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Using unique data from University of Michigan Law
School graduates, the authors examine sex differences in
promotion to partnership among lawyers. The authors
investigate three steps in the partnership process: (1) the
decision to attrite early from private practice, (2) the
attainment of partnership among those who do not
attrite, and (3) determinants of partners’ earnings.
Results show that men are less likely than women to
leave private practice and more likely than women to
become partners, even after controlling for a number of
individual characteristics. Among partners, men earn
significantly more than women. There is no evidence of
a direct marriage or parenthood penalty, but lawyers
who have taken time out of the labor force to attend to
child care responsibilities are less likely to become part-
ners and earn less if they do become partners. These
findings provide strong indirect evidence that women
lawyers face multiple glass ceilings in the workplace.

Keywords: lawyers; promotion; gender; work-family
conflict

More than 40 percent of recent law school
graduates are women, and almost 40 per-

cent of associates in large firms are women
(Epstein et al. 1995; Harvard Law Review
1996). In 2003, women made up 63 percent of
Berkeley Law School’s graduating class, 51 per-
cent of Columbia Law School’s graduating class,
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and 47 percent of Harvard Law School’s graduating class (Belkin 2003). Despite
the rapid feminization of law since the 1970s, women associates are far less likely
than male associates to become partners. According to a recent American Bar
Association Commission report, the most pervasive underrepresentation of
women lawyers is among partners in law firms (Rhode 2001, 23). Only 16 percent
of partners in law firms are women (Belkin 2003). Rhode (2001, 23) contended
that “the disparities are even more pronounced for equity and managing part-
ners . . . only about 5 percent of managing partners . . . are women.”

Women now graduate from top law schools and enter prestigious law firms at
roughly the same rates as do men. As Belkin (2003, 44) put it, women “start strong
out of the gate.” But after leaving law school and entering firms, women increas-
ingly fall behind men. Why is this? Epstein et al. (1995) asserted that women asso-
ciates make partner at lower rates than do male associates because women face
“multiple glass ceilings” that men do not at many stages of the career hierarchy.
One such stage is the decision to remain in a firm long enough to be considered for
partnership. Partnership typically occurs after six to eight years at a firm, but many
women associates drop out of large law practices by their fourth year (Epstein et al.
1995). Donovan (1990, 142) claimed that “the single most important element of
women’s inability to make partner is the high attrition rate of women from firms . . .
women cannot make partner if they have left the firm.” Foster (1995, 1658) stated
that “attrition perpetuates the glass ceiling as fewer women are available for pro-
motion and more men remain in decision-making positions as a result.”

High attrition in the first years after joining firms is not the only reason offered
for women’s underrepresentation in partnership ranks. Epstein et al. (1995), Kay
and Hagan (1999), and Rhode (2001) have claimed that glass ceilings operate at
other career stages as well—resulting in lower promotion chances for women asso-
ciates who remain in firms and in lower earnings and equity shares for women who
become partners.

Epstein et al. (1995) identified the following as institutional factors that may
marginalize women associates: “rainmaking” demands (i.e., generating new clients
for the firm), lack of mentors, sexual harassment and discrimination, high work
hours, and part-time work tracks that permanently derail lawyers from partnership
tracks. Kay and Hagan (1999) listed many of the same factors when they argued
that female associates have fewer opportunities than male associates to develop
“social capital” within law firms. Researchers who interview women lawyers find
that many report experiencing sex discrimination within the firm. Chambers
(1989) reported that both men and women lawyers identify sex discrimination as
one of the main reasons for women’s early attrition from private firms and lower
rates of promotion to partnership. Rosenberg, Perlstadt, and Phillips (1993) noted
that women lawyers report lower levels of discrimination at the “front door”
(hiring) than on the job (salary, promotion, and assignments).
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The primary personal factor identified by these authors as constraining women’s
partnership chances is that some cut back labor supply (e.g., work part-time for a
period, take a family leave, work fewer hours per year) to balance the demands of
motherhood with the demands of practicing law. As Donovan (1990, 142) put it,
“The most notorious reason for women to leave [a firm] is motherhood.” Brock-
man (1994) found that child care responsibilities and family leave policies play a
significant role in career decisions—jobs, specialties, cases, and work hours—for
women but not for men. Common reasons women report for leaving the field of
law are the lack of flexibility offered by law firms, long hours, child care commit-
ments, and the stressful nature of the work. Men are less likely to cite “work-family
conflict” as a reason for leaving law and are more likely to state the desire to use
different skills (Brockman 1994).

As these authors noted, the distinction between institutional and personal con-
straints is fuzzy. For instance, a woman associate may “choose” to work part-time
for several years, and this choice may reduce her chances of making partner. But
this choice may be a response to discrimination within a firm, or this choice may be
all that is available in a firm. Furthermore, the “choice” itself may be strongly con-
ditioned by the expectations of others—family, colleagues, the larger culture—
expectations that do not constrain men’s labor supply choices (Epstein et al. 1995).

Past Research

Most authors cited above hypothesized that work-family conflicts lead women
to reduce their labor supply in ways that increase their chances of exiting law firms
and reduce their chances of becoming partners. Two studies of attrition from law
firms (Kay 1997; Spurr and Sueyoshi 1994) and several studies of partnership
(Hagan and Kay 1995; Hull and Nelson 2000; Kay and Hagan 1998, 1999; Spurr
1990; Spurr and Sueyoshi 1994) have used relatively recent data on lawyers’ out-
comes to test this hypothesis.

