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There’s no one way to boost the number of women  
lawyers at a firm and support their road to partnership, but two firms, 
using different methods, are having success in Texas.

Adding women lawyers is slow going, with a recent ALM Intelligence 
study indicating that the percentage of women associates at AmLaw 200 
firms has increased by just two percent and women equity partners by four 
percent since 2013. Women lawyers comprise 45 percent of associates at 
AmLaw 200 firms, 27 percent of non-equity partners and 19 percent of 
equity partners, according to the ALM gender diversity study.

Despite good intentions, it’s hard—really hard—to improve those 
statistics, even with deliberate programs aimed at not only hiring but 
retaining women lawyers. Through different methods, some firms in 
Texas are making progress on the gender front. Those firms include 
Haynes and Boone, which has focused on gender parity in its finance 
practice group over many years, and Sheppard, Mullin, Richter & 
Hampton’s efforts over the last few months to deliberately hire women 
in its new Dallas office that the California firm opened in April.

Under leadership of firm founders Mike Boone and Richard 
Haynes, Haynes and Boone has been hiring women, including many 
for its finance group, since the firm was founded in 1970. The finance 
group has benefited. Since 2015, women have comprised 70 percent of 
the partner promotions in the finance practice group, including both of 
the group’s new partners in 2018. Today, the 55-lawyer finance group 
at Haynes and Boone includes 24 women, for 44 percent of the total, 
and and a total of nine woman partners, for 39 percent of the total.

At Shepherd Mullin’s new Dallas office, which opened in April with 
18 lateral hires and has grown to 21 lawyers by the end of September, 
43 percent of its lawyers are women including two of seven equity 
partners. The firm’s goal was to set the tone right off the bat by hiring 
women and minority lawyers for the new office.

It should be relatively easy to recruit women to firms, considering 
the reality that in 2016, women officially made up more than half of 
U.S. law school enrollment, after getting close to that percentage in 
prior years. Ellen McGinnis, a partner at Haynes and Boone’s finance 
practice group in Washington, D.C., said it’s no secret that the hard 
part is not hiring women associates, but keeping them longterm to 
make partner and participate in firm leadership.

“Our challenge is not hiring. Our challenge is retention,” said 
McGinnis, who is a member of the firm’s board of directors and chairs 
the admission to partnership committee.

McGinnis joined Haynes and Boone in 1989 in Dallas. At that 
time, the firm had about 160 lawyers and about 19 percent of the 
partners were women, according to McGinnis. She characterized that 
as “extraordinary” for the time.

McGinnis, who moved to Dallas and Haynes and Boone after four 
years as an associate at a small firm in New York City, said the Texas firm 
was a place where she felt “completely respected” from the start. In 1995, 
because of her physician husband’s job, she moved to the firm’s then-new 
office in Washington, D.C., but actually has telecommuted three days a 
week for the last 23 years because she lives in Baltimore.

Telecommuting was cutting edge in 1995, McGinnis said, but 
Tim Powers, the current managing partner of the firm who headed 
the finance practice at that time, was open to it. She said the firm’s 
willingness to adapt flexible working arrangements so many years ago 
aided the firm’s effort to keep women lawyers.

According to the National Law Journal’s Women in Law 
Scorecard, published in July, women comprise 31.4 percent of 
lawyers at Haynes and Boone, 15.7 percent of equity partners and 
29.1 percent of non-equity partners. Two Texas firms, Linebarger 
Goggan Blair & Sampson of Austin and Dallas-based Thompson, 
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Coe, Cousins & Irons, were in the top 25 of the 264 firms that 
reported information on female lawyers in 2017.

McGinnis said the finance practice has been particularly supportive 
of women lawyers over many years, which explains why the firm has 
retained so many women in that group and promoted them to partner. 

“Most of them are lawyers who started with us as baby lawyers, and 
I think the reason we were able to do that is we tried to create an envi-
ronment, a very close group, very strong relationships,” McGinnis said.

Erin England, who was promoted to partner in January, is one of 
those lawyers.

England joined Haynes and Boone in 2008 as a first-year associate, 
and worked in the summer of 2007 in the real estate practice group. 
But because of the economic downturn, England landed in the finance 
group on her first day of work as a first-year because she had worked 
in banking for two-and-a-half years before going to law school.

“It was a little bit of a curve ball,” England said.
But 10 years later, after making partner, England said it’s clear to 

her that Haynes and Boone, and its finance group in particular, is doing 
a lot right to move toward that goal of 50 percent women lawyers. “In 
an industry which no question continues to be dominated by white 
males, Haynes and Boone is doing something different and the efforts 
are paying off,” she said.

She said the firm’s “best practices” are very consistent, and include 
formal and informal practices. Those best practices to support the 
careers of women lawyers include mentoring—by both women and 
men in the finance group—and a women’s leadership academy that 
helps young women lawyers build connections at the firm.

The finance group also offers informal relationship-building 
events, such as voluntary Friday morning breakfasts, and some outside-

of-work activities such as yoga and spinning   classes, which help all 
lawyers build relationships with others in the group. A group of young 
women and men in the finance practice walk 20 flights of stairs in the 
building on a regular basis, she said. 

She said an increasing number of companies headquartered in Dallas 
have women and minorities as general counsel, and they want their outside 
counsel teams to look like the internal teams they have build inhouse. 
That helps the firm’s bottom line.

While the Haynes and Boone finance practice has been working on 
adding and retaining women lawyers for decades, Sheppard Mullins is 
starting from fresh in Dallas and immediately considered the gender 
and ethnic background of lawyers when hiring for the office.

Jon Newby, a partner in Century City, Calif., who is the firm’s vice 
chair, said diversity is important to the firm, where 36 percent of its 
lawyers were women as of Sept. 30, but women comprise 46 percent 
of associates and 18 percent of equity partners.

Newby said the firm has considered diversity, along with targeted 
practice areas, when hiring laterals for the new office.

“When you are talking about partner recruiting, you can’t really 
control initially who is going to be interested in talking to you, so what 
we do in talking to the various recruiters we use is we make sure they 
understand how high of a priority it is for us,” he said.

Newby said that when an office is diverse, it helps the firm recruit 
additional diverse lawyers, whether partners or associates. It also helps 
in lawyer retention, he said.�
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