
More female equity partners good business

When Anthony Foley talks about 
the job of boosting the proportion 
of female equity partners, he 
knows he has his work cut out for 
him. “We’re very focused on the 
next and final task, which is to en-
sure that there are more equity 
and leadership positions where we 
have women who can make those 
critical contributions to the busi-
ness and particularly serve as role 
models for younger lawyers,” the 
Baker McKenzie national manag-
ing partner for Australia says.

Foley’s candour is not reflected 
at many firms, that don’t like to 
disclose information showing the 
lag in this critical measure of 
equality in the workforce, which is 
hovering around 27 per cent 
across the firms. 

Many have adopted the 
40:40:20 goal of 40 per cent each 
of women and men across all cate-
gories of their labour force, with 
20 per cent of any gender. At 
Baker McKenzie, the goal is to 
achieve that at all levels by  July 1, 
2025; at the moment women equi-
ty partners are about 18 per cent; 
the proportion of non-equity part-
ners is 38 per cent.

The goal has been achieved at 
the other levels, starting with their 
youngest hires, who last year in-
cluded Australian National Uni-
versity commerce and law 
graduate Lara Ilic.

Ilic is part of a generation of 
women for whom reaching the 
summit should be a matter of 
course, all other things being 
equal. However, at this early stage, 
on the last of three rotations 
through the practice that gradu-
ates complete, she is still revelling 

in the variety of life at the firm, and 
pleased to have achieved a child-
hood dream. 

“I’d always been interested in a 
corporate environment,” the 25-
year-old says. “Even as a kid driv-
ing in a car I would pass the 
skyscrapers in the city, look up 
and think, ‘Oh wow, I’d love to 
work in an office’, but I had no idea 
what that meant or what jobs 
would take me there.”

As a schoolgirl with wide-ran-
ging interests she devised a strat-
egy that could well hold the key to 
her career path. “It all comes from 
that same principled approach 
that I took to school and to my de-
gree and to a lot of different kind 
of aspects of life, which is to ask 
‘what do I enjoy and what oppor-
tunities can I seize to progress my-
self?’,” she says.

Ilic sees that what is good for 
her will automatically be good for 
the firm, because she will retain 
her interest in the work and a bal-
ance in her life. “I’d like to find a 
space (in the firm that) I enjoy de-
veloping within because naturally 

that feeds back into your team and 
the company as well,” she says.

It has certainly worked for 
Foley, who entered the profession 
in the 1980s, and joined Baker Mc-
Kenzie in 1987. As an undergrad-
uate he had already been drawn to 
intellectual property, and enrolled 
in one of the first courses in the 
country, at the University of Syd-
ney, and then as a young lawyer 
took advice from a canny mentor 
who predicted IP would be huge. 

Although the IP partner who 
recruited him was a woman, Foley 
says: “In terms of women in the 
profession in the 1980s, as I began 
my career here, it simply didn’t re-
flect our society.” 

Now the task of the team he 
leads is to push on with equity tar-
gets: “One very important factor 
in that analysis is ensuring that we 
have the role models in place so 
that our women, as they are pro-
gressing their careers, can see a 
couple of really important things. 
First of all, that it’s attainable. And 
second, that it’s worth it.”

Supporting women to progress 

includes “making sure that there’s 
an appropriate distribution of 
work to our crew members, ensur-
ing that we are very alert to these 
issues, including our gender aspir-
ation targets”.

 Foley is also conscious of other 
challenges. “I absolutely expect 
that cultural diversity will become 
a bigger issue for the major law 
firms because we need to reflect 
the communities in which we 
live,” he says.

Ilic, with everything to play for, 
is unfazed about what is ahead. 
“It’s obviously a coveted position,” 
she concedes about partnership. 

“I’m not so focused on the title, 
I’ve worked with people in my 
firm who are not partners, who act 
as if they are partners and have all 
the responsibility of a partner and 
just don’t have that title.

“I think it’s also a decision 
based on life stage: at what point 
does that career change slot in?”

“I’ve met women and men who 
don’t take that final step. The dis-
tinction I’d make is that they 
aren’t necessarily on an equal 
playing field should they choose 
to do so.