What do these researchers find? First, sex strongly predicted exits from law
firms and promotion to partnership even when controlling for law school quality,
academic distinction in law school, potential work experience (i.e., years since
called to the bar, years since law school graduation), legal specialization, having
taken a leave for child care, marital status, children, current work hours, and mea-
sures of social capital (Hagan and Kay 1995; Hull and Nelson 2000; Kay 1997; Kay
and Hagan 1998, 1999; Spurr 1990; Spurr and Sueyoshi 1994). Second, labor sup-
ply matters. Having taken a family leave was more common among women and
reduced chances of partnership in Hagan and Kay’s (1995) sample of Toronto law-
yers. A work-family constraint lowered women’s but not men’s chances of partner-
ship in Hull and Nelson’s (2000) sample of Chicago lawyers. Current work hours
positively predicted partnership.

The usefulness of this research in assessing for the extent to which women’s
labor supply choices reduce their chances of becoming partners is limited given
the relatively weak measures of labor supply used. No study had a measure of years
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worked part-time to care for children. Yet Epstein et al. (1995) and Rhode (2001)
have argued that choosing to work-part time on a “mommy track” can stigmatize
women as “not serious” and permanently damage chances of becoming partners.
Hagan and Kay (1995), Hull and Nelson (2000), and Kay and Hagan (1998) had
measures of whether lawyers had taken family leaves but no data on the length of
those leaves. No study had a measure of years practicing law. Instead, all of these
prior studies included a measure of potential experience (years since called to the
bar or years since law school graduation), but actual years practiced is likely lower
for women than for men. Hagan and Kay (1995), Hull and Nelson (2000), and Kay
and Hagan (1998, 1999) had measures of current work hours, but current work
hours are likely endogenous since partners are expected to work long hours. Those
who do not make partner might well cut back work hours.

Researchers who interview women lawyers
find that many report experiencing sex

discrimination within the firm.

Given the limitations of the labor supply measures used in past research, it may
be surprising to learn that even with these weak controls for labor supply, mothers
are no less likely than childless women to become partners (Hagan and Kay 1995;
Hull and Nelson 2000; Kay and Hagan 1998, 1999). This does not mean that sex
does not matter for partnership; mothers and childless women are equally less
likely than men to become partners.

We use detailed information on the fifteen-year careers of graduates of the Uni-
versity of Michigan Law School to investigate sex differences in promotion to part-
nership. Because women may be disadvantaged relative to men at multiple career
stages, we examine three steps in the partnership process: (1) the decision to attrite
early from private practice, (2) the attainment of partnership among those who do
not attrite, and (3) determinants of partners’ earnings. Because we have direct
measures of the labor supply choices made to handle child care responsibilities
(e.g., months time out for kids, months worked part-time for kids, and years
worked in law), we can more precisely estimate the extent to which cutbacks in
labor supply are associated with reduced chances of becoming partner for women
who start out in private practice than have past researchers. If, after controlling for
sex differences in these precise measures of labor supply, women still have higher
early attrition rates from private practice than men, women who stay in private
practice are still less likely to be promoted than men, and women who become
partners still have lower earnings than men, then this is strong indirect evidence
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that glass ceilings such as those outlined by Epstein et al. (1995) constrain women’s
opportunities at multiple points in their legal careers. In addition, if after control-
ling for labor supply, motherhood has no further effects on early attrition, partner-
ship among stayers, and wages of partners, then it seems unlikely that parenting
concerns account for the remaining sex differences in early attrition, partnership,
and earnings.

Examining women’s experiences at multiple stages of their careers after they
first enter firms is important because the experiences of women long-termers in a
firm likely inform the career decisions made by new women entrants. If cutting
back on labor supply has derailed the partnership of older women, then new
entrants who are concerned about balancing work and family may quit private
practice for another legal setting. If older women who have not cut back labor sup-
ply are less likely than men with similar work histories to become partners, and if
women partners earn less than men partners with similar work histories, then even
new women entrants who are not concerned about balancing family demands may
decide their opportunities are restricted and leave.

Data

We use a sample of University of Michigan Law School graduates to examine
these questions. The law school surveys all graduates fifteen years after graduation
about their earnings, work hours, work histories (including interruptions and years
worked part-time), work settings, and families. These survey data are matched
with law school records, giving additional information on graduates’ performance
while in law school.

The sample includes the graduating classes of 1972 to 1985. Outcomes are
observed from 1987 to 2000. The average response rate across all years was 60 per-
cent for women and 64 percent for men. We exclude women and men with missing
data on the variables used in the analyses (about 18 percent of the total sample). We
use three samples in our analyses: those who spent at least one year in private prac-
tice (433 women and 1,876 men), those who spent at least four years in private
practice (354 women and 1,694 men), and those who were partners in their fif-
teenth year (144 women and 1,116 men).

Measures

We constructed three dependent variables. The first is a dummy variable equal
to one if the respondent has less than four years of private practice experience but
has worked in private practice for at least one year (i.e., an “early attritor” or
“leaver”). The second is a dummy variable equal to one if the respondent is a part-
ner in a firm with two or more members at year fifteen. The third is the log of
annual earnings in year fifteen.
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Independent variables are in six groups: demographics, law school perfor-
mance, family characteristics, work experience, connections/support, and per-
sonal satisfaction. Demographic variables include a dummy variable for whether a
respondent is male and another for whether the respondent is white. Law school
performance is measured by grade point average (GPA) in law school. Family vari-
ables include dummy variables for whether the respondent has ever been married
and ever had children. Measures of work experience include years practiced law,
months since law school during which the respondent worked part-time to care for
children, and months since law school during which the respondent did not work at
all to care for children. Connections/support are measured by dummy variables
that indicate whether the respondent’s spouse is a lawyer and whether the respon-
dent has a mentor. We include a dummy variable equal to one if the respondent is
satisfied with his or her balance of family and professional life. All the above vari-
ables are used in the analyses predicting partnership. In the attrition analyses, we
exclude the spouse is lawyer variable. In the earnings analyses, we exclude the
spouse is lawyer and satisfaction variables and include measures of firm size (small,
medium, and large) and the log of annual hours worked in year fifteen.

