals and I canôt think of an occasion where I have seen another ethnic minority 

representative and Iôve been going for almost two and half years...ô (a5MBMES)  As a result, a common 

experience was that of not being recognised as lawyers:  

óIôd go into [* large city in N.E.] and the major courts in the area and be the only ethnic minority face and ... my first 
experience of going into a family court in [*] é the court staff said to me óare you the interpreter?ô óNoô óAre you the 
client?ô óNoô  óAre you the solicitor?ô  óNoô; and then I said óIôm counselô and they were completely taken aback. This 
was 2004/5. Iôm still very conscious of the fact that as an Asian woman Iôm in a minority.ô  (a7FBMEB).   

Other respondents had also experienced racial stereotyping and the devaluation of the individual on which it 

is based.  The doubt expressed in interviews about Asian women practitionersô license to do out of hoursô 

work had also been encountered by one woman from her colleagues: 

óI have been asked before, by colleagues, ówonôt your parents mind you being out late?ô I said I am a thirty year old 
woman and they stopped telling me what to do a long time ago. Itôs older colleagues and there is not malicious 
intent. Itôs completely ridiculous, it is stereotyping that you should be at home with other responsibilities.ô 
(d9FBMES) 

Other respondents (especially outside London) had experienced explicit racism: ôI have come across people 

who have been openly racist. And not subtle.ô The following examples of how these experiences assault the 

practitionerôs professional identity are illustrative:  

ó[Y]ou can get certain people that are é not aware or have very pre-conceived ideas of how a person from an 
ethnic minority should behave. And I think thatôs had a detrimental effect, because theyôre making assumptions 
based on who they think you should behave as, rather than who you are. The kind of negative feedback I had was 
that I had aspirations that were above what I should be aiming for. And I should be realistic é I should become a 
legal secretary rather than a lawyer, because they felt that because I had managed to learn to touch type and 
everything else, and had a lot of skills theyôd not acquired because theyôre always used to having secretarial 
support, so they were very much, óyou sit there and not speakô. If you donôt speak, itôs okay, but once you speak 
thereôs a problem.ô (e1FBMES) 
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óOne of my colleagues was sitting in an office with a glass front on it and he was sitting with two other members of 
the department and as I walked down towards the office, he could see me coming, and I knocked on the door and 
went in and as I walked in he joked that he thought I was one of the cleaners because all the cleaners were black 
and they didnôt have any other black lawyers in the firm.ô (d10FBMES) 

One of the aggravating aspects of this last incident was that the perpetrator was the womanôs supervisor: 

ó[W]hen I went to him the next day and said I was upset by what heôd said, because he was my supervisor at the 
time, he said that if I mentioned it to any of the partners he would say that the comment had never been made and 
that the other colleagues in the room would back him up.ô (d10FBMES) 

One solicitor experienced being mistaken for the only other Asian woman working in the same firm: 

óI think the legal profession is well known for not (promoting) - thereôs less ethnic minorities, less women, at the 
height of the legal profession, so one way or another, whether I want to believe it not, I think it [ethnic origin] does 
play a role. This one partner, not long ago, said to me, óOh, congratulations on doing thisô. And I was thinking,ô 
well, whatôs he talking about?ô  He actually got me confused with another Asian lady and I was just, kind of thinking 
ówe may be Asian but it doesnôt mean weôre all, kind of alikeô.  Heôd got me completely confused because I was 
Asian and I just, kind of, thought, ówhat the hell is all that about?ô (d2FBMES) 

Her conclusion: óso, yes, I do think, if Iôm completely honest, that (there is racism)ô was based not just on this 

personal experience but her awareness that óethnic minorities tend to be in the smaller law firms, you donôt 

really see them in the big commercial law firms.ô (d2FBMES).  In-house work is, as is well known, another 

óshelterô:  

ó[A]s a black woman ...I worked exclusively in-house ...I found itôs always been a bit of a struggle getting jobs 
...people seem to find it difficult to believe that if youôre non white, you can actually go in and do a good job as a 
lawyerô  (b9FBMEIHS)  

Another solicitor said óof course there is inherent racismô and told the following story about a client, also a 

black solicitor, who had been ótold by a City practice he could not work in their Trusts and Estates department 

even though he had workedé abroad because he was black, he was very muscular because he played 

rugby and, would you believe, they said to him, your neck was too thick.ô (c4FBMEEP) 

An Asian woman equity partner summed up these experiences as óan unwillingness (by white people) to 

accept that you could be good enough to do the jobô (a16FBMESP). The result, of course, can be that (like 

women practitioners) non white lawyers are given fewer opportunities than their white male colleagues, but 

must, as a black male equity partner said, perform better in order to progress: óI had to be, that old cliché, 

better than my contemporary who was whiteô (d7MBMEEP). We examine this further in the sections below. 

4.3.2.3 Stereotypes based on class  

As we have discussed in both Section 3 and Section 4.2, the persistently middle class character of the 

profession means that people from lower socio-economic groups face multiple barriers;
146

 these include lack 

of contacts, and preferences for a narrow group of high status universities.
147

 The following account highlights 

the way in which the resulting disadvantage often intersects class with race: 

óI was speaking to a colleague ... and heôs reviewed quite a lot of application forms and the first thing he does is to 
see what university they attended and quite often with the ethnic minority group they donôt tend to be redbrick but a 
metropolitan universityô. (a5MBMES)    

This respondent stated that he had pointed out that there were often good reasons for this pattern, which are 

not always connected to lower grade A levels:  

ó[I]tôs not their fault, a lot of it is because theyôve not had the backing.  I know tons of people (who) are immensely 
clever but you know ... unless youôve done something absolutely spectacular, extracurricular activities é youôre 
not going to get a look inô (a5MBMES) 

However he concluded by arguing that if the applicant was a white graduate of a new university they would 

stand more chance of being selected than if they were black, observing that the only two qualified BME 

solicitors in his firm (himself and a woman) had both attended top universities (Cambridge and LSE 

respectively).  
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Even when someone from a lower socio-economic group gains entry, they face the less tangible barriers 

generated by the professionôs generally highly elitist culture.  The following remarks by a female Asian 

Barrister highlight some of these:  

óIôve seen ... people whoôve had the best education, the privileged education ... I myself went to a private school  ... 
and theyôve gone on to the best universities and for them, itôs a very familiar cultural environment to operate in ... 
[for instance] socialising is very important and the ease with which you see somebody whoôs been born into that 
set up [operating] compared with somebody who hasnôt had that exposure, that experience, is immense ... I see it 
with junior people, pupils, trainees and their way of conducting themselves is very different to someone who ... is 
finding all this slightly strange and slightly alien ...itôs about social mobility and thatôs really where the work has to 
be done.ô (a7FBMEB) 

The class based assumptions which continue to pervade parts of this elite world were also illustrated by the 

experience of a white lower middle class woman barrister at a London chambers where she was the first pupil 

to be taken on who had not been to Oxbridge: óI felt socially out of my depth. However, as we discussed 

above, financial pressures meant that she felt she had little choice but to stay in an environment which she 

found both unattractive and undermining:  

óYou ask why I took it and I had just come out of university with student loans. Iôd supported myself through uni and 
just taken out an enormous professional studies loan and here I was offered a pupillage in top flight chambers. 
Why wouldnôt I take it? And for all that I criticise them for the way they treated women and people who are not 
white, I had a very good training.ô (d13FWB) 

She proceeded to tell the following story about the decision making process behind which of the pupils was 
selected for a tenancy which challenges the professionôs claim to be a meritocracy:  

óThe Head of Chambers said: ñI want him, he comes hunting and shooting with us and...my clients like him, my 
Greek shipping clients like him because he has everything that they are looking for, heôs been to a certain public 
school and then to Oxbridge and he presents the right image.ò  These were the criteria.  He hadnôt actually, at that 
point, passed his Bar exam.  So it was not the quality of his work that was important, it was the fact that he fitted.ô 
(d13FB) 

4.3.3 The Importance for Career Success of Personal Relations/ Bonding and Socialising 

The assumptions discussed above about people drawn from particular social categories
148

 produces a 

pressure, which many respondents attested to, to give convincing proof of conforming to the traditional (i.e. 

white male) career model, to downplay disfavoured traits,
149

 and to exceed expectations. This pressure is 

accentuated by two features common to the Bar and solicitorsô partnerships.  Firstly, their close knit and 

therefore generally homogenous character
150

, which is reinforced by the fact that they have their own internal 

career ladders (as one barrister pointed out, most people apply for a tenancy within the chambers in which 

they did their pupillage).  The second feature is the need for practitioners to self manage their careers,
151

 thus
 

many respondents stressed the need to create their own opportunities and engage in self promotion. We will 

take these features in turn. 

4.3.3.1 Kinship culture of firms/ personal relations 

An equity partner described the job of solicitor in the following way: óit involves knowing the law and technical 

skills, but itôs also about building personal relationshipsô (a18FWEP).  Relationships are important in two main 

ways: in order to form bonds within the firm (and most importantly with a mentor or patron), and to develop 

links with clients. 

