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ABOUT THE ALLIANCE
The Diversity & Flexibility Alliance is a think tank dedicated to creating work environments
centered on inclusion and innovative thought leadership. The Alliance provides practical solutions
that increase organizational effectiveness and create high performance cultures leveraging diversity
and flexibility. More information about the Alliance can be found at www.dfalliance.com.
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LETTER FROM THE CEO
On behalf of the Diversity & Flexibility Alliance, I am pleased to present the results of our second annual
Law Firm Flexibility Benchmarking Survey . In furtherance of our mission to advance women and
promote flexibility for all in the legal profession, this survey initiative examines the availability and usage of
flexibility in large law firms. Specifically, the survey looks at holistic flexibility, which includes both full-time
and reduced hour flexible work options, reflecting the myriad reasons today’s diverse workforce wants and
needs flexibility. For 2015, we were pleased to add survey items about ‘true-up’ (compensation for hours
worked in excess of reduced hours arrangements) and expand inquiry into flexibility program management.
Our goal with this survey is to provide the legal market with multifaceted data about flexibility programs.
As the survey results show, the availability of flexible work options is not the issue. Instead, markers of
stigma for working flexibly persist and make it challenging to create positive, cultural change in favor of
flexibility. However, there are promising trends, as well. Reduced hours usage remained steady over the last
year, and reduced hours lawyers increased their representation among attorneys promoted to partnership in
2014. This year’s results also show a significant and positive shift in the number of firms that do not require
lawyers to ask permission to reduce their hours for a limited period of time upon return from a leave of
absence. These are important indicators of change, and we hope to see parallel advances with respect to fulltime flexibility in future surveys.
Successful implementation of flexibility policies is key to making progress on flexible work, and the Alliance
continues to develop practical solutions to address this issue. Among these solutions is the Flex Success
Framework , which is the Alliance’s five-step process for implementing successful flexibility programs. This
proprietary framework answers the “why, what, how, who, and when” of flexibility programs that work,
starting with a strong business case that is tailored to the organization and its people’s needs. It provides a
roadmap for de-stigmatized, de-parented, and de-gendered flexible work, including: exploring holistic
flexibility to expand the definition beyond part-time schedules; emphasizing the importance of education
and accountability for supervisors of flex lawyers and staff; and measuring and monitoring progress.
We remain committed to doing research and developing solutions to expand holistic flexibility in the legal
profession. Many thanks to the firms, including our members, who participated in this survey, and we invite
more firms to join us in this effort in the future. For more information about how your organization can be
involved with the Alliance, please contact me at manar@dfalliance.com.
Warmest regards,

Manar Morales
President & CEO
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Consistent with its focus on bridging the gap between policy and practice, the Alliance embarked on
the Law Firm Flexibility Benchmarking Survey research initiative to uncover trends and best
practices and to spark increased support among legal employers for flexibility for all their lawyers and
staff. The survey is designed to address the market gap in holistic data about flexibility in law firms and
to examine usage by gender, race, and sexual orientation. This year’s annual survey asked participant
firms to provide data on:
1.
2.
3.
4.

The types of flexibility policies offered;
How well these policies are utilized;
The availability of flexible work for staff;
Whether and how working flexibly affects promotion, compensation, and
leadership opportunities; and
5. How management of the flexibility program is spread throughout the firm.
As a baseline, the survey also collects data on the overall attorney population in the U.S. offices of
participating firms by demographic categories including level/position, gender, race, and sexual orientation.
In addition, this year’s survey added survey items about ‘true-up’ (compensation for hours worked in
excess of reduced hours arrangements) and expanded inquiry into flexibility program management.
The Alliance’s inaugural benchmarking survey in 2014 found that while availability of flexible work options
was prevalent among the participating firms, attorneys utilizing those policies was less so. A year later, the
same is true. However, there were a number of reasons to be encouraged by the inaugural survey results –
just as there are this year. This year’s survey results show that more firms are making temporary reduced
hours schedules automatic for those returning from extended leave – an effective and relatively low cost
retention tool at a pivotal point in many lawyers’ careers. They also reveal near-parity among men and
women equity partners who telecommute formally. There was also a slightly larger share of reduced hours
lawyers promoted to partnership in 2014 as compared to the share of reduced hours lawyers among all
lawyers.
Highlights of the key findings from the survey are listed below with detailed data results constituting the
remainder of this report.

FLEX WORK AVAILABILITY & USAGE
•

Virtually all firms continue to have formal flexibility policies on the books. Over 90 percent of
the survey participants – 23 of 25 participating firms – have a formal flexibility policy, with more than
half (13 of 23) offering at least two types of flexible work options. Consistent with the Alliance’s
guidance to formalize policies for consistent application, uniform expectations, and internal/external
transparency, the policy needed to be written to qualify as a formal policy for the purposes of this
survey.

•

Reduced hours schedules are the most commonly offered type of flexibility. All 23 firms that
reported having a formal flexibility policy provide a reduced hours program. Fourteen firms offer
1
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telecommuting, and 13 firms offer flexible start/end times and annualized hours, respectively. Only
one firm reported offering job-sharing. (See Figure A)
Figure A.

