




This article utilizes data from on-going qualitative study of lawyers who are or have 
been associates and/or partners at law firms with more than fifty lawyers. This paper 
examines thirty-seven women lawyers' personal constructions of success, measures of success 
at their law firms and perceived barriers to women's achievement of personally and externally 
defined success. The women interviewees describe a variety of differences in the treatment of 
women attorneys by superiors, colleagues, more junior lawyers and support staff, clients, and 
opposing counsel. Interviewees further report feeling judged on the basis of their ability to 
meet male identified standards of performance and behavior and fulfill some of the invisible 
support and caretaker functions traditionally identified with women in a genderized social 
contexts. However, they experienced the most severe dissatisfaction and/or distress when they 
experienced the values and demands of their law firms' paradigm of success as sharply 
incompatible with the elements of personal meaning e.g., connection, engagement, and lasting 
positive impact. 

Nancer H. Ballard M.A., J.D., is a senior partner at the Boston law firm of Goodwin 
Procter & Hoar and a member of the Senior Women's Group and the Employment Issues 
Committee of the Women's Bar Association of Massachusetts. She has been research scholar 
at the Wellesley Centers for Research on Women for 1996-1998. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Between the late 1960's and the late 1990's the number of professional women in the 

workplace generally, and in the legal profession in particular, has increased dramatically. 

Although women comprised only 3% of the nation's lawyers in the late 19601s, in the 1970's 

they began entering law school in large numbers. By the mid to late 1980's most large 

metropolitan law firms were hiring entering classes consisting of 40-50% women. However, 

the number of women in the upper levels of large law firms' hierarchies has not increased 

significantly in the past twenty years, particularly in relation to women's presence in the junior 

associate ranks over the past fifteen years (A.B.A., "Basic Facts," 1995). 

This article utilizes data from an on-going qualitative study of women lawyers who are 

or have been associates and/or partners at medium size and large law firms (defined as firms 

with more than fifty lawyers). This paper examines thirty-seven women lawyers' personal 

constructions of success, the definition and measures of success at their law firms, and 

perceived barriers to women's achievement of both personally and externally defined success. 

In particular, the article examines the reasons these women decided to become lawyers; the 

evolution of their personal definitions and experiences of success over the course of their 

careers; the women's perceptions of how their law firms define success and what law firms 

want from the attorneys they consider successful; and how disparities in women's personal 

definitions of success and external definitions are addressed and/or resolved. Such information 

can be used by women to delineate, validate and make public the nature of women's subjective 

experiences of success and career meaning. The information can also inform law firms 

seeking to improve retention and job satisfaction among their women attorneys. 



11. BACKGROUND AND STATEMENT OF THE ISSUE 

Although women have been practicing law for more than a century, until the late 

1960's women were an insignificant percentage of the lawyers in the profession. In the 1970's 

women began to enter the legal profession in large numbers (Epstein, 1995). In 1970 eight 

percent of all law students were women. As a result of the women's movement, increased 

awareness, and the protection of Title VII, all accredited law schools have admitted women 

since 1972. By 1989, women made up almost fifty percent of most law school graduating 

classes (Ziewacz, 1996). 

Throughout the 1970's and 1980's there was a steady increase in the proportion of 

women associates hired by major law firms. By the mid to late 1980's many, if not most, 

major metropolitan law firms were hiring entering classes composed of 40% to 50% women 

(Epstein, 1993). However, the percentage of women equity or shareholding partners has not 

increased proportionately with the increase in women in the associate ranks. In 1989, women 

made up 33% of the associates and 9.2% of the partners in the country's two hundred fifty 

largest law firms. In 1992, women constituted 37% of their associates and 11.2% of the 

partners (Epstein, 1995). In a 1994 study of eight large New York firm, the percentage of 

women partners had risen only to 11.37 % (Epstein, 1995). 

Even when the numbers are adjusted to account for disparities in hiring between men 

and women, it is clear that women are not becoming partners at the same rate as men. For 

instance, Epstein reports that 8% of the women hired by large New York firms between 1983 

and 1986 were promoted to partner while 19% of the men hired during the same period were 

promoted to partner. The rate of promotion for women hired after 1981 declined to 5% 
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compared to a rate of promotion of 17% for men (1995). Other researchers have reported 

similar results,' and a few have even suggested that the percentage of women shareholding 

partners is declining (Ziewacz, 1996).' By all measures, the number of women in high 

positions within the hierarchies of legal organizations does not correspond to the number of 

women lawyers (e.g., BBA, 1997; Ziewacz, 1996; Giesel, 1993; Gellis, 1991; ABA 1988). 

This phenomenon is commonly referred to as the "glass ceiling" (Scandura, 1992). 

In response to concerns about gender equality, and the glass ceiling phenomenon in 

particular, New Jersey and other states began commissioning task forces to examine gender 

bias in the legal system and in the profession. Thirty-six states had commissioned gender 

studies by 1991, and by 1995 forty states and nine federal circuits had appointed task forces to 

investigate gender bias in their jurisdictions (Ziewacz, 1996). The purpose of these task force 

studies was, "not only to document the existence of gender bias, but also to evaluate its causes 

and to suggest positive methods to eradicate gender discrimination on a permanent basis (Ohio 

Joint Task Force, 1995, p. 1). 

In response to state task force recommendations, bar association initiatives, and 

increased awareness within law firms, large law firms have adopted a variety of policies or 

programs identified as "family friendly" or "supportive of women". These policies include, 

among others: "part-time" or "reduced hours" policies, emergency child care centers, 

flexible parental leaves, and subsidies for communications technology that facilitates work at 

home (Epstein, 1995; WBA, 1982). Although these programs are generally perceived by 

women to be positive, they have not had a perceptible effect on the retention or advancement 

of women to senior positions within large firms (Epstein, 1995).' 
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111. METHODOLOGY 

This article utilizes data from an on-going qualitative study of lawyers who are or have 

been associates andlor partners at law firms with more than fifty attorneys. The study will 

ultimately include in depth interviews with at least sixty women and fifteen men at various 

points in their legal careers. The women interviewees will include four cohorts: fifteen 

women in their first four years of practice, fifteen women who have been practicing law 

between four and seven years, fifteen women who have been practicing more than seven years 

but who have not been shareholding or equity partners in medium size or large law firms, and 

fifteen women who are or have been equity partners in medium or large law firms. Female 

interviewees were solicited randomly (primarily through bar associations) and interview 

candidates have been selected with a view toward collecting data from as broad a 

representation of women lawyers as possible with major law firm experience. Male 

interviewees will be solicited through bar associations and by nomination for the purpose of 

comparing the perceptions and experiences of similarly situated men and women lawyers with 

respect to personal definitions of success, the construction and articulation of meaningful 

career experience, perceptions of differences in men's and women's lawyering, gender bias, 

and career path decision making. 

The data on which this article is based have been drawn from thirty-seven in depth 

interviews with women lawyers, formal and informal focus groups, discussions with more than 

forty male and female lawyers, personal observation, and related research. The women 

interviewees ranged from twenty-six to sixty-eight years of age and the number of years they 

have been in legal practice ranged from less than one to over thirty. The interviewees' 
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approximate chronological ages at time of graduation from law school (extrapolated from their 

dates of graduation from college) were: 

Under 25 9 
25-29 11 
30-35 8 
35-39 6 
40 + 3 

Their dates of graduation from law school were: 

Interviewees included practitioners in a variety of legal specialties, including: Corporate, 

Litigation, Employment Law, Trusts and Estates, Banking Law, Real Estate Law, Corporate 

Lending, Insurance, Labor Law, Products Liability Litigation, Workers' Compensation, 

Environmental Law, Bankruptcy, and Secured Transactions. Seven of the thirty-seven 

interviewees worked on reduced schedules for at least one year of their legal careers, and at the 

time of their interviews six no longer worked at firms with more than fifty lawyers. At least 

two additional lawyers left their firms after the interview but before this article was written. 

In depth data were collected by means of an open-ended interview based on seventeen 

relatively uniform questions to facilitate cross-interview comparison. See Appendix A. The 

interview questions were designed to encourage participants to recount their professional 

experiences in light of their own personal (evolving) definitions of success and in the context 



of external benchmarks of success against which they werelare being measured in their 

workplaces. In particular, data were collected on: 

(1) why the women chose to become lawyers and how they defined professional success 
when they entered their law schools; 

(2) whether and how the women's personal career goals and career satisfaction have 
changed or evolved over the course of their legal careers; 

(3) how women lawyers perceive success to be defined within their workplaces and 
whether they believe definitions and/or measures of success are different for men 
and women; 

(4) women's experiences of success and their perceptions of barriers to both 
subjectively and externally defined success; and 

(5) the perceived causes of barriers to success and career satisfaction and possible 
solutions. 

Interview data were analyzed using inductive, theory-discovery oriented methods (Glaser, 

1973; Bruner, 1987). Observations and conclusions were re-examined in light of subsequent 

focus group discussions with men and women lawyers, the observations of other researchers, 

and comparative data from bar associations and state gender bias task forces. 

IV. INTERNAL CAREER GOALS AND THE CONSTRUCTION OF MEANINGFUL WORK 

A. Why Women go to Law School 

There is a marked consistency in the reasons women give for deciding to become 

lawyers. Thirty-six of the thirty-seven women lawyers interviewed stated that they decided to 

become lawyers for one or more of the following three reasons: 

(1) economic independence (e.g., to avoid financial dependency on a close 
relationship including family of origin, spouse, partner, or potential future 
spouse or partner) (19 responses); 



(2) because they thought they would be engaged by or in the work they would 
do as lawyers (26 responses); or 

(3) to make a positive difference in the lives of others (17 responses). 

There were no significant differences in responses among interviewees that entered law school 

directly after college, and those that entered law school in their late 20ts, 301s, 40's or early 

50's Nor were there significant differences between the responses of women who entered law 

school in the 19601s, 1970ts, 1980's or 1990's. Women's decisions to become lawyers did not 

seem to be affected by the surging economic opportunities in the legal field in the late 1970's 

and early 1980's; the shift of major law firms toward a more competitive business orientation 

in the 1980's, or the economic downturn in the early 1990's. Indeed, many of the women 

stated that prior to being employed by a medium size or large law firm they were unaware or 

only dimly aware of these issues. Although the political and economic climate at the time the 

interviewees applied to law school did not appear to be a factor in their decisions to become 

lawyers, a significant number of the interviewees who graduated from college prior to 1990 

mentioned involvement in the women's movement or the impact of the women's movement as 

a factor that influenced their decisions to become lawyers. 

1. Economic Independence 

Over half of the women interviewed stated that a need or desire to be economically 

self-sufficient or "safe" influenced their decisions to become lawyers. For example, Ellen', a 

Names and other identifying information have been changed to protect the 
confidentiality of the interviewees. Interviewees' levels of seniority, department affiliations and 

(continued.. .) 



partner in her early 301s, explained: 

I think I always thought I'd be a lawyer, ever since I can remember. . . . I always 
wanted to be in a profession. I thought that there was a security in that. And I was 
drawn to the liberal arts rather than the sciences. 

Jean, a former partner in her early 40's, noted: 

I wanted intellectual stimulation, and enough money for long-term security. I grew up 
in a family that didn't have much money. So I need to feel that no matter what 
happens, I will be okay. 