Relationships within the firm or chambers 

An obvious example of the importance of personal relations is their continuing value for gaining entry to the 

profession in the first place, as a female barrister explained in connection with gaining a tenancy:  

óKnowing somebody helps ... thereôs a certain amount of nepotism.  Generally, I think, probably impressing people 
during your pupillage in one way or another, either making contacts and networking, which I was absolutely 
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hopeless at, or, you know, doing particularly well in a particular area and impressing people within your chambers.ô 
(c3FWB/Ac) 

A white solicitor reflected on the importance of building internal relationships: óif people know who you are and 

then theyôll refer work because a lot of work gets referred across departments ... so if youôve got time to invest 

in building up relationships within the firm then youôre likely to move onô (a3FWAc). The following description 

by a trainee of the culture at his large London firm focuses on the tendencies for exclusionary cliques to form, 

and the impact this has on óoutsidersô: 

ó[T]wo secondees from India ... educated in India... theyôd probably say (their experience) was awful because of the 
way people treat them, i.e. being looked down upon because theyôre from India, or because of their accent, even 
though theyôre incredibly smart ...  some people wonôt make an effort at all to get to know them, to speak to them, 
and so they can get sidelined. So some of the trainee lawyers have been, kind of excluded from certain cliques, 
and certain groupings of people. I doubt theyôll stay around that longô (b10MBMETS) 

A discussion between some international trainees tended to vindicate his view:  óhere you are starting as a 

trainee, you just met your peers, you can give an international perspective, and they look at you as if you are 

this oddity.  I mean, they are not rude, but itôs likeéô (b12MBMETS)  

Another solicitor identified the óold boysô networkô facet of internal networking: 

óI think it can be an issue for all sorts of personalities, unless youôre relatively clubbable youôre going to find it 
difficult whether youôre male or female é.Clubbable: itôs the sort of person who will go to the bar afterwards on a 
Friday evening with them and that sort of thing, and generally enjoy sort of fairly relaxed social chit chat with the 
other people é Women find that difficult because theyôve got other responsibilities, so they canôt join in with that 
sort of thing, so particularly if youôve got... itôs not so bad for us because weôre almost totally female now, but if 
youôve got a larger firm where youôve got say a tradition of going out for a drink together on a Friday, and youôve 
got some members there whoôve got family responsibilities, or who donôt want to do that, theyôre nearly always 
going to be female, and theyôre going to be left out of that bit.  And thatôs going to affect it, I think, it has to affect 
their visibility.ô (c6FWEP) 

Many BME practitioners thought that the fact that legal practice is óso much about personal relationshipsô 

places people who óare the wrong gender, wrong colourô at a great disadvantageô (d9FBMES).  Another said: 

óthere was an atmosphere within the department that if your face fitted then you would be all right, and if it 

didnôt, then you wouldnôtô. (e17FWIHS).  Another said: óitôs harder for people in black minority ethnic groups to 

actually have a network of people within the law, because itôs justé thereôs definitely less people in it.ô 

(e13FBMETS).  

The central role played by drinking in the social life of firms and barristersô chambers was identified as a 

further difficulty for many lawyers. Muslim lawyers frequently spoke of the difficulties it created: óI feel I am 

tested a lot more than my white counterparts simply because I donôt drink ï thereôs... a lot of pressure to go 

out drinkingô (a4FBMES).  This woman proceeded to explain that the social life of her (Northern corporate) 

firm revolved around this sort of activity and then talking about óthe night before and how drunk people got 

and you know I canôt really get involved in that so you just start to think ómaybe I am different because I donôt 

know how to relate to thisô.    

External relationships/ business development 

Several respondents expressed doubt about the real value of external networking activities: 

óIt's always slightly disappointing that nobody seems to see through that, that the huff and the puff and the bluster 
of look at me, I'm having a marvellous game of golf, doing this, having lunch with so and so.  Nobody stops to then 
follow that back up and say, well what did you achieve?  It's all about sort of presence and profile and sort of an 
office concept like that.ô (d4FWSP) 

Nevertheless this sort of activity is viewed as critical for career development: óif you havenôt got time to 

commit to that then your careerôs not going to progressô (a3FWAc).  Like internal networking, it depends on 

being able to build personal relationships. For barristers it is not only the relationships with the clerk of the 

chambers and senior barristers which are vital, but also those with solicitors. An Asian female barrister had 

found one of her chambers very difficult because: óthe old boysô network was alive and well in the sense of 

being instructed by a certain network which they were part ofô (a7FBMEB).   As a result,  

ópeople junior to me were getting work and I was actually helping them with it and advising them but I wouldnôt get 
the actual work directly and I think thatôs because I wasnôt perceived to be the kind of barrister they wanted 
because I wasnôt part of that network.ô  (a7FBMEB) 

She went on to describe an extremely closed world:  
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ó[I]tôs not uncommon, especially where youôre dealing with local firms for there to be family links, people married to 
partners, children at particular firms .. Iôd trained in London, and so I was surprised by how lacking in diversity the [* 
Northern city] Bar was.ô (a7FBMEB)    

Again, like the internal firm networking, business development often entails events which tend to be highly 
exclusionary: golf days were offered as the typical example:  

ó[T]he men play golf and they all go out on golf days and they are spending the whole day out of the office, then get 

drunk at dinner afterwards and then spend several days talking about it and itôs very unusual to have a female at 
these events .. the only reason I know what itôs like first hand is that my husband is a solicitor and I would join him 
at the dinner afterwards ï there would be one female for every 25 men.ô (a8FWS)   

Some women described even greater gender imbalances:  

óI was invited to an event last year at York Races, it was a sportsmanôs lunch.  So I went; Iôm into rugby é There 
were 3 women and 600 men é some of the speeches were a bit risqu®, they were apologising ... made for a male 
audience, definitely.ô (a18FWEP) 

Many of the BME practitioners also experienced social events as highly exclusionary, sometimes because 

they were the only non-white person in the room, but also because:  óitôs a profession which drinks the whole 

time ... and I am reluctant to go to an event which is alcohol dominatedô.  This Asian employment lawyer said 

that this meant: óthat certain relationships, both internally within the firm and externally with clients, havenôt 

developed or have deteriorated.ô As a result he thought that his career at the firm would only progress up to a 

certain point:  

óI came here very self assured and I still am ... and I still enjoy it ... but do I think I can be the best at what I do?  No 
... because I donôt think Iôll ever be able to build the relationships that people who are not Muslims will be able to 
build é thereôs going to be a point where Iôm expected to bring in lots more work, and engage socially and Iôm not 
going to be able to do that ... so I can see myself going in-house.ô (a5MBMES) 

His pessimism was supported by the reflections of a British Indian solicitor:  

ó... a lot of it does involve socialising, going out, and ... I think, partners at the firm that I work at appreciate people 
that do a lot of marketing a lot more than people that donôt, regardless of whatever their reasons are for not doing 
it.  I think there is that kind of perceived pressure.ô (e9FBMES).    

Unofficial mentoring/ patronage 

In addition to the significance of fitting into the firm and departmental or chambersô culture, of even greater 

significance is obtaining a patron; for instance: óyou needed the patronage [of senior barristers] to get onô 

(c3FWB/Ac), and óI still benefit now from connections I made [during pupillage]ô. (d13FWB) A salaried partner 

in a large corporate firm similarly described how the decision to keep her on after she had finished her 

training contract was the result of an intervention by a woman partner who acted as her unofficial mentor. As 

an equity partner in a High Street law firm said: óyou have to develop a special relationship with an equity 

partner who is going to trumpet your causeô (a19FWEP).  Further:  

ó[W]hen I was in private practice and did my articles there were a couple of partners there that gave me work or 
took me on particular meetings or supported me.  And later in my career, again, working for particular partners, 
there have been a couple of individuals that have helped in giving me interesting work and included me in on 
things and stretched me ... But I didnôt have that rapport with everybody; it was a bit hit and miss really. I had a first 
couple of seats that were quite negative in a way.ô (b5FWS) 

These last comments highlight the significance of having high level support, and the concomitant vulnerability 

of junior solicitors; as one said: óbullying is rife in law... the thing is with equity partners is that there is simply 

no redress.  What are you going to do?  Go and find another job in a really competitive field again?  Most 

people just stick it out, and they know that.ô 

However, just as some of the above responses pointed to the tendency of people to exclude people who are 

unlike them, so too there is an extensive literature documenting the tendency for mentoring to be a ócloningô 

process,
152

 and homo-social reproduction is seen as particularly characteristic of partnerships.
153

  As the 

following quotations suggest: ówhether you get on is a question of whether you get on with people and 

whether your face fitsô (a1FWAc); óthere was an atmosphere within the department that if your face fitted then 

you would be all right, and if it didnôt, then you wouldnôt.ô (e17FWIHS)  
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4.3.3.2 Self management of career: self promotion and access to work 

One of the features of a legal professional career is that it must be óself managedô; an Asian male equity 

partner in a magic circle firm summed it up thus:  

ó[I]n a professional services firm, where initiative, self drive and motivation are really important factors, I think you 
make of it what you choose to make of it.  Thatôs the sort of thing I encourage people who Iôm responsible for to do 
... which is, donôt wait until someone says to you ñthis is your path, thatôs what you should doò because these are 
highly intelligent, highly motivated people so the issue is not about motivation - itôs about finding a path that suits 
them ... itôs a meritocracy and you make your own way.ô (a15MBMEEP) 

However, the level playing field this comment implicitly evokes is belied by the intensely competitive nature of 

the professionôs internal labour markets (described by one partner as ócut throatô); in consequence, few other 

respondents considered ómeritô and motivation alone as sufficient attributes for success (although a vocal 

minority of BME practitioners based in London did consider ómeritô and motivation to be the keys to success).  

