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Introduction 
 
 In 2006, I met with Working Mother Media to propose conducting a national survey on 
work/life and women’s issues at law firms and to create a list of the Best Law Firms for Women.  
My motivation was simple:  use competition as an instrument of change.  In the eight years of 
running Flex-Time Lawyers LLC, my mission has been to make work/life balance and women’s 
issues a basis of competition among law firms as historically had been the case for salary or pro 
bono work.  To further that mission, I wanted to partner with Working Mother, a magazine that 
had created competition in corporate America for 21 years through its groundbreaking annual 
survey and list of the 100 Best Companies for Working Mothers. 
 
 As an advocate for women and work/life balance, I had some reservations.  What if our 
efforts backfire?  The legal profession is so far behind other professions with respect to 
advancing and retaining women and creating a work/life friendly environment.  Should we be 
celebrating firms when there is so much more work to be done?  The list would be based only on 
those firms that chose to apply so what if it is incomplete?  Would women inside the winning firms 
suffer because the list might encourage bragging rights or create complacency?  The demands of 
the profession are so great that it is unmanageable for so many women, even when firms are well 
intentioned and have the right policies in place.  Also, women have different experiences at firms 
and what may be a thriving environment for some may be inhospitable to others.     
 
 As I brainstormed with Working Mother, these concerns were outweighed by the long 
term benefits of running a survey and developing a list that I believe will help overcome obstacles 
for women lawyers.  The ultimate objective of the survey and list is to invigorate a dialogue, 
measure where we are, arm firms with information to change, and create competition and a 
compulsion among firms to raise the bar of what makes a best law firm for women.   
 
 I have watched as the numbers of women partners at law firms, the numbers of women 
leaders at law firms, the numbers of women rainmakers, the numbers of women working flexibly 
and the numbers of women advancing while working flexibly, remain exceedingly low and 
stagnant.  It is long overdue to create a baseline for law firms not only to let them know where 
they stand today but, more importantly, to help them improve their future standing.  Many firms 
are poised to start devoting significant attention and resources to improve their retention and 
promotion of women.  However, they do not even know their strengths and weaknesses or where 
to start.   
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Methodology 
 

In September 2006, Flex-Time Lawyers LLC and Working Mother announced the Best 
Law Firms for Women initiative and began inviting firms with 50 or more lawyers to register to 
participate in the free survey through national e-mail blasts and press releases.  In November 
2006, those firms that registered for the survey received an invitation to access the survey.  The 
applicant pool was self selected and many eligible firms did not participate in the 2007 survey for 
a variety of reasons.  Firms had until February 2007 to submit the completed survey online in 
order to be eligible for consideration for the Best Law Firms for Women list.   

 
The survey methodology was based on the 21-year old Working Mother 100 Best 

Companies for Working Mothers annual survey.  The survey had approximately 500 questions 
and firms responded based on their statistics for all United States offices.  The survey had six 
main sections including:  workforce profile (concentration of women at the different levels); 
benefits and compensation; parental leave and related benefits and policies; child care; flexibility; 
and, retention and advancement of women.  Within these sections, the survey’s exploration of 
work/life and women’s issues was exhaustive and addressed subjects including:  female 
representation at all levels of the law firm; benefits; compensation; parental leave; child care; flex-
time; reduced hours; re-entry; billable hours; workplace culture; vacation; partnership and 
advancement; presence and leadership in committees and departments; mentoring; business 
development and networking; women’s initiatives; training; and, best practices.  The survey was 
completed by employer representatives who reported on their representation of women and their 
policies, programs and usage rates. 
 

Surveys were scored based on an algorithm that gave different weight to specific survey 
sections and questions.  The 50 winning firms were the top scoring firms generated in response 
to the applied algorithm.  In April 2007, all participating firms received announcements of their 
results and confidential free scorecards, indicating where they ranked against all applicants in the 
six main sections of the survey.  In August 2007, Working Mother published the list of the 50 
winning firms and two accompanying articles about the survey.  Participating firms have been 
invited to purchase confidential benchmarking reports for an extensive statistical analysis of their 
rankings on nearly all questions in the survey as compared to the 50 winning firms, to firms of 
comparable size and to firms in the same region.   
 
