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fairness
facts, attitudes and the future

Women continue to make progress in the quest for equality within the legal 
profession, but research performed over the past 20 years shows the pursuit 
of gender fairness is still far from the finish line. 

By kalpana Yalamanchili

A recent and extensive study of general
fairness in Ohio’s legal profession revealed
that while much progress has been made,
much remains to be done. 
The Ohio State Bar Association formed a
Special Committee to Review the Final
Report and Recommendations of the
Joint Task Force on Gender Fairness to
determine progress and to recommend
methods to further achieve the goal of
gender fairness in the legal system.

Report and recommendations
of the Joint Task Force
In 1991, the Supreme Court of Ohio and
the OSBA established the Joint Task Force
on Gender Fairness in the Legal Profes-
sion, which consisted of 110 members and
10 subcommittees, and focused its efforts
on identifying the causes and recommend-
ing methods to eradicate gender bias. 
“Our task will not be completed until the
work of men and women is equally val-
ued and equally shared. It is our purpose

in this report to not only highlight the
inequalities which exist in the legal sys-
tem but to suggest positive change so that
gender will become irrelevant in the pro-
fessional setting of the justice system.”1

The Joint Task Force studied the role of
gender at law schools, the workplace,
courts, bar associations, the criminal jus-
tice system, the disciplinary rules, domes-
tic relations proceedings and education
and issued recommendations such as: 



• Require that all documents used in
the justice system (rules, canons, jury
instructions, etc.) contain gender neu-
tral language;

• Court should monitor and correct gen-
der-based conduct;

• Encourage law firms to adopt flexible
work environments for lawyers who
choose to work in a nontraditional
manner;

• Encourage law firms to ensure that all
development or marketing efforts for
lawyers are held at facilities that are
open to all, regardless of gender, race 
or religion;

• Continue to monitor the progress of
women entering partnership and man-
agement positions at law firms;

• The OSBA and other bar associations
should ensure that judicial screening
committees be composed of a represen-
tative cross section of bar members;

• Bar associations’ constitutions and
other governing documents should
contain gender neutral language, and
bar associations should regularly pub-
lish leadership openings and the criteria
for becoming leaders; and

• Encourage law schools to take affirma-
tive steps to eliminate disparate treat-
ment of women.

Special Committee to Review
Gender Fairness
In 2009, the OSBA established a special
committee to review the progress made
since the Joint Task Force issued its final
report and recommendations to deter-
mine what remains to be done and make
recommendations accordingly.
The special committee, co-chaired by
Ritchey Hollenbaugh, a former OSBA
president, and Melissa Graham-Hurd, a
member of the OSBA Board of Gover-
nors, quickly concluded that an apples-to-
apples comparison of the state of gender
fairness in the legal profession since the
Joint Task Force Report was impossible
for many reasons. Additionally, recogniz-
ing the enormity of the resources and
time needed to duplicate the full work of
the Joint Task Force, the special commit-
tee concentrated on only four principal
areas of the original study: courts, work-
place, law schools and bar associations.
With financial support from the Ohio
State Bar Foundation, the special commit-
tee retained the research firm of Laralyn

& Associates to help conduct the research
and to analyze the information gathered.
(See the sidebar on pg. 13 on how re-
search was conducted.)

Approach
The special committee concluded that to
assess progress with respect to gender fair-
ness, it was important to track both fac-
tual changes and behavioral or attitudinal
changes. Have there been factual changes
since the mid-1990s with respect to
progress made by women in the profes-
sion? Have those factual and societal
changes affected the attitudes and behav-
ior of men and women in the profession? 

To track factual changes, extensive quanti-
tative data was gathered from the Supreme
Court of Ohio and OSBA databases; Eco-
nomics of Law Practice in Ohio; and from
other national studies. The quantitative re-
search was also conducted by use of elec-
tronic surveys and questionnaires of OSBA
members and judges. 
To track attitudinal or behavioral changes,
qualitative research was conducted
through focus groups and one-on-one in-
terviews of lawyers and law students. 

By the facts
Ohio generally tracks close to the national
average in terms of the percentage of
women lawyers (32.9 percent nationally
and 29.2 percent in Ohio); women part-
ners (19.2 percent nationally and 18.5 per-
cent in Ohio); and women associates (45.6
percent nationally and 43.1 percent in
Ohio). With respect to minority women
lawyers, the differences are dramatic (6.33
percent nationally and 2.6 percent in
Ohio). Nationally, minority women com-
prise about 2 percent of law firm partners.
In Ohio, they are less than 1 percent.