“I think there are more com-
plex factors influencing a female 
progressing to partnership, which 
firms like Baker McKenzie are 
working to address.”

Her advice to young people 
coming behind is to resist buying 
the stereotype about lawyers hav-
ing those driven Type A person-
alities, characterised by high 
achievement, competitiveness 
and impatience, and to  have confi-
dence that whatever their per-
sonal style, there will be a place 
where they can make a valued 
contribution. “Let that fall away 
and do not compromise on your 
own personality and your own 
traits,” she says.
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Anthony Foley with commerce and law graduate Lara Ilic

Women in law firms have made 
important ground in the past two 
decades, and although there is a 
long way to go – women are 
31.9 per cent of partners in firms in 
The Australian Legal Partnership 
Survey, and 27.48 per cent of equi-
ty partners – their push for leader-
ship has opened the doors to 
further diversification.

“As more female leaders come 
into those firms, the culture is 
changing,” said longtime diversity 
and inclusion advocate and part-
ner at Herbert Smith Freehills, 
Juliana Warner. “This does break 
down barriers.” 

Diversity and inclusion com-
mittees and initiatives are now 
commonplace, as law firms have 
come to accept the business case 
for pluralism.

Ms Warner said that over the 
next few years the workforce de-
mands would include an expec-
tation of more diverse leaders at 
the top of organisations, as well as 
more flexibility, and clever use of 
technology. 

“I think also the current gener-
ation of lawyers don’t come in 
thinking they’re going to be in the 
same organisation for the term of 
their career,” she  said. “You’ve got 
to be attractive as a workplace, 
able to recruit and keep the best 
and brightest and can’t lose them 
because you’ve failed to adapt.”

The range of factors grouped 
under diversity includes culture, 
religion and race – including Indi-
genous – gender, disability, age 
and more.

Diversity Council Australia 
chief executive  Lisa Annese said 
an intersectional approach was 
important. 

“When we look at who’s been 

excluded in leadership, it hasn’t 
just been women,” Ms Annese 
said. “It’s been anyone who devi-
ated from the dominant culture.” 
Some people faced the “double 
jeopardy” of fitting into two diver-
sity categories such as women of 
racially diverse backgrounds who 
still struggled to achieve the same 
outcomes as women from Anglo-
Celtic backgrounds.” 

Ms Warner said being more 
diverse could make the workplace 
more complex but also gave the 
industry more talent and skills to 
work with.

“You might see some different 
personality styles or different 
ways of thinking about complex 
problems, different ways of inter-
acting with clients, and you’ve got 
to be attuned to the talent in front 
of you and promote that talent so 
that you are finally tapping into 
the full talent pool, not just a small 
part of it,” she said.

It is hard to track neat data on 
this, but there is enough to tell the 

story. For example, the 2020 na-
tional profile of solicitors for the 
Law Society of NSW showed 
about 0.8 per cent of solicitors 
identified as Indigenous. This 
compares to 3.3 per cent of the 
general population, according to 
Australian Bureau of Statistics 
2016 data. The DCA’s Inclusion at 
Work Index for 2021-22 has a pro-
fessional, scientific and technical 
services category which includes 
law, and showed 4.9 per cent of 
workers with disabilities. This 
compared to 18 per cent of the 
general population, according to 
ABS 2019 data.

According to Ms Warner, 6 per 
cent of lawyers in NSW reported 
having a disability of some kind in 
the most recent annual survey 
attached to practising certificate 
renewals.  “That’s one of the rea-
sons why the (society’s) diversity 
and inclusion committee looked 
at how to make workplaces more 
disability friendly and accessible,” 
she said.

One of the fastest growing 
areas is the push to improve the 
experience of the gender diverse 
part of the workforce.

In a 2018 joint Lawyers Weekly 
and Thomson Reuters survey of 
653 lawyers, 23 per cent identified 
as gender diverse.

“You’d be hard pressed to find a 
major law firm that didn’t have a 
pride focus on LGBTQI+ people,” 
Ms Annese said. “Now, whether 
that’s about representation or just 
about connection is a question for 
each law firm.” 