Why the Best Law Firms for Women Initiative is Important 
 
 After conducting the inaugural national survey of the Best Law Firms for Women and 
releasing the list of 50 winning firms with Working Mother, I can share with you why the Best Law 
Firms for Women initiative is so important. 
 
1. Competition as an Instrument of Change. 
 

When a top law firm raises its first-year salary and that salary gets published in a city’s 
legal publication, within a week, that firm’s top 10 competitors match the raise.  I believe the same 
principle applies for work/life balance and women’s issues.  Given that law firms are so similarly 
structured and therefore easily comparable, the ability to create competition to retain and promote 
female legal talent exists as long as there is a forum to share information and make it public.   

 
Law firms increasingly understand that being progressive on work/life balance and 

women’s issues is a way to gain a competitive edge.  Partners at law firms want to know what 
their top competitors are doing with respect to work/life and women, what the progressive firms 
are doing, and what they need to do to stay competitive.  As they see movement from their 
competitors, they know they need to make their moves accordingly.  
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The Best Law Firms for Women survey raises the competition to another level.  To 
encourage participation in the survey, firms were assured that if they registered for the survey 
and did not complete it, their registration was confidential.  Additionally, the identity of the 
applicant law firms, other than those that made the Best Law Firms for Women list, was kept 
confidential so there was no risk in applying.  We chose not to rank the firms, once again, to 
maximize firms’ interest in participation and eliminate risk.  Instead, we listed the winning firms in 
alphabetical order.   

 
We explained that the winning firms would be celebrated through a variety of public 

venues:  an awards event; the press, the Flex-Time Lawyers LLC national distribution list; and the 
nearly 3 million Working Mother readers.  Additionally, we informed firms of the targeted 
notifications and mailings we would send to general counsels, law school administration and law 
students.  With in-house legal departments increasingly using diversity as a criterion for selecting 
outside counsel, this was no doubt a compelling factor for some firms.  Additionally, with 
graduating classes comprised of approximately 50% women, recruiting was a powerful force 
motivating firms to participate. 

 
The overwhelming law firm response to the survey demonstrates the power of 

competition.  In our first year, over 200 law firms registered nationally with about 90 firms 
completing the survey.  Given the extensive reports in the press and buzz about the 2007 survey 
results, we are confident that this competition will drive participation to a new level for the 2008 
survey.   

 
2. What Gets Measured Gets Done. 
  
 Participating firms are now positioned to acquire the national benchmarking data they 
need to improve the status of women in their firms.  All participating law firms received a free 
confidential scorecard that indicates their ranking in each of the six key areas of the survey, 
compared to all applicants.  Also, law firms have been invited to purchase benchmarking reports 
which provide an in-depth statistical analysis of each firm’s confidential rankings in nearly all of 
the questions in the survey.  Each firm’s statistics are compared against three critical qualifiers:  
1. the 50 winning firms; 2. firms in their region; and, 3. firms of comparable size.  Benchmarking 
analysis also includes a consultation to discuss the results and provide insights into what they 
mean for the firm. This comparative data is the information firms need to improve their 
understanding, programs, policies and numbers.     

  

3. Information is Power. 
 
 The approximate 500 question survey elicited some information that has never been 
reported on before.  Later this fall, I will be publishing an article reporting on the work/life and 
women trends we identified from the winning firms.  This information will create new knowledge in 
the profession with an impact far exceeding those of the participating firms.  For example, the 
article will report on re-entry and what percentage of the participating firms are developing 
programming to address women who leave the profession and want to return, after being full-time 
caregivers.  Firms want to know whether they are behind the curve in their programs and policies.  
Without management having access to this type of information, they are less likely to self initiate 
to make change.   
 