The tracking over the last 12 years is sim-
ilar for increase in women partners (from
15.04 percent to 19.21 percent nationally
and from 12.75 percent to 18.52 percent
in Ohio) and in women associates (from
41.39 percent to 45.66 percent nationally
and from 40.1 percent to 43.12 percent
in Ohio). 
The most dramatic increase in numbers was
in the judiciary. In 1993, 14.8 percent of
Ohio judges were women; by 2010, that
rose to 25.3 percent. Four of the current
seven justices of the Supreme Court of Ohio
are women, including the Chief Justice.
The percentage of women students in
Ohio law schools is largely unchanged (in
1995 it was at 42 percent compared to 43
percent in 2010.) The current national av-
erage is at 47 percent. With respect to
full-time faculty in Ohio law schools, 37
percent are women. 
Information on the leadership of the
OSBA and the six metropolitan bar asso-
ciations was collected. Each of them
made great progress in the number of
women who have served as association
presidents. At the Columbus Bar Associ-
ation, 50 percent of its presidents from
1999-2009 were women. In 1993, the
OSBA elected it first woman president,
113 years after its founding. Since then,
five more women have led the OSBA.
Also notable is that three African-Ameri-
can women (Virgina Robinson in
Akron, Judge Alice McCollum in Day-
ton and Kimberly Callery Shumate in
Columbus) have served as presidents of
their respective associations. At all levels
of leadership in bar associations (board,
committees, etc.), women have seen
gains. In 1999, the OSBA had no
women serving on its Board of Gover-
nors. Today, six women, two of them
African-American, are members of the
OSBA’s governing body. 
According to the 2010 Economics of Law
Practice in Ohio, the median net income
reported for full-time male attorneys was
$100,000 (up from $85,000 in 2000)
and the same reported for full-time fe-
male attorneys was $85,000 (up from
$55,000 in 2000). This percentage of
wage disparity is reflected nationally as
well through the data from the U.S. Bu-
reau of Labor Statistics. 
One of the most striking statistics gath-
ered from the research was that in a repre-
sentative sample of Ohio women lawyers
aged 41-45, some 37 percent had no chil-
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According to committee 
co-chair Melissa Graham-
Hurd, “We need to remain
vigilant in our law schools,
courts, workplaces and bar
associations. Thinking the
problem has been solved

closes our eyes to recogniz-
ing a problem exists and
taking steps to address it.”
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dren, while 23 percent of men in the same
age range were childless. 
Fifteen percent of male attorneys reported
dissatisfaction with their career paths, and
23 percent of women attorneys expressed
such sentiment.

Education/awareness
A primary goal of the Joint Task Force was
to raise awareness of gender bias through
education. Indeed, many of the Joint Task
Force recommendations related to educa-
tion and the special committee found that
generally, those education and awareness
efforts have successfully helped produce a
basic sensitivity to gender discrimination.
All areas of the profession seem to be
aware of the necessity for institutionaliz-
ing nondiscriminatory policies and prac-
tices. While the special committee found
no evidence of overt gender discrimina-
tion (with the possible exception of wage
disparity), it did find that many in the
profession believe that the adoption of
non-discriminatory policies have “solved”
the problem. As one male attorney ex-
pressed in a focus group, “Why are we still
talking about these issues? Didn’t we take
care of them 20 years ago?” 
By perceptions, attitudes 
and behavior
There were significant and dramatic dif-
ferences in perceptions between men and
women on matters of gender fairness to-
day. OSBA lawyer members were asked to
agree or disagree with the statements in
the left column on page 11. 
It is interesting to note that no questions
were raised about whether there should be
equality for all lawyers, judges, court per-
sonnel or law students regardless of gen-
der. Nor was any concern expressed about
a woman attorney’s or judge’s competency
because of her gender. Yet, the statistics on
the right column on page 11 indicate that
the belief in gender quality doesn’t trans-
late into perceptions and behaviors.
When discussing the results of its re-
search, the members of the special com-
mittee were met with two different re-
sponses. Men generally appeared surprised
at the differences in attitudes and ques-
tioned the validity of the research, while
women’s responses can be summed up col-
loquially as “duh.” 
It was striking that almost every young
woman law student that was interviewed
not only expected to encounter gender in-
equity in the workplace when she gradu-

ated, but was already thinking about ways
to deal with it. Many seem to believe that
having children and pursuing a successful
legal career were incompatible.