Method

First, we present statistics showing the percentage of women and men in private
practice for varying lengths of time; the percentage who are partners, using varying
samples based on time in private practice; and the means of predictor measures.
Next, we estimate models predicting early attrition (i.e., leaving private practice
within four years) for those who have at least one year of private practice experi-
ence and predicting partnership for those who have at least four years of private
practice experience. Because these dependent variables are binary, the models are
estimated using logistic regression. We estimate models for all lawyers and for men
and women separately to see if the effects of the predictor variables differ signifi-
cantly by sex. We then estimate models predicting annual earnings for those who
are partners in their fifteenth year using ordinary least squares (OLS) regression.
We also reestimated models predicting early attrition and partnership including
the log of annual hours worked as a predictor variable and report results in the text.

Results

Table 1 reports the private practice experience of law school graduates and the
percentages of graduates who make partner. The vast majority of graduates had
spent at least one year in private practice, and a smaller but still sizeable majority
had spent four or more years in private practice. Women were less likely than men
to have tried out private practice for at least one year (82 vs. 87 percent), to have
stayed in practice for four or more years (67 vs. 79 percent), and to have made part-
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TABLE 1
UNIVERSITY OF MICHIGAN LAW SCHOOL DATA

(GRADUATION YEARS 1972-85)

Men Women Gender Gap

Percentage in private practice
At least one year 87 82 5
At least four years 79 67 12
At year fifteen 57 35 22

Percentage partner
Of total sample 52 27 25
Of those in private practice at

least one year 59 33 26
Of those in private practice

at least four years 65 40 25

n (total sample) 2,150 531
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ner (27 vs. 52 percent). Among graduates who did not attrite early (those with four
or more years’ of private practice), 40 percent of women and 65 percent of men
were partners.

Figure 1 shows attrition from private practice over time for graduates who have
worked at least one year in private practice. At three years of experience, the gap
between the percentage of men and women still in private practice is minor—94
versus 89 percent, respectively. The gap widens to approximately 10 percentage
points after four and five years of work experience. We suspect that this is the
period when women become discouraged about their chances of making partner.
Between five and eight years, the years in which partnership decisions are typically
made, the gap widens another 10 percentage points, reaching nearly 20 percent at
year eight. It seems likely that women leave private practice at higher rates after
five to eight years of practice either because they expect not to make partner or
they do not make partner. The gender gap in attrition is constant over the period
from eight to fifteen years.

Table 2 reports the means of the variables used in the analyses for graduates with
one or more year of private practice. The means for graduates with four or more
years of private practice experience are not shown but are very similar to the means
presented here. Means that differ significantly by sex are in bold, and those that
differ by parenthood status within sex are underlined. Sex differences in family
characteristics were large: women were more likely to be childless, less likely to be
married, and more likely to be married to a lawyer. Women, on average, also
worked significantly fewer hours than men—1,966 hours versus 2,493 hours.
Women and men were equally likely to have had a mentor and were equally satis-
fied with the balance of family and work in their lives.

Sex differences in the labor supply of parents are striking (see Table 3). Only 19
of the 1,574 fathers in our sample had worked part-time, and only 17 had taken a
leave from work to care for children. In contrast, 47 percent of mothers had
worked part-time and 42 percent had taken a leave from work. Mothers who had
worked part-time averaged forty-two months of part-time work over the fifteen
years since law school graduation, and those who took a leave from work averaged
twenty-four months not working. Fathers worked more hours in year fifteen than
did mothers—2,519 versus 2,005 hours. These differences in mothers’ and fathers’
labor supply are consistent with Epstein et al.’s (1995) observation that while both
fathers and mothers report family and work conflicts, only mothers reduce their
labor supply to respond to these conflicts.

Although women lawyers were more likely than men lawyers to cut back labor
supply, 56 percent of women lawyers never worked part-time or took a leave. This
56 percent consists of childless women (29 percent of the sample) and mothers
who never worked part-time or took time out to care for children (27 percent of the
sample). Women who had not worked part-time or dropped out worked high
hours—roughly twenty-four hundred at year fifteen.

Results of estimating the multivariate models predicting early attrition and part-
nership are reported in Table 4. The first three columns in Table 4 report results
from logistic regressions predicting early attrition for lawyers with at least one year
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of practice; the next three columns report results of logistic regressions predicting
partnership for lawyers who had been in private practice for four or more years. In
each set of three regressions, we present results for all lawyers, then for male law-
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TABLE 2
DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS USED IN REGRESSION ANALYSES,
BY SEX AND PARENTHOOD STATUS, IN PRIVATE PRACTICE

FOR AT LEAST ONE YEAR, UNIVERSITY OF MICHIGAN LAW SCHOOL DATA
(GRADUATION YEARS 1972-85)

Men Women

Variable All Childless Fathers All Childless Mothers

Partner 0.59 0.49 0.61 0.33 0.31 0.34
(0.49) (0.50) (0.50) (0.47) (0.46) (0.48)

Less than four years’ 0.10 0.12 0.09 0.18 0.19 0.18
of private practice (0.29) (0.32) (0.29) (0.38) (0.39) (0.38)