Interviewees who had experienced economic hardship or instability as children tended to 

elaborate on their need for long-term self-sufficiency more than those who had not, but the 

interviewees' desire for self-sufficiency or a "profession" did not correlate with parental 

income, their parents' education, or the presence of lawyers or other professionals in their 

families of origin4 Although the desire for non-dependence was most often expressed as a 

financial need, several of the interviewers suggested that their desire for independence or non- 

dependence was broader than economic self-sufficiency. For instance Rebecca, a fifth year 

litigator, noted: 

One of the reasons I went into the law was that I saw it as a key. There's so 
much that I don't know but a legal degree gives you the ability or confidence to 
figure it out. Because I have this education and degree, no one can pull the 
wool over on me or say I wouldn't understand. That has nothing to do with my 
job, but that is something that going to law school gave me. 

* (. ..continued) 
other information significant to the meaning and context of their quotes has been preserved. 



2. Desire for Engagement 

The most frequently identified reason given (26 of 37 responses) for becoming a lawyer 

was the interviewee's belief that she would "like the work" or "find the work interesting. " A 

significant number of the women also stated that they did not have a very good idea of what 

lawyers did when they decided to become lawyers. Most of the interviewees (81%) did not, as 

children, know any lawyers and at the time the interviewees decided to attend law school only 

two of them had a lawyer parent or sibling. Less than one quarter of the interviewees said they 

knew a woman lawyer prior to graduating from college, and two thirds stated they did not 

know any women lawyers personally prior to deciding to become one. For example, Susan, a 

real estate partner, recalled: 

. . . When I was graduating from law school I don't think my understanding of a 
lawyer's life was very sophisticated. . . I don't think I thought about it very 
much. I knew I would have a family, get married and I figured that both my 
husband and I would work . . . hard, but not too hard . . . um . . . We'd both 
make enough money. . . we wouldn't make a killing, but make enough money 
and share family responsibilities and I thought I would be in some public service 
arena. That's all the details I had at that point. I didn't have models or other 
women to look to and say, "Oh, that's what my life is going to be like." I 
didn't know anybody who was a lawyer really, I certainly didn't know any 
women lawyers. 

The majority of the women's decisions to become lawyers appears to have been less motivated 

by a desire to be a lawyer than by a desire to do (and be paid for) what they believed lawyers 

did. When asked what they thought lawyers did, the women said researching, reading and 

writing, helping people, solving problems, andlor oral advocacy. For example, Nancy, a 

corporate partner who entered law school in her late 20's, remembers: 

I knew I liked reading and I knew it would be drafting and. looking 
over documents and I liked writing and ... working with people. I wasn't 



particularly interested in litigation, in fighting with people. 

Naomi, an associate who went to law school in her 40's, stated: 

I didn't really have a good idea what being a lawyer was ... . I thought 
I would like law because I had been very active in politics. I was a published 
writer and liked working with words, and I wanted to be of some kind of service 
to people. 

Janet, a senior litigator who went to law school immediately after college, explained: 

I don't think I ever imagined my [life as a lawyer]. If I think how I would have 
imagined it, it was sitting at a desk doing a lot of writing. That's what I 
wanted to do. 

Only three interviewees identified "power," "prestige," "status," or the desire for 

wealth as a motivating reason for going to school. Two other women said they thought there 

would be a sense of importance about the profession. The remaining thirty-two interviewees 

did not mention factors extrinsic to the work itself other than the ability to support oneself and 

one's childrenlfamily . 

3.  Desire to Make a Dzfference in the Lives of Others 

The third recurring response women gave for becoming lawyers was the desire to 

"make a difference" or "effect social change." For example, Naomi, the associate who 

previously described being drawn to law because she liked words, went on to say: 

I believed from my involvement in women's issues that the only way to get 
any kind of change is through the law. I thought that having the law as a 
background would be a terrific way of making more change. 

Christina, a senior litigation associate who attended law school in the mid 1980fs, explained: 

I was interested in civil rights issues and public interest law and the 
environment and consumer issues and I thought that law was the best way 



to get into those issues and effect change. 

Sarah, a real estate partner who had gone to law school fifteen years earlier stated: 

Other fields seemed too narrow and isolated and it was the late 60's. 
I was interested in government. I went to law school to join some sort of 
service or government position, something like that. 

Fran, a labor law partner, remembers: 

I was quite liberal in college and I thought I would be saving the world and that 
law would be a good way to learn how to do that (laughs), or at least provide 
me with a degree that would be useful. 

Although a number of the women became embarrassed or self-deprecating (referring to 

themselves as having been idealistic, naive, or immature) when explaining that they had 

wanted to become lawyers in order to make a difference to others, as more fully described in 

section IV.B, feeling that they are making a difference in the lives of others emerged as a 

continuing theme in the experiences women identify as meaningful and is an element the 

interviewees continue to seek in their day-to-day work and in their overall careers. 

4. When Law is a Calling 

Seven interviewees described being drawn to the law for reasons that they could not 

articulate. Four of these women said that they "always knew" they would be lawyers. The 

other three stated that once it occurred to them that they could become lawyers they had no 

reservations or second thoughts. Six of the seven said that when they first knew they would be 

lawyers they possessed little factual knowledge about lawyers, or the information they did 

possess (e.g., media images) did not appeal to them. Parental andlor family support or 

discouragement also appears to have been largely irrelevant to the career choices of these 
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interviewees. Two of the women's families' supported their career choices, three interviewees 

faced active discouragement or disapproval from their families, and two described their 

families' reactions as neutral or vaguely positive. The women that described their decisions to 

become lawyers in this fashion (and several used the phrase "a calling") do not appear to 

experience greater or less career satisfaction in medium size and large law firms than do 

others. Although these seven women have remained in their medium or large law firms longer 

than the average interviewee, this may not be significant due to the small sample size. 

Virtually all thirty-seven of the interviewees, including those who had left the practice 

of law at the time of the interview and those who expressed extreme dissatisfaction with their 

current or former law firms, stated that they were glad they went to law school. 

B. Personal Career Goals: The Construction of Meaningful Work 

In women's descriptions of a fulfilling career or meaningful career experiences three 

elements emerge as critical and central. These three elements are: 

(1) positive mutual personal relationship(s) that support a woman's engagement 
in her work; 

(2) strong engagement with her work (and ideally, with the people with whom 
she is working) on a project-by-project basis; and 

(3) the sense and/or feeling that her personal relationships and her engagement 
will lead to some greater good and/or deeper and better personal 
connection(s). 

This "Connection-Engagement-Greater Good" or deeper connection pattern was described by 

associates and partners on both a macro (career) level and micro (significant moment or 

meaningful single experience) level. 



1 .  Personal Relationships 

Interviewees in all fields of practice repeatedly expressed the importance of positive 

mutual personal relationships to their career satisfaction and in experiencing their work lives as 

meaningful. For purposes of this article, "mutual relationships" are relationships characterized 

by: (a) a sense of equality rather than hierarchy even where the participants occupy different 

hierarchical positions in the firm or social context; (b) having the ability to affect the other(s) 

personally; and (c) being openly vulnerable to being positively affected (or hurt) by the 

other(s). (See also Fletcher, 1996; Jordan, 1986.) The three women who appear to be 

happiest in their large firm environment (two partners and one associate) all spoke of personal 

relationships with colleagues and/or clients as being essential. For example, in response to 

being asked what she liked most about her career, Ellen, a partner in a large East Coast firm's 

Trusts and Estates department, stated: 

I like the personal relationships that I've made and that are on-going. It is very 
gratifying when someone is so pleased with a result that they trust you ... that 
you're their family lawyer, you know that you're their ... . They even think that 
you can wave a wand over any situation, and of course you can't, but their ... 
trust is very rewarding. 

Dorothy, a banking partner in another large firm, responded: 

A: I like the client contact, and helping people. In lending you aren't fighting as much 
as in litigation. Usually when someone is lending both sides are pretty happy about 
it and I like working to make that happen. And working with the associates here, I 
like that part too ... . I like mentoring associates and even the legal assistants, 
teaching them how things work, helping them to understand what they are doing. 

Q: And what about your clients, do you feel like you are helping them too? 

A: The younger ones yes, with the older ones, a lot of them are teaching me. They 
will say that I don't know about a particularly unusual covenant in a particular 
industry and so I still learn from them. So it's learning and teaching. 



Mutual relationship was identified as a critical factor in work satisfaction and in the experience 

of meaningfulness by women at all levels of seniority, income, and chronological age. 

Although genuine mutual relationships with both clients and people in their firms were 

important, mutual relationships with people in the workplace seemed most critical. 

Interviewees who had strong client relationships but felt that their relationships with 

colleagues, superiors, and/or subordinates were competitive, erratic or characterized by power 

and control dynamics rather than positive intention and genuine caring tended to feel isolated 

within their firms and ultimately to leave or consider leaving. 

There was one significant exception to the interviewees' descriptions of the critical 

importance of workplace and client relationships to career meaning. Several of the women 

(two partners and two associates) were a primary or sole source of income for their children. 

In these circumstances, the interviewees' relationships with their children and the direct 

connection between their children's schooling needs and the interviewees' income gave such 

personal meaning to their presence in the workplace that the quality of workplace and client 

relationships became a secondary consideration until their children had completed their 

schooling. 

2 .  Engagement 

Twenty-six of the thirty-seven interviewees identified engagement in or with their 

cases, legal matters, or substantive work as being critical to job satisfaction and their sense of 

career meaningfulness. Dorothy, a banking partner, noted: 



I like counseling and being pro-active. I like working out a document and 
thinking of all the things I can think of that could happen or could go wrong 
before the document is signed . . . I like putting together a document and 
getting the details right . . . I like putting together a document for people that 
they can rely on and do business on it. 

Melissa, a former partner in a large law firm who had moved to a small boutique firm, said she 

wanted and liked-- 

intellectual stimulation, dealing with people -- I love being able to take care of a 
client.. . and being creative with cases. 

Rebecca recalled her year as a judicial clerk when she felt a lot of job satisfaction: 

When I was a clerk for a district court judge, and he was a great judge to work 
for, the judge would ask me about the TRO [temporary restraining order] 
standard or something, even though he had these briefs from lawyers with 
umpty ump years experience. I could go back and read the cases and I had the 
luxury of the time and being able to really understand what something was 
about. 

3. Leading to Some Greater Good or Deeper Connection 

The majority of the women (65 %) emphasized that meaningful work involved personal 

relationships and engaged them, but also, that these led to some greater good or to deeper or 

stronger connection.' For example, Laura, a mid-level litigation associate who was teaching a 

class at a nearby law school, described what was personally important in her career: 

I want something that's challenging, interesting and the hours are not all 
consuming, but it's not really just the time. When I'm teaching I find that if I 
spend fifteen minutes extra with a student, sometimes you can turn things 
around for them for the whole semester and their attitude about the class. And 
one of the things I like to do is to take that extra time. So I would like to have a 
job that allows me to take that extra time if I want to make a difference in 
someone's life without having to worry about billing every minute. I would like 
a job that rewards ... no, I don't even need rewards, just encourages it, and it's 
actually valued. 



Rebecca, a fifth-year associate, stated that her personal definition of success included: 

To have a job that makes me feel good, energized. For me to feel energized I 
need to feel that I am doing some good, not just the fleeting thrill that you get 
from some negotiation or a new case. 

Maura, a senior associate, offered: 

Probably number one is I'm doing something that I care about - that I 
politically care about, that is representing the underdog, or that I am resolving 
conflict in the best way for all concerned. It's also nice to feel experienced 
now, competent. When you first get out of law school you have a lot of 
self-doubt and as I have [gained] more and more experience I have felt more 
confident. 