Recommendations
While gender discrepancies in the legal
profession today do not seem to result
from overt discriminatory policies or ac-
tions, they still exist. Whether the issue is
compensation, opportunities for advance-
ment or time off for childbirth and rear-
ing, women still face obstructions in their
careers. While the special committee did
not focus on different sectors of the profes-
sion, there is some evidence that women in
government (including judges) and in the
corporate sector did not face challenges re-
lated to compensation and opportunities
for advancement as their counterparts in
private and nonprofit settings. There is
also some suggestion as a result of the
study that the economic or business model
in place in law firms has a negative impact
on women with respect to compensation,
promotion, family planning, etc.

Selected recommendations
• Educational programs for judges and

court personnel need to be broader and
not limited to overt sexual discrimina-
tion or harassment. 

• The political process for the appoint-
ments, endorsement and financing of
candidates for judicial offices should be
more transparent. 

• Law firms should look beyond eco-
nomics as the driver of work/life bal-
ance policies.

• The economic impact associated with
attrition of women associates of child-
bearing years should be reviewed. 

• Law firms and law schools should es-
tablish joint mentoring programs.

• Education related to recognizing and
preventing gender and minority bias
should be included in continuing legal
education required of all lawyers.

• Redefine a successful legal career for
law students.

• Emphasize professionalism in the law
school curriculum.

• Provide practical business training as
part of the law school curriculum.

• Hold faculty, administrators and stu-
dents accountable for even subtle forms
of sexism.

• Bar associations should take the lead in
education and awareness on issues re-
lated to gender fairness.

Moving forward
Even with vast differences in perception of
gender issues in the workplace, the priori-
ties of men and women lawyers are strik-
ingly similar. The following chart reflects
how men and women ranked issues of im-
portance to today’s lawyers.

The almost identical prioritization of
these issues by men and women lawyers
may be reflective of the larger societal
changes where responsibility for home life
and work life is increasingly being shared. 
The special committee issued its report
and recommendations to the OSBA
Board of Governors. The Board has
charged the OSBA Women in the Profes-
sion Section to develop a work plan based
on the recommendations. The section,
chaired by C. Lynne Day of Chardon, is
now moving forward on this task. n

Author bio
Kalpana Yalamanchili is
the OSBA director of bar
services. She oversees the
work of 42 committees
and sections, the lawyer
and paralegal certifica-
tion programs, and OSBA

special projects. She also serves as the
primary liaison to metro/local bar/affin-
ity bar associations. 

Endnote
1 Ohio State Bar Association Report and Rec-

ommendations of the Special Committee to
Review Gender Fairness in the Legal Profes-
sion (September 2011).
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Data collection
The original Joint Task Force work was reviewed and a statistical analysis of the current number and
distribution of women in the legal profession was conducted. Existing data, studies and other publica-
tions produced by the American Bar Association, Ohio State Bar Association, National Association for
Law Placement, National Association of Women Lawyers, National Directory of Law Schools, the
Supreme Court of Ohio, U.S. Census Bureau and U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics were drawn on to
complete the qualitative aspect of the research.

Surveys
An electronic survey was sent to all 24,000 OSBA lawyer members, excluding judges. Responses came
from about 1,000 lawyers in all areas of the state, in different practice settings and were almost evenly
split between women and men. The margin of error indicates the survey captured an accurate repre-
sentation of perceptions across the spectrum of law practitioners in our state on these issues. 
The survey of judges was conducted in two parts. An initial survey of judges contacted through the
OSBA membership database resulted in strong findings, but a low response rate prompted another
dissemination of the survey with the assistance of the Ohio Judicial Conference. Generating a
higher number of responses (108 judges out of 719) within an acceptable margin of error,
the second survey echoed the responses in the original survey proportionately and
nearly identically. Comparison of the responses confirmed the validity of the judi-
cial survey responses and the consequent conclusions drawn from those responses.

