
  

 
The Lawyers Club of San Diego Annual Equality Survey raises awareness of the current status of women and 

women of color within private law firms and public agencies in San Diego County, while empowering 

members of the legal community to take action against gender discrimination. Lawyers Club began the Equality 

Survey in 1990 in an effort to shed light on gender discrimination women experienced in law firms, 

courtrooms, and public agencies. The experiences of our founding members and others became the catalyst 

for the creation of Lawyers Club and its mission. Just like today, the data confirmed then what was already 

known ̍  women were not being treated equally in the legal community.  

 

By continuing to collect these statistics, Lawyers Club hopes to increase awareness of these issues, and provide action-based solutions ̍  òIdeas 

Into Actionóˈ that firms and agencies can implement. This yearõs results provide valuable information as to the current status of women in the 

San Diego legal profession, which helps to support a larger dialogue on what actions firms and agencies should take to improve the numbers. 

Early data revealed that 
in 1990 women were  

reported to be only 23% 

of all attorneys in private 
firms within San Diego.  

Results and Trends  
The 2016 Equality Survey was sent to private firms and public agencies who employed 10 or more attorneys and which had an office in San 

Diego County. This year Lawyers Club increased the number of surveys sent to private law firms from 65 in 2015 to 70 firms in 2016. Of the 

70 private law firms that were sent the survey, 44% (31) completed the survey, and of the 14 public agencies, 50% (7) completed the survey. 

This led to an overall response rate of 45% (38), a slight increase from 2015 (44%). It is important to note that the respondents and responses 

differed from 2015; therefore we are unable to directly compare the 2015 and 2016 results. However, it is useful to see the differences  

between 2015 and 2016. Lawyers Club hopes to improve these statistics by continuing to report our survey results, increasing  

awareness, and providing strategies and solutions to address gender discrimination in San Diegoõs legal community. 
 

Status Up, Women Down  
Of the 31 private firms that  

responded to the survey, women 

were reported as comprising 36% of 

attorneys, a slight decrease from 38% 

in 2015. However, there was an  

increase in the number of women of 

color attorneys who now comprise 

8% of attorneys in San Diego  

compared to 6% in 2015. In 2016, 

gains were made in the number of 

women and women of color in  

partnership positions. Women held 

28% of the partnership positions, 

while women of color held 6% in 

2016. This is higher than in 2015 when 

women held 27% and women of color 

held 2% of partner positions. Women 

of color were reported as holding 3% 

(2% in 2015) of the equity partnership 

positions, while women generally saw 

a decrease from 22% in 2015 to 17% 

in 2016. Despite some shift in the  
numbers, and while causation cannot 

be determined, the data supports the 

notion that as the position level  

increases, the number of women  

generally decreases. Essentially,  

women do not appear to be moving 

up the pipeline into higher level positions. 

 

Women In, Women Up  
From the seven public agencies that responded to the survey, it was indicated that 66% of the total attorneys were women and 13% were 

women of color. While the number of attorneys that are women appeared to increase nearly 10% since 2015, the results indicated that women 

of color attorneys decreased by 1% since 2015. The percentage of women and women of color in leadership/management positions remained 

stagnant since 2015 at 56% for women and 22% for women of color. Based on the results, it appears that women and women of color are  

represented more in public agencies than in private firms. With more women in leadership/management positions, it may be possible that the 
number of women in these roles positively impacts the number of women attorneys hired and retained by public agencies.  
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Impact of Firm Size  
The size of the law firm impacts the number of women and the positions they hold within the firm. For firms that have 10 to 20 attorneys, 

women comprised 36% and women of color represented 10% of attorneys at those firms. The percentage of women attorneys peaked at 39% 

and 16% for women of color attorneys within firms that employed 21 to 39 attorneys. The percentage of women attorneys remained the same 

at 32% for larger firms that employed 40 to 59 attorneys and 60+ attorneys. However, the percentage of women of color attorneys differed 

amongst these two size categories. Women of color represented 4% of attorneys at firms that employed 40 to 59 attorneys. 

In contrast, women of color were reported as  

holding 10% of attorney positions at firms that  

employed 60+ attorneys. The Equality Survey data 

supports the notion that òThe situation is bleakest at 

the highest levels. Women account for only 17  

percent of equity partners, and only seven percent 

of the nationõs 100 largest firms have a woman as a 

chairman or managing partner. Women are less  

likely to make partner even controlling for other 

factors, including law school grades and time spent 

out of the workforce or part-time schedules.   

Studies find that men are two to five times more 

likely to make partner than womenó (Chung 2015).  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
The numbers decline exponentially across the board 

for equity partner positions. The highest percentages 

of women and women of color equity partners were reported at firms that employed 10 to 20 attorneys, where 28% of the equity partners 

were women and 8% were women of color. Women represented 25% and women of color held 5% of equity partner positions at firms that 

employed 21 to 39 attorneys. The percentages at firms with 40 to 59 attorneys demonstrated the lowest proportion, with 11% of equity  

partners being women and a reported 0% being women of color. Firms with 60+ attorneys reported slightly higher numbers with 13% of equity 

partners being women and 3% being women of color. Unlike in 2015, the numbers did not consistently decrease as the firm size increased.  
 