At least four years’ 0.90 0.88 0.91 0.82 0.81 0.82
of private practice (0.30) (0.32) (0.29) (0.39) (0.39) (0.38)

White 0.95 0.93 0.95 0.91 0.90 0.92
(0.22) (0.26) (0.21) (0.29) (0.31) (0.28)

Grade point average 3.19 3.14 3.20 3.16 3.13 3.18
(0.40) (0.41) (0.40) (0.42) (0.43) (0.41)

Family
Ever married 0.90 0.53 0.97 0.78 0.44 0.92

(0.30) (0.50) (0.17) (0.41) (0.50) (0.27)
Ever had children 0.84 0.00 1.00 0.71 0.00 1.00

(0.37) (0.00) (0.00) (0.45) (0.00) (0.00)
Experience

Years practiced law 13.99 13.74 14.03 13.06 13.10 13.05
(2.68) (2.83) (2.67) (3.45) (3.73) (3.39)

Months part-time 0.29 0.00 0.34 13.95 0.00 19.68
for kids (3.72) (0.00) (4.06) (29.18) (0.00) (33.00)

Months not worked 0.10 0.00 0.11 7.04 0.00 9.94
for kids (1.82) (0.00) (2.00) (20.79) (0.00) (24.12)

Annual hours workeda 2,493 2,414 2,508 1,966 2,370 1,800
(455) (493) (446) (860) (643) (884)

Mentor (1 = yes) 0.60 0.55 0.61 0.61 0.62 0.61
(0.49) (0.50) (0.49) (0.49) (0.49) (0.49)

Spouse is a lawyer (1 = yes) 0.11 0.10 0.11 0.31 0.17 0.36
(0.31) (0.31) (0.31) (0.46) (0.37) (0.48)

Satisfied with work-family 0.57 0.54 0.58 0.56 0.49 0.59
balance (1 = yes) (0.49) (0.50) (0.49) (0.50) (0.50) (0.49)

n 1,876 302 1,574 433 126 307

NOTE: Standard deviations in parentheses. Values in bold are significantly different by sex (p <
.10). Values that are underlined are significantly different by parenthood status within sex (p <
.10).
a. For those employed in year fifteen.



yers, and then for female lawyers. Coefficients that differ significantly by sex are in
bold.

We begin by discussing early attrition (i.e., leaving a firm by the fourth year).
Many of the predictor variables are measured over the fifteen years after gradua-
tion, and most of the “leavers” likely exited private practice prior to year fifteen. As
a result, the findings on attrition are not interpreted within a causal framework but
instead within an “associative” framework. That is, the findings simply tell us
whether those who left private practice by the fourth year differ significantly on a
set of characteristics compared to those who remained in private practice beyond
the fourth year.

Women are more likely than men to exit, even after controlling for GPA, mar-
riage, children, labor supply, mentoring, and satisfaction (see Table 4). GPA and
years practiced law are significantly associated with lower rates of leaving for both
men and women. Marriage, children, time out, and part-time work are not signifi-
cantly associated with rates of leaving for women or men. Even when the experi-
ence measures are removed from the model, marriage and children remain unre-
lated to rates of leaving for both women and men. Men who have a mentor are less
likely to exit. Only one coefficient is significantly different in the male and female
regressions. Men who left are more likely than men who stayed to be satisfied with
their work-family balance at the fifteenth year; this is not true for women. Further
analyses show that, for women, having children, taking time out of work, and work-
ing part-time are all positively associated with work-family satisfaction. Women
who leave private practice are more likely to take time out of work, women who stay
in private practice are more likely to work part-time, and both groups are equally
likely to have children. Therefore, it appears that both women “leavers” and
“stayers” have balanced their work and family lives in different ways, but both
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TABLE 3
DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS ON PARENTS’ WORK

HISTORIES BY SEX, IN PRIVATE PRACTICE FOR AT LEAST
ONE YEAR, UNIVERSITY OF MICHIGAN LAW SCHOOL DATA

(GRADUATION YEARS 1972-85)

Fathers (n = 1,574) Mothers (n = 307)

Work History % Mean Months % Mean Months

Ever worked part-time 1 28.41 PT 47 41.67 PT
Ever nonwork 1 10.54 FT 42 23.83 FT
Only worked part-time 1 26.93 PT 20 44.69 PT
Only nonwork 1 6.31 FT 14 28.20 FT
Worked both part-time and nonwork 0.25 41.29 FTE 27 41.28 FTE
Worked part-time or nonwork 2 14.04 FTE 62 32.13 FTE

NOTE: All statistics are significantly different by sex (p < .10), except for the “mean months”
value for mothers and fathers who both worked part-time and nonwork. PT = part-time months;
FT = full-time months; FTE = full-time equivalent months.



approaches are equally satisfying. Since very few men who remain in private prac-
tice actually work part-time, it may be that—for men—work-family satisfaction
only comes through leaving the stressful world of private practice for other less
demanding lines of work.

