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Despite law firms publicly com-
mitting to promoting greater
numbers of female partners, the
reality is that the make-up of law
firm partnerships is still over-
whelmingly male.

This year’s Australian partner-
ship survey, conducted in conjunc-
tion with ECP Legal, has shown
that just under 35 per cent of all
new partners of surveyed firms in
the first six months of 2017 were fe-
male.

This is a very small increase on
January to June 2012 (30.5 per
cent), and an even smaller increase
(34.4 per cent) on the first six
months last year.

This realisation that not much
is changing comes at a time when
corporate and government clients
locally and internationally have
begun introducing diversity quo-
tas for the procurement of legal
services.

Law firms realise it makes busi-
ness sense to be seen as gender-di-
verse. Managing partners and
chief executives are signalling
their commitment to promoting
females through the ranks.

Wayne Spanner of Norton
Rose Fulbright is proud that his
firm has achieved 27 per cent fe-
male partnerships, up from 21.5 per
cent five years ago.

He was also the first law firm
CEO to become an ambassador
for workplace gender equality. Al-
lens has signed the diversity char-
ter of the Law Council of Australia,
as has Colin Biggers & Paisley. 

The slow increase in female
partner numbers is not due to a
lack of female talent. Despite the
average female partner headcount

from this year’s survey being 23.6
per cent, it is a long way down on
the 60 per cent figure of females
brought in at graduate level. 

Despite a general lack of mean-
ingful change, there were pockets
of encouragement.

Standout performers included
boutique Banki Haddock Fiora
(5-10 partners) and mid-tier firm
TressCox Lawyers (25-30 part-
ners) having over 40 per cent of fe-
male partners.

Encouragingly, the remainder
of the top 10 gender-diverse firms
with over 30 per cent female part-
ners includes a broad mix of inter-
nationals (Clifford Chance, Squire
Patton Boggs and Seyfarth Shaw),
large domestic firms (Gilbert +
Tobin and Gadens) and mid-tiers
(HopgoodGanim, Maddocks and
Gilchrist Connell).

The three largest firms sur-
veyed (with over 150 partners),
HWL Ebsworth, Clayton Utz and
King & Wood Mallesons, all
showed an upward trend in the
proportion of female partnerships
over the past 12 months.

However, when you look at eq-
uity partner numbers, the situ-
ation is worse. Only 18.3 per cent of
equity partners from surveyed
firms are women.

The glass-half-full perspective
would see this as an increase from
12 months ago (17.8 per cent). But
given the stated commitment and
aspirational targets of law firm
leaders to have much higher levels
of female partners, the fact that
there are so few female owners of
law firms shows that such policies
are not being enacted in any
meaningful way.

Although the question was not
asked in the survey this year, men
are not taking up opportunities to
work flexibly or part-time in any
numbers. The gender balance of
part-timers in law firms is over-
whelmingly female, including at
partner level.

From more than 20 years of in-
terviewing senior women in the
profession, I can attest that there

are certainly some very talented
women who suffer partnership
track setbacks during their ma-
ternity and early child-rearing
years.

Some of these extremely cap-
able women leave private practice
as a result. Worryingly, many I
have met tell me they chose to step
off partnership track at an early
stage and either stay in a less de-
manding role in practice, or to
leave private practice for the great-
er flexibility offered in-house.

Often for women the choices
they make are for a sustainable
role in the workforce in order to
accommodate family obligations.

Most capable senior women
continue to bill successfully when
they return from maternity leave,
often coping with a similar work-
load on a nominally “shorter”
week. 

The additional demands of ap-
pearance time for non-billable
work, global client obligations re-
quiring round-the-clock avail-
ability and the added stressor of
taking a large chunk of work home
puts pressure on the professional
and personal lives of many female
lawyers.

Men have often confided simi-
lar concerns during interviews, re-
gretting failed marriages due to
work taking precedence or being
concerned at feeling pressure to
drop community, family or sport-
ing commitments, or find them-
selves sidelined in a competitive
environment. Client concerns and
the hip pocket nerve tend to be the
catalyst for change in law firms. I
expect the pressures of client de-
mand for diversity will force a re-
working of the partnership model
to better accommodate competing
requirements such as family and
community through part-time
and flexible working practices. 