 Additionally, information is power to those change-agent lawyers within firms who need 
these statistics to build a compelling case of why internal change is necessary.  Information 
provides an opportunity to start these often uncomfortable conversations at law firms and to 
demonstrate through an objective standard whether firms are measuring up.  Many of the 
questions in the survey were designed to educate, in addition to eliciting information.  For  
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example, firms reported that questions relating to how reduced hour lawyers were compensated  
and promoted is causing them to reconsider the equity of their policies.  Other firms indicated that 
they are using the survey questions as a blueprint to frame their programs and policies for women 
and see where they have gaps.  Still other firms reported that reading about certain programs has 
made them consider whether to develop them.  For example, one firm is considering putting 
mentoring circles into place after reading a question relating to them and discussing it internally.  
Many firms, whether they ultimately completed the survey or not, reported that the survey got the 
conversation going and triggered discussions about next steps to improve the firms’ standing.   
 
 The increased visibility and press that a survey of this magnitude brings to work/life and 
women’s issues in the legal profession also moves the needle.  For example, the press has 
reported on best practices of the winning firms and why many of the firms made the list.  These 
programs and policies are now being considered by competitor firms and can now be 
implemented or tailored to apply to other firms.  
 
4. Women Law Students as a Pressure Point.  
 
 The Best Law Firms for Women list will empower women law students to make informed 
decisions, select women-friendly firms and motivate firms to improve their policies and statistics.  
I used to see women law students as an untapped competitive pressure point.  That’s why in 
2006, I proposed to the New York City Bar Committee on Women in the Profession to partner 
with Flex-Time Lawyers LLC to host a citywide women law student forum and develop a guide to 
select, create and ensure a woman-friendly employer.  In September 2006, attendees of the New 
York City law student forum left with “The Cheat Sheet," outlining indicia of a woman-friendly 
employer in questions relating to statistical representation, workplace flexibility, mentoring, 
leadership, networking and business development, and partnership and advancement.  
 
 Developing the Best Law Firms for Women list is in furtherance of “The Cheat Sheet.”  
Organizing women law students around work/life and women’s issues is a means to capitalize on 
their power in numbers and shape how law firms and other legal employers re-focus their women-
friendly efforts and programs.  We have collaborated with women law student networks nationally 
to circulate the Best Law Firms for Women list and we have sent copies of Working Mother 
magazine and the list to administration at the top 100 law schools.  It is also not coincidental that 
the list was released the week before on-campus interviewing season.  We believe the list will 
gain momentum to become the ultimate recruiting tool for women law students, thereby becoming 
a significant vehicle for change. 

  

5. Change is Contagious. 
 
 In deciding the eligibility requirements for survey participation, we made the cut off for 
firms with 50 lawyers or more.  Working Mother, in surveying companies ranging in size from 
about 700 to 35,000 employees has experience controlling for size as a variable.  Therefore, we 
felt comfortable comparing smaller firms to those with thousands of lawyers.  However, we chose 
not to include in the survey in-house legal departments, government offices, not-for-profit 
employers and smaller firms.  We felt that the competitive and benchmarking value would be 
compromised by bringing in these different employment venues.  That being said, we anticipate 
the reverberating impact in other parts of the profession to be significant.  The trends and 
programs unearthed from the survey to be reported later this fall can serve as significant catalysts 
for policy change.  
 
 Improved work/life policies and programs to benefit women will also benefit men.  The 
Best Law Firms for Women survey focused on women because of the significant gender gap in 
the profession.  Despite women comprising nearly 50% of law school graduates in the last 15  
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years, women attorneys only make up 16% of equity partners, according to a 2006 NAWL survey.   
Yet, the Best Law Firms for Women survey still included many questions about men.  For 
example, there were questions about paternity leave and male usage rates of flexible and  
reduced hour policies.  These findings will be reported in the trends article with the goal of 
improving work/life balance for all lawyers. 
 
6. There is No Time for Complacency. 
 
 For the winning firms, there is no time to rest on their laurels.  August 14, 2007, was the 
release date for the 2007 Best Law Firms for Women list.  It was also the opening registration day 
for the 2008 survey.  Many firms that did not participate last year have already registered to 
participate in 2008.  We look forward to celebrating the 2007 winning firms at an awards event in 
New York on September 24.  However, soon, the next question will be, who made the list of the 
2008 Best Law Firms for Women? 
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