Ms Warner said that, like other 
workers, people who identified as 
LGBTQI+ “should be able to bring 
their whole selves to work and you 
shouldn’t feel in any way con-
strained about hiding something 
that is a key part of you”.

The DCA reports that if a 
workplace is not inclusive, work-
ers are 10 times less likely to inno-
vate, six times less likely to be 
highly effective, four times more 
likely to report experiencing dis-
crimination and/or harassment at 
work, and 3.5 times more likely to 
leave their current employer.

Ms Annese stressed the im-
portance and positive outcomes of 
having inclusive workplaces. 

“We know from our inclusion 
work index that if you have di-
verse lived experiences and differ-
ent identities represented in your 
leadership team and your work-
place is inclusive, your workplace 
then becomes more innovative,” 
she said. 

“People give more discretion-
ary effort. It reduces risk because 
problems are approached in a 
complex way, and it creates more 
safety. As long as the organisation 
does it effectively, because you 
can’t be naive: the more diverse 
you get, the more complex the 
workplace becomes.”

Diversification is complex … but worth it
Kayla McLean

Herbert Smith Freehills partner Juliana Warner, left; and 
Diversity Council Australia chief executive Lisa Annese

porting us in achieving our goals.” 
At Mills Oakley, five of seven 

new partners and four of six new 
equity partners are women. This 
signals commitment to a “trans-
parent, merits-based promotions 
process, applying vigilance to en-
sure [there are] no arbitrary or sys-
temic barriers to advancement 
and to enable talent to be recog-
nised at all levels”, chief executive 
John Nerurker says.

At Maddocks, chief executive 
David Newman attributes a doub-

ling of the proportion of women in 
the partnership – from 18 per cent 
to 38 per cent in about a decade – 
to five initiatives. 

These are: setting targets, the 
adoption of D&I as a “lens” 
through which all aspects of the 
firm is    viewed, an annual gender 
pay-gap analysis that is also repor-
ted to the board, formal career 
development programs and public 
advocacy for equality. 

Firms with pay transparency 
include Lander & Rogers. This 

includes pay-review processes, a 
gender pay-gap analysis to mea-
sure and monitor equity, and the 
removal of pay-secrecy clauses 
from employment contracts. 

This is to “promote candid con-
versations about salaries with a 
view to minimising gender pay dis-
parity”, chief executive partner 
Genevieve Collins says.

PwC Australia is also among 
firms with pay transparency, 
which legal leader Nick Brown 
says enables “our people to better 

understand where they sit now as 
well as to see the full range of poss-
ibilities throughout their career”.

“Within the legal business, the 
talent pipeline for partners is 
closely managed through quar-
terly pipeline reviews and suc-
cession planning,” he says.

Aside from remuneration and 
career pathways, firms are tidying 
up parental leave, making it gen-
der neutral, paying superannu-
ation on the unpaid as well as paid 
parental leave, and being flexible 

about what is demanded of par-
ents returning to the workforce.

Firms that are offering parental 
leave coaching to help lawyers 
plan for and cope with the adjust-
ment to juggling parenthood and 
work include Allens, which 
achieved 37 per cent women part-
ners last year and is aiming for at 
least 40 per cent by 2025.

Covid and the lockdowns com-
plicated matters but also increased 
firms’ awareness of the pressures 
on lawyers. 

“We became aware that there 
was a gendered trend, reinforcing 
our broader societal experience of 
women with caring responsibili-
ties of children, elder care and, 
more broadly, bearing more of the 
responsibilities,” Sparke Helmore 
national managing partner An-
drew White says. 

“(So) we evolved our approach 
to our wellbeing programs to sup-
port people to tap into the mental 
health resources, online physical 
wellbeing programs, children’s ac-
tivities, and … flexible working, 
aiming for a suite of choices that 
best suit personal circumstances.”

