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May 26, 2016 

Memorandum 

To: 

From: 

Juan Sempertegui 

Hispanic National Bar Association 

Jill Lynch Cruz  

Aracely Munoz Petrich

Co-Chairs, Leadership Committee, Latina Commission 

Hispanic National Bar Association 

Subject: Submission of CLE Packet for Leadership Academy 

Please find enclosed documentation to support awarding of CLE credit to the Latina Leadership 

Academy and CLE program for the HNBA Annual Convention. The Academy will take 

place on September 7, 2015, in Chicago, in conjunction with the HNBA Annual Convention. 

The Academy is divided into a morning session on the Grit and Growth Mindset, and an 

afternoon session on Being Your Own Career Advocate. 

I have enclosed the agenda for both programs with time allocations, instructor biographies, and 

published articles covering these topics. There are many more published articles on these topics 

should you desire more information. The Latina Commission respectfully requests that the 

HNBA seek approval for continuing legal education credit for both the morning and afternoon 

sessions.

If you need any further information please do not hesitate to contact me at 513-490-1003 or 

jcruz@jlc.consulting. Thank you in advance. 







ARACELY MUÑOZ PETRICH 
1200 N. ROLFE ST., #301, ARLINGTON, VA 22209   

MOBILE: (312) 758-2250 ▪ E-MAIL: amunozpetrich@gmail.com 

PROFESSIONAL PROFILE 

High-performing legal industry executive and thought leader with extensive experience in strategic 

planning, optimizing organizational resources, promoting team development and fostering innovation. 

Proven ability to engage leaders from the private, public and governmental sector to achieve mission 

success.  Dynamic bilingual public speaker on a variety of topics related to diversity and inclusion in the 

legal profession.     

PROFESSIONAL EXPERIENCE 

Minority Corporate Counsel Association, Washington, D.C. 
Vice President of Strategic Development        June 2013 to Present 

 Engage key stakeholders across the diversity and inclusion spectrum to accomplish MCCA’s core

mission and goals.

 Lead all aspects of MCCA’s signature legal education conferences, new professional

development initiatives, corporate diversity and inclusion programs and pipeline initiatives.

 Direct MCCA’s signature research portfolio from survey development and data collection to

publication.

 Develop and facilitate in-depth diversity and inclusion programs for corporate legal departments,

law firms, and MCCA partner bar associations throughout the United States and Canada.

 Report to Board on key initiatives, including, serving as principal Board Liaison to the Advocacy

Committee.

 Oversee human resources, external vendors, and budgets related to association’s educational

programs, research, scholarship, and special initiatives.

 Manage outside counsel.

Association of Corporate Counsel, Washington, D.C. 
Associate General Counsel and Director of Large Law Programs  January 2012 to May 2013 

 Developed and presented a wide range of in-person compliance and ethics programs for corporate

legal departments throughout the United States and Canada, to promote membership growth and

retention.

 Managed external relationships with corporate legal department group members throughout the

United States and Canada, which included identifying potential member resources, educational

content and communicating the organization’s key initiatives.

 Responsible for supervising staff and managing program budget.

American Bar Association, Chicago, IL 
Director, Commission on Hispanic Legal Rights and Responsibilities      August 2010 to December 2011 

 Established a national ABA presidential commission of legal leaders.

 Developed and executed a series of national public hearings and stakeholder meetings

culminating in a comprehensive report with policy recommendations and adoption of a resolution

before the ABA House of Delegates.

 Fostered new relationships and collaborations between the association and national, regional and

local Latino leaders and organizations.

 Managed the Commission’s daily operation and the establishment of its 501(c)(3) program

support fund.



Director, Commission on Racial and Ethnic Diversity                       December 2008 to December 2011 

 Promoted relationships and collaborations with national commission of appointed members, 

internal sections, divisions and forums to meet the association’s diversity and inclusion goals, 

including publication of the association’s annual diversity report.   

 Developed and implemented national in-person education programs focusing on the leadership, 

professional and economic development of diverse lawyers.  

 Managed the Commission’s daily operation, including supervising commission staff, law clerks, 

overseeing budgetary matters and the commission’s 501(c)(3) program support fund. 

 

City of Chicago Department of Law, Chicago, IL 
Assistant Corporate Counsel, Labor Division                 October 2006 to December 2008 

 Advised client departments on a variety of legal matters and labor practices related to hiring and 

managing a large and diverse work force.  

 Defended the City in discrimination matters before the U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity 

Commission, the Illinois Department of Human Rights, and the Chicago Commission on Human 

Relations.  

 Represented the City in discharge matters before the City of Chicago Human Resources Board, 

Chicago Police Board and the Circuit Court of Cook County.  

 

Legal Assistance Foundation of Metropolitan Chicago, Chicago, IL 

Staff Attorney                    September 2003 to October 2006 

 

Northwestern Bluhm Legal Clinic Children and Family Justice Center, Chicago, IL  

Project Administrator, Domestic Violence Relief Project                   October 1999 to August 2000 

 

University of Chicago, Chicago IL 
Coordinator                              October 1996 to September 1999 

 
EDUCATION 

 

University of Iowa College of Law, Iowa City, IA  

 Juris Doctor, 2003 

University of Chicago, Chicago, IL  

 Master of Arts Program in the Social Sciences, 1997 

 Bachelor of Arts in Latin American Studies, 1995 

 
BOARD & COMMITTEE MEMBERSHIPS 

 

Mexican American Legal Defense and Educational Fund 

 Member, Board of Directors, 2013 to Present 

 Chair, Development Committee & Member, Executive Committee, 2015 to Present 

 Personnel & Nominations Committee, 2014-2015 

 Audit Committee, 2013-2014 

American Bar Association 

 Member, Standing Committee on Governmental Affairs, 2015 to Present 

 Co-Chair, The Grit Project, Commission on Women in the Profession, 2015 to Present 

 Liaison, Commission on Women in the Profession, 2013 to Present 

 Commissioner, Commission on Hispanic Legal Rights and Responsibilities, 2012 to 2013 

Hispanic National Bar Association 

 Commissioner, Commission on Latinas In the Legal Profession, 2015 to Present 

University of Chicago Latino Alumni Network 

 Chair, Board of Directors, 2011 to 2014 



Jill Lynch Cruz of JLC Consulting is an executive and career development coach 
and consultant who partners with individuals and organizations in the career and 
talent development space.  JLC Consulting has particular expertise working with 
women and racioethnic minorities, especially Latina attorneys, to help them 
navigate and advance their careers more successfully. 

Jill has over 20 years of senior level human resource management experience, 
including as the Chief Human Resources Officer for an AmLaw 100 DC-based 
law firm.  She holds a doctorate in Organization and Management from Capella 
University, a master’s degree in Human Resource Management from the 
University of Maryland, as well as a bachelor’s degree in Psychology from the 
University of Maryland.  She is also certified as a Global Career Development 
Facilitator (GCDF) and Senior Professional in Human Resources (SPHR).  She also 
serves as an Associate Professor, Dissertation Chair, and Research Affiliate for 
the University of Phoenix Graduate School of Business and Technology and 
School of Advanced Studies.   

As a scholar practitioner, Jill is actively involved in research and writing on topics 
primarily related to Hispanic women in leadership, including as the co-author of 
several landmark studies and law review articles on the unique experiences and 
barriers encountered by Latina attorneys, as well as, several academic book 
chapters and articles about Hispanics in the workplace. She is an expert lecturer 
and frequent presenter at legal industry events, legal bar association 
conferences and peer-reviewed management symposiums.  She has also served 
as a member of the Research Advisory Board for the American Bar Association’s 
Commission on Women in the Profession.  Jill has also been actively involved 
with the Hispanic National Bar Association Latina Commission as a researcher, 
author, and current Latina Commissioner. 

EXECUTIVE & CAREER DEVELOPMENT COACH                                

    Direct Dial: 513-490-1003 
Email:  jcruz@jlc.consulting 

www.jlc.consulting



DIVERSITY & LEGAL PUBLICATIONS 

♦ Cruz, J. L. & Blancero, D. M. (in press, 2016).  Navigating the Corporate
Divide: The Positive Role of Bicultural Supports in Latina/o Professionals’
Career Success.

♦ Cruz, J. L. & Blancero, D.M. (2014).  Hispanic Career Success:  The Role of
Acculturation.  In M.G. Urbina (Ed.), Beyond Post-Racial America:  21st

Century Dynamics of Multiculturalism. Springfield, IL: Charles C. Thomas,
Publisher, Ltd.
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Success.  In D. Blancero and R. DelCampo (Eds.), Hispanics @ Work: A
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♦ Cruz, J. L. (2011). The Relationship between Latina Attorneys’ Family
Responsibilities and Career Success in Law Firms. (Doctoral Dissertation).
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Why so Few? Diversity & the Bar, 11(6), 32.
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in Greater Cincinnati:  Picking Up the Pulse. Leadership Cincinnati & Regional
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Program Description: 

September 2) 2015 
8:30-5:00 p.m. 

The AHA Comniission onWomen irithe Profession·has developed acurriculum forwomen attorneys 
entitled, 'the Grit Project as a waY"to help educate women lawyers about the science behind grit and 
growth mindset - two important traits that many successful women lawyers have in common. By providing 
the tools t() assess and learn these traits, the Grit Project enhances the effectiveness as well as the retention 
and promotion ofwo111en lawyers." (ABA C:onunission.website). 

