
"Diversity Committees That Make a Difference" 
 
For organizations just starting their diversity initiative or those that want to re-energize 
their efforts, creating a diversity committee is the place to start.  Lessons learned from 
companies and firms with longstanding diversity efforts reveal the importance of being 
strategic when forming diversity committees to ensure they have the clout, 
accountability, resources, and support they need to be effective. 
 
On October 14th, ABCNY hosted "Key Structural Elements of a Diversity Initiative," the 
first in a series of monthly working sessions designed to illuminate pragmatic steps legal 
institutions can take to address diversity.  The workshop attracted nearly 80 participants 
from the signatories to the Association’s Statement of Diversity Principles.  Kathleen 
McKenna, a partner at Proskauer Rose, engaged attendees in an interactive discussion on 
the structural processes for addressing diversity. 
 
To effectively launch a diversity effort, the first step is to convene a diversity committee.  
Key issues to address include: 
 

  Be Strategic About Committee Membership. While it is tempting to solely 
draft women, minority, LGBT and disabled attorneys into the committee, it is 
essential to have a broad spectrum of influential members of the organization 
involved.  Staff the committee with those who are passionate about diversity, but 
also consider members who are “on the fence.”  As session participant, Peter 
Cobb, partner at Fried Frank Harris Shriver & Jacobson LLP describes, you want 
someone "who is respected by the non-believers in the firm as being a rational 
skeptic."    

 
  Prioritize Your Focus.  Says McKenna, "Unless you have articulated your 

purpose, you are unlikely to get to your goal, and if you haven't articulated what 
your goal is, you're not going to get there."  Your mission statement should 
clearly spell out your organization’s definition of diversity and what you aspire to 
achieve.  In addition, after a thorough diagnostic, the committee should outline a 
specific plan of action with roles, responsibilities, a timeline and accountability. 

 
  Leverage Internal & External Partnerships.  To be effective, the diversity 

committee should not work in isolation.  The committee should coordinate with 
human resources, recruiting, and professional development, which are 
instrumental in implementing the initiative.  Marketing is another important 
function to ensure that minority attorneys are showcased in pitches and external 
communications.  A great deal of interest among participants was sparked by 
Patrick Romain of Merrill Lynch who proposed, “invite your major client’s 
diversity committee to come in and talk diversity committee to diversity 
committee.”  

 
  Demonstrate Senior Leadership Support.  An effective committee reports 

directly to senior management.  The investment of resources by leadership should 



be commensurate with other initiatives of importance to the firm.  In addition, 
consider treating work spent on diversity efforts as billable time or providing 
incentive pay for the successful efforts of the committee. 

 
To learn more about creating a diversity committee or upcoming diversity working 
sessions, please see our Web site at www.abcny.org or contact Meredith Moore in 
ABCNY's Office for Diversity at mmoore@abcny.org.   