4. The Connection-Engagement-Greater Good Pattern 

When interviewees did not have strong personal connections, or did not feel engaged 

in their daily work, or did not feel that their connection and engagement would lead to greater 

good or deeper connection, their felt sense of career meaningfulness and job satisfaction 

foundered. Several interviewees described the loneliness of doing work they found interesting 

but no one else seemed to care about. However, personal relationships were rarely enough 

when interviewees found their work substantively boring, intellectually dulling, or ethically 

troubling. A relatively small percentage of interviewees (13 %) described being pressured to 

do work or conduct themselves in a manner they felt to be illegal, unethical or "ethically in the 

grey zone". When such pressure did occur, disengagement from work, the workplace, and 

workplace relationships ensued quickly and without mitigation by other workplace factors. 

Interviewees experienced an eroding sense of job satisfaction and meaningfulness when 

they felt their contributions or efforts were quickly forgotten or their impact was fleeting even 

when they believed they had relatively positive relationships with clients or others in the 



workplace and found their work interesting. Several also described feeling stress, distress, or 

depressed. 

V. THE PARADIGM OF SUCCESS IN LARGE LAW FIRMS 

There was a striking uniformity in the women's responses when they were asked what 

their law firms value and what is valued in the attorneys their law firms view as "successful." 

One hundred percent of the interviewees stated that money or the bottom line (expressed as 

"revenue generation," or "hours" or both) was very important to their law f m s ,  and 81 % 

identified significant revenue generation and/or high billable hours as the characteristics their 

law firms most desire in their attorneys. Typical responses were: 

"Clients, money. " 

"The ability to enhance the bottom line. And my sense of it is that they really want 
you to bring it in, not just do the work that someone else brings in." 

"This firm is very bottom line oriented. Billings and billable hours, those are the 
two biggest things. " 

"They want complete dedication, so they want you there long hours, extraordinarily 
long hours and they want you to bring in the big clients." 

"Lots of big clients, bringing in big clients, big deals, lots of money, high billable 
hours and . . . uh quality work." 

"Incredible commitment. To go out and take charge with the big corporate 
executives and to work long hours." 

"The firm wants lawyers to be dedicated beyond the call of duty in terms of hours 
worked. They want you to pull in the really big fish, be at the top of the game, get 
the really big clients." 



"Hours. Complete commitment to let the firm come over everything else. If 
someone drops dead, they'll let you take care of that, but they want the firm to 
come first. After that . . . I guess quality, and fitting in or being able to support the 
big firm culture. " 

Seven respondents stated that their firms valued the ability to "fit in" (3 responses); high 

quality lawyering skills (3 responses); independence or a "take-charge" attitude (3 responses); 

high intelligence (2 responses); the ability to get along with people and work on a team (2 

responses); or powerful social connections (1 response) equally with the ability to produce 

revenue and work long hours. The more varied responses included: 

"You need to be bright, you don't have to be intellectual, but that helps. You need to 
have a strong client base, but the right clients, not small clients and not contingency fee 
cases. You need to be able to sit and talk and have a beer and joke around with people 
so they feel you get along with them. It helps if you're there in the evening a lot, 
rather than early in the morning, because that's when the managing partners walk 
around and chat with people." 

"Profitability and independence, and even though they say they don't . . . client 
generation. We are lucky to have a lot of institutional clients and we're not in the top 
elite firms, so they don't emphasize it as much as elsewhere. About 60% of our clients 
are historical clients that the firm has had for many years and another 20% are newer 
long term clients and that takes tremendous pressure off of us, compared to some of my 
friends at other law firms." 

A. The (Male) Model of Success within Law Firm Culture 

Interviewees described a myriad of multi-layered ways in which law firms and the 

people within them endorse and reflect a system that valorizes values and traits historically 

taught to and associated with men; mandate a lifestyle standard that assumes "successful" 

lawyers have no family obligations and/or have an invisible life support system supplied by a 

spouse; and enact organizational dynamics that favor men. As one senior associate observed: 



There are some men who are absolutely gender blind. But when you are talking 
about the firm as a whole, it's almost as though it has a personality quite apart 
from the individual people in it, and I do think that organizationally speaking 
big firms are still predominately male and women are treated as less. 

Virtually all of the interviewees felt that their law firms embody and strongly promote values 

that, historically, have been identified with men. These values include, among others: 

(1) the ability to make money (for oneself and the firm); 

(2) single minded devotion and commitment to the workplace; 

(3) individual achievement proved via competition and adversity; 

(4) "rationality" and non-emotionality ; and 

(5) "power", or the ability to "take charge," and control one's environment including 
those within it. 

1. Money and Success 

The most common measure of success in the male success model is how much money a 

person makes (McKenna, 1997; Beck, 1997). Warren Farrell notes that, "[tlhe very purpose 

of [paid] work, historically, has been survival; men sacrificed themselves and their time to feed 

their families. In exchange, they received respect, approval, love and immortality in the 

memories of others" (1971, p.41).' However, as power came to be identified with earning 

money, men came to feel obligated or driven to earn money (McKenna, 1997). McKenna 

observes: 

[When] what a man does for a living isn't about putting food on the table.. . what and 
how much he [earns] determine[s] the importance, value and meaning of his life. 
... This is the way that work -- and by extension manliness -- became endowed with a 
kind of sacredness and power way beyond its actual activities. The moment that 
survival was no longer the exclusive reason men left home every day, work and 
masculinity became synonymous. (1997, p. 221) 



In this world view, the more man gives up his life to work, the more heroic (in the eyes of his 

workplace and the culture) he becomes and the more society esteems him (Farrell, 1971). As 

the uniformity in interviewees' responses to questions about how their law firms define success 

demonstrates, large law firms strongly reflect the notion that money is success and by 

extension, a measure of one's worth, power, and value. 

Both men and women recognize that large law firms' focus on money is growing more 

extreme. In a 1997 National t a w  Journal survey of partners in the nation's 125 largest law 

firms, 82.7% of respondents stated that they believe the profession has changed for the worse 

and has become a fiercely dollar-driven business (Klein, 1997). The National Law Journal 

noted, "to keep the money flowing, attorneys at all levels are spending substantial amounts of 

time trying to coax new clients to the firm at the expense of time spent on legal substance -- 

their main source of professional satisfaction." (Klein, 1997, p. A01) Mark Byers, Director of 

Harvard Law School Office of Student Life Counseling, and a partner in the Center for 

Professional Development of the Law, believes partners at large law f m s  fully expect to 

sacrifice personal or family ties in pursuit of professional prosperity. "[The profession] 

traditionally held out the ideas of independence, intellectual satisfaction and an affluent 

lifestyle," observes Byers, "now not much is left but the affluence" (qtd. in Klein, 1997, p. 

A01). 

In the course of pursuing economic independence, and in the quest to be respected and 

regarded as valuable in a money oriented culture, the interviewees too have adopted money and 

income as a measurement of their worth -- sort of. Jean, a partner who had left her big 

"name" firm for a small litigation firm that offered better hours, remarked: 

20 



One of the things that was hard about leaving the big firm was that I was afraid I 
was washed up. At thirty I was washed up because I was a partner with no 
[portable] clients. It was a soul searching time for me.' 

Rebecca, a former senior associate, noted: 

I think the prestige is a huge factor. Once you are there it can be very hard to 
leave. This is clearly my own experience as [well] as what I've observed.. . . I 
know for myself that it was very hard to leave because it is, from the 
perspective of career.. . . Anything else is a step down, or that's how everybody 
saw it, and were very quick to say that.. . . Partners gave me this reaction of, 
you know, disbelief that [I] would ever take a pay cut.. . and give up [being in 
charge of] litigation.. . . Maybe I'm an extreme, but I can't imagine that there 
aren't people for whom it's scary to give up all that prestige and see that you're 
worthwhile without all that. 

However, even as they measure themselves by financial benchmarks the interviewees recognize 

that money doesn't correlate with connection, engagement or meaning.9 Susan, a senior 

partner, noted that men and women see the importance of money quite differently at her firm: 

When people talk about what's important to us as a firm, there's a much greater 
proportion of male partners, including the younger male partners, focussing 
almost exclusively on the bottom line. And you get a much higher proportion of 
women focussing first on quality of life and the tradeoffs [of more income]. 
They are more likely to suggest that we accept a better quality of life for less 
remuneration. You get that difference, and partly it's because more of the men 
are the primary or only breadwinners, but. ..you get that tension. 

When the interviewees were asked what they would do if they could make one change in their 

workplaces, a majority of interviewees stated they would decrease revenue and hours 

** 
expectations with a correlative reduction in compensation. 

** 
A number of women believed that a firm would need to cap hours and/or the revenue 

on which compensation is based to actually decrease firm revenue demands and expectations. 
Under such a system, people who opt to spend most of their waking hours at the office would 
be free to indulge themselves but would receive no accolades or compensation for doing so 
and, presumably, would be unable to draw most of the firm into their lifestyle. 



2 .  Single Minded Devotion 

As Hochschild, Fowlkes and others have noted, career systems have largely been 

shaped by and for the man with a family who is family free (e.g., Hochschild, 1974; Fowlkes, 

1980; Laws, 36). 

[Clertain assumptions are firmly embedded in the present structure of 
professional careers-- that commitment to a professional career is a central, if 
not the overriding commitment, in a person's life; that the career is the major 
source of one's personal and social identity; that whenever necessary, the career 
has priority over other life involvements; that the career is the major 
determinant of the chronology and geography of one's life and the central 
organizing feature of a given day. When seen in light of these assumptions, it is 
obvious that professional life is neither incidentally nor coincidentally a male 
way of life. It is intrinsically a male way of life in which there are no heroines, 
only heroes. (Fcwlkes, 1980, p. 4) 

Judith Laws further describes this male hero model of success: 

The heroic male professional is characterized by zeal for his work -- an 
internalized devotion to its tasks and demands independent of pay rates or the 
work week. Indeed, his work is the most important thing in his life. Self- 
motivated, he assumes complete responsibility for his work and routinely turns 
in a superior performance.. . . [Tlhe male professional's career is so demanding 
as to preclude other major commitments.. . . The heroic male professional 
sacrifices "selfish" concerns like personal and family life to the demands of his 
career. An invidious judgment concerning the worth of career and family is 
central to the implied comparison between the assumed motivation of the female 
worker-- divided, uninspired, venial-- and that of "the" male worker. (1976, p. 
36) 

The increase in dual income households throughout the country and the influx of women into 

the legal profession during the last twenty years has had little, if any, effect on the dominant 

model of success in large law firm culture. In her 1995 study of New York law firms, Cynthia 

Fuchs Epstein noted: 

There is near consensus that obtaining what a number of lawyers refer to as the "brass 
ring" of partnership hinges upon commitment to the firms' traditional standards of 



constant availability and unflagging commitment to professional life. ... The legal career 
for a large firm practitioner demands an exorbitant amount of time which makes it 
difficult or almost impossible to have a life in which family obligations and non-work 
activities may be priorities. (1995, pp. 378-380) 

Interviewees also described the extraordinary demands on the time and attention of 

"successful" attorneys. Susan, a senior real estate partner described the current manifestation 

of the male hero value system within her firm: 

With some exceptions, the men don't seem to carve out family time or personal 
time. So there's no tension about part-time or off-track. They just get on the 
treadmill and go. And so the consequence of that is that they belong to the firm 
during their thirties and forties and they are much more focussed on client 
generation and the bottom line and without internal conflict. That's 
generalizing, but by and large.. . 