Such a rethink can only benefit
both male and female partners, cli-
ents and the profession as a whole.

Shaaron Dalton is a partner with 
Eaton Capital Partners.

SHAARON DALTON

Despite rejecting gender-based
targets, HWL Ebsworth has over-
taken the nation’s other big
practices to become the law firm
with the largest cohort of female
partners.

The number of female partners
at this firm has grown by almost 26
per cent since this time last year —
up from 35 to 44 — while the over-
all number of female partners at
the leading law firms has grown by
just 4.9 per cent.

HWL Ebsworth has jumped
ahead of King & Wood Mallesons,
which formerly topped the rank-
ings on this measure but is now in
second place with the full-time
equivalent of 38.8 female partners.
Clayton Utz is close behind on 38.

“One thing that we won’t be
doing is adopting artificial gender
quotas,” said HWL Ebsworth
managing partner Juan Martinez.

“Our female team members tell
us that they aren’t interested in
being promoted due to their
gender, but rather they want to be
treated equally with their male
colleagues,” he said.

However, he added that the
firm was doing everything within
its power to remove obstacles that
might impede the career progress
of the firm’s women lawyers.

Half of its 16 new partners are
female but Mr Martinez said the
gender of applicants for promo-
tion was irrelevant and career
progress would be achieved by
those with the necessary drive,
approach, client focus and techni-
cal ability. “Our meritocracy all-
ows all team members to reach
their potential without needing to
rely on affirmative action,” Mr
Martinez said

They also did not have to
contend with what he described as
“artificial glass ceilings” or the
“indefensible” gender pay gap that
new recruits had told him existed
at their old firms.

There was no restriction on the
number of partners in particular
practice groups or offices.

“We have had tremendous suc-
cess in attracting executive and
special counsel from other firms
who believe that their path to part-
nership had been blocked by
scores of self-interested partners
inching aimlessly towards retire-
ment,” Mr Martinez said.

While HWL Ebsworth has the
largest cohort of female partners, a
different picture emerges when
the leading law firms are judged by
the number of female partners
who own equity in their firms.

On this measure, King & Wood
Mallesons is still in front and has
yet to appoint this year’s intake of
partners which normally takes
place at the end of the year.

All of the 38.8 female partners
at King & Wood Mallesons hold
equity in the firm — compared to
just 19 of the 44 female partners at
HWL Ebsworth.

After King & Wood Mallesons,
the next largest cohort of female

equity partners is at Allens on 29.5
and Clayton Utz on 26.

These are the key findings from
today’s instalment of The Austra-
lian’s partnership survey of the
leading law firms which has been
produced for the newspaper by
Eaton Capital Partners.

It shows that women, who form
the majority of law graduates, ac-
count for just 23.6 per cent of part-

ners at the firms covered by the
survey, compared to 23 per cent at
this time last year.

They make up an even smaller
proportion of the equity partners
— 18.3 per cent compared to 17.8
per cent last year.

The survey has revealed that
while ambitious lawyers are find-
ing it increasingly difficult to be
promoted to partnership, those

difficulties are having the same
relative effect on male and female
lawyers. The total intake of new
partners — male and female — in
the past six months has been cut by
23.8 per cent but the intake of fe-
male partners has fallen by rough-
ly the same amount: 23.2 per cent.

The leading firms appointed
the equivalent of 96.5 full-time
new partners in the past six

EQUITY PARTNERS ● LARGE  ● INTERNATIONAL
Overall proportion of female partners with equity Six months to July 2017 Six months to December 2016 Six months to July 2016