, Training Objective: 
! This program will provide useful insight and skills on how Latina attorneys' attitudes and behaviors about
! their own abilities and potential affect career outcomes even more so than intelligence, raw talent, and other
! "fixed" attributes.
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Welcome & Introduction Latina Commission Co-Chairs 
. Grit & Growth P�oject ., ....... M;a;;�t�� :
'Research Aracely Munoz ]?etrith, Esq: 
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Program Description: 
Be Your Own Career Advocate:  Negotiating Compensation and Promotion Decisions - This 
leadership training program will provide an overview of the key issues Latina attorneys encounter in 
their careers related to compensation, promotion decisions, and other aspects of their employment in 
the legal profession. This program will include an overview of the related research, policies and 
practices affecting compensation and promotion decisions across the legal profession, as well as 
important insight and skills to enhance Latina attorneys’ effectiveness in advocating and negotiating 
for themselves in these decisions.

. Training Objective: 
This program will provide insight and practical skills to help Latina attorneys better navigate 
their organizations' compensation and promotions systems and leverage their negotiating 
position. 

�- < -·, 

Tatget Audience: 
, Latina Attorneys - All Practicing Attorney Levels 

Topic 
Opening Comments 

Presentation: Be Your Own 
Career Advocate:  Negotiating 
Compensation and Promotion 
Decisions

Break 
Small Group Sessions 

Full Group Discussion 

Summary & Conclusion 

Final Remarks 

Moderator: 
Jill Lynch Cruz, PhD, SPHR, GCDF 
President 
JLC Consulting 

All 

Latina Commission Co-Chairs 
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1 of 1 DOCUMENT 

Copyright (c) 2010 Pepperdine University School of Law 
Pepperdine Law Review 

2010 

37 Pepp. L. Rev. 971 

LENGTH: 26024 words 

SPECIAL REPORT: Hispanic National Bar Association* National Study on the Status of Latinas in the Legal Profes-
sion Few and Far Between: The Reality of Latina Lawyers 

NAME: Jill L. Cruz**** & Melinda S. Molina***** 

BIO: *Hispanic National Bar Association ("HNBA") President (2008-2009), Ramona E. Romero; President-Elect 
(2009-2010) Roman D. Hernandez. 

**© 2009 Hispanic National Bar Association. 

***HNBA Commission on the Status of Latina Lawyers in the Legal Profession ("Commission"); the HNBA Commis-
sion was created in 2009 to serve as the advocate for Latina lawyers and law students and to address obstacles hindering 
their advancement in the legal profession. The Commission's national study on Latina lawyers is the first of its kind and 
was published and released in September 2009. CO-CHAIRS: Dolores S. Atencio & Clarissa Cerda; COMMISSION-
ERS: Mari Carmen Aponte, Mary, T. Hernandez, Lillian G. Apodaca, Ramona E. Romero, Alice Velazquez, Veronica 
Arechederra, Elena Asturias, Adrienne Dominguez, Monica MacGregor, Josefina Fernandez McEvoy, Teresita Chavez 
Pedrosa, Meshach Rhoades, Lieutenant Colonel Carrie Ricci, Mayda Prego, Diana Sen, Zuraya Tapia-Alfaro. 

****Jill Lynch Cruz is Founder and President of JLC Consulting, LLC, a strategic human resource management and 
diversity consulting firm that serves clients in the legal industry. Jill has over 20 years of senior level human resources 
experience, most of which is within the legal profession, including most recently as the Chief Human Resources Officer 
at an AmLaw 100 DC-based law firm. In addition, she is very active in several non-profit boards and associations, in-
cluding as the Chair of the American Red Cross - Cincinnati Chapter's HR Committee, and also as a member of the Re-
search Advisory Board for the American Bar Association's Commission on Women in the Profession. Jill is a candidate 
for a doctorate in Organization and Management from Capella University and holds a master's degree in Human Re-
source Management from the University of Maryland as well as a bachelor's degree in Psychology from the University 
of Maryland. She is also certified as a Senior Professional in Human Resources (SPHR). 

*****Melinda Sommers Molina joined St. John's University School of Law as a Research Professor and Fellow of the 
Ronald H. Brown Center for Civil Rights and Economic Development in 2008. Her scholarship focuses on how the law 
impacts subordinate and marginalized groups in the United States. Melinda currently teaches criminal law and a Lati-
nas/os in the Law seminar. She previously taught a course at John Jay College of Criminal Justice and Hunter College 
on the sociological, economic, and political experience of Latinas/os in the United States. Previously, Melinda was a 
ligation associate at Sullivan & Cromwell LLP. Prior to Sullivan & Cromwell LLP, Melinda clerked for the Honorable 
Robert J. Passero. She received a B.S. in Legal Studies from John Jay College of Criminal Justice in 1998 and her J.D. 
from Rutgers University School of Law in 2002. 

 SUMMARY: 
 ... Justice Sotomayor's story - which reflects her modest beginnings, parents who stressed the importance of education 
and the difficulty of navigating socioeconomic, linguistic, and other barriers related to gender, race, and ethnicity - is 
one that personally resonates with many Latinas.  ... No HNBA Commissioners, Officers, Regional Presidents, Deputy 
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Regional Presidents, or Chairs of other HNBA committees or sections were permitted to participate in the focus groups 
or national survey, to maximize the objectivity of the data.  ... This included questions about their experiences and per-
ceptions related to their formative experiences, entry into the legal profession, perceptions and treatment of Latinas in 
the workplace, career advancement, and strategies for helping Latina attorneys succeed in the profession.  ... Almost 
equivalent to the focus group participants, the overwhelming majority of survey respondents were born in the United 
States: 41% of the women identified themselves as second-generation and 31% as third-generation Latinas (see Figure 
5).  ... As shown in Figure 13, the only significant difference between the focus group and survey respondents appears in 
the "Other" attorney positions: 19% of the Latinas surveyed - but only 6% of the focus group participants - are em-
ployed in other attorney positions, including staff attorneys, consultants, and a variety of other attorney roles.  ... The 
few focus group Latinas who did have children at home described the herculean task of balancing their careers with 
motherhood, a task that is undervalued in the legal profession.  ... Many focus group participants also believe that, alt-
hough Latinas sometimes tend to avoid self-aggrandizement and do not demand the recognition and promotions to 
which they are entitled, they must exhibit more self-confidence and become better self-promoters of their abilities and 
contributions.  ... As they pertain to educational achievement and career choice, these findings suggest that a critical first 
step for increasing the representation of Latinas in the legal profession is to provide Latina youth with visible role mod-
els and influential mentors, from both the legal profession and beyond, who can stand as a symbol of what they can at-
tain, and who can support and guide them in navigating their educational development, especially in law school.  ... In-
formal networking programs and affinity groups provide significant opportunities for Latinas to develop professional 
relationships, where they can receive emotional support, share best practices, and connect with other Latinas in the legal 
profession. 

 TEXT: 
 [*974] 

I. Introduction

 In August 2009, Justice Sonia Sotomayor became the first Latina and only the third woman appointed to the United 
States Supreme Court. Justice Sotomayor's story - which reflects her modest beginnings, parents who stressed the im-
portance of education and the difficulty of navigating socioeconomic, linguistic, and other barriers related to gender, 
race, and ethnicity - is one that personally resonates with many Latinas. n1 However, her triumphant story and ability to 
overcome the myriad of barriers can be elusive for many Latina lawyers. 

These barriers lead directly to the underrepresentation of Latinas in the legal profession. While the underrepresenta-
tion of women and people of color has been the focus of substantial research over the years, little is known about the 
experiences of Latina attorneys. Despite the heightened attention focused on the problem of underrepresentation, and a 
growing call for diversity within the profession, the small number of Hispanic attorneys - Latinas in particular - contin-
ues to be an acute and growing problem. n2 This is of particular concern, given that Latinas/os represent 15% of the total 
U.S. population and are now the largest and fastest-growing ethnic minority group in the United States. n3 

Latinas in particular constitute 7% of the total United States population n4 but only 1.3% of the nation's lawyers. n5 
Remarkably, there are only about  [*975]  13,000 Latina lawyers in the United States. n6 This underrepresentation is 
striking when compared with attorneys from other racial and ethnic groups, relative to their overall representation in the 
U.S. population, as shown in Figure 1. n7 

Figure 1: Race/Ethnicity of Attorneys in the United States 

[SEE FIGURE IN ORIGINAL] 

Indeed, Latinas are underrepresented across all sectors of the legal profession in the United States. Currently, Lati-
nas comprise only 1.9% of associates and 0.4% of partners in law firms, the lowest representation of  [*976]  any racial 
or ethnic group. n8 In corporate law departments, Latinas make up only 0.4% of general counsel in Fortune 500 and 
0.4% of Fortune 501-1000 general counsel positions, n9 and only 3.5% of all law school professors in the country are 
Latina. n10 On the federal circuit, 6.7% of judicial positions are held by Latinas/os; n11 however, this statistic does not 
identify how many women hold these positions. These statistics make clear that Latinas are underrepresented across the 
legal profession, and by significant margins. 