Access to good work and important clients was regarded as essential, and then the ability to promote oneself; 

thus another equity partner said that in order to ómake your own wayô you must óbe good at promoting yourself 

both inside and outside the firm.ô (a19FWEP)   

Arguably, self promotion is even more essential for the female and BME lawyer, since the cultural 

assumptions about their attributes and skills discussed above means that they are less likely to fit the 

óprevailing success model within the firmô;
154

 conversely, as is indicated by the subsequent remarks of the 

respondent just cited, your face was more likely to fit if you were male:  óitôs now a department with five male 

partners and all the assistants are femaleô (e17FWIHS).  However, as we have discussed in Sub-section 4.2, 

self promotion is óboth intuitively and normatively more acceptable for men than womenô.
155

 The following 

comments by two white female equity partners support this analysis óitôs not what women óought to doô; itôs not 

expected, and anything out of the ordinary is challenging.ô (a19FWEP)  Another said:   

óItôs just the male-female mindset.  Men and women approach problems sometimes differently, communicate 
differently ... women will try and please people more than men do, which doesnôt help them.  It certainly doesnôt 
help in pay negotiations or promotion negotiations, because we wait to be asked.  óIf weôre doing well, theyôll come 
and tell us and offer us a promotionô.  Will they bugger!  I learned that to my cost ... so I would stand up there and 
say ñIôve done this, by your criteria, Iôve met your criteria, what are you going to do about it?ò  But most women 
donôt.ô (a18FWEP)   

Practicalities may also impede a woman lawyerôs ability both to network and promote herself, as an 

employment lawyer explained: 

óitôs all about visibility ... I tended to turn up, do my work, be really focused and leave, as opposed to floating round 
the office, chatting to people.  But the person who is around chatting is visible, they are essentially networking 
within their own firm ... and thatôs important because then people know who you are and theyôll refer work because 
a lot of legal work gets referred across departments ...youôve got to invest in those personal relationships within the 
firm.ô (a3FWAc)   

In order to be able to undertake self promotion at all, the practitioner must have access to good quality work. 

The allocation of work to trainees and junior solicitors is generally at the discretion of departmental partners, 

and handing out good work is one of the key ways in which a partner can assist his mentee, as a woman 

academic recalled: óa partner (J) had two protégés, two men who did commercial litigation; the really big work 

came from J and he always gave it to the two men.ô (a1FWAc)   

The stereotypical views of masculinity and femininity, and ethnicity discussed above, and the tendency for 

people to mentor those who resemble themselves, may make it less likely both that women and BME lawyers 

will be mentored at all, and/ or included in high level work.  Our data generally suggested that this is often the 

case (although it should be noted that some new trainees and young, newly qualified solicitors based in 

London were positive about the mentoring that they were experiencing). A white woman spoke of how her 

work opportunities had been restricted by a partner who said óhe didnôt think that women should get the 

international work because they liked to stay at home ... close to their families ... at the time I didnôt even have 

kids and had just come back from Hong Kong!ô (a1FWAc).
156

  Another explained differences in attitudes 

towards women and part time working in terms of partnersô own domestic arrangements:  
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ó[S]ome of the equity partners, earning huge amounts of money, with little wifey at home, running the home ... were 
less empathetic with the working mothers ... In my department I was the only female who had kids.ô (a3FWAc). 

As a result, women spoke of being obliged to work in particular specialisms: óanything property- low grade - 

was given to womenô (a1FWAc). Another academic explained her dissatisfaction as an employment lawyer in 

a large corporate firm in terms of work allocation:  

óI didnôt get the sort of work I should have. I said in my appraisal, I want to be involved in the corporate side ... I 
want more opportunities, but it just never happened.  I wasnôt the only person not getting good work in the 
department ... there was a gay male and another female solicitor who was also not perceived as someone who 
should be passed good work.ô (a3FWAc) 

An equity partner said of a friend in another firm óthe partner in charge of the department ... is creaming off 

the best work, giving her the crapô (a19FWEP).  Other respondents spoke of always having to work on other 

peopleôs files; in the case of one respondent, this was despite the fact that she had three yearsô PQE:  óI get 

files to finish off ... but then what usually happens is that itôs been billed before it passes to me so then I donôt 

get any recognition for the costs Iôve spent finishing this jobô (a9FWS).  Conversely, the óthe really profitable 

work went ... to the menô (a3FWAc); and a male BME lawyer described his experience when training in the 

corporate seat as ójust doing tax forms and the likeô (a6MBMES), while óthe other guy in the department was 

white, a pretty good guy but he just got all the good work ... all the good completions.ô (a6MBMES)   

These discriminatory allocations are óabsolutely critical because they determine whether you meet your 

targets and how much stress youôre underô (a3FWAc), and, as one white equity partner said, óthe professionôs 

obsession is with targets, chargeable hours ... itôs all about money, this is the only measure of successô 

(a19FWEP).  Restricting a practitioner to less prestigious work means that she is unable to earn significant 

fees, and also denies her the chance to develop good clients.  Evidently, giving her colleagues opportunities 

means they will shine by comparison. 

The allocation of support staff (again something which can be determined by a mentor) is also critical to 

meeting targets; the significance of a secretary was articulated by a female equity partner: ómy secretary is 

very, very committed and will work through her lunch or come in early if I ask her; sheôs always here after half 

seven; we work as a teamô (a18FWEP).  Conversely, several respondents linked a bad experience in a firm 

with having been assigned a poor secretary, and/ or to the secretaryôs unwillingness to work for the 

respondent: óthe men get the better secretariesô.  óall the other solicitors ... seem to have a dedicated 

secretary and sort of mine gets to the bottom of the pile ï Iôve been 3 years without a secretaryô (a9FWS). 

Another interviewee said: '... women are expected to do things that men wouldn't, so whereas male trainees 

or male junior solicitors ... nobody would dream of not giving them secretarial support.  The female solicitors, 

itôs expected that you can type.' (e17FWIHS).   

There were also accounts of women not receiving required organisational support functions. One salaried 
partner recounted how one firm had intensified the pressure on her during her pregnancy by leaving her 
without a secretary for six months as they knew she was due to take maternity leave. This greatly disrupted 
her working patterns and her ability to carry out her work effectively; she also found it to be incredibly 
stressful: 

óYou can't achieve anything without support, it's a complete nightmare.  And there was a period when my secretary 
had left, and they didn't replace her when I was going on maternity leave.  And you just completely, it's like sawing 
your arm off.  You can't get anything done, and you feel like you're in freefall with nothing to catch you, because 
you don't know if anything's been filed properly, whether things were sent out at the right time... [It was] probably 
six months I should thinké It was a very long time. Yes, I'd forgotten about that really.  I must put that in a box 
called don't go there.ô (d4FWSP) 

Other women noted that they had not been given access to the same levels of support staff as their male 
counterparts, and one reported that as the firm knew that she had once been a legal secretary, she had been 
advised that she should be willing to do her own typing.  Some had experience of support staff being 
extremely hierarchical and refusing to prioritise the work of more junior and/or female staff: óone secretary 
here refuses to do my work, but she will work for Andy whoôs less qualified than meô (a9FWS). Inevitably the 
lack of secretarial support makes it very difficult for the practitioner to meet their targets and hence óbring in 
feesô (a9FWS), and also leads to stress and low morale.  
 
As one respondent said, the above factors can lead to a: 

 '... vicious circle, and mean people get demoralised and end up leaving after say the two years ... Iôd say thereôs 
quite a few people who are say from Black or Minority Ethnic or even like women in certain departments who will 
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probably just leave because of the culture, because of the way theyôve been treated by certain individuals, and that 
kind of causes é them to reassess their positionsô (b10MBMETS).   

As a result, as a salaried partner said, by the time it gets to the partnership stage, the pool of eligible women 
and BME lawyers tends to be quite small. 

4.3.3.3 Criteria for Partnership 

While, as we have discussed in Section 4.2, the formal criteria for promotion are not always transparent and / 

or may in any event be by-passed, it is evident that the informal criteria will include the value of a lawyerôs 

client base and their level of fees; as the preceding discussion indicates, white men are more likely to meet 

these criteria.  Further, as the literature in relation to promotion in professional service firms suggests, both 

the process and many of the other criteria are inherently subjective.  By the time people are at a stage where 

they can be put up for partnership, their technical ability is probably uncontentious.  Therefore, while the 

profession emphasises merit, in practice, it appears that other factors such as a solicitorôs personal attributes, 

and, as discussed previously, having a powerful mentor within the firm, are likely to be decisive.  The 

importance of ófitting the mouldô and being a good networker recurred.   However there are also strong 

business reasons for opaque promotion criteria, as the reflections of an equity partner reveal: 

óHow do you choose?  Itôs partly instinctive, and itôs business acumen ï you identify people who are very good at 
what they do that you donôt want being poached by another firm. You look at é the targets is a big thing ï are they 
meeting or exceeding their targets?  Do they basically have any social skills?  Are they able to get on with people 
or would they upset any people they came near?  Do they have any business sense about them or ideas about 
progressing the business?  One of the salaried partners hasnôt met her target, but she does non-contentious work 
and everyone else does contentious work, and I felt there had to be a balance in the firm, and she was the best 
candidate in the non-contentious side.  I still feel that was the right decision, but I couldnôt say one of the criteria 
was óyou must meet your targetô, because that wasnôt a criterion for her.  If Iôd made that a criterion then made an 
exception, it would have been ówhy?ô and I didnôt want to go round saying óI want someone in non-conô.  So I 
struggled with the criteria, I thought ówell, Iôm not sure I can set them down and measure people against them.ô 
(a19FWEP) 

The óincredibly competitiveô (a2FWSP) nature of the promotion process, discussed in Sub-section 4.2.1 

featured in several respondentsô remarks; for instance this (white female) salaried partner went on to say that: 

óthere will only be an appetite within the business to make up so many people.  You donôt just hand it outô.
157

    

Those who had made it to partnership all stressed the significance of formal or informal support in this 

competition; one woman said that after she had finally been made an equity partner, she said to the partner in 

her department that she ófelt let down because he hadnôt pushed for and promoted me as the senior partner 

had done with * [name of a man].ô (a18FWEP).   