Women as No of Total no Female Women as No of Total no Female Women as No of Total no Female
● LARGE   ● INTERNATIONAL % equity equity of equity equity % equity equity of equity equity % equity equity of equity equity

partners partners partners partners partners partners partners partners partners partners partners partners
BANKI HADDOCK FIORA 61.5 7.8 10.2 4.8 61.5 7.8 10.2 4.8 62.5 8.0 10.5 5.0
GILBERT + TOBIN 29.5 64.7 69.3 19.1 28.3 65.1 70.7 18.4 30.3 59.7 64.2 18.1
DLA PIPER AUSTRALIA 24.4 70.9 70.9 17.3 27.3 73.7 74.7 20.1 24.2 78.6 79.6 19.0
MADDOCKS 26.5 40.4 67.7 10.7 25.8 33.3 67.0 8.6 25.1 36.7 65.2 9.2
KING & WOOD MALLESONS 25.1 154.5 154.5 38.8 25.8 154.5 154.5 39.8 24.5 145.4 145.4 35.6
JACKSON MCDONALD 21.9 19.2 26.2 4.2 25 20.0 27.0 5.0 22.0 19.1 28.1 4.2
QUINN EMANUEL AUSTRALIA 33.3 3.0 6.0 1.0 25 4.0 4.0 1.0 20.0 5.0 5.0 1.0
NORTON ROSE FULBRIGHT 25.3 83.0 116.8 21.0 23.6 89.0 123.1 21.0 22.5 89.0 122.0 20.0
SEYFARTH SHAW 25.0 8.0 10.0 2.0 23.1 7.8 9.8 1.8 23.1 7.8 9.8 1.8
ALLENS 23.7 124.3 128.0 29.5 23.0 126.5 130.5 29.1 23.4 130.3 133.1 30.5
SPARKE HELMORE LAWYERS 21.4 42.0 77.8 9.0 21.1 38.0 70.8 8.0 20.0 35.0 61.8 7.0
TRESSCOX LAWYERS 22.1 16.3 26.3 3.6 21.1 17.1 27.5 3.6 23.5 23.0 34.4 5.4
JOHNSON WINTER & SLATTERY 16.7 48.0 63.0 8.0 18.6 43.0 61.0 8.0 17.1 41.0 64.0 7.0
RUSSELL KENNEDY 18.5 13.5 32.9 2.5 18.5 13.5 33.7 2.5 18.9 14.8 31.2 2.8
SQUIRE PATTON BOGGS 7.1 14.0 20.6 1.0 18.2 11.0 21.4 2.0 20.0 10.0 19.4 2.0
HALL & WILCOX LAWYERS 18.0 36.6 67.0 6.6 17.1 38.6 68.1 6.6 16.0 35.7 63.5 5.7
CLAYTON UTZ 18.6 140.0 170.0 26.0 16.8 134.1 171.9 22.5 16.3 137.9 170.2 22.5
COOPER GRACE WARD 16.7 12.0 21.0 2.0 16.7 12.0 20.8 2.0 16.7 12.0 22.0 2.0
GILCHRIST CONNELL 20.0 5.0 17.2 1.0 16.7 6.0 17.1 1.0 14.3 7.0 18.1 1.0
DIBBSBARKER 18.8 28.8 36.4 5.4 16.5 31.6 39.4 5.2 10.7 26.2 40.4 2.8
HOPGOODGANIM 15.8 19.0 40.3 3.0 15.8 19.0 40.3 3.0 15.0 20.0 39.5 3.0
GADENS LAWYERS 15.7 31.8 82.7 5.0 15.7 31.8 88.2 5.0 15.3 32.7 84.1 5.0
HWL EBSWORTH LAWYERS 13.4 142.0 219.0 19.0 13.6 147.0 207.0 20.0 13.4 142.0 199.0 19.0
THOMSON GEER 12.8 60.8 95.8 7.8 12.8 60.8 86.8 7.8 12.8 60.8 87.5 7.8
HOLMAN WEBB 10.0 10.0 26.0 1.0 10.0 10.0 26.0 1.0 9.1 11.0 24.5 1.0
MCINNES WILSON LAWYERS 9.5 21.0 35.8 2.0 9.5 21.0 37.6 2.0 10.0 20.0 37.8 2.0
MILLS OAKLEY LAWYERS 10.8 37.0 88.2 4.0 7.9 38.0 87.2 3.0 10.0 30.0 78.8 3.0
McCULLOUGH ROBERTSON 8.1 34.6 45.6 2.8 7.7 36.6 48.8 2.8 9.2 30.6 46.8 2.8
ARNOLD BLOCH LEIBLER 7.1 28.0 34.5 2.0 7.1 28.0 34.6 2.0 6.9 29.0 35.4 2.0
MORAY & AGNEW LAWYERS 7.1 28.0 94.0 2.0 7.1 28.0 89.0 2.0 7.4 27.0 87.0 2.0
BAKER & MCKENZIE AUSTRALIA 8.3 48.0 80.4 4.0 6.4 47.0 81.3 3.0 8.5 47.0 83.4 4.0
PIPER ALDERMAN 3.6 28.0 51.0 1.0 3.8 26.0 50.0 1.0 3.8 26.0 50.4 1.0
WOTTON + KEARNEY 8.3 12.0 19.0 1.0 8.3 12.0 18.6 1.0 9.1 11.0 16.6 1.0
COLIN BIGGERS & PAISLEY 0.0 14.0 66.5 0.0 0.0 14.0 63.9 0.0 0.0 14.0 63.1 0.0
CURWOODS LAWYERS 0.0 6.0 16.0 0.0 0.0 6.0 17.0 0.0 0.0 6.0 17.0 0.0
THYNNE + MACARTNEY 0.0 9.0 17.0 0.0 0.0 8.8 15.0 0.0 0.0 8.8 14.8 0.0
CLARKE KANN 0.0 4.0 12.0 0.0 0.0 4.0 13.0 0.0 0.0 4.0 14.0 0.0
CORRS CHAMBERS WESTGARTH 19.3 71.1 105.6 13.7 0.0 0.0 110.7 0.0 0.2 71.1 109.6 13.5