In order to affect positive change resulting in an increase in the number of Latina attorneys, the legal profession 
needs to better understand and address the barriers Latinas face, including the impact of gender, ethnicity, and race on 
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success and advancement in the legal profession. Despite the need for this information, Latina lawyers remain grossly 
understudied. While numerous studies have examined the issues and barriers women encounter in the legal profession n12 
- women attorneys of color in general, n13 and Black women attorneys specifically n14 - very little research has been  
[*977]  conducted on the unique gender, ethnic, and racial issues and barriers Latina lawyers experience. n15 Moreover, 
there are no data with detailed information about Latina/o subgroups based on country of national origin. With only 
limited demographic and statistical data and information on Latina lawyers available, n16 a critical informational void 
exists. Additional information - both quantitative and qualitative - is sorely needed to better understand the factors af-
fecting the underrepresentation of Latina lawyers across the legal profession. Armed with this information, the profes-
sion can begin to address those factors directly. 

To address this issue, the Hispanic National Bar Association (HNBA) constituted a Commission (Commission) on 
the Status of Latinas in the Legal Profession, which commissioned this National Study on the Status of Latinas in the 
Legal Profession. This Study begins the process of filling this informational void by providing a view into the profes-
sional lives of Latina lawyers. Its purpose is to provide a clearer picture of who and where Latina attorneys are in the 
legal profession, and to provide a broader understanding of the historic and existing challenges to their education and 
professional careers. It does so by providing a demographic and professional profile of Latina attorneys across all major 
legal sectors, and by exploring and analyzing both their formative and career-related experiences. 

This Study also offers insight into the practices and strategies Study participants believe are critical to their ability 
to succeed in their legal careers. This Study provides organizations and decision makers within and outside the legal 
profession with information to better understand and appreciate the unique barriers that limit Latina attorneys' educa-
tional and career achievements. It also provides information to assist with the  [*978]  development and implementation 
of strategies to improve the recruitment, retention, and professional advancement of Latina attorneys. 

We extend our deepest gratitude to the Latinas who participated in this Study and shared their stories. The experi-
ences and recommendations they shared will certainly help the legal profession better understand and address the com-
plex dynamic of gender, ethnicity, and race and its impact on Latina lawyers. 

II. Study Methodology 

A. Study Overview 
  
 This Study has been guided by an overarching theoretical perspective that serves a larger transformational goal: to gain 
a better understanding of the career-related issues Latinas face and to advocate for change on their behalf. This perspec-
tive is reflected in the problem statement and purpose of this Study, and has informed the Study's choices of methodolo-
gy. This Study employs a combination of qualitative and quantitative data collection and analysis phases to "give voice 
to diverse perspective, to better advocate for participants, or to better understand a phenomenon or process that is 
changing as a result of being studied." n17 The Study is a mixed-method transformative design, conducted in two distinct 
phases: a series of focus groups across 11 U.S. cities, followed by a national survey to the Latina membership of the 
Hispanic National Bar Association (HNBA) and the HNBA's Affiliate Bar Associations ("Affiliates"). 

The research design of this Study uses a sequential exploratory strategy because Latina attorneys are a relatively 
understudied population. This strategy gives priority to the focus group or qualitative phase to explore initially the expe-
riences and perceptions of Latina attorneys and integrates the survey or quantitative data and results to help in the inter-
pretation and contextualization of the overall findings. n18 The qualitative results are reported in a discussion of the major 
themes raised in the focus groups, supported by selected quotes from participants. The quantitative results are presented 
primarily in descriptive statistics from the national survey. Before the Study began, an application for the research study 
was submitted to and approved by the Institutional Review Board at St. John's University. n19 

 [*979]  Study Researchers and Co-Authors: The HNBA Commission selected the Study's researchers and co-
authors - Ph.D. candidate Jill Cruz of JLC Consulting, LLC, and Professor Melinda S. Molina, of St. John's University 
School of Law - to conduct this national Study based on their strong interest, academic qualifications, and experience in 
working with and conducting research on women of color, especially Latinas, in the legal profession. 

B. Focus Group Research Methods 

1. Overview 
  
 The National Study on the Status of Latinas in the Legal Profession explores and analyzes the experiences and percep-
tions of Latinas in the profession across various legal sectors. Based on the participants' responses, the Study identifies 



Page 4 
37 Pepp. L. Rev. 971, * 

key strategies for success in the profession. Because Latinas in the legal profession are a relatively understudied popula-
tion, the researchers first adopted a qualitative approach to data collection and analysis to explore these women's experi-
ences within their personal, cultural, and career-related contexts. 

Focus groups were conducted over a five-month period between December 2008 and April 2009. Participants con-
sisted of 121 Latina attorneys from eleven cities. The focus group cities, which were chosen to reflect the geographic 
and ethnic diversity of Latinas from distinct sub-groups, were conducted in the following cities: Phoenix, San Francis-
co, Los Angeles, Chicago, San Antonio, Miami, New York, Philadelphia, Washington, D.C., Albuquerque, and Denver. 
Participants reflected the range of legal careers across all major legal sectors. 

The women were asked about formative experiences and influences on their decision to pursue a career as an attor-
ney. They were also asked about their views of others' perceptions and treatment of Latinas in the workplace. They dis-
cussed barriers and obstacles to career advancement, as well as coping mechanisms they adopted to address the ways in 
which they believe Latinas are perceived and treated in the legal profession. From these discussions, the researchers 
solicited recommendations from the focus group participants to improve the presence and success of Latinas in the legal 
profession. 

 [*980] 

2. Recruitment of Participants

 Participants from all legal sectors were recruited to take part in the focus group interviews. As is appropriate in qualita-
tive research, a number of purposive sampling strategies were adopted to provide greater diversity and ensure infor-
mation-rich data. n20 The HNBA Commission made the initial contact to potential participants via email and telephone 
calls. At least 300 email invitations and announcements per city were sent to Latina attorneys in each of the eleven cities 
from lists supplied by the HNBA. In addition, other local and state bar associations in the respective cities sent out 
email notices to their Latina membership. Recruitment and outreach efforts were undertaken for a minimum of three 
weeks, with the goal of recruiting fifteen to twenty participants for each focus group session. 

All participants had to be a Latina attorney licensed in the United States. No HNBA Commissioners, Officers, Re-
gional Presidents, Deputy Regional Presidents, or Chairs of other HNBA committees or sections were permitted to par-
ticipate in the focus groups or national survey, to maximize the objectivity of the data. To ensure anonymity, no outside 
observers were allowed during the focus groups. The HNBA Commissioners were involved in the initial introductions. 
While they did not actually participate in the discussions, either Commission Co-Chairs and/or Commissioners were 
present during each focus group to help facilitate the meetings and to provide a source of validity for the Study findings. 

3. Data Collection and Analysis

 Focus group interviews were semistructured and focused on the Study's five major research questions, reflected in the 
Focus Group Protocol. Focus groups meetings lasted for approximately two hours and were audio-taped and transcribed 
verbatim. For the majority of the focus groups, only one researcher was present. However, both researchers conducted 
several of the initial sessions to establish consistent data collection procedures and increase triangulation of the data. n21 
Participants were asked to sign an Informed  [*981]  Consent Form that communicated their rights as participants in the 
Study, including the guarantee of confidentiality and anonymity. For this reason, the data are reported in the aggregate, 
and individual participants or employers are not identified. Other methods of data collection were also incorporated, 
including a Demographics Form that provided biographical and career-related information about each participant. In 
addition, the researchers incorporated the use of field notes to provide additional details about the interaction among the 
participants, as well as any important nonverbal communications deemed relevant for this Study. 

Using a phenomenological research approach, n22 data analysis involved going through the transcripts and highlight-
ing and coding significant statements, sentences, or quotes that best illustrated the participants' understanding of their 
experience. n23 These statements were coded, condensed, and categorized into major themes that were viewed as the es-
sence of the participants' understanding of their perceptions and experiences as Latinas in the legal profession. The pri-
mary researcher wrote a separate narrative analysis identifying and discussing the major themes for each research ques-
tion and distributed it to the other member of the research team for input and feedback. n24 Finally, a cross-case analysis 
was conducted of all the focus groups to identify consistent themes across groups and draw relationships between these 
themes. 

C. Survey Research Methods
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1. Overview 
  
 Because the overall aim of this Study is to provide a broad picture of Latina attorneys nationwide, the decision was 
made to include Latina attorney members of the HNBA and the HNBA's Affiliate Bar Associations in the survey. As a 
result, the survey incorporates diverse perspectives and experiences of the national and regional bar associations affili-
ated with the HNBA that could arguably serve as a proxy for the entire Latina attorney population. The HNBA esti-
mates that the email containing the survey web  [*982]  link was sent to the population of approximately 5,000 Latina 
attorneys who are members of the HNBA and/or its Affiliates, n25 of which the researchers obtained 543 completed sur-
veys, for a response rate of approximately 11%. n26 

2. Sampling and Procedures 
  
 In May 2009, an introductory email from HNBA President Ramona Romero (2008-2009) containing the survey web 
link was forwarded to the entire HNBA Latina attorney membership and to an HNBA Affiliate designee for each re-
gional bar association, who was responsible for forwarding the email to their respective Latina membership. Thereafter, 
President Romero sent weekly email reminders to the Latina HNBA membership and the Affiliate designee to enlist 
members' participation and support. The survey was held open for approximately 6 weeks to secure a minimum re-
sponse rate level. 

All survey respondents remained anonymous and the Research Department of St. John's University agreed to host 
and administer the website as a way to provide another layer of confidentiality and anonymity to the participants. In 
addition, the Research Department compiled the majority of the descriptive statistics from the survey data for the 
HNBA researchers to use in their data analysis. 