4.3.4 The Long Hoursô Culture and Emphasis on Commitment  

Law firms have been described as ógreedy institutionsô,
158

 and the willingness to work long hours, and the 

equation of this with commitment, discussed in Section 4.2, was viewed by most as the primary criterion for 

partnership. óI found that the firm really demanded 100% plusô.  A female senior partner explained it in terms 

of clientsô needs:  

ó[Y]ou know, nothing else is really rated, so if youôre not a fee-earning partner in this place and youôve got 
alternative career structures, weôve got them already, but nobody actually wants to do them and equally, if we all 
did non-fee earning career structures, this place would die, because you know, as I said to you, itôs designed to 
enable a banker to close a deal by Monday morning and to start on Friday night.ô (c7FWSP) 

However a recurring complaint was the way in which this model of working tended to set the standard for 

evaluating practitionersô contribution generally, even in specialisms that did not involve global transactions or 

the need for fast turnarounds over night; and that the workforce was developed by men and that culture 

persists.  The resulting difficulties for women (and an increasing number of men) of combining a legal career 

and children,
159

 a common topic, is encapsulated by the comments of a female salaried partner: ówe lose 

lawyers as they have children ... but thereôs a change because so many of our lawyers are female and not 

having children ... we have a lot more female partners who do not have children.ô (a2FWSP)  

This last comment tends to endorse the argument made by a former senior member of the AWS that the male 

model meant that ógenerally women have to adapt the way theyôd like to do things to the way things are ... so 

they have to become different people in order to function in the workplace, organise their lives differentlyô 
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(a17FWAc).  An example of this need to emulate the male success model is the exclusion of children from 

workplace discourse:  

ó[T]here are a few partners who have had kids, when a partner would ask them a personal question, how are you 
doing, etc, they would deliberately never bring that issue up, for instance, theyôd never talk about it; it would always 
be about work and how they were looking forward to the next deal or whatever... itôs not really normal, you wouldnôt 
really think thatôs a normal kind of response... .ô (b10MBMETS) 

Other respondents claimed that if reference was made to children, their impact was minimised:  

ó[S]ome of the women partners who had kids, theyôd say, oh, had a kid like a week ago, and Iôm straight back into 
the office, and those working deals; and you think, thatôs not normal.  So maybe, I guess, women adapt by just 
becoming more...[able to] fit into the kind of male environment, male dominated environment.ô (b10MBMETS) 

These traits are generally associated with women working in the high pressure commercial firms; however a 

trainee in a legal aid firm, well known for its radical credentials, recounted the penalties which are exacted for 

deviations from the full time plus model: 

Vignette 2 

ó[E]ven at a firm like ours, where thereôs far more women than there are men, a couple of years ago a 

friend of mine who had a toddler at nursery wanted to go part time, just to have one day off a week ... 

she was a paralegal. ... and they said, no, you canôt. And in the end she decided that she would give in 

her resignation ... And when she said sheôd give in her resignation, they said, okay, you can go part 

time, and then they allowed her one day off a week. A few months later, when she was going for her 

training contract [at the firm], the head of the department said to me when we were in the pub, óoh, 

well, it worked against her that she went part time, she came into this firm full time, she should have 

stayed full time; the fact sheôs gone part time really worked against her; sheôll never get her training 

contract nowô. And it was ... a woman who was saying that, and itôs just such an unsympathetic 

attitude, and I was astounded that weôre supposedly a human rights law firm, that new laws were 

coming in to allow women to, you know, have flexible hours, and there are still these kind of archaic 

attitudes, and that this woman was showing off with this attitude... she was not at all ashamed of 

announcing that it would work against this girl that had actually gone part time. So, I think thatôs still a 

huge obstacle, and this, I dread to think what it was like in, you know, firms that were more structured 

towards you know, have more men and therefore itôs even harder to kind of say, actually, Iôd like to go 

part time because Iôm having children.ô 

e4FWTS 

 

4.4 Summary 
The Macpherson Report argued twelve years ago that institutional racism ócan be seen or detected in 

processes, attitudes and behaviour which amount to discrimination through unwitting prejudice, ignorance, 

thoughtlessness and racist stereotyping which disadvantage minority ethnic people.ô  He thereby highlighted 

the significance of cultural processes in the experience of BME groups, and there is a homology with 

womenôs experience of sexism.  Consequently, when exploring the nature of the career óchoicesô made by 

minoritised groups, we should accept the salience of perception and experience, bearing in mind 

Macphersonôs additional point that it is the nature of experience, not óobjectiveô conditions, which determine 

whether an incident is racist.  Where the cumulative impact of deliberate and óunwittingô exclusionary 

practices is the statistically evidenced segmentation of the profession, so that its higher reaches are 

overwhelmingly dominated by white males, then the phenomenon identified by labour market theorists as 

social closure
160

 can be seen to be taking place. 

Our data suggested that the culture of the profession is the biggest obstacle to diversity.  Our respondents 

generally accepted that changes had taken place and were continuing so to do.  This was partly reflected in 

the bureaucratisation of many firms which sometimes included the  adoption of formal processes designed to 

encourage diversity which would have been unthinkable fifteen years ago.  A further change was the increase 

in pioneering women and BME lawyers in a few key posts.  Nevertheless, their responses suggested that 

formal processes are frequently subverted and that racial stereotyping remains pervasive, especially in the 
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North of England.  Similarly, while there was widespread agreement that women were now more likely to be 

able to work part-time, and also progress to partnership, the resilience of the male career model and of sexist 

practices were also seen as major problems.  One of the persistent themes of the data reported above is the 

difficulty experienced by members of minoritised groups in being recognised at all, either as candidates for 

promotion, or even on occasions, genuine members of the profession.  The accounts of our respondents 

reflect a widespread view that those with power to allocate rewards and status therefore did not need 

deliberately to discriminate, since the possibility that, for example, women with children, black solicitors or 

Asian women could achieve significant status on the basis of merit frequently did not appear to occur to them. 
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5. ORGANISATIONAL AND INSTITUTIONAL RESPONSES TO THE 
INCREASING DIVERSITY OF THE PROFESSION 
 

5.1 Background 
This section builds on our review of the professional literature and initiatives (Section 1.3) which primarily 
focused on large corporate law firms by drawing on our interviews with respondents who were in a position to 
give an account of either organisational or institutional responses to diversity issues. These included senior 
partners and diversity managers, as well as respondents who held positions in external bodies such as the 
BSN and AWS. We reflect on what this data suggests about the policy responses to the diversity gap on the 
part of employing organisations, institutions and individuals, and whether those who deploy diversity policies 
monitor them for effectiveness. The literature indicates that larger organisations in both the public and private 
sectors increasingly create internal networks and specialist interest groups that promote equality and/or 
diversity: often these are womenôs and BME networks/groups.

161
 As our overview revealed, such 

organisational network groups are also being established in large law firms,
162

 often where there is an in-
house diversity specialist in post. In light of these developments, interviews with respondents who played a 
role in these types of organisational interest groups were sought and are presented here.  

 

5.2 Variability across the Profession: Fragmented Experience 
As indicated previously, the literature and statistical surveys demonstrate that women and BME lawyers are 
not evenly distributed within the legal labour market, but are rather segregated into female dominated areas 
such as personal injury and family law whilst BME legal professionals are under-represented in corporate 
firms and are more likely to work in legal aid. As we have discussed in the preceding section, the culture of an 
organisation tends to be shaped by its dominant members. Traditionally white male organisations have 
tended to be resistant to change.

163
 One diversity manager said óthe legal profession is behind other 

professional services, the public sector and the investment banking industry, but is now catching upô 
(c11FDM), a view shared by a number of other diversity managers and some other respondents, one BME 
lawyer holding the view that in terms of diversity, the legal profession was ó10 to 15 years behind other 
professionsô (d4FWSP).  Resistance to change was reflected in some respondentsô comments; for instance:   

óWhere there is a flexible working policy, it remains at the discretion of a partner: people have made flexible 
working requests, but it sometimes depends who youôre making the request to... the more traditional (older) 
lawyers édonôt see how it could possibly work.ô (a16FBMESP) 

The public sector was typically perceived as more likely to offer flexibility and work-life balance policies
164

 and 
certainly our responses from practitioners who had experience of working in-house in the public sector 
indicated that they were able to achieve a better work-life balance: 

óThe [Public sector legal organisation] has a very pro-family approach. ...It is built into the terms, they say we are 
pro family and they go out of their way to ensure... It isnôt just rhetoric. So when I first said I wanted to reduce my 
hours, there was no question that thereôd be a problem with that. And I started off on a nine day fortnight, just 
having that one day. Then I went down to four days a week, but working full time when I was in. And then I 
changed it yet again to going back to being in five days, but shorter hours every day. And every time I asked for it 
they accommodated.ô (e6FWIHS) 

This degree of flexibility and accommodation is rarely found in other sectors of the legal labour market. 

Nevertheless, as we have observed throughout this report, the profession today is highly fragmented and 

certain sectors do now have diversity policies.  Both the extent to which these are in place and are efficacious 

appears to be dependent on size of organisation, location, sector and specialism. With this caveat in mind, 

the next section explores some of the diversity initiatives found within the firms in our sample. 