Total 18.3 1536.3 2321.2 281.8 18.1 1464.6 2318.2 264.6 17.8 1513.2 2277.2 269.7
Large 21.1 911.3 1129.9 192.2 21.0 850.7 1129.9 178.7 20.3 914.8 1110.6 186.0

International 11 73.0 117.0 8.0 11.2 69.8 116.5 7.8 12.6 69.8 117.6 8.8

months compared to 126.6 in the
same period last year.

The overall number of equity
partners at the firms covered by
the survey grew by just 1.5 per cent
since this time last year — from
1513.2 to 1536.3.

However, the number of
female equity partners at the sur-
veyed firms has grown three times
faster at 4.5 per cent — from the
full-time equivalent of 269.7
positions to 281.8. In the same
period the overall number of part-
ners has grown by 2 per cent per
cent from 2324.7 to 2372.2.

At HWL Ebsworth, partner
numbers grew by 10 per cent —
from 199 to 219 — which is five
times faster than the average for
the firms covered by the survey.

The first tranche of the survey,
published last Friday, revealed
that the job market for solicitors
has strengthened. The number of
solicitors employed at the firms
covered by the survey grew by 5.3
per cent in the past 12 months.

It also revealed that job
prospects for law graduates have
improved. The leading firms raised
their intake of graduates by 9.5 per
cent compared to the number they
hired in the same period last year.

No need for affirmative action: HWL Ebsworth managing partner Juan Martinez 

Amid an ocean of bad news, 
today’s survey of the leading law 
firms provides a glimmer of 
encouragement for ambitious 
female solicitors.

Yes, it is still possible to 
become an equity partner. But it’s 
much tougher.

The 38 firms covered by the 
survey have the equivalent of 
1536.3 full-time equity partners 
and in the past 12 months this 
tally grew by just 23.1 positions. 
That’s the bad news.

The good news is that 12.1 of 
those new positions — or 52.4 per 
cent — went to women.

The numbers are small but 
they suggest that when women 
are in a position to compete for 
equity partnerships they are not 
being shunned.

The bad news is that it is 
becoming even more difficult to 
enter that race. 

The latest intake of all partners
— equity and non-equity — has 
been slashed by 23.8 per cent 
compared to the intake of 
partners at this time last year. The 
details for each firm are in the 

A glimmer of hope amid 
plenty of bad news

tables that appear online. 
At many firms, the next 

generation of equity partners is 
frequently recruited from salaried 
partners. But if fewer people are 
making it to any form of 
partnership, there will be fewer 
homegrown starters in the race 
for equity.

In such a bracing 
environment, the career path of 
Sally Weatherstone, one of the 
new partners at Dentons, is 
revealing. It shows that this firm, 
like others, is taking positive steps 
to ensure women remain part of 
the pool of potential partners.