3. Survey Questionnaire 
  
 The first part of the survey included questions about the respondents' demographic, educational, and professional back-
grounds to provide details about the survey respondents. Demographic information included questions about age, eth-
nicity, race, immigration level, parents' education, other attorneys in the family, dominant language, marital, and family 
status. Educational information included questions about law school graduation year, law school ranking, honors or 
achievements, and activities. Work experience included questions about current position and legal sector, gross  [*983]  
salary, number of employers in career, employment status, and initial recruitment source. 

The second part of the survey focused on questions that pertained to the Study's primary research questions and ma-
jor themes identified from the first phase of the Study. This included questions about their experiences and perceptions 
related to their formative experiences, entry into the legal profession, perceptions and treatment of Latinas in the work-
place, career advancement, and strategies for helping Latina attorneys succeed in the profession. For these sections, 
questions were measured on a Likert-type scale ranging from 5 (strongly agree) to 1 (strongly disagree), a forced rank-
ing scale, or a multiple-response scale. The survey questionnaire was pilot-tested with Latina attorneys who were not 
eligible to participate in the Study. The final Study was revised based on their review and feedback. 

D. Study Limitations 
  
 The Study references the most current data available on the Latina population across the major legal sectors: however, 
detailed information about the Latina attorney population in the United States is largely unknown. This is due in part to 
deficient n27 and aggregated data. n28 Given the limited quantitative and qualitative data on Latinas in the legal profession, 
the fundamental purpose of this Study is to provide a nationwide portrait of Latinas in the legal profession across all 
major legal sectors, and to identify some of the factors affecting their underrepresentation throughout the profession. n29 

The profile of Latina attorneys across the United States presented in this Study should be viewed as an indicator, ra-
ther than an actual representation of their status in the legal profession. In part, this is because the sampling procedures 
for both the focus group and survey participants limit its ability to be generalized beyond the current sample population. 
n30 

Furthermore, while the selection of the cities for the focus group interviews was based on the goal of achieving 
wide geographic and ethnic diversity, it may not truly reflect the actual diversity of the Latina attorney population 
across the United States. Likewise, while the Latina membership  [*984]  of the HNBA and Affiliates presents a logical 
population to represent the entire Latina attorney population in the United States, it cannot be concluded that it is. 
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Notwithstanding these potential limitations, this Study does begin to provide an indicator of the demographic and 
professional make-up of Latinas in the profession, as well as a better understanding of some of the reasons they are cur-
rently underrepresented. 

III. Profile of Latinas in the Legal Profession 
  
 A primary purpose of this Study is to report on the status of Latinas in the legal profession and to address the lack of 
detailed statistical data on Latina lawyers. n31 To that end, this Study provides a snapshot of the demographic and profes-
sional make-up of Latinas across both the nation and all major legal sectors. n32 Latinas represented in this profile in-
clude more than 600 women who participated in the focus groups and/or survey. The demographic profile of both 
groups is reported and illustrates how similar (but not identical) their demographic and professional profiles are. n33 
While this profile may not be an exact representation of the larger Latina attorney population, n34 it does provide a broad 
indicator of their status in terms of demographic characteristics, as well as their representation within the major legal 
sectors, including law firms, corporate counsel, public sector, legal academia, and other attorney roles. 

A. Demographic Profile of the General Latina/o Population 
  
 The Latina/o population in the United States is currently the largest and fastest-growing ethnic or racial minority group 
in the nation, with 45.5 million people; it is projected to constitute 30% of the U.S. population by the year 2050. n35 Lati-
nas/os are a heterogeneous group; the cultural diversity within the Latina/o population in the United States can be as 
distinct as differences among other non-Latina/o ethnic and racial groups. The  [*985]  majority of Latinas/os are of 
Mexican descent n36 (64%); the second largest group consists of persons of Puerto Rican origin (9%), followed by those 
of Cuban origin (3.5%), Salvadoran origin (3.2 %), and Dominican origin (2.6%). The remaining 17.7% of Latinas/os 
have backgrounds from Central and South America. n37 

There are important distinctions within the various Latina/o ethnic subgroups, in part because they tend to have di-
verse settlement patterns and reasons for immigration, including those based on historical events or related to economic 
or political strife in their native countries. n38 The states with the largest distribution of Latinas/os include California 
(29%), Texas (18.9%), Florida (8.3%), New York (6.9%), Illinois (4.2%), Arizona (4.2%), New Jersey (3%), Colorado 
(2.1%), New Mexico (1.9%), and Georgia (1.6%). n39 The majority of Latinas who immigrated to this country have ar-
rived sometime in the past two decades, n40 while others established roots in the United States well before the early 19th 
century. n41 

Hispanics are an ethnic group that is composed of more than one racial group, including White, Black, and indige-
nous Native American. n42 In 2000, nearly half of Latinas/os considered themselves racially White, while 42% reported 
themselves to be of "some other race." Furthermore, fewer than 4% considered themselves Black, American Indian, 
Alaska Native, Asian/Pacific Islander, or Hawaiian. n43 

 [*986]  The experiences of Latinas vary widely according to their immigration status, which refers to the genera-
tion in which the Latina or their parent(s) immigrated to the United States. First-generation Latinas were born outside of 
the United States (parents also not born in the United States); second-generation were born in the United States to one 
or both immigrant parents; and third-generation were born in the United States to U.S.-born parents. First-generation 
immigrants tend to be less acculturated and have lower education and socioeconomic levels than later generations. n44 In 
addition, they are less likely to be proficient in their English language abilities. n45 

Like immigration status, the Latinas/os level of acculturation also has a significant impact on their experiences and 
opportunities. Acculturation is the process by which immigrants adapt to the sociocultural and psychological aspects of 
the host society. n46 Higher levels of acculturation are theorized to affect positively the career development process 
among Latinas/os because they can more easily acclimate and function effectively in the larger society. n47 Latinas/os 
from second and later generations tend to be more acculturated and have higher levels of English proficiency than first 
generation Latinas/os. n48 

Some Latinas/os do not speak Spanish. Of those who do, there are significant regional influences and differences in 
dialect. n49 Speaking Spanish as a primary language is more prevalent for older people and more recent immigrants; se-
cond-generation Latinas/os are more likely to be fluent in Spanish and English. In terms of language proficiency, 46% 
of Latinas/os in the United States speak English less than very well, especially those who are foreign-born immigrants. 
However, half of all native-born and 24% of foreign-born Latinas/os speak English very well, and 37% of native-born 
speak only English. n50 
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There are also differences between Latinas and other non-Latina women in the United States. Latinas as a whole 
tend to be much younger, with a median age of 27 years, compared to the median age of 37 years for all women in the 
United States. n51 Furthermore, while they are equally likely to  [*987]  be married, Latinas tend to have higher fertility 
rates than their non-Latina peers; n52 this suggests that they are more likely to have children, and more of them, than their 
non-Latina counterparts. 

Latinas/os have the lowest high school completion rate, compared with Blacks and Whites. n53 They are also less 
likely to graduate from college than any other racial or ethnic group. n54 They are also underrepresented at all levels of 
postsecondary education. n55 Latinas tend to have lower rates of educational attainment than other women; however, 
nearly half of second-or later-generation Latinas have at least some college education, compared with 25% of first-
generation Latinas. In addition, Latinas' educational attainment appears to be positively correlated with acculturation 
levels, socioeconomic, and immigration status. n56 

Educational attainment also varies based on ethnic subgroups. Those of Mexican descent have the lowest educa-
tional attainment of the older Latina/o groups, with an average education of only 10.2 years. Cubans and South Ameri-
cans have the highest levels of educational attainment, with an average of 11.9 and 12.6 years, respectively. n57 

B. Latina Attorney Profile

1. Overview of Study Participants

 All of the participants who participated in the focus group phase of the Study were licensed U.S. attorneys who self-
identified themselves as  [*988]  "Latinas." Although active employment was not a criterion for inclusion in this Study, 
93% of the Latinas who participated were employed full-time; only 6% worked part-time. Unlike the survey phase of 
the Study, participation in the focus group interviews was not restricted to HNBA or HNBA Affiliate members. Focus 
group participants had an average of 12 years experience in the legal profession. 

The Latinas who were invited to participate in the survey were members of the HNBA and/or HNBA Affiliates dur-
ing the 2008-2009 membership year. Of the 34 Affiliate bar associations that were requested to solicit participation, 
only two had no Latina member participation. n58 The respondents came from 34 states; more than two-thirds came, in 
that order, from California, New York, Texas, Washington, D.C., Colorado, Washington State, Illinois, Florida, and 
New Mexico; n59 this closely parallels the actual distribution of Latinas/os across the United States. In addition, of the 
543 survey respondents, only 8% participated in the Study's first phase of focus group interviews. Consistent with the 
focus group participants, the overwhelming majority (90%) of the survey respondents worked full-time, and more than 
half (57%) were the primary income-earner for their families. n60 More than half of the survey participants (59%) had 
less than 10 years of experience in the legal profession; however, the average survey respondent indicated having be-
tween 2 to 3 employers during their career. 

2. Age

 The majority of study participants were between the ages of 31-40 years old; the survey respondents were somewhat 
younger overall. Almost no participants were under the age of 25, and a relatively small proportion (12%) was over the 
age of 50. (see Figure 2.) 