Sex also affects promotion rates for lawyers who remain in firms for at least four
years. Women are less likely than men to be promoted to partner, even when GPA,
race, years practiced law, months part-time, months nonwork, marital status, num-
ber of kids, mentorship, and satisfaction are controlled (see Table 4). There is no
evidence of a marriage or parenthood penalty for women either when experience is

140 THE ANNALS OF THE AMERICAN ACADEMY

TABLE 4
SUMMARY OF REGRESSION RESULTS, UNIVERSITY OF MICHIGAN LAW

SCHOOL DATA (GRADUATION YEARS 1972-85)

Predicting Early Attritiona Predicting Partnershipb

Variable Total Menc Womenc Total Menc Womenc

Male –0.568*** 0.690***
(0.181) (0.152)

White –0.540** –0.444 –0.805* 0.212 0.478* –1.005*
(0.264) (0.345) (0.431) (0.235) (0.265) (0.519)

Grade point average –0.589*** –0.473** –0.873** 0.636*** 0.530*** 1.201***
(0.185) (0.219) (0.360) (0.135) (0.149) (0.349)

Family
Ever married 0.023 0.315 –0.369 0.388** 0.301 0.486

(0.239) (0.324) (0.366) (0.181) (0.211) (0.372)
Ever had children –0.101 –0.280 0.190 0.284* 0.307* 0.278

(0.206) (0.247) (0.364) (0.153) (0.175) (0.327)
Experience

Years practiced law –0.208*** –0.221*** –0.168*** 0.398*** 0.399*** 0.403***
(0.018) (0.020) (0.037) (0.038) (0.042) (0.104)

Months part-time –0.007 0.008 –0.007 –0.006 –0.018 –0.007*
for kids (0.006) (0.017) (0.007) (0.004) (0.023) (0.004)

Months not worked 0.002 –0.033 0.006 –0.066** –0.797** –0.053**
for kids (0.005) (0.060) (0.006) (0.026) (0.375) (0.025)

Mentor –0.215 –0.312* 0.111 0.296*** 0.281** 0.517**
(0.143) (0.167) (0.283) (0.102) (0.113) (0.260)

Spouse is a lawyer — — — 0.244 0.089 0.787***
(0.150) (0.177) (0.291)

Satisfied with work- 0.453*** 0.645*** –0.062 –0.511*** –0.536*** –0.643**
family balance (0.150) (0.183) (0.276) (0.103) (0.114) (0.257)

n 2,309 1,876 433 2,048 1,694 354

NOTE: Standard errors in parentheses.
a. Sample includes those with at least one year in private practice.
b. Sample includes those with at least four years in private practice.
c. Coefficients in bold are significantly different by sex (p < .10).
*p < .10. **p < .05. ***p < .01.



controlled or when experience measures are excluded from the models (results not
shown). In fact, marriage and children are positively associated with the probabil-
ity of becoming partner when experience measures are included. Marriage
remains positively associated with partnership for women when experience mea-
sures are excluded, but the coefficient on children drops to zero. GPA, years prac-
ticed law, and having a mentor are positively associated with partnership, and
months not worked is negatively associated with partnership. The effects of time
out on partnership are significantly larger for men, and the effects of GPA on part-
nership are significantly larger for women. Part-time work significantly decreases
the likelihood of becoming a partner for women but not for men; however, the dif-
ference in the effect is not large enough to be statistically different by sex. Having a
lawyer as a spouse increases women’s but not men’s chances of becoming a partner.

We suspect that this [after four or five years of
work experience] is the period when women
become discouraged about their chances of

making partner.

There is a lot of consistency across the two sets of results. Men are less likely to
attrite and more likely to make partner. Lawyers with high GPAs, a mentor, and
more legal work experience are less likely to attrite and more likely to make part-
ner. Taking time off from work decreases the chance of partnership (significant)
and increases the chances of attrition (insignificant). There is no evidence of a
direct marriage or motherhood penalty for women. Male stayers are less satisfied
with their work-family balance than males who left private practice early in their
careers, and men and women who make partner are less satisfied with work-family
balance than those who do not.

Because logistic coefficients do not show how much the probability of an event
changes when the predictor variables change, we translate the estimated coeffi-
cients into predicted probabilities. We calculate the predicted probability of exit-
ing private practice/becoming partner for an individual with fixed characteristics
and then recalculate probabilities changing those characteristics one at a time. We
report these predicted probabilities in Table 5. The first column in Table 5 reports
predicted probabilities of early attrition based on coefficients from the early attri-
tion regressions analyzed for all lawyers. The next two columns report probabilities
based on the coefficients in the attrition regressions analyzed for men and women
separately. The last three columns in Table 5 report predicted probabilities of part-
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nership based on the coefficients from the partnership regressions. Predicted
probabilities that are based on significant coefficients are in bold.

The “base” lawyer in Table 5 is a white man who is married with children, has an
average GPA, 13.5 years of private practice experience, no leave, no part-time
experience, a mentor, is satisfied with his work-family balance, and has a spouse
who is not a lawyer. This “base” lawyer has a 9 percent chance of leaving private
practice before his fourth year and a 57 percent chance of making partner if he
remains in private practice for at least four years (see Table 5, scenario 1). A woman
with these same characteristics has a 15 percent chance of leaving practice within
four years and a 40 percent chance of making partner if she remains in private prac-
tice for at least four years (see Table 5, scenario 2). Thus, “being female” increased
the predicted chances of attrition by 6 percentage points and reduced the chances
of becoming partner by 17 percentage points.
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TABLE 5
PREDICTED PROBABILITIES, UNDER DIFFERENT

SCENARIOS, UNIVERSITY OF MICHIGAN LAW SCHOOL DATA
(GRADUATION YEARS 1972-85)

Probability of Probability of
Early Attrition Becoming a Partner

Scenario Alla Menb Womenb Alla Menb Womenb

1. Male, white, 3.2 grade point .09 .09 .14 .57 .58 .35
average, married, kids, 13.5
years practiced law, 0 part-time
months, 0 break months,
mentor, satisfied with work-
family balance, spouse
not a lawyer

2. Sex (“become female”) .15 .40
3. Grade point average increases .07 .07 .09 .65 .64 .49

by 0.5
4. Never married .09 .07 .18 .48 .50 .24
5. No kids .10 .12 .11 .51 .50 .29
6. Never married/no kids .10 .09 .16 .41 .43 .20
7. One additional year practicing law .08 .08 .12 .67 .67 .44
8. Forty-two part-time months .07 .13 .10 .51 .39 .28
9. Twelve break months .09 .06 .14 .38 .00 .22

10. Eighteen break months .10 .05 .15 .29 .00 .17
11. No mentor .11 .12 .12 .50 .51 .24
12. Not satisfied with work- .06 .05 .14 .69 .70 .50

family balance
13. Spouse “becomes” a lawyer .— .— .— .63 .60 .54

NOTE: Figures represent predicted probability when only the given variable is changed. Bolded
values represent changes for variables that are statistically significant.
a. Using same coefficients for both sexes.
b. Using sex-specific coefficients.



