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“We may encounter many defeats but we must not be defeated.”
Maya Angelou



The Painful Truth: Implicit Bias – An Effective Tool Utilized 
to Penalize Working Mothers 

VERIFICATION CODE

2024!      
FOR CLE CREDIT:

1. Write down or take a photo of this 
    Verification Code.

You MUST complete the evaluation 
to earn CLE Credit.

2. Either click the “Evaluation” button from the 
program on your Meeting App to enter the Verification 
Code and complete the Program Evaluation now. 
           OR 
3. Save the code to take the evaluation later.



We going to keep in 100% real today!



Setting the Stage

• What is bias?

• Bias:  A prejudice in favor or against one thing, person or group compared 
with another, usually in a way considered to be unfair

• Two Types:
• Unconscious - Stereotypes about certain groups of people that individuals form outside their own 

conscious awareness

• Conscious -  Overt negative ideas about a demographic one is aware they hold, but refuses to change
     The unconscious stereotypes we learned and now have adopted and accept

• Bias:  A prejudice in favor or against one thing, person or group compared with another, 
usually in a way considered to be unfair



Bias Against Mothers?  What Does That Look Like?



EXAMPLE 1



EXAMPLE 2



EXAMPLE 3



AMERICAN BAR ASSOCIATION STUDY
Commission on Women in the Profession

● 2023 ABA study pertaining to prevalence and 
impact of motherhood penalty on the 
advancement and retention of female lawyers

● 3 Key Goals

    ∙  Gather and analyze data about bias faced by        
mothers and caregivers of children practicing law

     ∙ Develop policy and practice recommendations 
for law firms, in-house legal departments and bar 
associations

     ∙ Develop educational toolkits (work in process)

 

Project Co-Chairs

Michelle Browning Coughlin

Juanita Harris



Two Types of Research

Survey of 8000 Respondents
• Collection of data on wide range of 

issues pertaining to how legal careers 
develop for lawyers with children, 
especially mothers and what 
employers can do to assure 
opportunities to working mothers

National Focus Groups (10)
• Conducted in person and virtually, 

collecting experiences of mothers 
pursuing legal careers, where help 
needed and how employers can 
better support working mothers



WHAT WAS LEARNED
● For past 25 years mean and women 
entering legal profession in equal numbers

● Women continue to be much less likely to 
attain top levels of leadership

●  Not due to lack of inherent gender 
differences or talent

●  Women face obstacles men do not

● Women with children face even more 
obstacles and unique biases in the workplace

●  Because of Bias

●  The “Motherhood Penalty” has been 
shown to be more pervasive in highly-skilled 
professions and jobs dominated by men that 
requires long hours and constant availability.



WHAT ULTIMATELY HAPPENS?

The Numbers:

•      Women account for 49.4% of associates on law firms

•      Women account for only 32.7% of non-equity partners

•      Women account for only 22.6% of equity partners

•      Women account for only 33% of GC’s at Fortune 1000

Women of color:

•      16.5% associates

•      4.39% of ALL partners

•      7.6% GC’s



There is more……..

MONEY
• Gender pay gap exists that 

increases with seniority
• Impacts women of color even 

more because they are often 
times the primary caregivers and 
primary breadwinners

MENTAL HEALTH
• Women in legal profession 

report higher levels of anxiety, 
depression, and stress compared 
to male counterparts



Just an interesting observation……

WHAT THEY WANT YOU TO BELIEVE…..
I LOVE BEING A MOMMY…..THIS IS EASY



Let’s Bring it All Together – Real Life Examples



Don’t let a funeral stop you…..



KATINA… A VERY SPECIAL CHRISTMAS BONUS

• Young associate

• Strong hours generated significant 
revenue

• Team player

• The extra mile

• The “diverse” attorney

• Inaugural family leave policy - Four weeks 
paid leave

• Returned to full time



LET’S BE CLEAR….IT IS NOT ALL ON THE MEN

Women are also culprits



ZANDRA…..PREGNANCY IS NO EXCUSE



STACY – PICKING UP KIDS IS NO EXCUSE



What is Flexibility?

Pre-Covid Era

Advent of the “flex” Schedule

Colleagues availing themselves of the 
new policy

Demonstrated record of Excellence

Dedicated and Committed to Mission 
and Servant Leadership

Discouraged from requesting 
accommodation

Not a “good look”



STUDIES SHOW MOTHER’S CARRY THE LOAD

• Arranging childcare
• Leaving work for children’s needs
• Looking after children during daytime and evening hours
• Homework
• Arranging children’s medical care
• Attending children’s extra-curricular events
• Cooking meals
• Volunteering at school (room mom guilt is real)



Now what? Strategies to Combat the Penalty

• Law firm and legal department leadership should enact policies that 
consider experiences and viewpoints of women who will be affected by 
them. Historically, unilateral policies set without consideration

• Seek input from your working moms

• Implement flexible work policies
• Studies show this is critical to career success of women and mothers, who 

sometimes need to work around their childcare responsibilities.

• Offer comprehensive medical insurance, generous parental leave policies 
for both mothers and fathers to help shift burden of caring for sick children



And more strategies….

• Understand challenges faced by single mothers
• Develop childcare resources

• Provide mental health and wellness benefits to address increased 
stress and burnout faced by working mothers

• Mediation programs, counseling services, sabbaticals, quiet rooms

• Develop compensation models that do not solely revolve around 
billable hours, but evaluate performance

• Billable credit for tasks more women take on, such as committees
• Alternative billing arrangements provide greatly flexibility and job satisfaction



And yes……more strategies

• On-Ramp Programs
• Welcome back women who took hiatus after having children, developing a 

structured path for reentry.

• Design More Inclusive Job Descriptions
• How a job description reads relative to expectations can be discouraging to 

women

• Develop Training Programs Geared to Advancement of Women
• Mentoring and sponsorship programs
• Written standards for succession



DISCUSSION, THOUGHTS, COMMENTS?
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