 [*989] 

Figure 2: Ages of Study Participants 

[SEE FIGURE IN ORIGINAL] 

3. Ethnicity

 The Study participants represented all of the major Hispanic ethnic subgroups. n61 In the focus groups, nearly half of the 
participants (47%) identified themselves as of Mexican origin, and 13% identified themselves as of Cuban origin. Simi-
larly, 47% of the survey respondents identified themselves as Mexican; however, the second largest ethnic group - al-
most one out of five survey respondents - was Puerto Rican (19%) (see Figure 3). 

Figure 3: Ethnic Background of Study Participants 
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[SEE FIGURE IN ORIGINAL] 
  [*990]  

4. Race 
  
 More than half of the focus group participants identified themselves racially as White (58%); the second largest racial 
group selected was Mestiza (13%), an indigenous racial subcategory referenced by Latinas/os of Central and South 
American descent, or "Other" (12%). n62 Similar to the focus group women, more than half (56%) of the survey respond-
ents self-identified racially as White, while nearly a third of the survey participants (31%) self-identified as Mestiza or 
Indigenous. On par with the focus group Latinas, very few (<10%) identified themselves as being racially Asian/Pacific 
Islander, Black, Afro Latina, or Criolla. n63 

Figure 4: Race of Study Participants 
  

[SEE FIGURE IN ORIGINAL] 

5. Immigration Status and Dominant Language 
  
 In terms of immigration status, n64 half of the focus group participants described themselves as being second-generation 
Latinas, and 33% referred  [*991]  to themselves as third-generation. Almost equivalent to the focus group participants, 
the overwhelming majority of survey respondents were born in the United States: 41% of the women identified them-
selves as second-generation and 31% as third-generation Latinas (see Figure 5). In terms of their dominant language, 
84% of the survey respondents said English is their primary language, and a third said that English is their only lan-
guage. However, 60% consider themselves bilingual in both English and Spanish. n65 

Figure 5: Immigration Status of Study Participants 
  

[SEE FIGURE IN ORIGINAL] 

6. Marital and Family Status 
  
 More than half of the focus group participants (58%) and survey respondents (62%) were married or in committed 
partner relationships (see Figure 6). As illustrated in Figure 7, only a quarter of the focus group participants had children 
living at home, and only 10% had more than two. However, unlike the predominantly child-free focus group members, 
almost half of all survey respondents had children living at home (43%). Similar to the few focus group women who did 
have children, they typically limited them to one (22%) or two (18%). Furthermore, only 2% of the focus group partici-
pants and 5% of the Latinas surveyed, had parent(s) living in their homes with them. 

 [*992]  

Figure 6: Marital Status of Study Participants 
  

[SEE FIGURE IN ORIGINAL] 

Figure 7: Family Status of Study Participants 
  

[SEE FIGURE IN ORIGINAL] 

7. Parents' Professional and Educational Background 
  
 The vast majority of the Study respondents indicated that they were not exposed to attorney role models growing up. 
This is reflected in the fact that more than half of the Latina Study respondents do not have any family members who 
are or were attorneys, and fewer than 10% of either the focus group or survey respondents have parents who are or were 
attorneys (see Figure 8). Those survey respondents who did have attorneys in their families also tended to have parents 
with high levels of educational attainment, with half holding an advanced or professional degree. Many of the focus 
group participants stated that they had parents who did not even  [*993]  graduate from college. n66 However, the majori-
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ty of the women responding to the survey indicated that they had at least one parent with a college degree (57%), and 
almost half indicated that their parents had earned a postgraduate or advanced degree (see Figure 9). 

Figure 8: Attorneys in Family 
  

[SEE FIGURE IN ORIGINAL] 

Figure 9: Education Level of Survey Respondents' Parents 
  

[SEE FIGURE IN ORIGINAL] 

The role of ethnicity appears to play a role in the differences in parents' education and in early exposure to attorney 
role models. As compared with all other ethnic subgroups, survey respondents who self-identified as being of Mexican 
descent are less likely to have at least one parent with a college  [*994]  degree (49%) and other attorneys in their fami-
lies growing up (18%) (see Figure 10). 

Figure 10: Parent(s)' Education and Incidence of Attorneys in Family by Ethnicity 
  

[SEE FIGURE IN ORIGINAL] 

8. Law School 
  
 The greatest number of Study participants graduated from law school sometime between the years 2001 and 2005, and 
two-thirds graduated sometime after 1995 (see Figure 11). The representation of law schools that Study participants 
attended is diverse; however, the highest number of Study respondents indicated that they attended top-ranked law 
schools in the United States. n67 (see Figure 12.) While more than half (54%) of survey 

Figure 11: Law School Graduation Year 
  

[SEE FIGURE IN ORIGINAL] 
  [*995]  respondents described their class rank as "average," as many as 43% served as a member of their law school's 
journal or law review. n68 

Figure 12: National Ranking of Law School 
  

[SEE FIGURE IN ORIGINAL] 

9. Source of First Legal Position 
  
 The survey respondents n69 were recruited into their first legal positions through more traditional routes, including sum-
mer clerkships (21%), personal referrals (18%), on-campus interviews (14%), and unsolicited resumes (11%), as op-
posed to diversity-related job fairs (5%). 

10. Summary of Latina Attorney Profile 
  
 This snapshot of Latinas in the legal profession can be compared to the demographic characteristics of the larger Latina 
population in the United States. Overall, the majority of the study participants, like the majority of Latinas/os in the U.S. 
population, are of Mexican descent n70 and racially White, although a large proportion self-identify as racially Mestiza. 
The overall age for the majority of the women in this Study is considerably older than the median age of Latinas overall. 

Similar to the larger Latina population, they are typically married and in their prime child-bearing years; however, 
unlike their non-lawyer Latina  [*996]  cohorts, they appear less likely to have children, and those that do have only one 
or two. This finding seems to suggest that the women from this Study, who are in their prime child-bearing years, may 
be delaying, choosing not to have or limiting the number of children, in part because of their legal careers. 

Furthermore, as second-or third-generation immigrants, most were born in the United States and consider English 
to be their primary language. Compared to the U.S. Latina population, the Latina attorneys from this Study appear to be 
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more acculturated overall. These aspects of acculturation are highly correlated with Latinas' educational and occupa-
tional self-efficacy (that is, their perception of their ability to reach a goal). n71 

The majority of the Latinas from the Study did not have attorney role models in their families or while they were 
growing up. However, the survey respondents' parents do appear to be more highly educated than the Latina/o popula-
tion in the United States. This factor may also have contributed to their daughters' high educational achievement. The 
Latinas also appear to be well-qualified as attorneys, in light of their law schools' reputation and their overall academic 
credentials. 

C. Legal Sector Profile

 The Latina attorneys in this Study reflect the diversity of Latinas across all legal sectors. All major sectors of the legal 
profession are represented in both the focus group and survey respondents. The majority of Latinas in the Study worked 
in law firms (as sole practitioners, and in small, medium, and large firms), followed by the public sector (including gov-
ernment and judicial positions), corporate counsel (including for-profit, non-profit, public, and private), and legal aca-
demia. As shown in Figure 13, the only significant difference between the focus group and survey respondents appears 
in the "Other" attorney positions: 19% of the Latinas surveyed - but only 6% of the focus group participants - are em-
ployed in other attorney positions, including staff attorneys, consultants, and a variety of other attorney roles. 

 [*997] 

Figure 13: Legal Sector Representation of Latina Attorneys 

[SEE FIGURE IN ORIGINAL] 

1. Law Firm

 Law firms employ 64% of the focus group participants and 46% of the survey respondents. n72 The majority in each 
group are employed as associates. Their relatively junior status appears to be related to the number of years of legal 
experience; 34% of law firm survey respondents have been practicing for less than 5 years and nearly 60% have been 
practicing for 10 or fewer years. 

Almost a third of both the survey and focus group women working within law firms classify themselves as partners; 
two-thirds of this group report that they are in an equity role. More than two-thirds of the law firm attorneys surveyed 
are in either very small (5 or less) or very large (101 or over) firms (represented equally). About half (53%) of all sur-
veyed partners work in firms with 5 or fewer attorneys, and 21% work in firms with more than 100 attorneys. Further-
more, 16% of the law firm focus group attorneys are sole practitioners. Figure 14 shows law firm positions for both the 
focus group participants and survey respondents. 

 [*998] 

Figure 14: Law Firm Representation 

[SEE FIGURE IN ORIGINAL] 

The median salary of all full-time law firm Latinas surveyed is $ 120,000, although the range is actually quite con-
siderable - between $ 30,000 and $ 1.6 million. n73 While much of the variability may be a function of position, firm size, 
years experience, and billable hours, it appears that the median compensation of Latina law firm survey respondents is 
considerably lower than the levels reported in studies of other majority and minority groups, regardless of gender, even 
when accounting for their limited years of experience. For example, consider the findings reported by the American Bar 
Association Commission on Women in the Profession in 2006. n74 The median compensation for white men was $ 
314,416; for men of color, $ 210,569; for white women, $ 254,746; and for women of color, $ 157,290. The ABA Study 
is based on 2003 data, and therefore does not reflect potentially higher 2009 compensation levels. It appears that the 
Latina law firm salaries reflected in this Study are still lower than those reported by similar groups within their first 
decade of practicing law. 