Only GPA, years practiced law, having a mentor, and lack of satisfaction with
family/work balance were significantly associated with early attrition. An increase
of 0.5 in one’s GPA (roughly a rise from a B+ to an A average) reduced the pre-
dicted probability of early attrition from .09 to .07 for the “base” man and from .14
to .09 for the “base” woman (see Table 5, scenario 3). An additional year of law
practice reduced the “base” man’s predicted probability of early attrition from .09
to .08 and the “base” woman’s predicted probability of attrition from .14 to .12.
Men who had mentors had a lower predicted probability of early attrition than did
men without mentors—.09 versus .12. Men who were satisfied with work-family
balance had a lower predicted probability of early attrition than did those who were
not satisfied—.09 versus .05.

GPA and time out to care for children had modest to large effects on partnership
chances, depending on whether predicted probabilities were calculated using
coefficients from the male or female regressions. An increase of 0.5 in law school
GPA would raise the “base” man’s predicted probability of partnership from .58 to
.64 and the “base” woman’s predicted probability from .35 to .49. If a “base” man
were to take a one-year leave from work for child care responsibilities, his pre-
dicted probability of becoming a partner plummets from .58 to .00 (see Table 5,
scenario 9). If the “base” man were to work part-time for forty-two months, his pre-
dicted probability of becoming partner drops from .58 to .39. These drops, while
theoretically large, have little practical import since virtually no men drop out or
work part-time. The predicted effects of labor supply for women’s partnership
chances, while smaller than those of men, are by no means trivial. A year leave of
absence reduces the “base” women’s predicted probability of partnership from .35
to .22, and working part-time for forty-two months reduces her predicted probabil-
ity of partnership from .35 to .28 (see Table 5, scenarios 9 and 8). Since large minor-
ities of women lawyers do take family leave and/or work part-time, these predicted
drops in chances of partnership have practical as well as theoretical implications.

There is little evidence in Table 5 of a marriage or motherhood penalty. If the
“base” woman were never married (versus married), her predicted probability of
partnership drops from .35 to .24. If the “base” woman were childless (versus being
a mother), her predicted probability of partnership drops from .35 to .29.

Mentorship and satisfaction significantly predicted partnership for both men
and women, and having a spouse who is a lawyer predicted partnership for women
but not men. Not having a mentor reduced the “base” man’s predicted chances of
becoming a partner from 58 to 51 percent and reduced the “base” woman’s
chances even more from 35 to 24 percent. Having mentors for women within firms
may be effective in improving chances of partnership. If we simulate our “base”
case to be unsatisfied with his or her work-family balance, the “base” man’s pre-
dicted chances of becoming partner rises from 58 to 70 percent, and those of the
“base” woman rises from 35 to 50 percent. This should not be interpreted causally;
it shows that partners are less likely than other lawyers to be satisfied with their
work-family balance. Having a spouse who is a lawyer increases the “base” woman’s
chance of becoming partner from 35 to 54 percent.
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We did not control for work hours in the attrition and partnership regressions
because of endogeneity concerns; work hours are measured in year fifteen, and
attrition and partnership likely occur prior to year fifteen. As a specification check,
we added measures of hours worked in year fifteen to these regressions. When we
did so, the coefficients on the sex dummy drop slightly. The “base” woman’s proba-
bility of attriting drops from 15 to 14 percent, and her probability of making part-
ner rises from 40 to 43 percent (scenario 2 in Table 5). Work hours, as expected, are
lower for those who attrite and are higher for partners.

Rhode (2001) argued that women who become partners are less likely than men
partners to hold equity shares and to become managing partners. We examine the
sex difference in earnings for lawyers who have become partners by their fifteenth
year after graduation in Table 6. The first two columns of Table 6 report means on
earnings and individual characteristics for men and women partners. The differ-
ence between men’s and women’s mean log earnings is .28. This means that men’s
average earnings are 32 percent higher than those of women (i.e., [exp(.28) – 1] ×
100 = 32 percent). Women partners are less likely than men partners to be married
and more likely to be childless. There are no sex differences in years practiced law,
but there are modest differences in part-time work and family leave. On average,
women partners have worked part-time for one year and have spent 1.7 months out
of the labor force. In comparison, men partners average only two to three days of
part-time work experience and no time away from work. Men partners’ annual
work hours are 10 percent higher than those of women—a difference of about 224
hours more per year. Both sexes are equally likely to have had a mentor and are
equally distributed among firms of different sizes.

The third column of Table 6 reports results of a regression predicting partners’
annual earnings. When we reran this regression separately by sex, only the coeffi-
cients on part-time work and firm size significantly differed by sex. The fourth col-
umn of Table 6 reports results from an earnings regression that includes interac-
tions of sex with part-time work and with the firm size dummies. The male earnings
advantage is halved from 32 to 16 percent (i.e. [exp (.15) – 1] × 100 = 16 percent)
when race, GPA, marital status, children, work experience, work hours, mentoring,
and firm size are controlled (Table 6, third column). Sex differences in annual work
hours at year fifteen and in time out account for most of this drop.