Wotton + Kearney, which hired 
its first head of D&I in October, 
also sees gains. “In our view, our 
post-pandemic workplaces – and, 
most notably, the role of our flex 
policy – will assist in achieving our 
gender-diversity targets because of 
its inclusive nature,” chief execu-

tive partner David Kearney says.
HFW’s global D&I committee 

is chaired by the head of its Sydney 
office, Carolyn Chudleigh, and at 
McCabes two of its three divisions 
are led by women. This is to “show 
women that they can and will be 
recognised as leaders in senior and 
important roles”, managing prin-
cipal Andrew Lacey says.

Russell Kennedy Lawyers is 
among firms recognised as an em-
ployer of choice for gender equali-
ty by the Workplace Gender 
Equality Agency, in its case for the 
fifth straight year. 

It has hit the 40 per cent 
women partners target, with 
women equity partners at 30 per 
cent of all of its equity partners. 
“We continue to take deliberate, 
strategic actions to drive positive 
change towards gender equality,” 
its managing director Paul Glees-
on says. 

Law firms are reaching for more 
sophisticated structural and cul-
tural solutions as they attempt to 
transform their enduring failure to 
promote enough women into a 
21st century success story.

Across the 50 firms in The Aus-
tralian Legal Partnership Survey, 
women made up 31.9 per cent of 
full-time-equivalent partners, a 
weighted average increase of 0.31 
per cent in the 12 months to July 1, 
which compares favourably to 
overall FTE partnership growth of 
0.11 per cent. In the same period, 
growth in women FTE fee earners 
was 0.39 per cent and for gradu-
ates it was 1.26 per cent.

At top leadership level, nine of 
the firms surveyed had a woman in 
the managing partner role or, in the 
case of Banki Haddock Fiora’s Kate 
Haddock, as a co-founding partner. 

Equity partner information 
showed the proportion of women 
across 43 of the firms surveyed at 
27.48 per cent.

Partnership targets of 40 per 
cent women, 40 per cent men and 
20 per cent of any gender are com-
mon now, although not universal, 
and deadlines for achieving that 
mix are not uniformly ambitious.

Some energetic attempts to in-
stitutionalise diversity and in-
clusion (D&I) are apparent, driven 
by a strong business case for doing 
so, the reputational risk for firms 
that drag their feet, and the im-
perative to maximise appeal to 
young, talented women.

Examples abound but they in-
clude Colin Biggers & Paisley, with 
its transparent path-to-partner-
ship program, and Sparke Hel-
more, where 75 per cent of 
partners promoted in 2021 were 
women. The firm has formal pro-
grams including mentoring, lead-
ership, a gender equality network 
and a D&I advisory committee.

At Norton Rose Fulbright, 
there is a formal sponsorship pro-
gram to ease the passage of law-
yers to junior partner and partner 
level, “to ensure women continue 
to succeed in building their prac-
tices and careers”, chief executive 
partner Alison Deitz says.

KPMG Law has introduced a 
“bias disrupter” to its annual per-
formance reviews, who national 
leader Kate Marshall says “acts as 
an independent observer and will 
challenge and test us if we are 
bringing bias into the considera-
tions and assessments”. 

DLA Piper Australian manag-
ing partner Amber Matthews says 
its aim is to make the path to part-
nership “more achievable and de-
sirable for women”. 

“It should be a role that more of 
our women lawyers want to per-
form,” Matthews says. “We collab-
orate with key executive search 
firms and recruitment partners 
who … are committed to sup-

A top priority to balance the gender ledger
Jill Rowbotham
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WOMEN IN LAW