5.3 Evidence of Positive Initiatives within the Profession 
In this section we focus on recruitment and internal representation within organisations, through mentoring 
schemes and through the introduction of flexible working policies, and also indicate where these policies and 
initiatives sometimes fall short of expectations. This section concludes with a discussion of issues that require 
further attention in order for the legal labour market to make genuine progress on diversity.  
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5.3.1 Diversity Initiatives in Recruitment and Internal Representation 

There were instances of innovation and progress in working practices, for example, in terms of the graduate 

recruitment process. Historically, and as we discussed in Section 4, recruitment or the ómilk roundô has been 

limited to elite and redbrick universities and the law student populations of these institutions are relatively 

homogenous in terms of both ethnicity and socio economic background.
165

  One equity partner from a large 

firm in the North East was aware of the discriminatory effect of such recruitment practices and indicated that 

the firm was taking steps to change its strategy.  Interviews with diversity managers also revealed new 

recruitment initiatives in this area: 

óAs part of our diversity agenda, we are making sure weôre not focusing on isolated universities and are opening 
out to ex polytechnics... because, to be honest, to be a good lawyer, itôs not just about being very technical and 
having the best academic results.ô (a16FBMESP) 

óWe target 40 universities, half of these are your traditional Russell group and the other half are other universities. 
We are actually very conscious that the best talent is not always to be found at the best universities. And some 
people who are very capable and have the talent and skills we need are not to be found at those universities. They 
are going to different universities for many different reasons. So we realised it is important to visit and target those 
universities as we are going to find talent there. Our current trainee population went to 56 different universities.ô 
(c10FDM) 

óWe have done some work with local universities as we have recognized these are universities which have 
traditionally not been serviced by firms like ours. So we do a specific work experience week for those universities 
and that has resulted in four training contracts given to students who would all say they would never have thought 
to apply to a firm like ours.ô (c10FDM) 

 
Some City practices actively sought out links with post-1992 universities or with groups that work with 
students from BME and/or lower socio-economic groups to develop diversity placement schemes or the 
opportunity for people on those schemes to be interviewed for training contract places. Some large firms 
recognised that certain ethnic groups and, relating to social mobility, students from lower socio-economic 
groups who may not have family members who have been to university, need help much earlier. As a 
consequence some firms have developed, often in conjunction with associations such as the BSN, the Black 
Lawyers directory or the Sutton Trust, a range of early access schemes targeted at GCSE and A level 
students: 

óAt the younger end they come in for an open day. This year we hosted a debate for three or four schools. To 
come in and spend the day finding out how to enter the legal profession and what that involves, meeting training 
solicitors and so on. They had a debate, just to get them in the kind of issues that go in the profession.ô (c10FDM) 

óWe work on a points system and thatôs the way that it is going to stayéSo our effort and work is going into our 
widening access piece. We run a programme and we work with an education partnership which introduces us to 
inner city schools which are often high with ethnic minority pupils who are high performing and we can influence 
those children to aspire higher. So we have taken 200 students through that programme in the last two year and 
49% have got to Russell Group Universities.ô (d15FDM) 

Often key to such changes is the appointment of an in-house diversity specialist or visible, senior diversity 
champion.

166
 Such people have often been thought of as óchange agentsô

167
 and the following quotes illustrate 

the importance of key personnel in spearheading culture change: 

ó[*] is actually the diversity partner at [*] firm and he believes passionately in just trying to get in as many people as 
possible who are different, who are good. I think you need somebody like that. He was quite surprised, he went to 
a meeting ... with... somebody from [campaigning LGBT organisation] and [*] was keen to get ideas. ... But the 
chap from [LGBT organisation] said to him óyou know, I set up these meetings, but youôre about the first very 
senior partner thatôs ever turned up to one.ô  ... So if youôve got diversity partners which, I think, most of the firms 
now tend to have somebody who is in charge of that sort of thing, if theyôre not leading from the top how do you 
expect attitudes to change?ô (e6FWIHS) 

óWell, first of all I decided that I had to engage the partnership in it as an issue so I set up a diversity forum and I 
wasnôt going to ask people to be involved in it unless they really wanted to.  They had to be champions, you know, 
they had to really believe in it.  So we formed essentially what was an international diversity forum of partners 
around the world who were interested in aspects of diversity, and we brought them all together and then we 
started to say, okay, what are we here for, what do we mean by this, what does the business need?ô  (c8FWEP) 

Each of the five diversity managers interviewed stated that their organisation now collected data on gender 

and ethnicity, some on all six strands and one organisation was in the process of asking employees questions 
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on social mobility, including whether they were the first generation to attend university. While the level of 

detail varied, most organisations stated that they broke down their diversity data by seniority or grade. The 

importance of this was captured by one diversity manager who spoke candidly about ethnicity: 

óWe knew that we didnôt really have the right number of ethnic minority solicitors in our (*Northern city) office. It is 
hidden by the fact that we actually have, and this is not good, a lot of ethnic minority people as paralegals or as 
secretaries. So as you walk round the office, because we are all open plan, you get a feel that we are OK but 
when you drill down into the statistics itôs obvious we are not OK.ô (d15FDM) 

As a response to firm level diversity data, many firms in the legal profession have created interest groups and 
networks established in firms to represent and support women and minority groups. Increasingly activities 
centred upon developing networks, discussing key concerns and sharing best practice: 

óWe are trying to encourage the development of networks for women within the firm, some of these will be formal. 
So for instance we are about to launch a senior associate network in London and we have a womenôs network in 
Brussels. We have a lot of informal networking going on in London. So almost every practice group started having 
focused meetings for women associates with women partners to encourage  people to talk  about things they may 
be concerned about, to share information and best practice, whether that is being a working mother or  coping 
[with] stress or whatever and that is generating a lot of useful input and feedback. We are hoping to move to a 
point where we have a more formal womenôs network in London.ô (c11FDM) 

The next vignette provides an account from one diversity manager about a firmôs training programmes 
designed for junior and mid-career lawyers with particular focus on the perceived needs of women.  
 

 

Vignette 3 

óWe have put together a number of programmes é , which go from junior associates up to mid ranking 
associates, at 4-5 years level, to senior associates, at 6-7 years then right up to partnerships. We are looking 
at different areas, where we know women need a different focus from men. Women tend not to promote 
themselves as effectively as men, they tend to worry more about what they can't do rather than celebrating 
what they can do, they tend to get the heads down and work very hard and then a few years down the line to 
go 'uh actually no one knows who I am and I don't seem to have exposure to the rest of the firm.ô So our most 
junior programme looks at that profile raising and confidence building. The senior associate programme is 
looking at career planning, being a role model to those below you, networking, profile-raising. The women 
partner coaching programme, which is a one to one coaching programme, is looking at supporting them 
developing their business but also in their crucial role for women further down the firm. Because in the past 
women, to succeed, really had to behave like men and they therefore end up being successful in their own 
right but actually not being very satisfied themselves but also not providing any kind of a suitable role model 
for those who are further down the firm and then you have a double whammy of women not being able to see 
many role models at all but the ones they can see are not ones they aspire to.ô  
 

c11FDM 
 

 
One diversity manager in a large firm explained that such focused development on particular groups needed 
to be tempered by a willingness to be inclusive in policy formation: 

óIn terms of initiatives, we have network groups set up, and the network groups sort of address issues that are 
pertinent to these groups. So in terms of the female network group, thereôs various things that theyôre looking at. 
Obviously one is the career progressioné Thereôs focus on flexibility and part-time work, which... to be honest, 
this is not just well, primarily femalesé but obviously it needs to be available to everybody, so weôre about to 
introduce a family group so itôs more inclusive for our males.ô (d3FDM) 

It is important to take into account the fact that different women and different BME lawyers may have different 

needs from diversity initiatives.  Several of our BME lawyer respondents stated that they thought they were at 

a disadvantage compared to white male and female lawyers due to the operation of mirroring effects in the 

recruitment and selection procedures of employing organisations. 

óI think the challenge for the professional women is not getting in, it is how they develop in it and how you make 
use of their talents.  But the problem of race is how to get in, in the first place.  Once youôre in it, you can get the 
returns and work hard and over time youôll probably do okay, but the challenge is how you get in it because of 
course people tend to recruit people who in some way resemble themselves.ô (d7MBMEEP) 
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Consequently, diversity initiatives need to be sophisticated and tailored sensitively to the needs of their 
intended beneficiaries, while also taking into account the possibility of increased discrimination or cynicism in 
respect of their efforts as discussed below. 

5.3.2 Resistance to Diversity Initiatives? 
Two diversity managers and some lawyer respondents raised the issue of resistance to womenôs groups and 
BME groups or scepticism about diversity initiatives when perceived as tick box exercises.

168
 For example, 

one diversity manager noted that women or BME lawyers might shun initiatives and networks if they felt that 
their participation could make them appear as victims or involved in divisive enterprises that are just for the 
benefit of certain employees who are perceived as having óproblemsô fitting in.

169
  As one respondent said: óI 

donôt necessarily think that making more of a distinction between women and men would help in sort of 
encouraging diversity.ô (c9FWS) However, another diversity manager demonstrated the impact that the next 
generation of lawyers were having on their progressive City firm by challenging the views held by some of the 
partnership.  She recounted how a well regarded male associateôs announcement that he would be taking his 
two weeksô paternity leave entitlement had clearly surprised some of the partners.  She considered that his 
actions had caused them to question their traditional views of young male associates.  It appears therefore 
that the actions of a few individuals may have an impact, whether or not these are within the context of 
structured diversity initiatives.   
 
Our respondents found that BME lawyers were less inclined take-up of diversity initiatives than were women; 
for example, one diversity manager made the following comments about her firmôs BME network: 

óOn the BME side, I have to be honest, there hasnôt been a huge drive here, and itôs been actually slightly 
disappointing because the anecdotal feedback has been they actually they just want to be... a lawyer or an 
employee.ô (d3FDM) 

While progress is certainly being made, there is still a tendency to articulate diversity issues such as 
differential male / female promotion  rates, or BME lawyersô struggle to enter leading commercial firms, as the 
result of óchoicesô made by women and BME groups: that is, as the result of supply side factors rather than 
exclusionary white masculine organisational cultures

170
. Supply side explanations for lack of diversity may 

well represent part of the problem, but they also allow firms and chambers to avoid responsibility for those 
issues that are within their control. One diversity manager said:  

ó[I]tôs definitely pre-university, and weôre only as good as the admissions, and so if theyôre not very diverse, which 
we know theyôre not, then it impacts a lot on the market weôre potentially picking up.ô (d3FDM) 

However, university figures across the spectrum of higher educational institutions reveal significant 
diversification of the student population. 