Flexibility Types and Usage Among Participating Firms with a Formal Flexibility
Policy
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•

Reduced hours schedules are the most popular type of flexible work used. Just over eight percent
of lawyers at participant firms with reduced hours policies have a reduced hours schedule. This is
identical to last year’s survey results. Telecommuting and flexible start/end time usage has fallen relative
to last year’s results which may reflect an increased understanding that the Alliance defines formal
flexible work as a tracked arrangement made pursuant to a written policy. While all participants report
having lawyers who telecommute informally (and many noted their lawyers have flexibility over when
they come in and leave the office), not having a formal policy limits firms’ ability to track who is working
flexibly and makes them vulnerable to inconsistent experiences and expectations around flexible work.
(See Figure A)

•

Women constitute the largest share of reduced hours lawyers yet continue to be
underrepresented overall. To understand the proportionality of flex lawyers, the survey asked about
the overall attorney population in the U.S. offices of participating firms. The survey results closely
tracked national averages as reported by NALP1, with women among participant firms constituting
36.5 percent of all lawyers, 20.4 percent of partners, and 46.4 percent of associates. However, women
continue to be disproportionately represented among those working reduced hours. (See Figure B)

1

See “Women, Black/African American Associates Lose Ground at Major U.S. Law Firms,” NALP, November 19, 2015,
available at http://www.nalp.org/lawfirmdiversity_nov2015.
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Figure B.

Representation of Women, Attorneys of Color, and LGBT Attorneys in Participant
Firms – All Attorneys and Reduced Hours Attorneys
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•

Lawyers of Color and LGBT Lawyers remain underrepresented in all respects. According to
recent NALP data, people of color (reported as “minorities” in NALP data) represented nearly a
quarter of all law school graduates in 20142, and graduates identifying as lesbian, gay, or bisexual
constituted just under four percent of all graduates in 20143. Yet lawyers of color represented 15.5
percent of all lawyers among survey participants and 11.5 percent of reduced hours lawyers. LGBT
lawyers represented 2.1 percent of all lawyers in participant firms but barely register among reduced
hours lawyers at under one percent. (See Figure B)

•

Reduced hours schedules remain more common among non-partnership track attorneys.
Nearly 30 percent of Of Counsel and over 20 percent of staff attorneys are working reduced hours.
By contrast, less than four percent of equity partners, 10 percent of non-equity partners, and nearly
six percent of associates have a reduced hours schedule in participating firms. These results are similar
to last year’s survey results and may signal that while participants have flex policies in place, many
are not being used due to concern for the perceived threat to career advancement to partner or key
leadership roles. (See Figure C)

2

“National Summary Chart for Class of 2014. NALP, July 2015, available at
http://www.nalp.org/uploads/NationalSummaryChartforSchools2014Class.pdf.
3
“New Research on Employment Outcomes for Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual Graduates.” NALP Bulletin, November 2015,
available at http://www.nalp.org/1115research
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Figure C.

Representation of Reduced Hours Lawyers by Position
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•

Consistent with Alliance guidance, more firms make on-ramping automatic. In the
Alliance’s 2014 Flexibility Benchmarking Survey, a majority of participating firms had on-ramping
policies allowing a gradual return to work from leave, but only two firms made those gradual
returns automatic. This year’s survey reveals significant improvement on this statistic with onramping being automatic (but voluntary) for 11 of the 14 participants with an on-ramping policy.
The Alliance recommends automatic but voluntary on-ramping policies due to its findings that
requiring permission to work a reduced schedule for a limited period of time after returning from
an extended leave serves as a barrier to usage and can contribute to premature attrition.

•

Organizational investments to support flexibility vary. Making flexibility initiatives work
requires organizational investments. These investments include, but are not limited to,
compensating reduced hours lawyers for time worked in excess of their agreed upon scheduled
(known as “true-up”), and as detailed in a recent Alliance Action Step,4 “Who’s Monitoring Your
Flex Program?” a team of professionals to help manage and champion the program. Only 11
survey participant firms report having a true-up policy, which is just under half of the firms with
a reduced hours policy. Similarly, just under half (48 percent) of participant firms report having a
flexibility program manager. Slightly more than half (52 percent) have partners who serve as
ambassadors for the flexibility program.

•

Leadership and Partner Promotions. Seven of the participant firms promoted reduced hours

4

The Alliance’s Action Steps are monthly, member-exclusive briefs that convert research into implementation
guidance on pertinent topics related to diversity and/or flexibility.
4
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lawyers to partnership in 2014. Those seven firms promoted a total of 167 attorneys to
partnership, 14 of whom were working reduced hours schedules when promoted. These lawyers
constitute a share of 8.4 percent of all partner promotions at their firms in 2014, which just edges
the share of lawyers working reduced hours in participant firms overall. Reduced hours schedules
are also represented among firm leadership in 10 participant firms, including two firm chairs or
managing partners, 16 department chairs or practice group leaders, and two office heads.

5
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METHODOLOGY
The survey was distributed to all Alliance member firms and many non-member firms, in July
2015. The effective date of collected data was December 31, 2014, and the total number of
responding firms was 25, covering over 18,000 lawyers in the U.S. alone. Results are
summarized through tables, figures, and natural language in corresponding order to the
survey questions. A question may not be represented if the data was not statistically reliable.
Since not all firms responded to each question, figures representing the number of firms (i.e.,
the sample size applicable in the particular calculation) appear either in a parenthetical next to
the descriptive text or in the accompanying graphic.
While nearly three-quarters (18 of 25) of the respondent firms are in the AmLaw 100, multiple
characteristics of the survey data are presented when there are meaningful differences due to
the range in size and other characteristics of the participants. Accordingly, for some items,
summary statistics may include percentages, as well as means, medians, and
minimum/maximum values. Due to rounding and other factors (e.g., incomplete demographic
information for reported lawyers), frequencies of responses may not total 100 percent.
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Alliance Members: To access the full report, please visit the
Research section of the Member Resource Center.

5185 MacArthur Blvd. NW #704 | Washington, DC 20016
www.dfalliance.com
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