Key: (n) = new entrant, (MDP) = multi-disciplinary practice, n/a = not available Source: Eaton Strategy + Search
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MinterEllison 86 84 32.63 6.73 4.35 637.6 62.49 10.03 8.88 65 64.36 23.26
HWL Ebsworth 77 72.9 26.89 2.53 7.21 481.11 61.18 9.23 4.71 88 65.19 17.33
Ashurst 72 69.4 39.95 13.03 11.94 355.1 57.89 0.65 3.08 46 58.97 21.62
King & Wood Mallesons 61 57.8 32.22 9.06 13.33 489.9 57.64 19.49 13.98 49 61.25 6.99
Herbert Smith Freehills 56 56 34.57 10.89 n/a 527 56.61 6.01 n/a 59 65.56 n/a
Allens 57 53.7 35.19 13.29 16.74 498.41 58.77 16.56 15.09 75 61.48 25
Clayton Utz 49 48.1 28.87 -2.43 4.34 455.2 58.66 13.32 0.82 42 53.85 -23.64
Moray & Agnew 45 42.3 39.87 5.75 17.5 141.3 62.63 -8.84 -8.25 17 60.71 -57.14
Corrs Chambers Westgarth (n) 39 38.2 26.84 12.02 n/a 365.48 60.73 11.26 n/a 49 69.01 n/a
Lander & Rogers 40 37.7 45.98 10.23 11.21 191.9 72.25 10.73 136.91 22 53.66 30
Hall & Wilcox 40 37.5 35.92 12.61 25.84 249.3 66.73 15.58 17.54 37 75.51 146.67
Norton Rose Fulbright 39 36.4 29.76 0.28 -1.62 221.2 55.66 1.28 -1.43 56 58.33 -42
Maddocks 35 33.2 37.81 8.5 6.75 187.9 62.45 8.46 14.99 16 51.61 15.38
Mills Oakley 34 33 25.19 17.02 24.06 178 61.17 -7.77 -0.5 43 74.14 37.5
Sparke Helmore 32 30.8 35.08 0.65 4.76 198 62.68 4.21 11.17 38 60.32 100
Thomson Geer 30 30 22.56 7.14 0 157.6 55.87 2.47 3.21 28 57.14 75
Gadens 29 28.4 36.32 14.52 7.17 127 61.77 25.99 30.26 14 70 -17.65
Gilbert + Tobin 31 28.25 33.77 -3.25 0.18 253.6 56.81 -0.2 9.03 26 57.78 -14.29
Baker McKenzie 25 23.7 28.01 10.75 5.8 115.54 56.79 9.79 6.78 11 50 -18.18
Holding Redlich 24 23.6 32.55 -1.67 n/a 152.87 69.91 19.24 n/a 28 66.67 n/a
DLA Piper 21 20.5 27.97 10.81 n/a 114.24 59.86 0.3 n/a 39 78 n/a
Piper Alderman 21 20.4 25.89 0.99 n/a 65 52.04 10.54 n/a 11 47.83 n/a
Russell Kennedy 21 20 39.53 6.95 6.33 64.63 65.74 25.01 42.36 11 64.71 -16.67
Johnson Winter & Slattery 21 19.9 25.55 50.76 63.11 93.39 60.84 -4.8 -7.34 9 45 12.5
Colin Biggers & Paisley 19 18.1 24.9 6.47 7.74 116.6 66.44 27.85 28.84 18 72 18.18
Wotton & Kearney 18 15.8 34.05 20.61 42.34 117.9 53.37 11.12 20.06 8 38.1 700
McInnes Wilson 15 14.4 29.75 0.49 60 62 54.05 0.76 31.91 14 73.68 125
Hamilton Locke (n) 13 12.6 30.29 16.67 n/a 35 43.21 -22.22 n/a 10 83.33 n/a
HopgoodGanim 14 12.6 27.63 3.28 3.28 68.07 58.14 20.97 19.27 0 n/a n/a
Macpherson Kelley 13 12.1 29.21 0 -19.33 41.05 52.26 21.99 9.76 7 70 250
Gilchrist Connell 13 12 38.71 0 27.66 50.7 63.3 20.71 n/a 2 40 n/a
McCullough Robertson 13 12 23.17 7.14 -0.83 72.15 62.95 -1.84 4.57 15 68.18 14.29
Clyde & Co 12 11.4 29.69 n/a 0 104.95 59.31 n/a -11.95 9 75 0
Kennedys (n) 11 10.2 50.5 54.55 n/a 43 65.15 -5.7 n/a 0 0 n/a
(MDP) KPMG Law (N) 10 9.8 41.18 -2 n/a 61.76 60.22 -3.15 n/a 10 71.43 n/a
Arnold Bloch Leibler 10 9.8 22.9 16.67 13.95 72.5 55.98 7.25 -6.57 21 36.84 20
White & Case (n) 9 8.8 36.97 12.82 n/a 54.7 58.75 18.66 n/a 8 66.67 n/a
Jones Day 9 8.8 29.53 12.82 0 30.4 44.84 -13.14 -25.67 1 25 -75
Cooper Grace Ward 9 8.8 40.37 -2.22 -2.22 39.26 67.62 2.77 8.45 1 14.29 n/a
Pinsent Masons (n) 8 7.8 35.78 n/a n/a 40.2 69.31 n/a n/a 2 33.33 n/a
Banki Haddock Fiora 7 7 70 n/a 0 5 26.32 n/a -24.24 0 0 n/a
Holman Webb 7 6.8 34.34 0 13.33 17.8 44.33 30.88 27.14 1 50 -100
HFW 7 6.8 28.57 41.67 n/a 25.88 56.36 -1.97 n/a 5 71.43 n/a
Addisons 7 6.8 33.01 0 0 29.87 60.38 13.27 14.58 6 75 500
Swaab 7 5.8 40.28 -14.71 -22.67 20.4 52.04 32.47 145.78 3 75 n/a
Seyfarth Shaw Australia 4 4 40 0 0 16.6 76.85 -15.31 -12.63 3 60 n/a
Cornwalls NSW (n) 1 1 16.67 n/a n/a 3 60 n/a n/a 0 n/a n/a
McCabes (n) 5 0 n/a n/a n/a 0 n/a n/a n/a 10 76.92 n/a
Keypoint 23 0 n/a n/a n/a 10 66.67 42.86 400 0 n/a n/a
(MDP) PwC Legal (n) 15 0 n/a n/a n/a 0 n/a n/a n/a 13 68.42 n/a