Some respondents were fairly cynical about their organisationôs genuine commitment to diversity policies. For 
example, some thought that diversity promotion was instrumental and more about public relations than a 
commitment to culture change:  

óWhat I find really unfortunate is if somebody recruits somebody who, say, is a Muslim woman who wears a hijab, 
the next minute sheôs splashed all over their next publication ï it just makes me cringe.ô (a16FBMESP) 

Likewise one black equity partner noted that some organisations tended to take a tick box exercise approach 
to diversity accreditations and sometimes to use minority lawyers as tokens: 

óThe firm I worked for were going for this [diversity] accreditationé  Because the profile of who was working in this 
department wasnôt quite what we would want it to look like in terms of diversity, at the time I had a bad sports injury 
and I was on crutches and one of the partners said to me, Legal Aid Board will be [in] the building at three oôclock 
on the ground floor, when I give you a ring, come down and walk across the floor with your crutches, making sure 
they see you; that will cover our diversity; you are black and have a disability.ô  (d7MBMEEP) 

Academics have likened this type of approach to equality and diversity initiatives to a hollow shell lacking in 
any substance but with surface appeal.

171
  One deeper examination of the approach reveals an 

implementation gap between the public relations value of articulated policy and the desired effect of changing 
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cultures at the workplace level.
172

  Unfortunately such approaches to equality and diversity not only 
concretise existing inequality but give cover to discriminatory attitudes and position, constructing those who 
seek to challenge them as extremists who are never satisfied with the organisationôs efforts óto help themô.  
This promotes cynicism towards, and discrimination against, those whom the policies are ostensibly designed 
to protect.

173
 

5.3.3 The Introduction of Formal Mentoring Systems 
We have discussed in Section 4 the prevalence of informal mentoring within the profession, and the vital role 
the mentor or patron will play in advancing their prot®g®ôs career.  The significance of mentoring is now 
widely recognised.  Formal mentoring programmes, in particular for minority groups and women have 
therefore received a great deal of attention in recent years in both academic and trade literatures.

174
 Their 

value for lawyers has also been discussed 
175

 and senior lawyers and barristers in this sample also spoke of 
the importance of implementing formal mentoring systems:  

óMentoring has now come into place within the Bar and professional associations.  There are now courses you can 
go on.  So, there was none of that but itôs moved on a lot.ô (c1FWB) 

óItôs a two-tier thing: we provide a support network for junior females wanting to enter the profession, coming up, 
and also provide a networking opportunity for women that have more than five years worth of experience. And I 
found it very motivating, so Iôm trying to encourage women here to at least get involved, or letôs get together every 
few months and have a chat and see if we canôt put junior girls together and more senior ones, to open their minds 
a little bit about where they could end up.ô (e14FWIHS) 

One female senior partner indicated that formal mentoring has now been introduced in a number of law firms 
and that this had proved helpful.  Indeed, the importance of formal mentoring programmes was an issue 
raised by a number of early career women and BME respondents: 

óI think the idea of having a mentoring system would be a really good thing. You know so someone is there to help 
you and maybe make it so that the mentor is a role model, so that they are the same ethnicity or religion.ô 
(d9FBMES) 

Further, respondents indicated that law firms were now consulting associates about firm policy:  

óSome have involved their associates much more in the management structures of their firms than previously.  I 
mean, you know, in the past the idea of asking an associate what they thought was utterly complete anathema, but 
now firms are beginning to involve them in councils and so on and so forth.ô (c8FWSP)   

The experience of formal mentoring by many of our BME respondents in the North was that those most likely 
to receive both effective formal and informal mentoring were young white men. A black equity partner used 
this state of affairs to argue for more formal mentoring systems, since he thought that these might go some 
way to reduce the disadvantage women and minorities suffer as a result of the informal mentoring which 
white males typically receive: ópeople who are more familiar to those people who are already in power get 
more supportô (d7MBMEEP).  By contrast, several BME respondents from the South considered that they had 
benefited from mentoring themselves and were involved in mentoring BME law students or junior colleagues 
now that they had more seniority.  

5.3.4 Flexible Hours and Part-time Working 
Across the UK economy one in four workers are employed part-time and with the introduction in 2003 
(extended in 2007) of the right to request flexible working for working parents, more employees are seeking 
flexible working patterns than ever before. However, access to flexible working patterns vary across sector, 
industry and in relation to the size of the organisation. For example, access to flexible working is more 
common in the public sector, in large organisations and where there is a high proportion of women in the 
workforce.

176
  

The terms flexible working and part-time working are often elided; flexible working may mean a full-time 
position with some flexibility around start and end times or work location (in the office, at home, elsewhere) or 
fixed hours working, rather than true part-time working.  We have used the terms as respondents have used 
them in their interviews with us.  For many of them, flexible working meant having a little more control over 
their full-time working lives, whilst for others it meant part-time working arrangements.  In this sample, there 
was evidence of part-time arrangements by senior women within law firms usually after a return from 
maternity leave. Many respondents stated that by moving to part-time hours, a lawyer was effectively 
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stepping off the career path and she would need to return to full-time hours to demonstrate commitment to 
the firm and to be in a position to seek promotion. A chair of a womenôs network explained the situation in her 
firm with the following statement: 

óThere is this flexibilityé  And I donôt feel that here you would be treated any differently if you did say, actually [I 
want flexible hours]. Iôve got one of my colleagues, for example, whoôs a couple years older than me, whoôs got 
two young children.  At the moment, she works three days a week, two days from home, and she has a slightly 
less client facing role.  So she does, kind of, background work behind other people and also she helps us with 
precedents and research and things like that.  So itôs not as high pressure.  But sheôs still really ambitious and 
when her kids are older sheôs going to want to come back full time and carry on progressing.ô (d6FWS) 

Many respondents stated that suspicion of flexible working and reluctance to tolerate reduced hours had 
been somewhat alleviated by the recent recession in which many firms had use flexible working strategies to 
reduce labour costs and avoid redundancies. A number of respondents had said they had taken advantage of 
the opportunity of working a four day week or taking one month off unpaid as a means of achieving a better 
work-life balance even if only in the short term: 

óOne of the things I think is helping, because weôve had the flexible working programme because of the economic 
climate, and we have had people working four days or taking sabbaticals, it has opened the eyes of certain 
partners in certain departments who previously said, you canôt do this job unless you working here five days a 
week.ô (d6FWS) 

óI think flexibility has been coming slowly all the way through in terms of working patterns. This recession is one of 
the best things for it, because the people who wouldnôt normally have flexible working are currently involved with 
flexible working.ô (d3FDM) 

However, while flexible working appears to be more typical in some organisations, the evidence from our 
respondents suggests that it results in the problems revealed by other research

177
 such as inappropriate 

workload re-allocation, difficulties in keeping to reduced hours and no longer being on the career ladder, as 
outlined in Section 4. Indeed, one diversity manager stated that her firm chose not to use the term flexible 
working given its perceived negative consequences for team workloads and the careers of those working 
flexibly: 

óWe are looking at individualised working, we try not to use the word flexible working because it has negative 
connotations within legal services. We are not saying you must work this way or that way we are saying you tell us 
what do you think would work bearing in mind the impact on your team on your work on the client and we will work 
with you to come to an agreement on that.ô (c11FDM) 

A further challenge to making flexible working effective within the legal profession, as indicated above and in 

the following quotation, is the perception that the client simply will not tolerate it: 

óAnd the main barriers that I saw within practice, bearing in mind I was working in the City, is the expectations of 
clients and the sort of transactions that you were doing. It requires a lot of ... acceptance of different ways of 
working from everybody. So itôs not just the firm that youôre working with, itôs your clients as well.ô (e6FWIHS) 

This position however is undermined by the fact that other respondents were able to give instances of 

successful flexible working, including job ïshare arrangements. 

There were also a small number of innovations whereby groups of legal professionals had set up their own 
flexible firms, as a response to the inflexibility found in the legal labour market: 

óIôve made my mind up that I donôt particularly want to be a partner in a law firm, although I could see myself back 
in private practice in a little while, but it would have to be on flexible terms, and I think thatôs where law firms and 
the legal profession fall downé They seem to want you at your desk from dawn till dusk: working from home is 
slacking; youôre not actually working. é And I know there are law firms because Iôve seen examples of law firms 
that work completely electronically and remotely, and they just get together once every few weeks for coffee to see 
each other, and it works very well.ô (e14FWIHS) 

óThereôs a chambers in London that was set up by women, for women and what they do is they say ï itôs part of 
their policy that they say, come back whenever you want to do whatever work you want and by taking that 
pressure off its tenants, they find that people get back much quicker, doing more than they otherwise would have, 
because they are able to just sort of totally do what they want.  Actually, that works better for the team than 
something more prescriptive where youôre told almost as though youôre employed, well, youôve got to be back 
within a certain period of time, or, you know, you canôt come back two daysô a week because youôre not going to 
pick up good work and things like that which I think does happen to women...ô (b11FWB) 

Tracking whether the number of these types of flexible organisations increase, whether they grow in size and 
how successful they are in the legal labour market, would be likely to produce highly valuable data and shape 
future research in the area of flexible working and diversity. 
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5.4 Summary 
As this section makes clear, diversity initiatives are being implemented by a number of large organisations; 
however their efficacy and also their take up is variable. Also, while a small number of firms are changing 
recruitment strategies, others attribute the lack of diversity within the legal labour market to supply side 
factors and the choices that women and minority groups make.  As a result the disadvantage women and 
BME practitioners continue to suffer tends to be explained in terms of either their own choices or deficiencies.  
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6. RESPONDENTSô OPTIONS AND STRATEGIES 
 

6.1 Background 
The previous sections have presented our respondentsô perceptions and experiences of the formal and 
informal processes which have affected their career choices and working lives.  This section focuses on how 
these factors are perceived, mediated and how respondents have responded to these factors when 
formulating their career strategies. This is particularly important because institutional and cultural barriers 
lead individuals to take counter balancing steps, which translate into different rates of participation and 
success within specific occupational contexts.  

