
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
How can women shape the future of the legal industry? 
 

“You need to summon your courage and find your voice…. you need to be part of the debate 
to influence the debate” 

Lisa Fontenelli, Partner Managing Director, Global Investment Research, Goldman Sachs 
 
We need to continue to show we are just as good as men at our jobs (if not better….)  
 
To ensure that gender equality becomes a reality in the legal industry, women lawyers who have not yet 
done so need to find their voice and demonstrate and promote that they are technical experts and trusted 
advisers in their field. As Lisa Fontenelli says, you need to be part of the debate to influence the debate.  
 
A trailblazer for this is Rosanne Kay, a partner at Reed Smith who specializes in regulatory enforcement.   
She has a voice and is using it: she has co-authored several client bulletins, held numerous speaking 
engagements, and written blogs on her firm’s website. By advising clients and informing her wider network 
of how to best deal with regulatory developments, she is able to influence and lead the debate in her field. 
 
But let’s ask ourselves what are lawyers for?   I would say that in a city or corporate context, our main 
purpose is to analyze problems and provide solutions for our clients. Nicola Foulston, the new chief 
executive of Rosenblatt, the City law firm, recently said: “…the genetic make-up of women, I believe, is to be 
more collegiate and less aggressive than men.  In a City context, problem-solving women are the perfect 
counterpoint to alpha males.” 1  
 
I reflected that I should value the skills I have which make me an effective problem solver, and to have 
confidence in these skills above the bluster of “faking it till I make it”.  I think my leading by this example can 
inspire others to be authentic to themselves and helps dismiss the idea there is only one script or style for 
progressing in a legal career. 
 
Focus on women at board level 
 
The Solicitors Regulation Authority (SRA) is currently consulting the industry on its proposed changes to the 
SRA Handbook.  Its aim is to simplify the existing rules and increase client choice.  The Chair of the SRA is a 
woman: Enid Rowlands. Looking further into the SRA board members on the SRA website I was met with the 
smiling faces of Professor Julia Black (Policy Committee), Sharon Darcy (Finance and Audit Committee), and 
Jane Furniss, CBE (Policy Committee). This female presence demonstrates to me that women have played a 
significant role in initiating the debate on how the profession is regulated – they have a voice and now they 
have the potential to lead the debate.   
 
Concerted efforts to improve gender equality in the corporate sector are being made by the 30% Club:  their 
goal is to have 30% women on FTSE boards, which has almost been realized.2  I counted only six women 
among sixteen at board or committee level at the SRA, and as the 30% Club would acknowledge, more needs  
 

                                                         
1 As published in the September 2016 edition of The Law Society Gazette. 
2 The figure is currently 26% according to the 30% Club website.   
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to be done.  One key red flag discussed in 30% Club publications is that women continue to search for 
inspiring role models.  I think this can be addressed in the legal industry by encouraging mentoring in law  
firms, barristers chambers and in-house legal departments, and I think cross-firm/chambers mentoring is 
worth exploring as a version of the 30% Club cross-company, cross-sector mentoring initiative.   
 
Women’s networks as platforms for change  
 
Women’s networks give a voice to women who have something to say, regardless of seniority level.  
They provide a forum for women to share experiences, to focus on professional skills building, and discuss 
the future. In my experience, being a member of a women’s network within Goldman Sachs has been 
invaluable: I have benefited from a wealth of experiences shared.   It’s a forum where we can lobby our 
network leaders to escalate to management the changes we consider will help the sustainability of our 
careers.  Women’s networks also need male champions – as my women’s network and the 30% Club will 
attest, men standing up for women’s rights can be very powerful. 
 
Building on the concepts of flexible working and support for women returning to work, I think a key area in 
which women can make a difference to the legal profession as a whole is in relation to paternity rights.   
My sense is there is some way to go before men taking statutory paternity leave will be seen as the norm, 
and I would like to explore what the women’s network model can do to champion this cause.  I also think it 
would help create a shift in expectations that women should be principally responsible for childcare, and 
also would act as good PR since it would show that women’s networks are striving to improve working 
conditions for all. 
 
Attracting people into the profession: going into schools 
 
I would like to end by stressing the importance of attracting new people to the profession.  As part of a team 
of female colleagues, I recently spent a morning in a North London academy school to participate in their 
enrichment day to talk about career choices and interview skills. It was explained to us that the children 
have little or no interactions with adults outside of their family members and teachers, and it really hit home 
how much influence we could have in a few hours – what I was about to say to these children was really 
going to have an impact.   The classroom was hectic but being pelted with questions “Miss….Miss….” and 
getting the attention of the disruptive children for a few moments was a thrill.   The feedback we received 
signaled to me the importance of going into schools to teach children about the legal profession: their eyes 
had been opened to the law as a career choice, and I like to think that I made them, and the girls especially, 
believe it was within their reach.  
 
Written by Annie Flower, Legal Department, Goldman Sachs 
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