Women in Firm Leadership Positions  
Of the firms that reported having managing partner/managing committee positions (n=29) and/or  

compensation groups/committee positions (n=18), women held 27% of managing partner/managing  

committee positions, whereas women of color held 6%, an increase from 2015. In firms with  

compensation groups/committee positions women were reported as having held 26% of those positions 

and women of color held 10%. There was a small increase over 2015 where women held 21% of  

managing partner/managing committee positions and women of color held 2%. This increase was also 

consistent for women of color who in 2015 were reported as holding 3% of the compensation  

group/committee positions while the percentage of women overall was stagnant at 26%. While many of 

the numbers are slightly higher than previous years, women and women of color remain  

underrepresented in these leadership positions.  

 

Paid Maternity and Paternity Leave  

The 2016 survey results revealed a variety of policies regarding maternity/paternity leave, specifically pertaining to time off, percentage of pay, 

and allocation of pay between salary and public benefits such as disability benefits. Some firms did not provide any maternity or paternity leave, 

however below is a sample of various maternity and paternity policies that some survey respondents have implemented. 

 

 > Some firms/agencies allow the mother to take leave; although do not pay the mother for this time. Instead, the mother receives approximately 

    55% of her pay (maximum $1,129 per week) through the State of California Employment Development Department. The mother must apply 

    for òdisability benefits,ó as òdisabilityó includes pregnancy, childbirth, or related medical conditions. Some firms and agencies assist the mother 

    in this application. 

 > Some firms/agencies supplement state disability benefits with salary to pay the mother at 100% of her salary. 

 > Some firms/agencies allow the mother to accrue paid maternity leave through application of saved up sick leave, paid time off (PTO), unused 

     vacation, and/or floating holidays.  

 > Some agencies and firms permit fathers to use òKin Careó leave, a law mandating employers that offer sick leave to allow employees to use  

    up to half of their accrued sick leave benefits to care for a sick family member. 

òMedium-sizedó (21 to 39) firms  

have the highest number of women 
attorneys and women of color  

attorneys, while the smaller firms 
with 10 to 20 attorneys have the  

higher percentage of women equity 
partners and women of color  

equity partners.  

Beyond implementing these 
strategies within firms and 

agencies, other studies have 
shown that leaders must be 
willing to show a long term 

commitment to eliminating 
inequality in the workplace 
and in the legal community  

at-large, one that continues to 
challenge current leadership.  
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Private Firms and Flexible  

Work Schedules  
Firms were asked to report on how many 

attorneys were using flexible schedules 

and what types of options they offer their 

attorneys. The results indicated that 84% 

of firms offered flexible schedules. Yet, 

only 10% of all attorneys were reported as 

using flexible schedules, 6% were women, 

and 4% were men. This use of flexible 

work schedules decreased since 2015 in 

which 8% of attorneys using flexible work 

schedules were women and 7% were men. 

In 2016, firms offered a variety of flexible 

work schedule options: 65% offered  

telecommuting, 77% offered flexibility in 

terms of hours, 35% were flexible on 

work location, 10% of firms indicated they 

offered other types of flexibility, and 16% 

did not offer any type of flexible work 

schedule. While many firms offer flexible 

work options, only a small fraction of the 

attorneys use these options. It is often 

assumed that women utilize flexible work 

options substantially more than their male 

colleagues; however the data show only a 

slight variation. A 2007 National Association 

of Law Placement study discovered the 

majority of the 1,500 law firms surveyed offered flexible work schedules, but 5.4% of lawyers utilized this flexibility. Undoubtedly, the stigma  

surrounding the use of flex-time still exists and may greatly impact utilization by both women and men.  
 
Flexible Work Schedules Within Public Agencies  

Of public agencies that responded, 85% offered flexible work schedules; 86% offered flexible hours, 43% offered telecommuting, 14% allowed 

flexibility in terms of location, 14% allowed job sharing, and 14% indicated that they offered other types of flexible work schedules. Only 12% of 

all attorneys were reported as utilizing these options, of which 9% were women attorneys, and 3% were men attorneys. For women, this number 

is up from 2015 at which time 7% of those using flexible work schedules were women (and 3% were men.) Overall, slightly more attorneys are 

utilizing flexible work options. Both men and women experience the benefits of flexible work option; however, neither group appears to feel that 

using these options is professionally prudent or feasible at present.  
 

Are Firms and Agencies Seeking to  

Retain and Advance Women?  
This year, private firms were asked whether they had  

implemented any programs or policies that they believe have 

helped retain and advance women. Of the firms that responded, 

61% (19) indicated that they have such programs or policies in 

place. The firms were then asked to explain these programs and 

policies at length. The information provided yields useful and 

practical strategies that may be replicated or expanded upon to 

promote the advancement of women. Of the public agencies that 

responded to the survey, 29% indicated that their agency has 

implemented programs or policies that they felt helped retain and 

advance women attorneys. In contrast, 57% of agencies indicated 

that there were no policies or programs in place.  

