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In recent years, addressing the lack 
of women in City law firms in senior 
positions has become a strategic 
priority for many employers.

Despite the success in attracting men and women 
in equal numbers at trainee level and investment 
in supporting these women in their career, the 
most recent Gender Law Survey from Chambers 
in 2014 found that fewer than one in five partners 
at Magic Circle or US firms are female. Other 
London firms do slightly better but women are 
still under-represented in terms of progression 
with just a quarter making it to partner.

While there can be no doubting the continuing 
efforts firms are making to achieve greater gender 

diversity, it is clear that the path to progression for 
women is still not as effective as it needs to be. It is 
also apparent that so far, no one has a clear answer 
to the critical question: just why is it that young 
women turn away from senior careers in City?

Finding an answer to this question was the 
purpose of research we undertook among 311 
women aged 21 to 35 working in City law firms.

This report summarises these findings and, where 
relevant, contrasts them with a parallel survey 
we ran with 341 women in investment banking to 
provide insight and highlight key areas for action for 
firms who wish to do more to support and nurture 
the female talent which is vital for their success.
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1 Women in law firms 
appear to be satisfied 
where they work 
In their early careers, women in law appear 
satisfied with their employer.

One in five (20%) say their current employer 
meets their expectations and over half 
(52%) say their firm is serving them well. 
The number of women regretting their 
choice of employer is marginal (1%) with 
just over a quarter saying they have 
mixed feelings about where they work.

2 But satisfaction now 
doesn’t mean they will 
stay with their employer
However, looking ahead in their careers, 
women in law feel less positive about the 
future with their employer. 

Our research found that less than half of 
female law firm employees (46%) are positive 
about staying in their organisation in the 
medium term, 5-10 years from now. It is a 
figure which compares unfavourably with 
investment banking where just under two 
thirds (63%) of bankers say they are positive 
about the future with their current employer. 

3 Women in law show less 
commitment to their 
firms than bankers
Women in law are less likely to stay with their 
firms than investment bankers. 

A total of 25% in banking expect a career 
over five years or more against 14% law. 
What’s more, half of those who are negative 
about their future are those who say they 
are satisfied with their position now. And 
when asked whether they would leave their 
current employer for a job elsewhere with 
flexible working but the same prospects, 65% 
of law firm employees said they would leave 
compared to 45% of bankers.

4 More women in law than 
bankers rule themselves 
out of progression to 
senior roles early on
A lack of interest in pursuing a senior role is a 
significant issue for City law firms. 

Only one third of women in law (32%) say 
they want a job in senior management or to 
achieve partnership compared to just under 
two thirds in banking (63%). In law one in three 
young women (30%) have already ruled it out 
compared to 18% in banking.

The Research:  
How young women in law see their future careers
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5 One in four who are not 
aiming for management 
report a loss of ambition
The problem of lost ambition among young 
women is a specific problem for law firms. 
Of the 68% who are not aiming for a senior 
position in their firm, 40% say they have lost 
ambition in some way. Some 42% say they are 
unsure and 18% say they never had a plan to go 
for senior promotion.

6 Motherhood is an 
important consideration 
for the majority of young 
women in law
The prospect of motherhood provides a 
backdrop for decision making about their career 
from a very early stage in women’s careers.

Overall, 74% of women say they have 
considered motherhood for some time with 
28% thinking about having children before 
they started in law and 15% doing so as they 
establish their career in the first two years.

Two in three females in law have or are 
considering having a family (73%) with 6% 
saying they are mothers now and only 4% 
saying they don’t want a family. 

7 The ability to balance 
family and career is a 
key concern in career 
decisions
When women in law think about continuing 
their career when they have a family, the ability 
to manage the practical challenge of balancing 
family and work are their top concerns. 

Achieving work / life balance is the top concern 
for two thirds of women (66%) followed by the 
ability to find compatible childcare (58%). The 
extent to which their career prospects will be 
hampered is the third area of concern for 51%.

8 The environment for 
women in law who have 
families is perceived  
as negative
While women are keen to have a balance 
between career and family, perceptions of their 
current firm make them think this will not be 
realistic for them.

When asked whether they think having children 
holds back a career in their organisation 88% 
agreed this was the case for women compared 
to 5% believing this applied to men. 

On returning to work, barely one in three 
women (36%) anticipate support and 
encouragement from their colleagues who they 
suggest will be more worried about the impact 
on their own work (71%) first and foremost 
along with an assumption that a return-to-
work mum is less serious about career (60%) 
and will have fewer opportunities offered to 
them (48%).