Total 1264 1168.95 31.9 0.2 (WAv) 0.31 
(WAv) 12490.46 59.73 0.21 

(WAv)
0.39 

(WAv) 1700 61.65 1.26 
(WAv)

Equity 
partners

Women 
equity 

partners

% women 
equity 

partners

MinterEllison 260 86 33.08
HWL Ebsworth 213 45 21.13
King & Wood Mallesons 183 61 33.33
Allens 154 57 37.01
Clayton Utz 133 32 24.06
Herbert Smith Freehills 124 38 30.65
Hall & Wilcox 107 40 37.38
Ashurst 102 27 26.47
Gilbert + Tobin 84 28 33.33
Thomson Geer 79 10 12.66
Norton Rose Fulbright 77 17 22.08
DLA Piper 75 21 28
Sparke Helmore 65 21 32.31
Johnson Winter & Slattery 60 13 21.67
Mills Oakley 60 12 20
Piper Alderman 55 10 18.18
Maddocks 53 17 32.08
Wotton & Kearney 49 18 36.73
Holding Redlich 46 11 23.91
Hamilton Locke (n) 42 13 30.95
McCullough Robertson 39 6 15.38
Clyde & Co 39 12 30.77
Baker McKenzie 39 7 17.95
Arnold Bloch Leibler 35 7 20
Jones Day 30 9 30
Moray & Agnew 30 5 16.67
Mcinnes Wilson 29 8 27.59
Gadens 28 5 17.86
McCabes (n) 25 5 20
HopgoodGanim 24 5 20.83
Addisons 21 7 33.33
Russell Kennedy 20 6 30
Colin Biggers & Paisley 20 3 15
Cooper Grace Ward 13 3 23.08
HFW 12 3 25
Gilchrist Connell 10 2 20
Kennedys (n) 9 2 22.22
Holman Webb 9 1 11.11
Pinsent Masons (n) 8 0 0
Seyfarth Shaw Australia 8 2 25
Banki Haddock Fiora 7 5 71.43
Swaab 6 3 50
Cornwalls NSW (n) 3 0 0
Total 2485 683 27.48  (WAv)

WOMEN EQUITY PARTNERS

Key: (n) = new entrant, (MDP) = multi-disciplinary practice, 
n/a = not available Source: Eaton Strategy + Search
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