Rebecca, a fifth year litigator, similarly noted: 

The men who aren't married work all the time. When they are fathers their 
wives stay home and carry much of the child care burden. There was a . . . 
woman in my firm who left. She and her husband were both lawyers in town. 
They never commuted together because the man comes in early and the woman 
had to drop the kids off at day care and pick them up. For the most part that's 
what I see. 

The valorization of revenue production over family, friends, and other relationships 

adversely affects women in several ways. First, women have not been taught to equate making 

money and professional devotion with gender identity (manliness) so there is less incentive for 

a women to value income (in excess of what she and her family need) at the expense of 

important personal relationships. A corporate partner observed: 

When I go away on vacation I leave a phone number where I can be reached in 
an emergency, but I don't call in several times a day. With the men it's like the 
cell phone is always there. It's like it's their self. . . . With men it's more of a 
one-note. It's like they have their legal career and other relationships fit in on 
top of that. That's not true for women. [Their identities are] more separate. I 



think the men are more identified as lawyers. I have even talked with some of 
my male partners about this and they grin sheepishly and say, "yeah, it's true." 

Second, somebody has to attend to the care and development of family, manage one's 

house, and respond to friends. Firms assume and substantially reward a lifestyle that all but 

demands those with families have one parent at home doing the parenting work of both. 

Melissa, a former partner in a mid-west firm observed: 

Firms get more productivity if you have someone who's totally focused on them 
and someone else taking care of the rest of it. And they probably frankly don't 
care whether it's the man or the woman.. . but they tend to expect it to be the 
man. They tend to see mostly men doing it and when they see women who 
don't want to do it, they say, "well, that's your choice," but you know, they do 
expect sacrifices to be made. Men in general don't worry about all that. 

Interviewees reported that the overwhelming majority of male partners and senior associates 

have wives who do not work outside the home and that their male contemporaries are 

delegating or abandoning the majority of their parenting and non-work lives to their wives. 

One senior associate observed, "If child care were seen as a responsibility we all have rather 

than just a women's issue, then I think women's position [in the profession] could improve." 

Mary, a senior litigator, noted: 

I think women have to deal with their non-work lives more, even if they don't 
have kids. There's this young partner in our firm who goes home a couple of 
times a week to be with his kids in the evening and runs every day at noon and 
he seems pretty relaxed most of the time. But I asked him if he ever cooks and 
he said, "no" because he has a wife at home and she does the cooking. And I 
asked him if he ever cleaned his house and he said, "no." And I asked him if he 
ever shopped for groceries and he said, "no." And I asked him if he ever 
picked up his own dry cleaning and he immediately said, "yes" as if he were so 
proud. And I said, "Is it in this building?" And he looked shamefaced and 
said, "yes." 



Most women are not in the position of having someone to take on their parenting, home 

management and social functions and, thus, are at a distinct disadvantage in terms of being 

able to devote the same time and attention to their workplace as men. 

Third, most women lawyer interviewees do not want careers that preclude meaningful 

involvement with their families, friends and community. As Farrell observes, "[tlhe problem 

with the male system [is] that the more money he produced for the people he loved, the further 

away he had to be from themV(1971, p. 41). Rebecca, a fifth year associate, explained: 

My husband does the bulk of the child care. So I could work longer and I could 
leave it up to him more than I do, but I don't feel right about it. . . . I don't feel 
good about it for my daughter . . . or for me for that matter. My daughter is 
now young . . . and she's kind of finding her place in the world as a female 
child. I think there will be a time when that's less, but I still won't feel good 
about it, because I don't want to put that relationship second. My husband has 
done very well and can make his own hours, but I want to be at home with the 
family too on a regular basis. 

Elaine, a partner whose husband stays home, also stated that she did not want a sixty hour 

work week that precluded significant involvement with her children: 

My husband has been at home now for seven years and it's not a matter of me not 
feeling like the kids aren't being well taken care of, it's mostly a matter of wanting to 
be "Mommy" and do the things that a "Mommy" does. 

Relationships with one's children are not the only relationships that are affected by the 

demands of big firm practice. In a National t a w  Journal survey of partners at the 125 largest 

firms in the country, 42.6% of the respondents stated that their jobs had hurt their relationship 

with a significant other. (Klein, 1997). Many single women without children also experience a 

great deal of stress trying to meet the expectations of a law firm culture that assumes someone 



else is taking care of one's non-work relationships while trying to nurture and maintain 

important non-work connections. Joan, a mid-level associate, noted: 

I've gotten to the point that I don't want this job to be my life. I used to want to 
be the best and I'm not sure whether that was from law school or before that.. . . 
Now I don't care about being the best.. . I care about being very good, but I care 
about keeping up with your volunteer work, if you're involved in that, and 
keeping up with important friendships, more than being the best. 

Fourth, women have been taught to dedicate themselves to others and to seek and value 

the approval of the men around them (Miller, 1986; Fowlkes, 1980). Therefore, they are 

particularly susceptible to feeling badly when they are criticized for not being dedicated or 

"committed" (which sounds a lot like "not caring") by their firms, even when it is clear to 

them that they are committed and working at full capacity. 

3. Individual Achievement and Competition 

The National Law Journal refers to the partners of the nation's 125 biggest f m s  as 

"practitioners who have made their way to the crest of a highly Darwinian vocation" (Klein, 

1997, p. A01). However, fierce competition doesn't necessarily end when one becomes a 

partner. In a 1997 National Law Journal study of partners at these firms, respondents stated 

that they viewed their relationships with about a third of their fellow partners as competitive 

rather than supportive and their relationships with one in ten of their partners as undermining 

(Klein, 1997). Jennifer, a senior litigation associate, described the effect of competition and 

pressure to bill a lot of hours on relationships within her firm: 

There isn't the sense that this is a profession or that we're all in here together. I 
think it's economics and numbers and there's only so much room at the top.. .so 
immediately people are kind of in competition and out for yourself.. .and that 



doesn't mean necessarily back stabbing and things like that, but it doesn't mean 
that you can take time away from your own day to do something for someone 
else because it just doesn't benefit you and I think there's a lot of that. And 
there's only so much time in the day and you're expected to bill so much so that 
every minute that you're helping someone else is a minute you can't go home 
sooner or that you don't bill. And that makes it hard to act other than for 
yourself. 

A competitive workplace environment has a profound effect on mutual relationships and one's 

ability to be engaged with one's work. As one associate noted, "You can try and be friendly 

and all, but you've always got to watch your back." In No Contest, Kohn observed that, 

"[c]ompetition by its very nature damages relationship. It's nature ... is mutually exclusive 

goal attainment, which means that competitors' interests are inherently opposed" (1986, p. 

136). Kohn further suggests that the more competitive and adversarial the workplace is, the 

more individualistic its participants become. Others come to be viewed as rivals who 

potentially stand in the way of esteem or success and must be defeated, outdone, or overcome. 

Although there may be a symmetry in orientation when parties view each other as rivals, this is 

not the same as mutual relationship. Kohn notes, "For competitors, human objectification is 

doubled. I not only try to use you, but to defeat you; the prospects of relationship are [thus] 

twice buried" (1986, p. 138). 

Kohn suggests that people compete to overcome doubts about their capabilities and to 

compensate for low self-esteem. Sometimes these doubts are internally generated; sometimes 

they are reflected by specific other people; and sometimes the environment elicits them with 

the ever present possibility that, at any moment, one could be judged badly or compared in a 

negative light. Most often all three dynamics interact in a way that makes the source of one's 



doubt hard to identify. For instance, Fran, a litigation partner noted, "I think my insecurity 

and being judged are somehow linked.. . . [But] knowing that I can perform well has always 

been the way to get some measure of safety." Ironically, however, an environment of constant 

competition has a tendency to erode self-esteem, even if one performs well most of the time. 

Eileen, an associate in a large New York firm who had spent a year in a Public Defender's 

office as part of a pro bono exchange program, observed: 

When I was at the P.D.'s office I felt really confident, even though, oddly, I 
was doing all kinds of things I had never done before. But I felt really 
confident. And when I came back [to her large firm] it carried over for a little 
while but.. . . There was a period in which things started coming my way and I 
felt like I could do them and approach them a little differently.. . and then slowly 
I felt that slipping away and over time I could see that I slowly went back to 
thinking that, I can't do this, and, I can't do that, and having seen what it was 
like without that made me realize that no matter how much longer I stayed I 
wouldn't get over it.. . . 

In a competitive moment one responds to the push or drive of self-doubt rather than to the 

draw of engagement (Kohn 1986). In other words, competition is fundamentally based on fear 

and the need to prove you are "good enough" rather than the joy or excitement of being 

engaged. In the competitive workplace environment that fear is re-activated over and over 

without any final resolution. Charlene, a litigation associate, observed: 

I think that as a whole I was surprised that lawyers tend to be so much 
more insecure than I think non-lawyers would expect. I mean they see 
lawyers as confident and loud and strong and competent and I think that, 
on the whole, although they [lawyers] behave that way it seems like 
almost the opposite.. . . It seems like everyone is worried about being 
picked last for the team. It's a funny group of people, it's like they're 
very confident about their skills and yet they seem, you know, insecure, 
in other ways. To some extent everybody's a little like that, but I think 
that there's a lot more of that [in law firms] than I would have expected. 



Moreover, one of the most insidious features of the competitive work place is its tendency to 

devalue other environments and those who choose a less competitive lifestyle. A former 

partner in a large mid-west firm recalled: 

One of the things about the firm is that you don't ever acknowledge there's 
anything wrong with the place. We used to call them "Moonies." They would 
call you insecure or uncertain. It was totally weird and unnatural. And so she 
[a more senior woman in her department] and I shared that and in a way it was 
more healthy but it also frightened me because I thought ... she is where I will be 
in five years, this is going to be me. 

4. Rationality and Emotional Control 

All of the interviewees thought that women lawyers were as capable as men lawyers, 

and that women's judgment was at least as good as that of men lawyers. A majority of 

interviewees also stated that women lawyers tended to be more emotional or closer to their 

feelings than men and that the expression of feelings was strongly discouraged in their law 

firms. Sheila, a former senior litigation associate, described her firm's attitude towards 

emotions: 

[At the f m ]  admitting you were upset over something that happened was not 
only not recognized, you avoided it at all costs. To admit that a confrontation 
made you upset was a real de-merit. There was this macho thing where you 
talked more about how you were screaming and yelling all the time at the other 
side.. . 

Maria, an employment lawyer, noted: 

I think one of the reasons men like business law is that you don't get involved in 
emotions. I know my husband can't stand it when I'm called by a client at night 
and I sort of take on their personal issues. I think that's one reason why men do 
better at big firms, because it's not a warm and compassionate and open kind of 
atmosphere and they do better with that. I think feelings play a part in every 
relationship. Women tend to have emotions more on their mind.. . . 



Others believed that men were allowed more latitude to express their emotions than women. 

However, virtually all of the examples given by this subsample involved expressions of anger. 

For example, Lydia, a corporate partner, noted: 

When a woman gets angry or upset she can't show it. If a man get's angry 
people are more likely to say, "Oh that's just Bob," or, "that's Stan." Whereas 
if a woman gets angry.. . . For example, there was a well respected woman 
litigation partner that got really angry about something a few weeks ago and let 
it out and it was the topic of discussion for at least a week, and if it had been a 
man I think it would have just blown over.. . . 