 

Why Should Firms Retain and Advance Women?  

Diversity continues to be a noteworthy topic within the legal 

community. According to the article òMore Women Means More 

Success,ó by Scott Westfalh, Director of Executive Education at 

Harvard Law School, gender diversity is key in creating a firm 

culture of teamwork and collaboration that results in òimproved 

legal outcomes, client satisfaction and law firm financial successéó (2015). Firms must acknowledge and embrace the different perspectives,  

skillsets, experiences, and problem-solving techniques that women and women of color offer. It is not just about improving the numbers. It is 

important for women to have a seat at the table and for firms to hear directly from women and women of color who offer a unique and  

unparalleled perspective. In addition, increasing the number of women in all positions proves to have a positive impact on a firmõs financial  

success. Westfalh also stated that òécompanies in the top quartile of gender diversity were 15 percent more likely to have financial returns 

above their national industry medianó (2015).  
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Thank you to all of the private firms and public agencies that responded to the 2016 Equality Survey! 

Lawyers Club of San Diego seeks to advance the status of women in the law and society.  
Lawyers Club of San Diego | 402 West Broadway, Suite 1260 San Diego, CA 92101 | 619-595-0650  | www.lawyersclubsandiego.com 

Various studies have also confirmed that more women on boards mean better financial results. According to Catalystõs 2007 report  reviewing 

Fortune 500 companies, companies with the highest percentages of women board of directors outperformed those with the least on average by 

53% (return on equity), 42% (return on sales), and 66% (return on invested capital). Gender diversity is beneficial in many ways, but generally 

companies provide better results and show financial gains from employing women and providing them with the opportunities to  

become leaders. 

 

Retaining and Advancing Women in Firms and Agencies  

The policies and strategies firms and agencies employ to help retain and advance women provide effective, action-based examples to others in 

the legal community. Below are various strategies currently being implemented by law firms and public agencies in San Diego: 

 > Revision of sick leave policies to permit employees to use sick leave to care for a sick family member; 

 > Allow or increase paternal leave or elder care leave; 

  > Create Diversity Committees to implement diversity and equality initiatives; 

  > Encourage Mentorship Programs between senior female attorneys and junior female attorneys; 

  > Pair new female partners with more senior level partners to serve as their mentor; 

  > Establish Womenõs Groups or Committees, including workshops, trainings, networking, outings, and retreats; 

  > Establish Women of Color Initiatives and/or LGBTQ Groups;  

  > Encourage participation in minority bar associations and events, with the firm paying all dues, fees and costs; 

  > Provide for firm-sponsored near-site child care center or in-home backup child care; 

  > Consider part-time attorneys and flex-time attorneys for partnership; 

  > Reduced Pace programs, allowing attorneys to choose from different reduced time arrangements; 

  > Ramp-up policies, allowing lawyers who have been on leave to òRampó back up to a full-time schedule; 

  > Breast milk shipping programs, providing nursing mothers with a cooling kit for storing and safely shipping breast milk while traveling on  

        firm-related business; 

  > Setting up a Task Force to combat inequality and/or harassment; 

  > Appointing a maternity leave liaison to assist with ramping off/on before/after maternity leave, and ensuring privacy for nursing mothers. 

A broader and more profound commitment to diversity and inclusivity is essential in order for change to occur within a law firm or public  

agency. According to Above the Law writer, Renwei Chung, òTo address these issues, legal organizations need a stronger commitment to equal 

opportunity, which is reflected in policies, priorities and reward structures. Leaders must not simply acknowledge the importance of diversity, 

but hold individuals accountable for resultsó (2015). It is not merely being aware of the problem, but actively advocating for diversity, and for all 

attorneys to be champions of equality.  
        

       Conclusion  

The data from the 2016 Equality Survey confirm that tremendous hurdles to equality for women still exist within the local legal community.  

The current situation for women of color is even bleaker. Women and women of color face distinct challenges that continue to impact  

retention and success. It is generally acknowledged that the legal profession is one historically dominated by men, but there is little consensus as 

to how to achieve parity in leadership and in opportunity. Inequality undoubtedly limits the success and strength of the legal profession, with 

such a large percentage of law school graduates facing such high hurdles to success. Lawyers Club calls on law firms and public agencies to  

implement some of the strategies currently modeled by members of our local legal community. We call on you to work with us to increase and 

retain the number of women and women of color in the legal profession here in San Diego and to promote their rise to leadership. Stand with 

us, take charge, and make the change. We truly appreciate the efforts of all the private firms and public agencies that participated in our survey, 

many of whom have agreed to have their logos printed below. 

 

For more information on the methodology, results, and references, or to share your firmõs/agency's successful strategies, contact Rhianna Maras,  

Director of Programming at Rhianna@lawyersclubsandiego.com or visit www.lawyersclubsandiego.com.  

Employing the strategies 
listed here may not only 

improve the retention and 
status of women, but it 
can also help firms grow 

and improve.  
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