Barely one in three women anticipate support and 
encouragement from their colleagues when they return 
to work after children.
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9 The uncompromising 
nature of the job  
appears a turn-off
A major problem for women in law 
appears to be reconciling the things they 
are expected to do in order to have a 
successful career or senior progression 
with potential family commitments.

When asked about the behaviours valued by 
senior managers and partners, the majority 
of women said extraordinary commitment, 
delivering new business and networking were 
most important – typically beyond what is 
acceptable or conducive to a balanced life. 

 A lack of role models 
makes the possibility of 
combining career and 
family seem remote
The perception that combining career and 
family is not possible is backed up by the reality 
of what women in law see in their firms. 

Women say that from female role models, the 
top quality they want to see is the ability to 
balance work and life. They believe that senior 
women should be ‘making a difference to 
the way things are done’ in firms, mentoring 
juniors and talking about the realities of being a 
senior female in a law firm. 

In reality, only a minority are likely to 
experience this. Just 23% felt that all or many 
of the senior women in their firm are good role 
models and 38% of women in law say there are 
few good women role models or none at all.

 Flexible working and a 
supporting culture are  
key to retaining women
The ability to work flexibly and not feel 
penalised by doing so is a critical consideration 
for women when they think about whether to 
stay or leave their organisation. 

Two thirds (65%) of women in law would 
leave for a firm with the exact same job 
but which offered flexible working. For 
flexible working to be successful women 
say having managers who embrace this 
working practice and being given the same 
career opportunities as non-flexiworking 
counterparts are rated as most important.

 Firms need to look to the 
future needs of women 
and men in law
The final area law firms need to consider is 
how they listen to and act on the emerging 
ideas women and men have about managing a 
career alongside family. 

Shared Parental Leave may be a relatively new 
policy but the majority of women in law (64%) 
say they would be interested in exploring how 
it would work for them if they had children with 
only 16% ruling it out. 

There are also signs for employers that future 
policy supporting women with family and 
work shouldn’t just be targeted at women 
but include men, as the loss of earnings when 
taking extended maternity leave, and the 
impact on men’s careers top the concerns 
around their partner sharing leave with them.
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Senior women should be making a difference to the way 
things are done at work.
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The case for action
In many ways City law firms are no different from their counterparts in 
banking or other sectors in needing to go further to address concerns 
among young women about how they will eventually manage career and 
family in order to support their pipeline of future female talent.

It is also clear from the research that 
failing to confront this issue effectively 
will be costly for law firms. 

In the short term, this will come from the high 
churn of women in law firms and the associated 
recruitment and employment costs. 

But those who continue to fall behind when 
it comes to gender progression can expect 
an even higher penalty further down the line 
when the clients in banking and wider industry 
choose not to work with firms who don’t reflect 
their own values and ways of working.

You can download our accompanying report 
“Women and the City – How employers can 
attract and retain talent for the future” which 
contains specific recommendations on the 
practical steps law firms can take at: www.
executive-coaching.co.uk/news-views

The presence of role models, supportive 
policy, managers and colleagues each play an 
important role in helping young women decide 
whether their firm is one where they get the 
balance and encouragement they need.

Where law firms face a significant problem is 
that when they attract young women, they face a 
tougher challenge not just in retaining them but in 
getting sufficient numbers on a senior career track. 

The fact that just one in three young women 
in law are interested in pursuing a senior 
role and that one in four of those who aren’t 
interested have lost ambition means any firm 
interested in meeting 30% Club’s target for 
female partners by 2020 has its work cut out.

What is clear from our research is that this means 
confronting the ‘law-firm specific’ drivers –
expectations from managers, partners as well as 
working practices – which appear to turn women 
away from City law careers so early on. It also 
means looking more creatively at what can be 
done differently to support these women such as 
offering gender-specific career development early 
on in their careers and despite their resistance 
about how this training will be perceived.
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Methodology
The report was commissioned by the Executive Coaching Consultancy 
to help understand and quantify any issues in the progression, 
motivation and aspirations of Generation Y Women in the City.

Insight was gathered via a quantitative online survey of 651 women 
working in the City, aged between 21-35, in April/May 2015.

 

About ECC 
The Executive Coaching Consultancy first launched in 1994 as one 
of the first dedicated executive coaching providers, and has since 
coached over 3000 women through the maternity transition as well as 
over 700 managers. We also offer Paternity Coaching in response to 
the shift towards men taking a more hands-on role in parenting.

Our team of specialist coaching professionals work alongside market-
leading organisations to improve retention and develop their diversity 
strategies. We are renowned for supporting businesses to retain their 
female talent. 

Follow us:
twitter.com/ECC_Team
www.linkedin.com/company/the-executive-coaching-consultancy 



125 Kensington High St, London W8 5SF

+44 (0)20 7795 6556
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