Mary, a senior associate, remarked, "[A] lot of the men get red in the face and go around and 

yell at people.. . women might cry, but never in front of anyone else." 

5. Power, Control and Invulnerability 

"Power," as the word is usually used, e.g., "oppositional power," can be defined as: 

the ability to affect (control) an other while remaining (or appearing to remain) relatively 

unaffected yourself. In contrast, relational "power" or the "power of engagement" which 

arises in genuine mutual relationships includes the ability to affect an other, the willingness to 

be affected by (e.g., be vulnerable to) an other, and communication by each person to the other 

that she or he has been affected (Jordan, 1986; Miller, 1986, "Relationships"). Jay Segal, 

Professor at Temple University and Director of the University's stress research and 

biofeedback laboratory, notes that the "core lawyer mentality [is that] they won't admit to 

flaws, weaknesses or vulnerability "(lawyer Hiring, 1986). Many interviewees described the 

need to appear in control and invulnerable in their law firms. For instance Liz, a senior 

litigator, recalled: 



I came thinking that I was going to learn by helping and that I was going to do 
the best job I possibly could, but that my role was to assist. And that was a 
mistake. That is not what is expected of lawyers -- to be a helper. It took me a 
while to understand the mentality you're suppose to have. I would ask 
questions. If I was unsure, I wouldn't hide it. I wouldn't run away saying, 
"Great, can do" and then consult my peers who may not have known either. 
And it affected people's perceptions. You're supposed to take any ball that 
you're given and run with it. 

Another litigation associate at a West Coast firm described a partner's need for power and 

control in a difficult case she was handling: 

I got this case that was taking a lot of time and it seemed to me like the most 
testosterone case I had worked on and I couldn't have been more miserable if 
someone had held a gun to my head. We [senior counsel on both sides] were 
threatening sanctions with each other and the partner wanted me to start making 
all these unreasonable demands and my response was, "It's just me [handling 
the pre-trial litigation] and I could never respond to what you're asking me to 
make them do," and his response was just, "aargh, batten down the hatches, it's 
going to be a bumpy one.. . ." Sure enough, all hell breaks loose and, you 
know, poor treatment and sneering attacks on both sides. And it was all so 
unnecessary. 

Interviewees consistently noted that perfection and intolerance for mistakes are a 

hallmark of big firms. Both partners and associates described being perfectionistic as a 

response to a competitive environment and a need for invulnerability. However, several 

interviewees also suggested that when perfection is the standard, arbitrary promotion and 

retention decisions can be portrayed as merit-based. For instance, one senior associate noted: 

Big fums do impose moral standards . . . you are bad, but how do you become 
good? I don't think that anything is ever forgotten or overlooked. If there has 
to be downsizing because of economics the men's heads are going to go on the 
block just like a woman's ... and if it is essential to elevate a woman to 
partnership.. . then flaws will be overlooked.. . . 

Other interviewees remarked that perfection is not only illusory but counterproductive. 



When mistakes are unacceptable people who want to succeed must pretend that they never 

make any. As Gwen, a litigation partner, remarked: 

The men will tell you with a straight face that mistakes won't be tolerated, that 
we're paid to be perfect. Well, they can pay you all they like but you're not 
going to get perfection-- if you're paying close attention to what's going on. 
What you're going to get [when you demand perfection] is a bunch of people 
acting defensively. 

Ironically, the need to be perfect reduces the chance that one will see and learn from an 

oversight and discourages real engagement. Fran, a labor law partner in a large firm, noted: 

When I have a bad result I try to learn from it, but it really pulls me down. It's 
not even so much whether I win the trial as how it goes.. .whether I... connect. 
Basically I'm a good public speaker so I usually can tell, and now and then I 
have days when I'm not on and I can tell. It's high stress being a trial lawyer 
and it's hard to be perfect and that's one of the things I fight, not having to be 
perfect. Different people are more tolerant of people expressing their fears, but 
big firms tend to be very intolerant. 

B. Women's Role in the Male Hero Model of Success 

In the male hero paradigm the female's job, historically, was to be the care-taker of the 

family's non-business relationships (and often the non-business aspects of business 

relationships) and to support the male in his hero quest (Fowlkes, 1980; Fletcher, 1996; Miller 

1986, Psychology). This support included direct adjunct work, emotional support, and/or 

tactical support of the man's role in the workplace (Fowlkes, 1980). In exchange for assuming 

this role, a woman was supposed to be rewarded with "love," "acceptance" and/or "approval" 

and be "taken care of '  by the male hero (Beck, 1997). The women could not expect public 

acknowledgment of her role or ask to share the limelight, for that would be challenging the 

illusion of invulnerability, control, and autonomy which the male hero culture values and 



rewards. A number of interviewees believe that vestiges of this role expectation remain 

although women are expected to perform in accordance with the standards of success 

associated with the male role.'' For example, a senior associate noted: 

When a man has a problem with a secretary it's because she isn't performing or 
because he is busy. When a women has a problem it's seen as a personality 
problem and the onus is on [the lawyer] to be more understanding. And some 
of the secretaries, not all of them but a significant number, will do a male's 
work first and will be more sensitive to a woman being short with them than a 
man. 

Several women described having their written work or opinions appropriated by men without 

acknowledgment or permission and stated that men's work or opinions were not similarly 

appropriated. Other interviewees believed that men's attitudes toward women's role in the 

workplace subtly reflect the dominant male lifestyle, a lifestyle in which most of the senior 

men have wives without independent careers providing them with invisible support so that they 

can maximize their career opportunities and goals. Liz, a senior litigator, also observed that 

junior associates often respond to senior women differently than senior men: 

I believe junior people initially treat men and women the same but they pick up 
very quickly on the attitude of the firm and to the extent that the firm views the 
women as less important, or respect for them is less important.. .then you get a 
slower or lesser response [to your assignments]. 

C. Navigating Gender Roles 

Numerous women stated that, to succeed, women lawyers must exhibit the 

characteristics of the traditional male hero and some of the supportive, helpmate or empathetic 



characteristics of the traditional female role. Lillian, a senior associate who had become a 

lawyer after teaching for several years while her children were young, noted: 

I think women, especially younger women are susceptible to being characterized 
by terms like, "too aggressive," or "too meek." What's admired in the male is 
criticized in the female ... but if she doesn't have it she is criticized. There's a 
larger range of pejorative adjectives that can be applied to women that try to 
comply with the male model, or don't comply with the male model ... that I 
don't think are applied to men. Men are more often judged by . . . certain 
benchmarks of performance. 

Barbara, a junior corporate associate, described her efforts to fit in to her law firm culture: 

I'm probably not as relaxed as I should be with who I am, as a woman. It's 
almost like.. .I'm not being androgynous, but it's almost like ... I don't want to be 
a man, but you look at them and see what characteristics are desirable as a man 
in the workplace and, not exactly mimic them, but draw those out in yourself. I 
try to carry those out in certain ways, in the way I carry myself, in the way I 
approach something, in my level of aggression. I think, how would a man 
approach this? I probably push myself over the line a little, but in a male 
dominated profession it seems appropriate. 

The interviewees spoke at length about the challenges of navigating gender identified 

roles and challenging or ignoring gender discrimination. Thirty-five of thirty-seven 

interviewees described multiple examples of gender bias that they had experienced or 

observed. The examples included a wide variety of issues from compensation, to differences 

in the quality of assignments, to gratuitous remarks regarding women's lack of dedication and 

commitment, to differences in rainmaking opportunities and the treatment of "inherited" 

billing credits from retired partners." The small sample size and diversity of the interviewees' 

examples and opinions make generalization regarding the prevalence or effect of specific forms 

of bias impossible. For instance, several women believed that men in their firms are 



consistently given greater opportunities to exercise responsibility in high profile or large 

matters and that this has a progressively deleterious effect on women's ability to develop and 

demonstrate competency and responsibility for the larger lucrative matters. Others believed 

that there is a tendency for certain men to give important or glamorous assignments to other 

men, but that a woman could counteract this tendency by keeping her eye on new matters and 

soliciting work from partners with whom she wants to work. 

There was no discernible correlation between the number of examples, or the number 

of different types of examples given by an interviewee and the period of time she remained at 

her firm or her advancement within the firm. Some of the more senior lawyers provided the 

most numerous and detailed gender bias examples, presumably because they had been at their 

firms longer and had seen or experienced more dynamics and interactions than junior 

associates. Further study is needed to evaluate the direct effects of gender bias and the 

cumulative and interactive impacts of gender discrimination and other systemic issues on 

women's career decision making. 

However, it is clear that many women face a painful, pervasive and confounding 

dilemma. A cohesive understanding of success is difficult to construct when their workplaces 

tell them that money, power, control, and appearing invulnerable (e.g., perfect and free of 

involving personal relationships or emotional needs) are the key to esteem, importance, and 

meaning, but what feels meaningful are mutual relationships and engagements in which 

vulnerability and the willingness to be open and to be affected are central. Thus, I suggest that 

women's journey to success is really a journey through the male hero culture in themselves, in 

others, in their law firms and in their larger world to meaningful work. It is a journey that can 
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and does take place in moments, in a day, and over the entire course of a career in the many 

multi-faceted relationships in which women (and men) participate in the workplace. 

VI. CONNECTIONS AND DISCONNECTIONS IN THE WORKPLACE 

A. Relational Arenas 

In the course of their interviews, women described a variety of workplace 

"relationships" in which the personal Connection-- Engagement-- Greater Good or deeper 

connection pattern can emerge and enhance a lawyer's connection to her workplace, career and 

sense of meaningfulness, or can fail to occur and lead to disengagement, distress or alienation. 

Not all of these "relationships" refer to interactions with other identifiable people. However, 

there appear to be experiential similarities between authentic mutual personal interactions and 

open creative engagement with one's work, organization, and community. Therefore, in 

examining the multi-faceted nature of the workplace experience, a number of "relationships" 

or potential "engagements" will be discussed in a similar manner. These include: 

(1) Moments of engagement or disconnection; 

(2) Personal relationships with clients and colleagues; 

(3) Engagement with one's substantive work; 

(4) Connection to or disconnection from one's "self" or values and qualities one 
identifies as @art of) one's self; 

(5) One's relationship with one's organization; and 

(6) One's relationship to the world or one's larger community (however defined). 



In addition, there is an interactivity between and among these relationships that interviewees 

describe as "synergyn (or "conflictn). Because the interactivity of relationships is discussed by 

interviewees as a separate experience (although it is obviously interrelated with the other six), 

it will be treated as a distinct relationship, e.g., (7) The relationships between and among one's 

relationships. Finally, a number of interviewees referred to a sense (or absence) of overall 

purpose, the sense that one "knows why she is here" (in her work context) or knows, "what I 

am doing. " This "sense of purposen appears to be a felt synthesis of the presence of the 

Connection - Engagement - Greater Good pattern across the totality of one's workplace 

relationships. Because this felt sense of purpose was described by the interviewees as a 

synthetic whole, it too will be treated and discussed as a distinct relationship, e.g., (8) One's 

sense of purpose. 

f Disconnection B. The L a w a g e  o 

As noted above, many, if not most, of the interviewees' descriptions of workplace 

disconnection, disengagement or distress embody the conundrum that many women face in the 

course of pursuing external (male hero) measures of success and seeking subjectively "felt" 

success, e .g . ,  meaningfulness in competitive, profit-focussed workplaces. The following 

subsections offer a few examples of how these issues are manifested in medium and large law 

firms. 