Focus groups and direct interviews 
Results of the lawyer and judges surveys formed the basis for focus group
discussions and directed interviews, involving both women and men from
across Ohio and practitioners working in large, small and solo firms, in
government, in the corporate and nonprofit sectors as well as judges, non-
practitioners, law students and law school faculty. 
Laralyn & Associates LLC, a strategic research firm based in Columbus,
assisted with all aspects of the research and analysis related to this study. n

How the research was conducted



14 www.ohiobar.orgOhio Lawyer November/December 2012

Still changing the practice of law

in the

by Stephanie Beougher

Women
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As the Ohio State Bar Association moves
forward with accomplishing the recom-
mendations of the Special Committee for
the Review of Gender Fairness in the Ohio
Legal System (see article on page 8). While
progress has been made, however, disparity
still exists. The OSBA interviewed several
women attorneys to get their views on
gender fairness in the legal profession and
what their law firms are doing to help
women succeed in the profession.

Gender discrimination
Christi Perri has been a lawyer for a year,
but it was her previous experience as a
paralegal at a small law firm that opened
her eyes to gender discrimination. “As an
example, there were times when I was told
that I wasn’t allowed in meetings because I
was a woman and the male attorneys
didn’t want me to ‘bring my emotions’
into the meeting. I had never faced sex
discrimination before, or, if I did, it wasn’t
as blatant.”
Judge Pat Morgenstern-Clarren, chief
judge of the U.S. Bankruptcy Court in
the Northern District of Ohio, began her
legal career in the 1970s. She still sees
some manifestations of gender bias in the
courtroom. “I will occasionally see a male
lawyer less than respectful to a female
lawyer, but it usually only takes one com-
ment from me to bring a stop to the be-
havior,” Morgenstern-Clarren said. 
Virginia Conlan Whitman, managing at-
torney for the Legal Aid Society of
Greater Cincinnati’s Volunteer Lawyers
Project, knows how difficult the legal en-
vironment can be for some women. “In
some environments, it’s hard for women
to be taken seriously, and there’s a fine
line to balance being a confident and as-

sertive woman without being perceived as
difficult. I think we need to look beyond
any stereotypes we may still hold to see
that all lawyers, regardless of gender, have
an obligation to be assertive when advo-
cating for clients.”

The work-life balancing act
Though the label “work-life balance” may
be relatively new, the issue is not. Many
parents and spouses, women and men
alike, have struggled to find the balance
that best suits them. 
Amanda James’ youngest son, who is now
four years old, was born while she was
going to the University of Toledo Law
School. She credits her family for getting
her through the rigors of law school.
James, an assistant prosecutor in Wayne
County, considers herself lucky to have
had understanding employers. “My
bosses have been incredibly accommodat-
ing if one of the boys is sick, or some-
thing outside of work needs my atten-
tion. I know that is not always the case
for other women.” 
Marquettes Robinson knows that is not al-
ways the case. She recalled that a friend at
another firm was told she must not be seri-
ous about partnership because she was
pregnant again. Robinson is a partner at
the Cleveland firm of Thacker Martinsek,
a women-owned firm. “The partners have
children ages eight and under, so they
know what it’s like to be a working mom.”
She added that working moms make
strong contributions to the firm: “We just
had someone come back from leave and
pick up all her work, maybe even more.” 
Columbus attorney Valoria Hoover feels
prioritizing is key. She said, “There is no
bigger priority than my family and my

daughter. Can I be everything to her all
the time? Maybe not, but to be a good
role model, you prioritize. You can’t have
everything all at once but you can have it
in pieces.”
Difficulty in maintaining the balancing act
between being a successful lawyer and
spouse or mother can drive many women
in the profession to re-evaluate their legal
careers. Hope Sharett felt the pressures of
home and work colliding after the birth of
her daughter. “I realized it wasn’t just me
with the problem, it was also attorneys
who took care of their elderly parents or
an ailing spouse.” Sharett’s current position
as executive director of the Law and Lead-
ership Institute affords her the opportunity
to stay involved with the legal community
in a non-traditional legal job. 
Kathy Northern was working as a litigator
at a law firm and trying to raise a child
when the opportunity to teach presented
itself. “I recognized that academia would
give me a lot more control over my sched-
ule than being a litigator—both in raising
my son and thinking about additional
children,” Northern said. “There is pres-
sure as a professor to write and publish,
which does not require any less time than
if I’d stayed at a firm, but you have more
control of your time and that is the
biggest difference.” Northern joined the
law faculty of Ohio Northern University
before settling in to her current position
at The Ohio State University Moritz Col-
lege of Law. She has never regretted the
decision to teach, and is often sought out
by law students for career advice. 
The move to non-traditional legal jobs
can be seen in a positive light, according
to Sally Bloomfield, a partner at Bricker

     

Women in the practice of law discuss their experiences with
gender discrimination and managing a healthy “work-life
balance” while highlighting programs that network and
mentor fellow female attorneys.

