
Advancing and Retaining Racial and Ethnic Minorities in the Legal Profession 
 
New York City is one of the most diverse cities in the world, with racial/ ethnic 
minorities comprising 55.3% of the population (U.S. Census 2000).  Yet this diversity is 
not reflected in the demographics of its legal community, and its leadership in particular.   
 
On September 15, 2005 the New York City Bar’s Office for Diversity hosted a working 
group session focused on the retention and advancement of racial and ethnic minorities in 
the legal profession.  The panel, which was moderated by Stacey M. Gray, Principal of 
Stacey M. Gray, P.C., included Dennis P. Duffy, Vice President and Associate General 
Counsel for Labor and Employment at Time Warner, Inc., Andrew T. Hahn, Sr., Partner 
at Seyfarth and Shaw’s New York Office, Adam C. Hemlock, Partner at Weil Gotshal & 
Manges, and James J. Sandman, Managing Partner of Arnold & Porter LLP.   
 
Key Statistics on Racial/Ethnic Minority Attorneys 
 

 In 2005, over one-quarter (26%) of students at the top 20 ranked law schools and 
21% of the 14 New York area law schools are racial/ethnic minorities (US News 
and World Report 2005).   

 New York offices of signatory firms are more diverse than the profession as a 
whole as15.2% of attorneys in signatory firms are racial/ ethnic minorities 
compared to 10.8% in the profession as a whole (ABA, Statistics about Minorities in the 
Profession from the Census, 2000) 

 However, racial/ethnic minorities are clustered in the associate pool: 4.7% of New 
York area partners are racial/ ethnic minorities compared to 21.1% of associates.  
(NYC Bar, Diversity Benchmarking Report, 2005) 

 While 19% of the pre-partner pool in 2004 were racial/ethnic minorities, only 7% 
of new promotions to partner were minorities.   (NYC Bar, Diversity Benchmarking 
Report, 2005) 

 
 
While more work is to be done to encourage greater diversity coming into the profession, 
the greater challenge is keeping the diverse talent employers attract.  The panelists 
described how minority associates quickly discern whether a firm environment is 
comfortable and conducive to their advancement and development. In essence, there can 
be a “virtuous cycle” where firms who retain, develop, and advance diverse talent are in 
turn better able to attract more racial/ethnic minorities in the future.   
 
Action Steps for Increasing Racial/Ethnic Minority Leaders: 
 

 Confront Stereotypes:  Misconceptions about different groups can be unearthed 
through focus groups and input from affinity groups and then addressed through 
diversity training and other communications mechanisms.  Andrew Hahn 
discussed that even the “model minority” depiction of Asian-Americans as hard-
working and intelligent can be detrimental, as they represent “great qualities for 
associates, but not necessarily for partners.”   



 Establish a Mentoring Culture:  there was some debate about the efficacy of 
informal mentors versus formal programs. However, all agreed that minority 
attorneys need a panel of mentors to help them navigate their organizations, 
obtain candid performance feedback, and gain visibility with other leaders in their 
organization.  Mentoring programs can be a powerful tool for providing training 
on effective mentoring and ensuring that all attorneys have access to mentoring 
opportunities.  Adam Hemlock also reinforced that “the need for mentoring 
doesn’t end when you make partner.” 

 
 Emphasize Good Management: James Sandman described the importance of 

good management generally as a tool to retain all talented associates, but 
particularly racial/ethnic minorities that might otherwise slip through the cracks.  
He defined “good management” as paying attention, providing structure, 
allocating work assignments fairly and setting a positive example for others in the 
firm.   

 
  Focus on Leadership: The panel described the need, as more minority attorneys 

begin to make partner, to develop these new partners into leaders through 
mentoring and training opportunities.  In particular, senior associates and junior 
partners need to be educated on business generation skills and the particular ways 
the firm grants origination credit.  Dennis Duffy also suggested that clients should 
be informed on how this process works and how they can support minority 
associates and partners in their development.  

 
For more information about racial and ethnic diversity in New York’s legal community 
or upcoming diversity working group sessions, please contact the New York City Bar’s 
Office for Diversity: Meredith Moore, Director at mmoore@nycbar.org, or Elizabeth 
Kowalczyk, Assistant, at ekowalczyk@nycbar.org.   
 
 
 
 