Litigation appears to be the largest area of practice for survey respondents (26%). Relatively few appear to be em-
ployed in practice areas that could be viewed as ethnically and/or gender-centric, including Immigration (8%), Family 
Law (5.2%), or International trade (< 1%). This finding is consistent with a recent study, which found that most majori-
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ty and minority groups, especially Latina/o lawyers, spend the majority of their time in civil litigation and criminal law, 
compared to all other practice  [*999]  areas. n75 Figure 15 shows the representation of law firm practice areas for the 
Latina survey respondents. 

Figure 15: Representation of Law Firm Practice Areas (Survey Respondents) 
  

[SEE FIGURE IN ORIGINAL] 

2. Government Sector and the Judiciary 
  
 The second largest representation was in the public sector. n76 This sector includes Latinas who work in the government 
as either civil service attorneys or political appointees, as well as those who work in the judiciary at the federal, state, 
local, or judicial clerk level. 

An overwhelming majority of the non-judicial government attorneys work in non-supervisory or "other" roles (see 
Figure 16). Political appointees are somewhat equally distributed among state (34%), federal (21%), or "other" (34%) 
positions. 

 [*1000]  

Figure 16: Government Attorney Representation 
  

[SEE FIGURE IN ORIGINAL] 

Overall, the Latina survey respondents who are employed in the public sector tend to work in larger legal depart-
ments, with more than 25 attorneys (57%). More than half have 10 or more years of legal experience, and their median 
compensation is $ 100,000; compensation ranges from $ 38,000 to just over $ 200,000. 

Only 8% of the survey respondents and 5% of the focus group participants are represented by the judiciary. n77 The 
majority of these attorneys are judges, and half of the survey respondents are state judges. Notably, as Figure 17 shows, 
only 7% of the public sector survey respondents are federal judges. 

Figure 17: Judiciary Representation 
  

[SEE FIGURE IN ORIGINAL] 
  [*1001]  

3. Corporate Counsel 
  
 The representation of corporate counsel within the overall Study was considerably lower than for the law firm and the 
public sector. n78 As shown in Figure 18, the majority of Latinas working in corporate law departments are in non-
supervisory attorney positions. This was the case for survey respondents in for-profits (81%), private (82%), non-profit 
(61.7%), and public corporations (83%). 

Those surveyed are equally represented in either very small law departments (1-5 attorneys), or much larger law 
departments (over 25 attorneys). Their median gross compensation is approximately $ 170,000, ranging between $ 
56,000 and $ 550,000. Unlike Latina attorneys in law firms, their relatively lower status is not necessarily attributable to 
their limited years of experience; more than 60% have 10 years or more of legal experience. 

Figure 18: Corporate Counsel Representation 
  

[SEE FIGURE IN ORIGINAL] 

4. Legal Academia 
  
 The majority of survey respondents working in legal academia are adjuncts (30%) and non-tenured law professors 
(27%). There were no deans and only 15% of those working in legal academia are in tenured positions. n79  [*1002]  Fur-
thermore, as shown in Figure 19, only 3% were in a leadership capacity (i.e., administrators). Indeed, there are only two 
Latina law school deans in the United States. n80 This relatively low level of seniority cannot be explained by years of 
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experience because two-thirds of the surveyed women in legal academia have more than 10 years of legal experience. 
The median salary for all full-time attorneys working in legal academia is $ 115,000, with a range between $ 60,000 and 
$ 300,000. 

Figure 19: Legal Academia Positions 
  

[SEE FIGURE IN ORIGINAL] 

5. Other Positions in the Legal Profession 
  
 Other attorney positions listed by the Latina focus group participants and survey respondents included Staff Attorneys, 
Executive Directors, Diversity Managers, Legal Interns, Legal Fellows, Legal Recruiters, Arbitrators, Public Interest 
Attorneys, Public Defenders, Court Counsel, Consultants, and Contract Attorneys. n81 The median salary for attorneys in 
this "Other" category is $ 75,500, with a range between $ 25,000 and just over $ 480,000. 

6. Conclusion 
  
 These findings indicate that Latinas have followed a variety of career paths. Yet they are not proportionately represent-
ed in leadership positions  [*1003]  throughout the profession and appear to experience significant wage disparities, 
compared to their counterparts. At first glance, this finding may be explained by the fact that at least half of the women, 
n82 especially those in law firms, have been practicing for less than 10 years. However, this finding is not consistent 
across all legal sectors, especially for those in corporate law departments and legal academia. n83 Furthermore, this dis-
parity cannot be explained by a reduced work schedule, given that nearly all the Study participants are employed in a 
full-time capacity. 

These findings echo other studies on women and people of color. Recent studies on minorities in the profession 
have demonstrated how, in general, minority women in the legal profession are practically excluded from top leadership 
roles in law firms and corporate legal departments. n84 Moreover, Latinas/os and African Americans tend to earn less 
than members of other groups. This is due in part to their tendency to work as solo practitioners, in government, or in 
other legal settings where salaries are considerably lower. n85 This Study suggests that the legal profession must take a 
closer look at the Latina attorney population to identify where significant discrepancies may exist related to compensa-
tion and leadership opportunities. 

Finally, these findings suggest that while many of these predominantly new attorneys may still be ascending in their 
legal careers, it appears that, overall, survey respondents n86 have had an average of between two to three different em-
ployers in their relatively short legal careers. This relatively high rate of attrition within the legal profession is problem-
atic and suggests a need to better understand and address the primary reasons for turnover, in order to retain this talent. 
This finding is consistent with other research reporting retention issues with female attorneys in the legal profession, n87 
and in law firms in particular. n88 

 [*1004]  

IV. Study Findings 
  
 This section of the Study presents recurrent themes raised in the focus group interviews and survey responses. These 
themes shed light on the significant experiences affecting Latinas' decision to attend law school and their career choices. 
As such, these themes are a rich and revealing source of information about the factors that positively and adversely af-
fect the lives of Latina lawyers. 

A. Formative Experiences Influencing Latinas' Entry into the Legal Profession 

1. Few Attorney Role Models 
  
 "Nobody went to college in my family, no lawyers, no professionals really ... . I didn't really have any positive [attor-
ney] role models." 

The vast majority of both the focus group participants and survey respondents (78%) stated that they did not have 
family members who were attorneys or exposure to attorney role models growing up. Many focus group participants 
attributed this to their parents, many of whom were first-generation immigrants, with low levels of educational attain-
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ment and low socioeconomic status. In fact, many of the focus group participants reported that they were the first in 
their families to attend law school and, in many cases, college. One focus group woman of Mexican descent described 
her modest family background: "I'm the first generation to go to school, to go to any kind of school. I'm lucky that I 
graduated from high school, because what you did is, you worked the land and that's what you did." Another participant 
said that her only exposure to attorney role models growing up was seeing a Hispanic actor playing the part of an attor-
ney on television: "... except for Jimmy Smits on L.A. Law ... it wasn't regularly seen." 

Because they did not have attorney role models in their formative years, many of the Latinas were initially unfamil-
iar with the legal profession and did not consider pursuing a legal career early on. However, the few focus group partic-
ipants who did have early exposure to attorney role models indicated that it provided them with the great benefit of see-
ing how lawyers think and act. One Latina remembered from an early age discussing important and "weighty issues" 
with lawyers because her uncle was a Supreme Court Justice in Puerto Rico. Many participants with lawyers in their 
families indicated that having an attorney role model deeply influenced their decision to become lawyers. One woman 
recalled, "My mother always told me that my grandfather was a judge in Cuba ... . I was always compared to him in 
personality and the way I could express myself and argue. So I always went the route of becoming a lawyer." 

 [*1005]  

2. Latina Role Models 
  
 "She was a Latina woman who was a lawyer ... . And so it made sense. If she does that, I could do that ... ." 

Despite the lack of attorney role models, many Latinas in this Study were inspired and encouraged to become law-
yers by strong female role models. Roughly a third of the Latinas surveyed credit having early female role models as a 
primary influence in their decision to pursue a legal career. In particular, many of the focus group women identified 
their mothers as the person having the most profound impact on this decision. Interestingly, nearly all of the Latinas in 
this Study indicated that their mothers were not attorneys; however, these mothers encouraged their daughters to 
achieve their educational and career goals and to pursue a "professional" degree because of the independence and self-
reliance it would offer. One focus group participant described her mother as "always" wanting her to "do something 
where I would be independent." One participant shared how her mother instilled a strong sense of achievement: 
 

  
My mother is a very, very strong and independent person. And so I knew I could be whatever I wanted. I could be a 
lawyer. I could be a doctor. I think when I was six, I told my mother I was going to be the President of the United 
States. My mother said, "And you will be, not you can be." 
  
 Along their educational journey, especially in high school or college, some of the focus group women pointed to a key 
encounter with a Latina attorney who influenced or encouraged them to attend law school. One focus group participant 
described how seeing a Latina judge served as a symbol of what she could also attain: "I was so moved, just to see her, 
that a woman could do it." These role models were essential to these women because it allowed them to envision a legal 
career outside of their worlds. The following comment illustrates this point: 
 

  
She was a Latina woman who was a lawyer. And so it just made sense. If she does that, I could do that. Some of my 
peers when I got to college and law school didn't have this sense from early on, seeing someone who was very real and 
tangible who had this job ... and so it was open to me. 
  
  [*1006]  

3. Education as a Means to a Better Life 
  
 "My parents always said, "You have to have a better life than we do and the way you get there is, you get educated.'" 