Taking time out to care for children has a big effect on partners’ earnings. Earn-
ings drop by 2.3 percent for each additional month of family leave. Thus, a single
year of family leave over the fifteen years since leaving school would lower a
woman partner’s expected earnings in year fifteen by 27.6 percent. Part-time work
experience has no effect on women partners’ earnings, but male partners with part-
time work experience pay a large earnings penalty. For every additional month of
part-time work experience, men’s annual earnings drop by 3.4 percent. There is no
evidence of a marriage or parenthood penalty; marriage and parenthood have posi-
tive but insignificant effects on earnings.
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Table 6
DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS AND REGRESSION RESULTS

FOR ANALYSIS PREDICTING LN EARNINGS AMONG PARTNERS,
BY SEX, UNIVERSITY OF MICHIGAN LAW SCHOOL DATA

(GRADUATION YEARS 1972-85)

Mean Coefficient

Variable Men Women Model 1 Model 2

ln annual earnings 12.19 11.92
(0.55) (0.70)

Sex (1 = male) 1.00 0.00 0.145*** 0.434***
(0.048) (0.089)

White 0.97 0.92 –0.013 –0.018
(0.18) (0.28) (0.075) (0.075)

Grade point average 3.24 3.28 0.219*** 0.207***
(0.39) (0.38) (0.039) (0.039)

Ever married 0.92 0.85 0.017 0.019
(0.27) (0.36) (0.056) (0.056)

Ever had children 0.87 0.73 0.062 0.068
(0.34) (0.45) (0.045) (0.045)

Years practiced law 14.73 14.69 0.034** 0.030**
(0.90) (1.02) (0.015) (0.015)

Months part-time for kids 0.10 12.06 –0.002 –0.001
(1.87) (29.60) (0.002) (0.002)

Months part-time for Kids × Sex –0.033***
(0.008)

Months not worked for kids 0.00 1.71 –0.022** –0.023**
(0.09) (4.36) (0.010) (0.010)

ln annual hours 7.84 7.73 0.648*** 0.661***
(0.14) (0.27) (0.091) (0.090)

Mentor (1 = yes) 0.63 0.67 0.050* 0.046
(0.48) (0.47) (0.029) (0.028)

Small firm 0.26 0.24 Omitted Omitted
(0.44) (0.43)

Medium firm 0.21 0.24 0.328*** 0.583***
(0.41) (0.43) (0.041) (0.118)

Medium Firm × Sex –0.289**
(0.125)

Large firm 0.53 0.52 0.516*** 0.873***
(0.50) (0.50) (0.035) (0.100)

Large Firm × Sex –0.406***
(0.105)

R-squared .286 .303
n 1,116 144 1,260 1,260

NOTE: Standard deviations/standard errors in parentheses. Values in bold are significantly dif-
ferent by sex (p < .10).
*p < .10. **p < .05. ***p < .01.



Conclusion and Discussion

In this article, we use data on graduates of the University of Michigan Law
School, a highly ranked law school that provides specialized training and access to
well-paid jobs, to examine sex differences in the path to partnership. These men
and women started off on an equal footing in the legal marketplace. Despite this,
men were almost twice as likely as women to become partners.

How did this happen? The pattern is one of cumulating disadvantages. Women
fell behind men in each stage in the progression to partnership. Women were
slightly less likely than men to try out private practice (82 vs. 87 percent). Women
who entered private practice were 1.8 times as likely as men to leave within four
years (18 vs. 10 percent). And among those who remained for four or more years,
men were 1.6 times more likely to be promoted to partner (65 vs. 40 percent). Even
among the select group of those who made partner, men’s mean annual earnings
were 32 percent higher than those of women.

Some argue that women are more likely than men to select themselves out at
each stage of the partnership process because men and women handle family
responsibilities differently. Certainly, a large minority of women in our sample cut
back labor supply to deal with family responsibilities, and virtually no men did so.
These cutbacks in labor supply were negatively associated with partnership
chances and with partners’ earnings. But we found large gaps between the early
attrition rates, chances of partnership, and annual earnings of men and women
partners with the same work histories. When we control for labor supply, marriage,
and children, the gap between men’s and women’s early attrition rates drops from 8
to 6 percentage points, the gap in promotion rates drops from 25 to roughly 17 per-
centage points, and the gap in partners’ mean earnings decreases from 32 to 16
percentage points. At most, one-quarter to one-third of the male/female differ-
ences in early attrition and promotion and one-half of the earnings gap between
men and women partners are due to labor supply differences. These estimates of
reductions may be on the high side since women’s labor supply choices are likely
influenced by the options firms offer and by women’s perceptions of sex
differences in promotion opportunities.

A family leave of one year reduced women’s chances of making partner by one-
third and reduced women partners’ earnings by 28 percent. But law school perfor-
mance and connections had equally strong effects on women lawyers’ careers. A
woman with a B+ average GPA in law school was 1.5 times as likely to attrite early as
was one with an A average (14 vs. 9 percent) and was less likely to make partner (35
vs. 49 percent). Women with mentors were almost 1.5 times as likely to become
partners as were those without mentors (35 vs. 24 percent), and women married to
lawyers were 1.8 times as likely to make partner as women who were not married to
lawyers (54 vs. 35 percent).