Weatherstone is still working
four days a week after returning 
from maternity leave, and to 
make that arrangement work 
required flexibility — not just 
from Dentons, but from 
Weatherstone.

Her promotion is also the 
result of a two-year program 
designed to equip her with the 
management skills that are not 
taught at law school.

And when she returned from
maternity leave, Dentons 
provided “return to work 
coaching” and plenty of support.

Weatherstone, whose clients
include listed and private 
companies, rejects the view that 
top-level legal practice is 
inconsistent with part-time work, 
but it requires organisation and 
flexibility “because mergers and 
acquisitions don’t stop on my 
day off”.

PREJUDICE
CHRIS MERRITT

“Think about how you can
differentiate yourself, because
ultimately that’s what it’s about,”
she said. “It’s such a competitive

Act as if you’re a partner and you will be
Nicky Lester, the co-managing
partner of Hogan Lovells in
Australia, has some advice for
women lawyers with an eye on a
partnership.

The bottom line? Believe in
yourself, don’t stand back, be vocal
and conduct yourself as if you were
already a partner.

Ms Lester, who has been build-
ing the Hogan Lovells practice
since its launch in this country,
said it was important for women
lawyers to “play to their strengths
as individuals” instead of focusing
on reasons why partnership might
be beyond their grasp.

business — whether you are male
or female — that you need to stand
out and differentiate yourself
with your clients and the broader
partnership.

“I would also encourage all
people who aspire to partnership
— particularly women — to start
acting like you are a partner be-
cause it is so much easier for
people to then give you the nod
and the title.”

Hogan Lovells in Australia has
grown from two partners to seven
and has 25 associates working
from offices in Sydney and Perth.

CHRIS MERRITT

Nicky Lester

Gender may be on the agenda, 
but pace of change is glacialEbsworth women rely on 

skill to succeed, not targets
CHRIS MERRITT
LEGAL AFFAIRS EDITOR

THE AUSTRALIAN 
PARTNERSHIP SURVEY 

More Partnership Survey tables

I would also encourage all people who 
aspire to partnership — particularly women
— to start acting like you are a partner. 
NICKY LESTER, HOGAN LOVELLS

CHIEF JUDGE ADVOCATE
JOB DESCRIPTION

The Office of the Judge Advocate General is seeking an outstanding senior Australian lawyer to appoint 
as the Chief Judge Advocate in the Australian Defence Force. The Chief Judge Advocate is a statutorily 
independent officeholder appointed under the Defence Force Discipline Act 1982 (Cth). A successful 
applicant will be appointed for a specified term of not less than five years.  

The primary function of the Chief Judge Advocate is to sit as a Judge Advocate in military courts martial 
or as a Defence Force Magistrate in military trials. While not a judicial appointment, the role of Judge 
Advocate and Defence Force Magistrate must be exercised in a judicial-like manner. Additionally, the Chief 
Judge Advocate works with the Judge Advocate General, commanders and other legal officers involved 
in the military discipline system to ensure the efficient and proper functioning of the superior disciplinary 
tribunal system and the military justice system more broadly.

While the physical workplace of the Office of the Judge Advocate General is located in Canberra, the Chief 
Judge Advocate is required to undertake interstate travel to conduct military courts martial and trials.  

SELECTION CRITERIA

In order to be successful in this important role, an individual should meet the following essential selection 
criteria:  

•  ability to conduct courts martial and Defence Force Magistrate trials to a standard that befits a judicial 
officer at the County or District Court level;

• exceptional communication skills; and

• demonstrated ability for leadership.

An applicant who is not an officer in the Australian Defence Force will have to successfully undergo 
the Defence Force recruitment process before being eligible for appointment to the position.

To be eligible for employment with Defence, an applicant must be an Australian citizen. The successful 
applicant will be required to undergo a security clearance vetting process.

Applicant information Pack, including Selection Criteria and application instructions, can be obtained 
by e-mailing: Mark.french2@defence.gov.au 

Applications close at 11:30pm (AEST) Sunday 16 July 2017.

Further questions relating to the selection documentation can be directed to Wing Commander 
Mark French, Deputy Director Senior Officer Management – ADF on (02) 6265 4834.
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