1. Moments of Disconnection 

Moments of disconnection can happen in a variety of ways. The disconnections most 

frequently described by the interviewees occur when a person is treated as an object, a machine 

or "less than"; or is seen only as a partial person (i.e., someone without feelings or someone 

whose worth is one dimensional); or is treated as someone else (i.e., a person who has a wife 

at home, a person who isn't dedicated to her work, etc.). Jamie, a mid-level associate in a 

medium size firm, described her disconnection prompted by the command and control attitude 

of a more senior lawyer: 

I had one senior associate call me on a Thursday at 5:00 and say, "I need you to 
write these six motions, they're due on Tuesday," and before I had a chance to 
say anything he said, "and I don't care if you have to be here all weekend, I had 
to work Thanksgiving and I don't care." And it was a completely arbitrary 
deadline. I had already worked with him before and had always gotten things 
done on deadline. But he started with the premise that he would have to order 
me to work all weekend . . . . 

Mary, a senior litigation associate, described the response of one of her favorite partners when 

she could not live up to the standard of devotion and invulnerability being pressed upon her: 

I had pulled a couple of all nighters working on something for one of my 
favorite partners and I was just so exhausted. I started feeling this tightness in 
my chest and I went and told him that I was only thirty years old and felt this 
pain in my chest and didn't want to have a heart attack and told him that I just 
didn't know if I could go on any longer even though the motion had to be filed 
the next day and he said, "Well, it's very important." And I said, "I know it's 
very important but I just don't think I can do it any longer today," and he 
walked out and later got someone else to do it. But just the fact that he had to 
say, "Well, it's really important," as if I hadn't already been acting as if it were 
important . . . it made me sad. 



2 .  Interpersonal Disconnections 

Although there are moments of disconnection or "non-relational" moments in every 

relationship, many of the women describe such interactions as being "the norm" or "standard 

fare" at their firms. For instance, a mid-level litigator reports: 

When I say "I'm really swamped," they say, "Oh, this will just take a second," or 
"this will just take half a day," and not believe me and there is nothing I can do 
because I have verbalized it and it doesn't matter. 

Rachel, a fourth-year associate at an East Coast law firm, noted how fleeting her personal 

connections felt: 

It's all about fees, and you're only as good as your last project. People just kind of 
turn and forget or quickly turn on you and yell at you for no reason and forget the fact 
that you worked for them all last weekend. 

Meg, who left a West Coast law firm after six years, remembers: 

Nobody seemed to care about me or how I was doing. The only one who cared was [a 
senior woman] and we got to be close, but she was miserable. She left to become 
general counsel at a regional utility company. She was from Harvard Law School and 
very smart . . . and they treated her like dirt. 

Repeated disconnections, such as these, promote superficial or inauthentic interactions, 

relationshipavoidant behavior, or the sense that authentic mutual personal relationships are 

impossible or illusory. Jennifer described her experience of teamwork in the competitive 

environment at her law firm: 

I had this completely outdated notion that [the firm] was a kind of community 
and that the older lawyers would teach the new lawyers and that you're all there 
for the same reason. I guess I thought it would be like a team ... and that the 
whole thing moves as a team and ... it isn't. I think it's very separate and 
people are trying to move ahead themselves and there's some teamwork .. . but 
it's all in the context of people trying to do for themselves. People do well and 
projects or cases go well because each person is trying to do well themselves 
and that by definition means the case better go well. That was a little different 



than I had thought. There isn't the mentoring or the sense that we're all in here 
together. 

The fragility of genuine personal relationships does not necessarily diminish with 

seniority. For instance, when I asked a senior associate litigator if her relationships became 

stronger as she was given more responsibility and advanced hrther up the staffing hierarchy, 

she replied: 

I think I felt less connected really. Which is sort of the reverse from what I 
would have expected. In the first year or two it was much more like the first 
year of law school, or anything else where people are sort of nervous and so 
they bond ... after about two years people started to be doing their own thing 
and for different people and in different areas . . . and then the competitive thing 
started to creep in more and more. You know what people's perceptions are 
and you know who's in and who's out and that starts to differentiate people. 

As the women became more embedded in law firm culture, a number of the women began to 

view their need for personal relationships as a personal frailty or aberration. For instance 

Darlene, a fifth-year associate with a large products liability practice, described the six-month 

period before she decided to leave her large firm: 

Especially at the end ... I was there a lot more than I was billing. I was losing 
my ability to get things done because I started talking to people more. I did the 
typical things, meet with partners, edit written discovery, research, a lot of 
drafting of motions and letters to the other side, discovery fights, responding to 
discovery. But even when things were miserably hectic I still would go talk to 
people, it seemed like I needed that for some reason ... (embarrassed laughter). 

3. Connection and Disconnection or Disengagement from One's Work 

Large law firms are generally perceived to represent the top of the legal profession and 

its members to practice cutting edge law (Epstein, 1995). Law schools have long supported 

this view and most of the top law students historically have gone to large law firms either 



directly or after a judicial clerkship. The interviewees also reported that large law firms 

dominated their law school's view of intellectually challenging employment options. Jennifer, 

a senior litigation associate remembers, "I had done well in school and I wasn't terribly clear 

on what I wanted to do, and in listening to everyone else it seemed like the thing to do was to 

go to a big firm." Another associate noted, "I was very single minded about big firms -- 

everyone was saying that was the thing to do, if you could." Ellen, a Trusts and Estates 

partner recalls, "in my law school everybody went to a big firm. It was just a question of what 

city. " 

Most of the interviewees sought a career that would allow them to be economically self- 

sufficient and engaged in their work. Eighty-three percent of the women interviewed ranked 

"intellectual stimulation" or "continuous learning" as one of their three most important job 

characteristics. Thus, it is not surprising that so many women go to large law firms. However, 

over half of the women interviewed felt that their law firm culture discouraged, penalized, or 

criticized what they believed to be optimal engagement with their work. Rachel, a fourth-year 

associate described her dilemma of being asked to do more than she felt humanly possible, and 

her current resolution of that dilemma: 

You can have eight different partners all thinking that you're not doing anything 
if you're not working on their thing. There was a time in the beginning when I 
was in tears all the time trying to do everything, but for now I just care less ... . 
There's a point if you've researched 95 % of the law you need to make a jump 
rather than research that very last thing . . . but I'm not talking about that. 
Sometimes I feel like I'm just doing 60% and I don't like that, it feels careless. 
But I feel like the higher powers [partners] understand what constraints I'm 
under, or at least, I say, "this is as much as I've done," and let it go at that. 

Liz, a senior off-track lawyer who had been at her large law firm for over ten years, reflected: 



I think that a second- or third-year associate in 1988, even though you worked 
hard, there was still some challenge, some learning, some sense of 
accomplishing something that's less possible now that the cases are.. . . They're 
huge cases and staffed with lots of people and you don't have a sense, in one of 
those big cases that really produce big profits for the firm, of being very much 
more than one of those Egyptians that are tied to a rope who's hauling a big 
lump of stone to the pyramids. And if you fall, they'll cut you from the rope 
and slide in another fungible Egyptian ... and even the overseer is fungible, you 
know? If he falls from exhaustion there's plenty of other overseers. 

Meagan, a third-year associate, talked about intentionally disengaging from work as her only 

way of responding to non-relational behavior from superiors: 

I have these periodic work slowdowns. Like I may do something that's asked that I feel 
is unreasonable to show I can do it, but then I just have a kind of slowdown. Like if I 
work all weekend on something for a senior associate and he gives me something else 
on Monday morning, I'll do the other stuff, bar stuff or something for a day. It's like 
I'm using the only bit of power that I have as a third-year associate . . . . 

A number of partners also talked about pressures at their firms which impeded their 

ability to engage with their work in fulfilling ways. Jean, a partner who has been at two large 

law firms and had recently moved to a smaller boutique firm, observed: 

At big firms, your hourly rate is so high that you're supposed to be delegating real 
work and just managing, which is why you need your own clients. In a big firm there's 
tremendous pressure for senior people not to do the real work. 

Later in the interview, she noted: 

I like the little stuff, sending out a good demand letter that has an impact and hopefully 
negotiating a quick settlement. 1 like the positive feedback from having a good 
interaction. And the power is in ... I guess getting that good engagement. The power 
that I like is the power of the interaction and having me influence it somehow. 

Maggie, a corporate partner, observed: 

What I see is that the women work harder. They do more of the actual work. 
Men in the firm are more likely to delegate things and let go of them. The 
women . . . I see them staying more involved. They get into the details and the 
nitty gritty more. They have more client contact and are more involved with the 



documents. They're closer to the actual work. But it means that they can't do 
so many things at the same time. It's impossible to work that way if you've got 
fifteen deals going on concurrently. 

Later she noted: 

The clients might like it when the attorney stays closely involved in their work, 
but the firm. . . . Well, it makes it hard to handle so many things concurrently. 
You can't. I mean the big rainmakers have fifteen things going on 
simultaneously and I say to them, "but aren't you worried about this document 
or that thing?" They say they have to rely on the associates. 

As one partner put it, "The women get more personally involved in the actual work. The men 

are more involved in seeing that the work gets done. " 

When women do connect or engage with their work, they often feel that their caring 

and the feelings that come with caring are a weakness that makes them vulnerable to criticism 

for taking cases "too personally. " Dorothy, a banking partner explained: 

The women take their cases more personally. Like if you're going to lose a case . . . 
men say, "well, that's the way it is, the facts aren't that good," or whatever. With the 
women, well, they take it more seriously, personally. They may be working for a 
corporation, but there's someone that's representing the corporation whose job is not 
going to go as well if the situation doesn't work out. They develop a more personal 
relationship with the people and their work whereas the men partners are more likely 
just to pass along the phone message and tell the associate to get back to the client and 
see what he wants and take it from there. 

Linda, a senior litigation associate, also observed that women tended to be more involved with 

their cases: 

I think the women are more likely to get emotionally involved in their cases. 
Sometimes it's hard because you want to care .... I have a close friend who's a 
corporate associate in a very large firm and she seems much closer to the male model, 
but she's getting married, she's thirty-three and she wants to have children and so we'll 
see. But even she takes things very personally. And the woman senior to me here is 
very aggressive, but she still takes what she does very personally. I think women get 
more upset about things. 



When asked if she viewed personal involvement in a case as positive or negative, Linda 

replied: 

Well, it's probably good for your cases, but negative as far as the quality of 
your life ... . I think as far as representing your client well, it's probably a good 
thing, because you're spending his money as if it were your own, you're 
involved. You're in the place of your client. As long as it doesn't get you into 
a bad place in negotiations I view it as a good thing. I would want a lawyer 
who cared about me as much as the winning. 

Sheila, a senior litigation associate, also felt that emotions were discouraged in her firm: 

I don't mean that caring how someone feels is only a female thing, but I do think, 
especially in ligation, there is this real male thing, and being troubled about something 
is not looked at well, especially if it's being emotionally troubled. 

When I asked how else could one be troubled, she laughed, "Well, you know, saying you're 

troubled but not really being [troubled] because someone has done something to you and now 

you can bad mouth them or get even." 

4. Connection with and Disconnection from One's Organization 

Relatively few (only four of thirty-seven) women described feeling identified with or 

connected to their firms as organizations or consistently referred to their firms as "our firm," 

"my firm," or "my partners". Perhaps this is because large law firms are comprised of 

multiple practice areas which lawyers in other specialties do not identify with or understand. 