(Left to right) Top: Sally Bloomfield, Marilena DiSilvio, Marquettes Robinson, Amanda James; middle: Judge Pat Morgenstern-Clarren,
Kathy Northern, Christi Perri, Valoria Hoover; bottom: Rosemary Rubin, Anne Marie Sferra, Hope Sharett, Virginia Conlan Whitman
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“Make the focus of your performance just
that—your performance and how well
you get the job done. That’s all any of us
can ask for: to be judged on our results.
Work hard but always accommodate your
personal responsibilities as well. As an em-
ployer, I would worry about an employee
not making time for personal and family
obligations.”

—Chief Justice Maureen O’Connor

••••••••••••

“This can be a rewarding, but tough pro-
fession.  Being flexible and maintaining a
positive attitude and sense of humor can
be really helpful. Build a support network
and don’t be afraid to ask for advice and
help. And do what you can to help others
succeed.”

—Anne Marie Sferra

“Be smart, work hard and treat everyone
well. You are responsible for someone
else’s very important problem and that re-
quires top-notch effort.”

—Virginia Conlan Whitman

••••••••••••

“Get involved with bar association com-
mittees. You learn, you have fun, and it’s a
good networking opportunity.”

—Rosemary Rubin

••••••••••••

“If you want to achieve something, have a
plan. Also, have someone you can talk to
and get advice.”

—Christi Perri

“The law license doesn’t teach you how to
practice. You’ve got to be prepared to
work hard and to learn. Make sure every-
thing you do is done to the best of your
ability and lays a foundation for a quality
reputation.”

—Kimberly Shumate

••••••••••••

“There are a lot of internal women’s
groups at law firms, and young women
should take advantage of those. There are
issues female lawyers face that others don’t
and this is a good chance to discuss those
issues in a friendly environment.”

—Sally Bloomfield

& Eckler in Columbus. “Women today
are looking more at their passion when
choosing where to work, which is a choice
I’m not sure in years past women felt as
free to make,” she said. 

The economics of inequality
The average law student debt jumped 50
percent between 2001 and 2010 to an av-
erage of $68,827 for public schools and
$106,249 for private schools.1 Toledo at-
torney Stuart Cubbon served on the
OSBA special committee, and he believes
law school debt has a greater effect on fe-
male graduates. “Women are not making
partner and they are not making as much
money as men,” Cubbon said. “And be-
cause women are paying the same amount
for law school and not earning the same
wages, I see that as a big problem.” 
The Economics of Law study conducted in
2010 for the Ohio State Bar Association
found female attorneys in Ohio earn a
median net income of $68,000, or 72
percent of the $95,000 male attorneys
net.2 One factor may be the challenge
women face in developing their client
base. One of the usual ways to cultivate
clients in the business world is on the golf
course. Many of the women lawyers in-
terviewed say most of their counterparts
are not golfers. “There are women who
like to play golf, but there are sporting
events that men like to go to that women
don’t,” Bloomfield said. “One change
from 20 years ago is there are many more
women clients who, generally, have to be

wooed differently than male clients. I
know of women attorneys who are having
spa days and similar events that women
clients enjoy.”

