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The Glass Ceiling Is Proving Resistant. 
Here’s What We Can Do

A  
few weeks ago, I was asked to talk 

about women and the law at a Seat-

tle University Law School Women’s 

Caucus event. I’d like to share my 

assessment and offer some thoughts 

about where we still need to go. 

Inequities Exist
Nationally, a third of attorneys are women. Here 

in Washington, that number is about 40 percent. 

However, women’s compensation lags behind 

that of men. The median income of male at-

torneys in Washington is $100,000, while the 

median income of women is $79,000. The mean 

income discrepancy is even larger — $150,000 

for men and $110,000 for women. These numbers 

come from WSBA’s own membership survey, and 

although the survey also shows that women in 

the profession are somewhat younger and newer 

than the men, the fact that women are newer itself 

indicates a lower retention rate for women attor-

neys. And figures from the annual survey by the 

National Association of Women Lawyers show 

that the income gap cannot be fully explained by 

differences in billable hours, total hours, or books 

of business.

The Glass Ceiling
The glass ceiling is the metaphor that’s often 

used to describe the barriers to women’s prog-

ress. But I’d like to suggest that the ceiling is not 

glass, but some far more resilient substance. In 

my observations over the past 15 or more years, 

there are at least two interrelated phenomena that 

hold back women, and to at least an equal degree, 

racial minorities. The first is a lack of mentors. In 

WSBA’s membership survey, having a mentor 

was one of the most important predictors of job 

satisfaction, which, in turn, was one of the most 

important predictors of career satisfaction. Yet 

mentoring is not a formal process at most law 

firms, and even where it is, a more informal sys-

tem predominates. In this informal system, more 

senior lawyers choose the people to whom they 

give work. In most instances, they choose people 

they like spending time with, people who — not 

coincidentally — look like them. And because, 

in most instances, the lawyers with work to give 

to other lawyers are white men, the work goes to 

younger white men. 

There are exceptions, but they tend to prove the rule. Women 

have made great strides in employment litigation. At my firm, 

women employment litigators have regularly served as practice 

group head and have created a culture where women routinely 

advance to equity partner. The interesting thing is that employ-

ment lawyers at my firm get their work from human resources 

professionals, a category that includes a lot of women. So what 

you have is a woman HR manager giving work to a woman part-

ner who gives it to women associates: people picking people 

who look like them.

Stereotypes
A second factor making the glass ceiling stronger is ste-

reotypes about lawyers and women. The stereotype about 

lawyers is the more aggressive, the better. How many of you 

have been asked by a friend for a referral to a “really aggres-

sive” lawyer to handle a dissolution or other legal matter? 

This stereotype uniquely disadvantages women because it 

interacts with the stereotype that women are not as assertive 

or aggressive as men. 

This stereotype is particularly insidious because it comes 
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with a Catch-22. If a woman is extremely 

aggressive, she is scary. In addition to 

making the stereotype of the passive 

woman go away, her behavior gives rise 

to the stereotype of the out-of-control 

woman. I’m sure I don’t need to tell you, 

but many men would much rather work 

with a passive woman than one who is 

perceived as out of control. But either 

way, women lose. As a young woman 

once said to me in explaining why she 

was setting up a solo practice, “Of course 

there’s equal opportunity at my old firm 

— all blondes over six feet tall had an 

equal chance of making partner.”

W hat should women do about this? 

How do we better our chances for 

a successful career? I would propose four 

actions. 

First, dispel the myth that aggres-
sion makes a successful litigator. Liti-

gation is a dispute resolution process, not 

a war. Most civil cases are resolved by 

settlement. As Bar president, I’ve been 

struck by how many lawyers tell me that 

collegiality has gone by the wayside in 

our profession and incivility is the rule. 

This is a bad development in so many 

ways. It makes our work life more stress-

ful, it holds back women and minorities, 

and at the end of the day, it shortchanges 

our clients, who want prompt resolution. 

Second, network. Get to know other 

lawyers inside and outside your firm. 

Remember that informal mentoring 

goes on all the time. One thing women 

often do to their own detriment is to as-

sume that if you work really hard and 

do good work, the world will notice and 

beat a path to your door. And when they 

don’t, you just work harder, and finally 

you find yourself in burn-out mode. The 

old saying, “It’s who you know, not what 

you know,” is rooted in truth. Mentors 

are not going to come to your office and 

coax you out so they can get to know 

you better. You have to find them. Ask 

yourself whether you would rather work 

with the very best lawyer you know or 

with a good lawyer who is also your 

friend. Most of us would choose our 

friend. So take the time to be a friend. 

You’ll gain immediate rewards in the 

form of supportive colleagues and long-

term rewards in the form of good work.

Third, mentor others, especially 
lawyers who do not look like you. When 

I think about mentoring others, I always 

wish I had more time or were more knowl-

edgeable about how to be successful. I 

recently had an insight as I thought back 

to the important mentors in my own life. 

The best mentors did not give me career 

advice; they helped me believe in myself. 

They encouraged me to take on more re-

sponsibility, to try new things, and they 

applauded when I succeeded. Too often 

we think of mentoring as giving explicit 

career advice, and because we’re not 

sure what advice to give, the whole idea 

is daunting. I challenge you to look for 

lawyers doing good things in their jobs, 

their pro bono, their community involve-

ment — any aspect of their lives — and 

give them recognition. Tell them they 

are good and encourage them to do more. 

Finally, aim high. Don’t tailor your 

ambitions to what seems easily achiev-

able. When you do that, especially early 

in your career, you constrain the choices 

that will be available to you in the future. 

This is particularly challenging since 

juggling a family and being an attorney 

can be highly demanding, and it may 

seem only prudent to make “family-

friendly” choices. And I certainly would 

not advise you to ignore those consider-

ations. But you need to be mindful that 

your children will grow up. And you will 

want meaningful work to fill your days. 

So think strategically from the begin-

ning about your career as something 

other than a series of jobs.

It is important to aim high, not only for 

yourself, but for all of us. The women who 

entered law school in the early 1970s de-

spite the miserable job prospects, inspired 

women like me, of the same age, but who 

were not as bold in 1970 to go back to law 

school. But they went to law school, found 

legal work, and prospered in the profes-

sion. And the daughters of this generation 

claimed law school as a right. 

I ’m an optimist. I believe each genera-

tion of women will do better than the 

last in the legal profession because they 

are smarter, better prepared, and have 

planned more carefully. But that will only 

be true if we also remember to take care of 

one another. NWL
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