The majority of the focus group women and 90% of all survey respondents stressed the importance of having a 
good education, regardless of their family's educational or professional background. The focus group women shared 
how they were raised to appreciate the value of education as a means toward self-reliance and a more promising future. 
Their parents strongly encouraged these women to pursue higher education as a means to a better life. The Latinas were 
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expected to pursue a college degree and beyond - not as a choice, but as an absolute. One Latina focus group participant 
recalled, "My [parents] pushed education. We really didn't have a choice." Another explained that she was reared to 
believe that education was an escape from the cycle of poverty she observed around her: "I grew up in a very, very poor 
family ... . I saw [getting an education] as a way of making a better life for [myself] somewhere down the line." 

Many of the focus group participants indicated that the goal of higher education led them to attend law school, not 
necessarily because of an early desire to become an attorney, but rather because of their families' "emphasis on educa-
tion and getting ahead." The goal of higher education superseded any particular decision to become a lawyer. One Lati-
na reflected: "I think that a lot of this ends up being about access to education before ... being a lawyer." 

4. Becoming an Advocate for Others 
  
 "I was really inspired to become an attorney to help others." 

Several of the focus group members viewed themselves as advocates at an early age because of their role as inter-
preters or representatives for their immigrant parents, families, and communities. Many felt that these formative experi-
ences influenced their desire to use the legal profession as a way to help others who could not adequately represent 
themselves. One Latina described how her early role as interpreter for her family shaped her decision to pursue a career 
as an attorney, "I grew up interpreting for my parents. It seemed like a very natural progression to then become a lawyer 
who interprets the law for clients or litigants or whoever it might be." 

In addition to their role as interpreters, many women from the focus groups also witnessed "maltreatment" and "in-
justices" toward Latinas/os in their communities and viewed the legal profession as a better way to be "the voice of 
people who were disenfranchised." Several also pointed, as a key influence when they were growing up, to significant 
sociopolitical movements in their communities, such as the Chicano movement. The  [*1007]  following focus group 
comment illustrates this influence on one Latina's future calling: 
 

  
Going to college in the "70s, and at that time the Chicano Movement was very strong, and there was a heightened 
awareness of the injustices with respect to the Latino community. So my thinking is that those of us who decided to go 
into a legal career [did so] to maybe change that. That's what shaped me the most. 
  
 Participants also placed a strong emphasis on becoming a lawyer to help empower their communities. 

5. Gender and Cultural Barriers 
  
 "They see you as women and once you are a woman, it doesn't matter how smart you are, what you do. They always 
put you in this place because that's the role that women played growing up." 

The focus group participants described how early gender-role socialization and cultural expectation about appropri-
ate roles for Latinas affected their early career considerations. Many experienced strong expectations from family mem-
bers and communities to adhere to more traditional gender roles and professions that were inconsistent with that of law-
yers. Several Latinas from the focus groups indicated that some family members tried to discourage them from pursuing 
a "nontraditional" career in the legal profession. Many Latinas in the Study believe that these cultural and gender expec-
tations limit the educational and career aspiration of Latinas. One focus group woman commented: "Men were doctors 
and lawyers ... . Women's money was viewed as extra money." These expectations led some Latinas to base their career 
decisions on familial needs, as opposed to their own personal needs, a tendency that may limit career options. 

Some focus group women reported that they continue to play the cultural role as advocate and representative for 
their families, which places additional burdens on their careers. One focus group participant recalled an important meet-
ing with her dean when her mother called her on her cell phone for directions. "I'm the only one who can give it to her. 
Those kinds of absurd things that we experience on [a] regular basis really shape the decisions that we're making, 
whether it's pulling ourselves out of the sector, switching sectors ... it's huge." Another focus group participant's com-
ment illustrates the complex role Latina families play as both supporter and deviator: "The role of the Hispanic family, 
in shaping us as  [*1008]  professionals, ... [is] anything but neutral. It's been the biggest push towards success, and also 
the biggest pull away from it sometimes ... there's a constant tension in fulfilling your [cultural and professional] role." 

Many of the focus group women also believe that Latinas/os are culturally socialized to "be humble," as the follow-
ing comment illustrates: "I was raised to be an extremely humble person; that you never act bigger than you are, [just] 
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because you are a lawyer." While both genders are socialized in this way, Latinas in particular are raised to show defer-
ence to Latinos by allowing them to assume leadership roles, while Latinas provide critical support. Many view this 
tendency to show deference, reverence, and passivity as a liability in a profession that values aggressiveness and self-
promotion. 

B. Law School Experiences 

1. Indirect Path to Law School 
  
 "I don't know why I chose the law or law school ... ." 

For many survey respondents, the path to law school was indirect and serendipitous. Fewer than half of the survey 
respondents knew that they wanted to pursue a legal career before entering college, and relatively few focus group par-
ticipants aspired to become attorneys at an early age. In fact, many of the focus group participants indicated that they 
had not planned or wanted to become an attorney by the time they graduated from college. 

Some women from the focus groups were later introduced to the legal profession by influential individuals, while 
others were exposed to it by chance. In both cases, this often occurred after considering or discounting other profession-
al careers or positions. One Latina shared the basis for her decision to pursue a legal career: "I didn't know that I was 
even remotely law school material until three years after I graduated, couldn't get into medical school, and decided I 
could always go to law school." Others ultimately considered law school because they viewed it as "a very versatile 
career path." One focus group participant explained how a law degree could be used as a springboard to other careers: "I 
can do anything with a law degree. It doesn't have to be law. It can be whatever. So that's why I decided to go into law." 
The decision to become an attorney was also influenced by exposure to legal work as a clerk in a law firm or other legal 
organization. This exposure allowed participants to see how attorneys were effective problem solvers and community 
advocates. 

 [*1009]  

2. Institutionalized Discouragement 
  
 "These [educational] institutions still have this notion that we can't do whatever it is we set out to do. And those barri-
ers, institutionally, are there. Just because we had the fortitude to jump over that hurdle doesn't [indicate] how many 
other people were discouraged and left." 

In their pursuit of law school, many Latinas in the focus groups experienced lowered educational expectations and 
institutionalized discouragement from teachers and school counselors. Some educators actively discouraged these wom-
en from pursuing their educational objectives by telling them they would not succeed or that they should apply to less 
competitive schools. Some focus group participants believe this perpetuates Latina underachievement because it "be-
comes a self-fulfilling prophecy because you grow up with teachers saying you can't ... then you start to believe that, if 
that's what you hear." 

3. Difficult Adjustment to Law School: Bridging the Cultural Divide 
  
 "We're not doing anything to support them. Or we're doing very little. It's hard enough to get students into law school, 
but then to lose them is a crime." 

For many of the focus group participants, law school was a significant and arduous adjustment. As one of the few 
Latinas in their law schools, many felt a strong sense of isolation and loneliness. This made their adjustment to law 
school difficult because they not only struggled to identify and fit in with their non-Latina/o peers, but also lacked role 
models and mentors to help them navigate their law school experience more effectively. 

Many focus group participants believe that they were at a competitive disadvantage to their non-Latina/o peers in 
law school because of a significant cultural divide. One woman recalled being the first person in her family to attend 
law school and "not knowing what Law Review was." As a result, many believed that they had to work twice as hard to 
succeed and assimilate into an unfamiliar environment. One woman recalled her struggle at the time: "The people were 
very different ... a sense of entitlement among people that I went to school with ... . So I had a hard time adjusting." 
Many painfully recounted how they were often "marginalized" in law school by being asked constantly to "represent the 
poor kids' argument" in class. 
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Several women in the focus groups attributed their negative experiences to their law schools' failure to provide 
mentoring opportunities to help Latinas navigate their educational and career goals effectively. One woman  [*1010]  
described this predicament: "The students are being pulled in so many directions; we're not doing anything for them." 

C. Perceptions Of Latina Attorneys 

1. Latina Attorneys Are Viewed as Less Qualified 
  
 "People don't expect all that much of [Latina lawyers]." 

Only 30% of the women surveyed believe that others perceive Latina attorneys positively in the legal profession. 
Many women in the focus groups voiced the belief that others in the legal profession view Latina attorneys as less quali-
fied. Therefore they have lowered expectations of their abilities because they are perceived as "not as smart as someone 
else." Some focus group women believe that even clients initially hold this perception that Latina attorneys are less 
qualified than their male attorney counterparts. One woman made the following observation: 
 

  
The perception among clients is a visible one. When they see that the person who is going to be helping them is a wom-
an, they're concerned because their idea of lawyers is ... somebody very aggressive. Obviously you want the best, but 
usually in any kind of a litigation situation, they see a woman, they're a little concerned. 
  
 The perception that Latina attorneys are less capable goes hand in hand with the focus group participants' belief that 
others reasoned that their acceptance into law school was due not to merit, but because "we were [a beneficiary of] af-
firmative action, and they would [assume] that we were ... academically deficient." Yet more than half of the focus 
group participants, and a third of the survey respondents, indicated that they had graduated from some of the most com-
petitive law schools in the United States, primarily Tier 1 law schools. n89 

Similar to the perception of having less qualified academic credentials, many focus group participants believe that 
others attribute affirmative action or diversity goals as the basis for decisions surrounding the hiring or advancement of 
Latinas into the profession. The Latinas themselves do not appear to share this lingering perception. Although 42% of 
the survey respondents indicate that their status as a Latina has benefited their ability to be hired, only 17% believe their 
employer's interest in hiring them was primarily based on diversity goals. In fact, as many as a third believe their  
[*1011]  Latina status has actually created more barriers for them in their career attainment. One focus group participant 
observed that others often make assumptions regarding promotion decisions related to women and minorities: "I have 
noticed that ... when it comes time for partnership decisions, people will look at ... two people and say, "Oh, well, may-
be this person made it because she's a woman, or because she's a minority.'" 