Perhaps it is because law firm cultures are perceived by the interviewees as being profit centers 

rather than organizations with meaningful distinct attributes. Perhaps, as one partner 

suggested, law firm partnerships are often viewed by partners as a collection of entrepreneurial 

individuals that share certain resources, but by intention or practice have no larger common 

vision or purpose. Also, the "competitive spirit," or "entrepreneurial style" of law firms, 
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andlor the oppositional style of certain superiors and colleagues caused some interviewees to 

distance or disconnect themselves from their firms. For example, Jennifer noted: 

When I was at the law firm there were so many competing interests and it was 
so adversarial. Everyone thinks that it's just the other side, but that's really just 
the tip of the iceberg. The firm is adversarial to partners, it's adversarial to 
clients, you know it's adversarial to associates or associates to associates, it's 
just so much - people who don't want the same thing. No matter what you're 
doing in litigation there's somebody who doesn't want it to work. Sometimes 
they're on the other side and sometimes they're on your side. (laughs) That's 
just how it is. 

5 .  Connection and Disconnection from Self and/or One's Values 

There were a number of ways that women felt their law firms discouraged authenticity 

and encouraged women to modify and monitor their behavior in order to fit their firms' (male 

identified) model of success. For example, Kim, a junior corporate associate noted: 

I find myself trying to do twice as much or trying to be overeager to please, 
make sure that there's no reason to find fault. I triplexheck and keep going 
over things and watching what you say and who you say it to, almost like an 
extra interior set of rules that you want to make sure you follow so that no one 
can second-guess you. It's almost automatic now ... it's almost as if it kicks in 
as soon as I dress in the morning. I want to be in control of the situation ... and 
everything has an effect and I want to make sure it's not negative. 

So you find yourself second-guessing why ... it can make you lose your 
perspective. You can try to be yourself, but being yourself is not always going 
to get you in the door, or get you the respect that you want, so you kind of have 
to have tradeoffs. You've got to ask yourself, do I want to come off as a nice 
person, or do I want to come off as the "responsible person" that you know they 
want, which I really am, but they may not see it if I don't act [a certain way]. 



Others noted that law firm culture encourages people to distance themselves from their 

physical needs such as exercise and sleep. More than a few women spoke of compromising 

their health for work. For instance Jamie, a mid-level litigation associate, said: 

One woman on my floor is getting constant pain in her abdomen and her doctors 
have told her it's stress but she doesn't feel she can slow down. Another 
woman is barely able to stand and I know she has back pain from tension. .. . 
And I was so overextended last year that I hadn't been having regular periods 
for months and I went to the doctor and she said it was probably caused by 
stress or having my sleep schedule so out of whack. Even feeling like you can't 
leave the office to exercise once or twice a week without having a good excuse 
... is too much. It should be possible to have a job, go out to dinner once in a 
while, volunteer for something and still exercise once or twice a week. I know 
it should. But it's impossible. 

Others talked of their struggle not to let their law firms squeeze everything else they valued 

about themselves out of their lives. Sheila, a senior associate who has now left large firm 

practice, observed: 

There was never, or hardly ever times when work wasn't invading my mind. 
Even when I went away there was voice mail and hardly any moments when I 
wasn't worried about something I had to do. I think that the firm trains you, 
wants you to do that . . . . 

Lillian, a senior associate who left her large law firm after more than seven years, recalls: 

I think that if I had been a male and ten years younger I would have had a 
different experience at the law firm. Did it affect my feelings about myself as a 
person? To the extent that I thought of myself as a totality ... yes, it did, for a 
long time. And I had to learn that the firm was not the universe. That the 
firm's values really had no relationship to anything except survival at the 
firm ... . 

6. Losing Connection with One's Larger Community 

Over half the women were concerned about their ability to remain connected to a 

community of relationships outside their law firms. Thirty-five of thirty-seven felt that this 



issue was significantly more stressful for women than for men. Several women felt that men 

abandoned (or delegated to willing or unwilling spouses) their non-work relationships in favor 

of their work. Others theorized that men had been taught that self worth came from work and 

therefore it does not occur to them (and when it does occur to them, it seems 

counterproductive) to participate in non-work related activities as long as any work remains to 

be done. A significant number believed that law firms actively encouraged attorneys to devote 

themselves single mindedly to the firm. 

In contrast, nearly all the interviewees, whether partnered or not and regardless of 

whether they had children, said they have non-work relationships that are important to them to 

maintain, nurture and be nurtured by. Melissa, a partner who left large firm practice after her 

second child was born in favor of a smaller firm where she was able to negotiate an eight hour 

day recalled: 

They [men] simply think you're not committed because you have kids and they 
don't even feel self-conscious about this. .. and that was an eye opener. It put 
my firm into a tizzy when I announced that I was going to leave and there was 
talk of allowing me to work reduced hours, but it was always "temporarily," 
and I knew I would always want to see my kids in the morning and at night. It 
wasn't a temporary desire and, actually, I've heard that as they get older it gets 
harder, not easier, because they want you more around at times during the day 
so that didn't seem like it was going to work. 

Rebecca, a mid-level associate felt that big law firms don't work well for anyone: 

For me, it just doesn't fit. I'm not sure it fits with too many people. I think 
they just force their life to fit with the fm. I look at people. There's a bright 
young guy who is very family oriented and I saw him Thursday and he said that 
he hadn't seen his son awake since last Sunday. And I just thought that was 
ridiculous. If you're traveling that's one thing, but just ordinary being in the 
office.. . that's unacceptable. 



Maddie, a senior associate who had decided to leave her firm offered the following 

observation: 

At the firm, it's a visceral impression ... I would not be able to set down facts 
to support it, but I have the feeling that no woman partner that I have 
encountered is a happy woman. I can't really articulate why she's not a happy 
woman. The reasons may be different. But I am sure that one factor that 
impacts on all of then] has to do with this drive for the dollar. The more 
insistent that demand becomes, the less opportunity there is to be anything else 
but a money-making machine if you're going to survive. And so you're 
constantly in tension between the need to survive, which means to at least 
simulate the indicia of success, but which is almost the same as actually 
devoting yourself to it, and all the other things ... whatever they are, that you 
know, or sense, or you feel you need to be a complete human being, or even if 
you perceive yourself as a neurotic twisted human being, you know there's 
something else besides making money that you need. And that's undercut . . . 
every day. 

7. Synergy or Conflict Between and Among Relationships 

When women feel their relationships are good, they report a feeling of synergy, i.e., 

that the energy they get from one relationship helps them perform well, or focus, or engage in 

other relationships. They further report that the learning they receive in one relationship 

becomes relevant to another either directly or indirectly, and they feel they are better lawyers 

and mothers, people, etc. Conversely, when one relationship regularly demands attention to 

the exclusion of, or in priority over, the needs of other relationships, women experience their 

lives as full of conflict, "out of balance", and extremely stressful. Linda, a senior litigation 

associate, said that her personal definition of success would be to work in a place "where it is 



not treason to have a family." Melissa, a partner who left big firm practice after twelve years 

observed: 

After the baby . . . I began to get more focused, I felt I knew what was good 
about me, what was important about life. I got joy -- babies bring joy in a kind 
of a pure unadulterated form and I loved that. I loved being a mother. And yet 
I also learned to appreciate being away from them to work. . . . I thought I was 
able to balance it pretty well until the firm told me I wasn't balancing it -- that I 
needed to spend more time marketing and bill more hours and I just sort of sat 
there and thought about my sanity and my daughter and stepson and when that 
gets out of kilter I get out of kilter. As long as I can see my kids in the morning 
and most of the time at night and see them on the weekends, I can do it, but the 
firm was basically telling me that was not acceptable. 

8. Connection with One's Purpose, or Meaningfulness 

Virtually every woman interviewed discussed both connections and disconnections in 

her career and workplace. Sometimes a severe enough disconnection in one area will cause a 

woman to make a significant career change, and sometimes a single strong connection (such as 

her tie to her family and their need for the income her job brings to them) will outweigh 

chronic disconnection in other areas. However, more often than not it is the frequency, 

chronicity and interplay of connections and disconnections which give interviewees a sense of 

overall meaningfulness or purpose, or lead to a lack of purpose which eventually causes them 

to seek a new work environment 

In m e  Power of Purpose Richard Leider defines purpose as that "deepest dimension 

within us-- our central core or essence where we have a profound sense of who we are, where 

we come from, where we are going." [It is,] "your reason for being. Your reason for getting 

up in the morningW(l997, p. 1). This sense of overall meaningfulness is difficult to articulate, 

and the relative significance or importance of various relational ingredients is, no doubt, 



different for different people. Its expression generally includes reference to deepening 

relationship and/or greater good, and when it is absent, no amount of money, case 

responsibility or glamorous opportunity will make up for its absence." Jamie, a fifth year 

litigation associate in a mid-size firm, described the importance of feeling her work led to some 

greater good as follows: 

When I worked at the Attorney General's office I had a feeling that I was 
working for some greater good. What I do everyday now, what I see as the 
people around me now who get energized are the people who get very turned on 
by the [legal] process -- like the idea of going to trial. . . . I don't get that 
excited about the [litigation] process for process sake. I know I'm a litigator in 
private practice and I should be thrilled at the thought of a trial no matter what 
the trial is about, and the people who I see around me who are really excited. . . 
they're up there in front a jury and they just love it. And I keep thinking, but 
what are you trying to do here? 

Sheila stated that what was important to her in her work life is: 

The ability to make plans and deal with other things [in my life] and see people I 
want to see and I wouldn't want to lose the feeling of being relaxed at work. I 
never worry about what people think now, or worry that I've done something 
wrong now. And I wouldn't want to lose the feeling that [I have now, that] we 
are all working for the same thing. It's so simple but when I was at the law 
firm there were so many competing interests and it was so adversarial. 

Mary, a thirty year old litigation associate noted: 

Resurfacing for me is the feeling that I want to be doing some good. Either for 
a client I believe in or for some more amorphous group. I was never one of 
those who do really good work like for public interest groups. I admire those 
people but I was never one of those. But I become very frustrated when I don't 
believe in the point of what I'm doing. 

Maura, a senior lawyer with thirteen years of experience who enjoys her work in a small 

practice group of a large fm noted: 

My expectations of the type of law I wanted to do have changed. But in a way 
I've come full circle because now I'm doing something I believe in. We're 



working on several fraud cases with the attorney general which is exactly the 
type of work I would do if I were in a public interest [organization]. And I'm 
doing some mediation which is getting people together to resolve conflict rather 
than creating conflict . . . so I guess those two things have come full circle and I 
am now doing things I care passionately about. 

After a moment she noted, "I have seen changes in the law, but I don't think my expectations 

or what I want has changed." Although she did not realize it at the time, she speaks for a great 

many women. 

VII. CONCLUSION 

Between the mid-1980's and the mid 19901s, an enormous cohort of women became 

lawyers and joined medium and large law f m s .  Women's reasons for becoming lawyers 

reflect their desire to be economically independent, to be paid for work which they believe 

they will find engaging, and to make a positive difference in the lives of others. For the most 

part, the economic self-sufficiency needs of the women interviewees were met upon becoming 

associated with medium size and large law firms. The interviewees' experience of success in 

their workplaces consistently correlated to the presence of three elements: positive mutual 

relationships with colleagues and/or clients; engagement in their work; and the experience of 

their connection and engagement bringing about greater good and/or stronger personal 

connections. This pattern (Connection--Engagement--Greater Good) emerged across a 

constellation of workplace relationships including: momentary interactions, interpersonal 

relationships, engagement with work on a project-by-project basis, relationship to one's 

organization, and others. 