The few male lawyers who reduced their labor supply to care for children fared
badly economically. A year of leave reduced men’s predicted chances of making
partner from 58 to 0 percent, and a year of part-time work reduced male partners’
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predicted earnings by 41 percent. The meaning of these drops is unclear. These
could be very unusual men, or it could be that male lawyers who behave in nontra-
ditional ways face high penalties. If the latter were true, it is not surprising that so
few male lawyers reduce labor supply. Among fathers in our sample, only six had
taken at least one year of leave, and only thirteen had one year or more of part-time
work experience. None of the six fathers who had taken a year or more of leave, and
only three of the fathers who worked part-time for a year or more were partners.

One could argue that parenting responsibilities reduce women’s productivity at
work in ways not captured by these analyses. But controlling for labor supply,
mothers had the same early attrition rates, promotion rates, and earnings as did
childless women; and ever-married women were more likely to be promoted than
never-married women. It seems implausible that women’s commitment to home
and hearth accounts for the remaining sex-based gaps in early attrition, partner-
ship, and partners’ earnings.

This brings us to sex-based differences in the ways women are treated in law
firms. Epstein et al. (1995) posited that direct discrimination and sexual harass-
ment, as well as a wide array of embedded institutional practices, marginalize
women within law firms. We could not directly test this proposition since our data
set does not include measures of sexual harassment and discrimination and only
has two institutional measures—firm size and mentoring. But our finding of large
sex differences at each stage of the progression to partnership, controlling for labor
supply differences, suggests that women are disproportionately selected out and
discouraged at each of these stages. This is strong indirect evidence that women
face multiple glass ceilings.

Researchers who have conducted in-depth, in-person interviews with associates
and partners in law firms describe two sets of mechanisms that could systematically
disadvantage women. One set constrains associates’ labor supply choices and
determines the effects these choices have on partnership. For instance, although
firms offer part-time tracks, official policies differ on whether part-time work
counts for partnership and on whether part-timers can return to partnership tracks
(Epstein et al. 1995). Even when the official policy is that family leaves and part-
time work do not disqualify women from partnership, several studies find that
some women reported being assigned less important cases and being labeled as
less motivated after having worked part-time (Epstein et al. 1995; Gannon 2003).
This social stigma and fear of not being taken seriously likely keeps many lawyers
from pursuing part-time options. For instance, a study of 1,305 law offices nation-
wide in 2003 found that while 96 percent of those firms offered part-time positions,
only 4.1 percent of attorneys took advantage of reduced schedules (National Asso-
ciation of Law Placement 2003). This 4.1 percent rate of part-time work is mark-
edly lower than the 13 percent rate for individuals in professional specialties in
2002 (National Association of Law Placement 2003). A second set of mechanisms
can systematically disadvantage women in ways that are unrelated to their actual
labor supply choices. Epstein et al. (1995) and Rhode (2001) claimed that high
rainmaking demands, a lack of mentoring, sex discrimination, disproportionate
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shares of pro bono work, and mixed messages about personal style all may reduce
women’s chances of making partner.

It is easy to describe institutional arrangements that might make law firms more
family-friendly. A report in the Harvard Law Review (1996) suggested reducing
“billable hours” requirements, billing approaches that move away from reliance on
billable hours to other indicators of performance, officially counting part-time
work toward partnership, developing a work climate in which individuals who work
part-time and take family leaves are not stigmatized, part-time partnership,
employer-assisted emergency day care, and mixed compensation (compensation
consisting partly of time and partly of money).

The few male lawyers who reduced their labor
supply to care for children fared badly

economically.

It is equally easy to list approaches that can change institutional barriers to
women’s mobility. To the extent that sex discrimination and sexual harassment limit
women’s chances, there may be legal avenues to pursue. Of course, the individual
costs of pursuing such strategies may be high. Other strategies include programs
that improve the mentoring women associates receive, broaden the criteria for
partnership, and reduce the extent to which women’s personal styles are viewed as
less effective in a legal setting. We find mentoring has a big impact on women’s
partnership chances.

Implementing family-friendly policies and changing embedded institutional
policies that disadvantage women may require shifts in law firm culture. This is the
rub. The Harvard Law Review study (1996, 1381) warned that such changes can
“conflict with (firms’) institutional norms” and that “law firms and their clients are
understandably reluctant to challenge deeply ingrained business practices.”
Epstein et al. (1995) asserted that three social processes—traditionalism, stereo-
typing, and ambivalence—contribute to this institutional inertia.

The Harvard Law Review study (1996, 1376) succinctly summed up the
dilemma facing women associates: “Women cannot reach true equality within
firms as large numbers of women are considered atypical because they fail to con-
form to the male-based definition of the ideal worker.” Despite this gloomy assess-
ment, the Harvard Law Review study and Rhode (2001) have contended that the
benefits to changing firm culture may be powerful enough to overcome inertia.
The Harvard Law Review report argues that high hour demands have led to a
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“time famine” among lawyers and that this “lack of time” can adversely affect
health by increasing stress and can inhibit professional development by reducing
available time for community service, pro bono work, scholarship, and education.
The Harvard Law Review study and Rhode agreed that the current emphasis on
high billable hours and constant availability is likely inefficient as well—that law-
yers who are stretched too far are more likely to make mistakes. They also agreed
that the current rigid set of expectations in law firms is likely related to disaffection
and attrition among lawyers—both male and female. Our results show that part-
ners are less satisfied with their work-family balance than are lawyers who do not
make partner. To the extent that these arguments are correct, programs that
change law firms’ cultures to be open to a wider range of work and personal styles
have the potential to reduce disaffection, raise morale, enhance professional devel-
opment, increase efficiency, and improve productivity. These could be powerful
incentives for change.
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