The life-stories of our respondents illustrate how specific labour market outcomes, such as the lower 
progression rates and income differentials experienced by female and BME lawyers, are not necessarily the 
neutral and natural result of individual choices (such as the choice to prioritise private over working lives or to 
invest less in oneôs education and human capital) and preferences (preference for specific markets or sectors 
which offer lesser career prospects)

178
 but also reflect differences in opportunities, options and resources. 

Choices are rarely free or unfettered but are rooted in material circumstances, personal and cultural histories 
and other structural inheritances,

179
 which constrain their career choices. As we will indicate in this section, 

individual professionals make sense of and respond to their circumstances through individual strategies. 
These have significant effects not only on the career trajectories and working lives of the individuals in 
question, but also on the structure, operation and configuration of the whole professional field. 

It appeared that some of our respondents had not had any preconceptions of what a career in the legal 

profession would be like for them.  However, several others stated that they had held a number of 

assumptions which included a view of the profession or sections of it as elitist and unattainable. Indeed the 

profession is often perceived as an alien if not hostile world. In the words of one of our respondents:  

ó[I]t was middle aged men, who all smoked cigars, who wore pin stripe suits with bizarre costumes, who always 
spoke with plums in their mouths, who all had gone to Oxbridge and got firsts, had gone to public school and 
wouldnôt come near a girl from the north east of England, from a working class background who went to a 
secondary modern. (c2FWB)ô  

This is a world populated by John Deeds (c2FWB) or Rumpole of the Baileys (c3FWB/Ac) where women are 

admitted only if ótheir Dadôs a jury judge é, or theyôre sleeping with a judgeô (c2FWB).   

These assumptions, reproduced in the media and inadequately challenged through formal mechanisms by 

the profession or school career services, operate as a ónot for the likes of me syndromeô
180

 and act as a 

powerful discursive closure mechanism which leads many candidates to self-select out of a professional 

career. In this context, as indicated by one of our respondents, a very pertinent question for the professions 

would be: óhow many of those people who wouldôve applied émay have not applied because theyôve 

decided, Iôm a girl, Iôve got the wrong accent, I went to the wrong sort of school, I canôt make itô (c2FWB)?  

However, those respondents who were successful in gaining access to the Bar, often as a result of a 

fortunate and fortuitous encounter with a helpful mentor or adviser, said that they had found a rather different 

world from that which they had envisaged.
181

  

On the other hand, perceptions of the profession as an alien and hostile environment had corresponded to 

reality for at least some of our respondents, and in particular for those who had entered in the 1970s, and 

had, as previously discussed, experienced direct discrimination. Few younger respondents gave such 

examples of overt discrimination, but some in our sample did recount a range of barriers which they had 

encountered in seeking access to the profession. These tended to cluster around financial issues, the supply 

and operation of training contracts/pupillages and the role of educational credentials as discussed in Section 

4.  We shall now set out some of the strategies that our respondents employed in the face of the barriers that 

they reported.   
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6.2 Entry Strategies  
Some of our respondents developed some specific strategic responses designed to deal with entry barriers, 

but most of our sample revealed less evidence of strategic thinking at the beginning of their career. This is not 

surprising, as for many candidates the application process represents the first encounter with a relatively 

alien world and few of our respondents had previously had the opportunity to develop personal strategies to 

further their careers. Our respondentsô accounts indicated that as they became more conscious of their 

position and possible future professional careers, they had developed a much more sophisticated array of 

strategic plans and responses to improve their situation and manage their careers.  

An early career strategy was to identify and target specific employer organisations which would look 

favourably on young lawyersô personal attributes, skills and characteristics and which would, in some way, 

match their career aspirations and broader world view. For instance some of our respondents targeted radical 

chambers whilst others, echoing insights from the literature,
182

 commented on how BME professionals tend to 

seek employers who shared a similar ethnic background. 

This is a context where people can turn necessity into virtue, as in many cases initial disappointment acted as 

a catalyst for strategic change, leading, in some cases, to the radical rethinking of priorities, strategies and 

targets; for example óI did apply for a lot of City firms and I got rejection after rejection after rejectionô 

(c4FBMEEP).  This respondent, for instance, re-orientated her aspirations away from large scale City practice 

towards starting her own firm and consequently sought employment in smaller practices where she could pick 

up the necessary managerial knowledge:  

óWhat do I do?  Do I continue on this road, trying to get into the City, which is where everybody tells me that I need 
to be as a lawyer, or do I need to rethink.  And I sat down and thought, well, what do I want to do, and I always felt 
that I would like to own my own firm and I decided to take the offer, accept the offer from [*] because it was a 
smaller firm, and I felt that I could learn more in a smaller firm because I needed to open my firm and I needed to 
know from grassroots level up to the partner, how to run a practice.ô (C4FBMEEP)  

Interestingly, whilst one would expect unsuccessful applicants to seek feedback in order to strengthen future 

performance in the selection process, very few of our respondents sought or were successful in obtaining 

worthwhile advice.  

Another feature of our respondentsô experiences was the need to take a more circuitous entry route into the 

profession than that taken by more middle class and/ or white men.
183

  Thus several, especially those who 

were either BME and/ or drawn from a lower socio-economic background and/ or had attended a new 

university, reported a lengthy entry process involving taking on paralegal work in the hope of gaining a 

training contract through hard work and exemplary performance; the following account of a BME female 

paralegal was not atypical: 

óI just decided to settle for anything. So thatôs why I did the legal assistant, and then moved my way up. But my 
main goal right now still is to do corporate commercialé. So, Iôm hoping that with my time at that firm at least Iôll be 
able to contribute something so I can move up.ô (c5FBMEPara) 

In some circumstances this strategy paid off (especially in situations in which the respondent was able to 

make herself indispensable), but this route does not seem to offer any certainty of progression since firms 

increasingly tend to treat paralegals as an independent and permanent position in their division of labour: 

óThe question that an employer would ask an individual in an interview is ï ówhat are your career objectives?ô I was 
told by recruitment agencies that if that question ever comes up, always say that you want to get into a law firm, 
rather than you want to become a solicitor, because itôs a turn-off for them. For some reason when she said that, I 
felt as though if you say that you want to become a solicitor, an employer sees that as your main objective and 
they feel as though youôre not coming for the job as a paralegal, but youôre coming to see whether you can 
become a solicitor within their firm.ô  (c5FBMEPara) 

Indeed, there were suggestions from respondents that employers are often unaware of their paralegalsô 

qualifications or aspirations. Thus, in many instances, working as a paralegal may be a distinct career path 

rather than being a stepping stone to a legal professional career, as the paralegal is used as a distinct 

component in the legal professionôs business model as we discussed in Section 4.  In consequence, mobility 

between these roles may be increasingly restricted.  
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Finally, some of our respondents, as indicated by the next quotation, seemed to be particularly strategic in 

growing, displaying and exploiting their human and social capital in order to give themselves a better chance 

in the recruitment process. Great emphasis was placed by some on building up a competitive CV from an 

early stage so as to showcase appealing skills, attributes and dispositions to future employers. Some 

candidates have succeeded in internalising the discourse of employability as they seek to remake or at least 

re-brand themselves as desirable products on the labour market: 

óI think Iôve always done things to enhance my CV; so things like, I studied abroad, and I think that just sometimes 
just helps my CV to stand out off the page; and just done things like travelling, and being a prefect, being a house 
captain, and different things like that. And also I studied Japanese at A-level, so I just think itôs just the different 
extra things that have helped. Also just general work experience, I think, has helped.ô (e13FBMETS)  

A complementary strategy deployed by other respondents focused on developing and exploiting informal 

contacts within a profession where ósports and that type of activity, like drinking, helpô (a6MBMES) the 

óoutsiderô to negotiate boundaries and be accepted as an insider. Indeed, as indicated throughout this report, 

this is a world where personal contacts, relationships and insights are essential for developing and 

maintaining a successful career. This is something which shines through the personal biographies and lived 

experiences of many of our respondents. 

6.3 Career Management Strategies   
The testimonies of many of our respondents indicated that they had become conscious of their difference and 

of the unequal opportunities that this brings throughout their careers, even if these impressions were not 

always easy to articulate given the informal and subtle character of the processes involved. The profession 

may not be made up of ónasty, evil men trying to squash womenô (a19FWEP) but our previous sections have 

registered the interplay of complex and far reaching sources of disadvantage which are rooted in the 

institutional and cultural fabric of the legal profession.  These include the structural configuration of the 

profession itself, which places great power and authority in the hands of key individuals and on what are often 

ad-hoc and informal decision making processes,
184

 the pervasiveness of cultural stereotypes leading to the 

gendering and racialisation of specific, usually less prestigious and remunerative,
185

 roles and activities, as 

well as the disadvantages flowing from the broader political economy and social expectations: 

ó[W]omen do unfortunately have to have the babies if theyôre going to have them and so youôre out of the loop on 
maternity leave and itôs not just the practical impact of that, itôs the emotional impact of maternity leave and part 
time working and growing children ... and men still, on the whole, get to do just the work; theyôre not expected to 
pick up the pieces at home.ô (a19FWEP) 

These processes have been discussed elsewhere in this report and will not be described again here.  Instead 

this section will provide some evidence of the respondentsô direct experience of some of these issues, leading 

to a consideration of how such formative events may have contributed to the development of specific 

strategic responses.  Our respondents developed a range of strategies to respond to and manage the 

challenges posed to them by the professionôs institutions and culture of work. Responses displayed in our 

sample range across the full spectrum from assimilation and compromise to disengagement and withdrawal 

through attempts at playing the game and attempting to reform the system from within.  We begin this section 

with the more conciliatory strategies which centre on assimilation or at least compromise with the dominant 

culture.
186

  

6.3.1 Assimilation Strategies  

Some of our respondents stated that they had adopted behaviour and traits that allowed them to assimilate 

into the dominant culture. 