Interviewees described a variety of multi-layered ways in which their law firms and the 

people within them endorse, promote, and reflect a system that valorizes values and traits 

historically taught to and associated with men; assume that all "successful" lawyers have an 

"invisible support system" which leaves them free (and willing) to devote substantially all of 

their time and energy to the workplace; and enact a variety of genderizing organizational 

dynamics. Interviewees reported feeling that they are judged on the basis of their ability to 

meet the male-identified standards of performance and behavior and their willingness to fulfill 

some of the invisible support and caretaker functions traditionally identified with women in a 

genderized social context. However, the interviewees experience their most distressful and 

severe disconnections and disengagements when they experience the values and demands of 

their law firms' paradigm of success as sharply incompatible with connection, engagement, or 

lasting positive effect, e.g., the elements of personal meaning. 

I hope that this article will stimulate further inquiry and examination of women's 

experience of success across the full panoply of their workplace relationships and lead to 

further understanding of the barriers that impede women's felt experience of success and the 

doors through which women can find their way to meaningful work. 



ENDNOTES 

1. According to the National Association for Law Placement, women made up 12.9% of the 
partners in the 250 largest law f m s  in 1994, with firms in Boston, Seattle and Washington, 
D.C. reporting percentages at or near 14%. However, in the late 19801s, many firms revised 
their hierarchical structure to create a new tier of non-equity, non-shareholder partners 
between the rank of associate and what had, historically, been called a partner (e.g., a person 
who has an equity interest in the partnership, who is paid from firm profits in lieu of receiving 
a salary, who votes on important firm matters, and who is generally viewed as having greater 
job security than associates). The inclusion of "junior" or "income" (non-equity) partners in 
many of the post-1984 reported statistics make evaluation of the actual increase or decrease of 
women with an ownership interest in law firms difficult unless breakdowns between junior and 
senior partner statistics are reported. 

2.The Massachusetts Bar Association recently reported that the percent of that state's lawyers 
earning over $200,000 (the majority of whom are partners in large law firms) has dropped 
from 6 % in 1990 to 3 % in 1997, and that less than 1 % of Massachusetts' women lawyers 
earned in excess of $200,000 in 1997 (MBA, 1997, Economics of law, pp.5-6). 

3. Epstein reports that, "there is no clear relationship between [New York] firms that are 
known as family-friendly (e.g., generous part-time policies) and numbers of women in high 
positions. In fact, the most family-friendly firm had the worst record on partnership" (1995, 
p. 438). 

4. Elizabeth Perle McKenna's research on women in business yielded similar data. In her 
study of over two hundred professional women she found that only one third of the women 
surveyed stated they would be comfortable depending on someone else if they stopped working 
for a while. Only 5 % reported that money was unimportant to their sense of independence 
(1997, pp. 152-153). 

5. The pattern of relationship and engagement leading to enhanced connection that was 
described by a number of the women interviewees is strikingly similar to Jean Baker Miller's 
and other relational theorists' formulation of growth fostering relationships (Miller, 1986, 
Psychology of Women; Miller, 1986, Relationships; J. Jordan, 1986). However, as described 
in section IV, the women interviewees seek the pattern simultaneously in multiple contexts 
including their relationship with their work. 

6.The women generally seemed to believe that potentially positive personal connections and 
engagement with their work should naturally lead to greater good and stronger connection (as 
well as a good work product). When they did not, many of the women initially tended to 
believe its absence was an aberration or personal shortcoming that could be ameliorated with 
harder work or greater attention. A number of women said that they had originally believed 
that if they just "tried harder" or altered their behavior in some way, lasting good or stronger 



connection would come about. When this repeatedly failed to materialize despite interviewees' 
sometimes extraordinary efforts, the effect was a progressive reduction in their ability or desire 
to care, engage, or expend the effort they believed was necessary to succeed in their 
workplaces. 

7. Beck observes that the Industrial Revolution took men out of their communities, sharpened 
the division between "men's workn and "women's work", and narrowed the scope of male 
life. Men worked at jobs where women were rarely seen and women's lives became more 
invisible than they had been before. Men earned cash for their labor in an economy that was 
becoming more cash-based all the time. In a cash economy unpaid work isn't counted as 
"real" or "productive" work, no matter how essential it may be to sustaining society. 
Women's work was unpaid; therefore, as the United States switched to a cash economy it came 
to be seen as worthless, and a man's worth came to be measured by the amount of money he 
earned (1997, p. 52). 

8. McKenna's research on women in other professions produced similar results. One of her 
interviewees, a former stockbroker, observed: "No matter how much money you made, 
someone else was always more successful. ... It seemed that the barre was always being raised. 
Today I am redefining what success means for me. But I had to go through the mill and out 
the other side before I could do that. I had to go to success hell and come back" (1997, p. 
155). 

9. Jacob Needleman, author of Money and the Meaning of Life, observes: "Money can't buy 
happiness. Happiness is meaning and money can't buy meaning." (qtd. in Malone, 1997, p. 
98). 

10. For further discussion of the genderizing of the workplace see, e.g., Martin,1998; 
Fletcher, 1995; Wharton, 1992. 

11. For a reasonably comprehensive list and discussion of various manifestations of gender 
bias in large law firms see Epstein, 1995, pp. 334-438. 

12. Leider observes, "without purpose, we eventually lose our way.. . . Purpose is the quality 
we want to center our work around -- the way we orient ourselves toward life and work. It is 
the way we make sense or meaning out of our lives. Purpose is the recognition of the presence 
of the sacred within us and the choice of work that is consistent with that presence. Purpose 
defines our contribution to life" (1997, pp. 4, 11). 
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Areas of Inquiry 

What did you want from your career when you entered practice? 
What do you want from your career now? 
How do you see your life in a [large] law firm fitting into (or not fitting into) what you 

want from your career, and the relationship you want your career to bear to your 
life? 

What do you believe the law firm wants from its successful attorneys? 
What are the ways in which men and women's experience as lawyers is different? 
What is the source of this difference? Why do you think a higher percentage of men 

stay in large law firm than women? 
Has your understanding or experience of gender bias or discrimination changed since 

you entered the profession? If so, how? Do you expect your experience to change 
in the future? 

What is the impact of current policies and programs that are intended to retain and 
promote women? What would it take to make law firms more compatible with 
women's (and perhaps people's lives)? What is do-able? 

Form Interview Questions 

1) What did you want from your career when you entered practice? 
How did you happen to become a lawyer? 
Did you go from undergraduate school directly to law school? If not,what did you 

do before? Why did you leave? Did this affect your decision to go to law 
school? 

What did you think being a lawyer was going to be like? 
How did you imagine your life would be like when you began practicing law? 

2) What do you want from your career now? - Have expectations of what it is like to practice law changed? How? 
Tell me something about your typical daylweek or month now. 
What is personally important to you in an occupation? 

Rank top five occupational characteristics (See attached sheets). 

3) How do you see your law firm fitting into (or not fitting into) what you want from 
your career? 



How does your experience with your law firm fit with respect to the 
relationship you want your career to bear to your life? 

4) What do you believe your law firm wants from the attorneys that it defines as 
successful? 

Who at the law firm defines success? 
What are the lives of the successful women partners at your firm like? The male 
partners? Any differences? Do you want their lives? 
Do you feel more stressed out than you would like to be? What makes you feel 
stressed? Anything else? 

5 )  Are there ways in which men and women's experience is different? 
Do you think that women lawyers are as capable as men? As strong? 
Are male lawyers as compassionate/caring as women lawyers? 
Do you believe there are differences in the way that men and women 
lawyer? If yes, what are they? 
Do you believe there are differences in the way that men and women lawyers are 
treated? If yes, what are they? 

6)  Do you perceive and/or have you experienced differences in treatment of men and 
women lawyers in the following areas? 

Work assignments; 
Compensation; 
Attitudes or behavior of clients or potential clients; 
Demeaning or dismissive comments or behavior by co-workers or superiors; 
Differences in respect, responsiveness or response by more junior lawyers, 
paralegals and secretaries; 
Exclusion from social life of the fidorganization; 
Respect shown for opinions; 
Opportunities for advancement; 
Opportunities to serve on important firm committees; 
Rainmaking opportunities; 
Types or availability of mentoring; 
Kind or amount of feedback offered; 
Job security; 
Range of acceptable behavior; 
Autonomy; 
Forgiveness for errors; 
Other 

Please give examples where possible. 



7) Have you ever experience sexual harassment at your law school or in your legal 
career? 

If yes, by whom and what did you do? What influenced your choice about whether 
to take action or report it or not?"' 

8) Source and effects of differences in treatment and any difference in lawyering men 
stay in greater numbers than women. 

How do any differences you have identified effect: 
Your work life 
Your relationship with your self, and 
your relationship with others? 

Has your career, firm or job had an impact on your choicesldecisions around family 
and children? In what way? 
Have your decisions around family had an impact on your career? Is this impact 
different for men in comparable situations at your fm or for your husband? 
[If interviewee has pre-adolescent children] How does your family deal with child 
care? 

9) Has your understanding of or experience of gender bias or discrimination changed 
since you entered the profession? If so, how? 

10) What would it take to make law firms more hospitable for you andlor other 
women? Is this achievable? 

Is your career compatible with your family and personal life, or the family and 
personal life you would like to have? Explain. 
Do you agree with the statement that "female lawyers will never achieve equal 
status with men in the legal profession?" Explain. 

0 Do you think that disparities between men and women are likely to improve, 
deteriorate, or remain the same over the next five and ten years? 
Does your firm have programs or policies that are intended to recruit, retain or 
promote women? What are they? Do you think they work? 
If you had the power to make any change in your workplace ( the sky is the limit, 
do not reject ideas because they seem u~easonable) what would you do? 
If you could make one reasonableldo-able change, what would it be? 
Where do you see yourself in ten years? 

*** 
If interviewee asks for definition, the following definition of harassment is offered: 

Sexual harassment includes not only uninvited or inappropriate touching andlor 
pressure for sexual favors, but also discriminatory intimidation, ridicule andlor 
insult that is sufficiently severe or pervasive so as to create a hostile or abusing 
working environment. 



Occupational Characteristics 

Occupational Characteristics Most Important to Me 
(Rank at least top 5) 

Variety 

Continuous learning 

Independence 

Compatibility with 
family life 

Compatibility with 
personal life 

Intellectual stimulation 

High earnings/compensation 

Status in my community 
(includes family and 
social circle) 

Status within legal 
profession and beyond 

Ability to make a 
contribution to society 

Creativity 

Enjoy work environment 
and people 

Lack of other options 

Other: 



Occupational Characteristics 

Most Valued Attributes at my Firm 
(Rank at least top 5) 

Variety 

Continuous learning 

Independence 

Compatibility with 
family life 

Compatibility with 
personal life 

Intellectual stimulation 

High earnings/compensation 

Status in my community 
(includes family and 
social circle) 

Status within legal 
profession and beyond 

Ability to make a 
contribution to society 

Creativity 

Enjoy work environment 
and people 

Other 



Occupational Characteristics 

Most Significant Attributes of Legal Profession 

Variety 

Continuous learning 

Independence 

Compatibility with 
family life 

Compatibility with 
personal life 

Intellectual stimulation 

High earningslcompensation 

Status in my community 
(includes family and 
social circle) 

Status within legal 
profession and beyond 

Ability to make a 
contribution to society 

Creativity 

Enjoy work environment 
and people 

Other: 
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