Law firms address concerns
Law firms have implemented programs
and policies to help cultivate nurturing
environments for women. Marilena DiSil-
vio is one of the driving forces behind the
Women’s Initiative at Reminger, a pro-
gram founded in 2008 to provide mentor-
ing, professional development and ad-
vancement opportunities. “We focus on
each lawyer’s professional and personal
growth, regardless of age,” DiSilvio said.
“We want to encourage each woman in
our firm to define her brand, to set per-
sonal and professional goals, and to build
business networks.” The program held its
first retreat this year, with female attor-
neys from the firm’s 11 offices located
throughout the Midwest converging on
Columbus to participate in day-long ac-
tivities such as team-building and setting
business development goals. DiSilvio adds
there will be follow-up efforts with all the
participants to develop committees and
promote the program’s objective within
the firm and the community. “While the
idea for the initiative came from women,
we have the support of the entire firm and
Steve Walters, our managing partner. This
is much more than just an opportunity
for us to have a camaraderie session.”
Another example of a law firm addressing
the concerns of female lawyers is the

Women in Networking (WIN) Group at
Bricker & Eckler in Columbus. Coordi-
nator Anne Marie Sferra says WIN
started out as a way for female attorneys
to get to know each other better, and has
evolved into community awareness chari-
table events, professional development
workshops and mentoring. “There are so
many different life and work-related pres-
sures today. You have to be more deliber-
ate with your career than those of us who
started 25 years ago,” Sferra said. “We try
to help our female attorneys connect their
interests with community involvement
and professional growth.”

Mentoring
Mentoring is not a new idea, but for-
malizing mentoring to assist women in
the legal profession is relatively new.
Amanda James participated in the
Supreme Court of Ohio’s Lawyer to
Lawyer mentoring program after becom-
ing a new lawyer in 2010. “It’s nice to
know someone who knows the area, the
courts and the informal rules of how
things work,” James said. “I had two
mentors and both met with me more
than the required amount, and helped
me with the stressors that I hadn’t antici-
pated, like the first time I faced oppos-
ing counsel who was less than civil to
me.” One of her mentors was Rosemary
Rubin, who has served as a mentor since
the program began. “It’s a great experi-
ence for me,” Rubin said. “There’s noth-
ing like having someone you can sit

What advice do you have for new female lawyers?



17www.ohiobar.org November/December 2012 Ohio Lawyer

down and bounce stuff off of. It’s a won-
derful addition for the young lawyers.” 
Conlan Whitman signed up for the men-
toring program three years ago after hear-
ing then-president of the OSBA Barbara
Howard talk about mentoring. “She spoke
about the mentoring program and how
there was a need in southwest Ohio, par-
ticularly for women mentors. It’s great for
young women to have female role models.
I’ve learned so much from women during
my career, and it’s been very rewarding to
now help other women in their careers.”
The Ohio Women’s Bar Association
(OWBA) is expanding its pilot program
that matches female law students with
mentors. The OWBA, which celebrated
its 20th anniversary this year, has also im-
plemented a leadership institute. “We are
trying not only to help the profession, but
also to broaden the thought processes and
connections for women to become leaders
in their communities,” OWBA Past Presi-
dent Valoria Hoover said. 

Diversity
Minority representation in the legal pro-
fession has nearly flat-lined in the last sev-
eral years. In Ohio law firms, minority
women comprised less than six percent of
the associate ranks, and the percentage of
minority women partners dropped to less
than one percent of the entire law firm

partner pool.3 Minority student groups at
law schools remained largely the same
compared to 1995.4

To help boost those numbers, high school
students from underserved areas of the
state are getting a taste of the legal profes-
sion through the Law and Leadership In-
stitute. While the main goal of the pro-
gram is to create diversity in the legal
profession, Director Hope Sharett has also
seen it as an opportunity for minority fe-
males to think of themselves as lawyers.
“In 2010, two-thirds of our students were
female. If we’re talking about the group of
people who are last in line in that progres-
sion to becoming owners of the practice,
black women are still in the back. By en-
couraging young women of color to think
about choosing a career in law, we’ll have
a larger pool of those students entering
law schools than we do now.”  

The next 20 years
Will we still be talking about gender in-
equities in another 20 years? Most of the
people interviewed agreed that inequality
will still exist at some level. “It depends a
lot on the society as a whole,” Ritchey
Hollenbaugh, co-chair of the OSBA spe-
cial committee said. “There will always be
differences between men and women, and
there will always be significant work-re-
lated issues.” 

According to the committee’s other co-
chair, Melissa Graham-Hurd, “We need to
remain vigilant in our law schools, courts,
workplaces and bar associations. Thinking
the problem has been solved closes our
eyes to recognizing a problem exists and
taking steps to address it.” n

Author bio
Stephanie Beougher is the
Ohio State Bar Associa-
tion communications and
online media associate.
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