óAnd if your strategy is they will have to engage with me and Iôm not making any compromises on who I am or what 
I am, then fair deal to you, but it isn't going to work and it isn't going to work for you if youôre any colour really...  So 
if your attitude is Iôm prepared to make some limited compromises but only if theyôre prepared to make some 
limited compromises to adapt to me, then you can work at it, or then youôve got a chance of working it and then 
you need a bit a bit of luck and you need to be good at your job.ô (d7MBMEEP) 

Some minority professionals considered that they must compromise, negotiate and even transform 

themselves to fit in the profession.  

At its most basic level, compromise involves the rescheduling of private ambitions and responsibilities around 

the demands and rhythms of their professional lives. One area where this is particularly evident is around 
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maternity and its planning, with a number of our respondents postponing pregnancy until their careers are 

well established which usually coincided with their mid-30s:  

óI had my daughter when I was 34 because youôre doing a career and youôreé And I was job-jumping all the time, 
earning more money and gaining experience, and I suddenly thought, whoa, you know, Iôm just about to be 34 and 
I thought, better have a baby fast!ô (b9FBMEIHS) 

ó[M]any of our lawyers are female and not having children and a lot are having them older; I had my first child when 
I was 31.ô (a2FWEP) 

This is a strategy which carries some risk as the rhythms of a high pressured professional career may be 

inconsistent with a fulfilling personal life as captured by the words of this female barrister:  

óI think of a lot of my friends theyôre in their mid-30s and [they] havenôt even ended up having children because 
theyôve been so caught up in the day to day, you know... just not making personal life decisions because theyôre so 
pressured.ô (b11FWB)  

Of course maternity is only the beginning of a difficult balancing act between private and professional lives; 

one where the private is often sacrificed to the professional:   óI did not take time off to go to school sports 

days, you sort of felt that if a bloke took time off to go to school sports day everybody was saying what a good 

father he is.ô (c6FWEP)  

However, compromise did not only involve adjustments to how people manage their time or plan their private 

lives, but at times struck at the very heart of oneôs being.  As respondents reported, there was pressure to 

reframe their very identities, accents and personalities.
187

  

óIôd bet my bottom dollar if that poor girl or man had come from Hackney Downs for instance and had gone to a 
state school, by the time she gets to these City firms she would have lost her identity and accent.ô (c4FBMEEP) 

ó[O]ne of the posh students said they couldnôt understand my accent, if I was speaking English hereé So, I think, 
you were expected to modify your English and speak BBC English, but I never did.ô (c3FWB/Ac) 

 óI was different and I was aware that I had to be better and a bit less challenging than I would naturally be.ô 
(d7MBMEEP) 

In extreme cases the attempt to fit in and assume an acceptable professional persona involved the symbolic 

disconnection from oneôs personal background and private life as indicated by those women solicitors who 

feel that óas a woman é you canôt have the pictures of your kids on your deskô (c6FWEP) or the BME 

professionals who distance themselves from their ethnicity.  

ó[W]henever I go to a firm and I see another Black face, whether itôs Black or Asian or African or whatever, I tend to 
nod because Iôm just acknowledging that person because I see them and they look like me and Iôm just saying 
hello.  Some of these people wonôt even make eye contact with me.  Itôs almost as ifé itôs almost as if Iôve 
exposed them for being Black.ô (c4FBMEEP) 

6.3.2 Playing or Reforming the System  

A number of strategies focused on developing responses that would allow respondents to overcome or even 

turn to their advantage some of the structural, institutional or cultural barriers within the profession.  A clear 

example of such strategies focuses upon notions of performing and perhaps more importantly being seen as 

performing. Some respondents were particularly strategic in volunteering to participate on committees in their 

organisations or for the broader networking opportunities offered by the profession to gain valuable exposure 

and visibility.  This is crucial since, as we have discussed in Sub-section 4.2, in the informal and personal 

world of the legal professions, decisions are often based on impressions and on winning personal favour with 

leading partners.
188

  As a result, visibility and self-promotion (to the right people) becomes essential: 

óA choice when I was a trainee to ï and this is, I think was quite significant on my personal career but probably 
less applicable on a broader scale ï I, when I was probably six months into my training contract, decided that I 
needed to be very clever about the way I networked within the firm in order to secure a job when I left, because at 
that stage, you know, jobs were few and far between. I therefore specifically plannedé I suppose, Iôd be working 
with the powerful partners: I found out who was powerful, I found out who the biggest clients of the firm were, I 
found out where the power base in the firm was, and I applied myself in that direction veryé very carefully. And 
therefore I know that that resulted in me, when I finished my training, being offered a job with the most powerful 
members of the partnership, and I donôt think people are very clever like that, on the whole; and that resulted in me 
getting a job in a good area and progressing quickly in my early years as a newly-qualified solicitor.ô (e15FWSP) 
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Thus one of our female barrister respondents ómade a point of making sure that Iôm on the pupillage 

committee, I help with the interviewing processô (a7FBMEB), the minority solicitor who is ópretty much on 

every committee I can beô (a4FBMES) or the BME firm which raised its profile by becoming active in the Law 

Society: 

ó[W]e try and deal with things by getting inside with the Law Society and speaking to them.  We joined these other 
organisations and societies because it raised our profile and actually people then looked at [*] and said, well, we 
need to send them work because there are very few other black owned City law firms doing that type of work and 
so as a result we got quite a lot of work from that.ô (c4FBMEEP)  

However, as we have discussed above, some of our respondents thought that self-promotion was an area 

where women were at a disadvantage:  

ó[Self-promotion] itôs not a language that women are comfortable with and we need to stop that because we need 
to realise that weôre doing ourselves a disservice by being soé by not shouting from the rooftops our experiences 
because then weôre not picked up on the radar.ô (c4FBMEEP)  

ó[Women are] always saying theyôre not as good as they think they are, and itôs not natural for women to expound 
about how good she is at something.  It doesnôt go with the territory.ô (c8FWEP) 

Yet some of our respondents as indicated in the next quote strategically developed support systems to 

overcome such difficulties by promoting each otherôs achievements: 

ó[W]e both sort of acknowledged that we were hopeless at blowing our own trumpets so therefore we would blow 

each other's.  So I wrote a lot of the promotional stuff for her, and she does the same for me.ô (d4FWSP) 

In some instances, difference was viewed as an advantage or something that could be strategically turned 

into an advantage. One respondent considered that being one of only three women in the firm helped her to 

stand out in the eyes of clients óI want the lady who does employment law, you have a lady who does 

employment law (c8FWEP), or the BME solicitor who thought that ethnicity could carry kudos with clients óI 

want to show the other side that I've got that Iôve got a big black lawyerô (d7MBMEEP) and the women partner 

who spoke of standing out as a woman in all male events: óI like that ... just the fact that youôre a woman ... 

you can play it upô (a2FWEP). Some of our respondents were particularly active in promoting their novelty 

value; one female lawyer strategically takes on golf ówe have a lot of male partners who play golf but no 

women so I thought ... I can bring along my clients... another feather in my cap.ô (a18FWEP) or the BME 

solicitors who re-package and market their ethnicity as a óUnique Selling Pointô (USP): 

ó[T]he reason why we wanted the black owned firm is because we thought that would be our USP, that would be 
our unique selling point because we will be different from the other City firms because they donôt have black 
partners, or they didnôt have, you know, they couldnôt say that had 100% minority partners because they couldnôt 
do.  Theyôre lucky if they had any percentage at all in those days.  So when we opened, we could allow our 
difference to make a difference and actually make us be noticed for that difference.ô (c4FBMEEP) 

Finally, other respondents articulated clear attempts to reform professional institutions from within in order to 

overcome potential structural barriers and to make the profession more accommodating to diversity. 

Examples include: drives to persuade their chambers to develop maternity support policies (as discussed 

above), to formalise and render more transparent partnership governance regimes; and, perhaps most 

commonly, to develop internal support mechanisms and alternative business networks: 

óWell, the main thing for me was being the first in chambers to have a child and being the one who had to push for 
the maternity leave provisions of the Bar Council to be incorporated within chambersô constitution.  That was very 
difficult and particularly, also, the way it was received the first time when I had my first child éI must say, overall, 
the key supports in chambers were very much do what you want and weôll work around it but people who I was 
friends with were still backbiting and even in the build up around the maternity leave I knew that people were kind 
of speaking about it and moaning about it.ô (c1FWB)   

ó[W]e provide a support network for junior females wanting to enter the profession, coming up, and also provide a 
networking opportunity for women that have more than five years worth of experience. And I found it very 
motivating, so Iôm trying to encourage women here to at least get involved, or letôs get together every few months 
and have a chat and see if we canôt put junior girls together and more senior ones, to open their minds a little bit 
about where they could end up.ô (e14FWIHS) 

óSo we set up a network, our own specific one called the (*), which is still going.  It was set up in 1992, 93; and we 
just invited people from various professions, so it was not meant to be youôre coming to sell your goods, but just 
simply to network and bind together, because we could see the men were doing this on the golf club, they were 
doing this on all sorts of functions, whereas the women werenôt.ô (c6FWEP) 












