These negative perceptions also manifest themselves in the accounts of Latinas in this Study being misidentified as 
"someone other than the attorney." The vast majority of the focus group participants and 70% of those surveyed have 
countless examples of being routinely mistaken as the court reporter, interpreter, probation officer, secretary, or even 
the defendant or complainant. The focus group participants view these misidentifications as a type of stereotyping that 
directly questions their presence in the legal profession and their capabilities as lawyers. One woman provided an ex-
ample that had occurred earlier that day. "Another male lawyer who was not of minority background asked me if I was 
the court reporter ... that happens frequently. Even if I'm dressed in a suit, I'm not first perceived as a lawyer." Another 
woman recalled often being mistaken for the interpreter in depositions: "If I had a dollar for every time I was sitting in 
the depo [and heard], "The translator's here and we are just waiting for the attorney.'" 

Some Latinas from the focus groups described how they strategically used these negative perceptions of being less 
qualified as a "secret weapon" to disarm their opponents. One focus group participant explained: "They're not expecting 
much from you. So as long as you are uber prepared and articulate, you're going to win them over." Another woman's 
description of how she used this perception to her advantage illustrates this point well: 
 

  
I learned to use it as ... a secret weapon where people didn't necessarily expect you to be more assertive ... or that you 
weren't really good for anything except for smiling, making small talk, and reserving the conference room ... . You can 
assume that I'm whatever ... . I like to slam them, is what I call it. You can only do that by being prepared and having 
your written briefs look good. Hopefully you continue to change the perception that they have of you. 
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 Overall, the Latinas in the focus groups appeared very self-conscious about others' perceptions of them in the work-
place. As a result of their qualifications being undervalued or questioned, many Latinas "constantly feel like [they're] 
needing to prove [themselves] worthy," or that they "had to work extra hard to prove [themselves]." 

 [*1012]  Because of concerns about these negative perceptions, others closely scrutinize other Latinas, a vicious 
circle that reinforces concerns about their own qualifications and legitimacy. "If they knew more of us, they wouldn't be 
defining us the way they're defining us. But because you're the only one, I always felt like [if] I blow it here, that door is 
closed for the next one coming up." 

2. The Stereotypical Latina Phenotype 
  
 "Folks that look a little bit more Latina than I do, have had some pretty unfortunate experiences." 

Another chronic perception is related to the stereotypical Latina phenotype. Hispanics are an ethnic group that is 
composed of more than one racial group, including White, Black, and indigenous Native American. n90 Notwithstanding 
this racial diversity, the women believe that non-Latinas/os often share the perception that Latinas resemble the more 
indigenous or Afro-Latino phenotype of brown or dark skin and dark hair and eyes. Those who do not display these 
stereotypical physical characteristics are often questioned or even challenged about their ethnic legitimacy. One focus 
group participant who did not conform to this preconceived image recalled being questioned about her cultural identity: 
"I've found myself having to prove my bona fides as a Latina, because people will say to me, "Well, you're not Latin, 
you don't speak with an accent, or your skin isn't brown.'" 

Many of the focus group women who identified with the more indigenous "Latina" image shared examples of how 
they were often confused with other Latinas in their workplaces or with other women of color in general, as the follow-
ing comment illustrates: "They want one little box for us to fit in ... . I think that they tend to put us in a box of non-
White female attorneys." 

Related to this is the belief that a Latina's race correlates with how others view and treat her, as in "the darker you 
are, it's not really better off for you." Many Latinas from the focus groups who view themselves as having a lighter skin 
color, or who were able to "pass as White," feel that they are provided more opportunities or treated more favorably 
than their darker-skinned Latina counterparts. One Latina remarked: "If you look like you could be White, you have one 
sort of life, and if you look clearly Mexican or very dark skinned ... [you] have a completely different experience." 
While 59% of the focus group and 56% of the survey respondents self-identified their race as White, many of the focus 
group participants did not necessarily identify with non-Hispanic Whites. In this way, they often blurred the distinction 
between race and ethnicity. This is  [*1013]  illustrated by a comment from a focus group participant, that although she 
did not appear "Hispanic," she identifies more closely with Latinas who conform to the stereotypical Latina phenotype: 
"I don't have that much color, but on the inside I'm brown." 

3. Balancing Dichotomous Perceptions 
  
 "You can either be the troublemaker, or you can become the assimilator ... . There's not a lot of in-between for us, in 
terms of perception." 

Many women from the focus groups shared that they often struggle to strike a balance between the two dichoto-
mous perceptions of Latinas as either "too passive" or a "fiery" or "hot headed Latina." To overcome perceptions of 
being too reticent, several Latinas from the focus groups purposefully strive to exhibit behaviors that make them appear 
more confident and assertive, which they believe to be important qualities for a successful lawyer. However, when they 
felt that they had to be assertive with other male attorneys, several participants chose the term "bitch" as a way to de-
scribe how they believe they acted or were perceived. One woman referred to how she felt she was perceived when as-
serting her opinion with a male colleague: "I did bark back, I was a b-i-t-c-h in that situation." Another woman's com-
ment illustrated the concern over appearing too aggressive: "You can't be too aggressive, because in this world, if you're 
too aggressive, you're kind of a bitch; so you get into that problem." These women feel that they are often labeled as one 
or the other, even at different times. They have to consciously work to overcome being stereotyped as one of these two 
extremes. 

Focus group participants also described an internal struggle to find an appropriate identity that balanced both cul-
tural and workplace norms, whose values are often in opposition. One woman commented that the need to "facilitate" is 
"deeply rooted in our culture ... to what extent should we keep fighting this struggle versus to what extent we should 
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water down our culture just to achieve parity." The following dialogue, between two focus group women discussing the 
implications of serving a beverage during a business meeting, illustrates the opposing strategies the women adopt to 
counter these perceptions: 

 [*1014]  Focus Group Participant 1: 
 

  
I will serve people water ... It doesn't matter if I'm the most senior person there or not. And there are certain people that 
will capitalize on that ... . 
  
 Focus Group Participant 2: 
 

  
It's interesting, because I find myself intentionally not doing that. When I walk into a room, I will ask my assistant ... to 
bring it. I will ask them to make copies. I will because always I need to assert who I am in this role and I need you to 
understand where I fit here. 
  

D. Workplace Experiences' Impact On Career Trajectory 

1. Intersection of Gender, Ethnicity, and Race at the Workplace 
  
 "There is still a glass ceiling, not just for women, I think there's even a lower ceiling for a Latina lawyer" 

It appears that the Latinas in this Study confront greater challenges than their peers based on the "triple jeopardy" 
they face as women and as ethnic and racial minorities. As a result, they encounter significant obstacles in the work-
place that limit their advancement in the legal profession. Many focus group participants attributed this to a "multi-
layered glass ceiling for Latina lawyers" that is necessarily "intertwined," in that they confront negative stereotyping 
related to their gender, ethnicity, and race that sets them apart from Latinos, White Women, and other women of color 
in the profession. One woman recalled that her clients and colleagues preferred to interact with White male colleagues 
or "even ... another White female before her ... like I was just the coffee girl or something." 

The majority of Latinas surveyed believe that their gender poses the greatest challenge to their careers, closely fol-
lowed by their ethnicity and then their race (see Figure 20). For many, gender bias appears to be the most pervasive 
form of discrimination they face, because all Latinas encounter gender bias regardless of national origin or racial back-
ground. This was most evident in cities where Latinas/os have significant political and economic clout. One focus group 
participant in Miami explained: "There is a significant demographic of executive or professional [Hispanic] women in 
this community ... based on our geography. So I have never really felt that I was in any way treated differently because I 
was Hispanic. It's the woman - male factor." 

 [*1015]  

Figure 20: Demographic Characteristics believed to be the basis for Negative Treatment, Perceptions and Career 
Advancement for Latinas 
  

[SEE FIGURE IN ORIGINAL] 

2. Overt Sexism by Male Attorneys 
  
 "I don't know what all these women attorneys are trying to do in here. They should be home with their kids." 

Many of the focus group participants reported being subjected to or witnessing condescending treatment by male 
attorneys, especially Latinos. The women attributed these incidents of negative treatment to preconceived gender and 
ethnic stereotypes that permeated assumptions regarding their qualifications and capabilities. One focus group partici-
pant recalled a physical confrontation with opposing counsel after she "upped" (outperformed) him in court. She re-
called him coming across during a break in the trial and grabbing her arm. He told her, "Don't you ever do that again." 
Other focus group participants described how Latinas are placed in "subservient role(s)" and have to do "more than a 
male associate" to gain the same amount of credibility. 
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The women also encountered many forms of overt sexism. One focus group participant recalled a municipal court 
judge saying that he would rule in her "favor more often [if she] would just be more meek and demure." The presiding 
judge asked another survey respondent in court whether she had passed the state's bar exam. Focus group participants 
had similar experiences with their male clients and colleagues, which reflect their employers' or colleagues' image of a 
traditional lawyer. 

Several women in the focus groups described being discriminated against, in favor of or by Latino attorneys. Many 
women felt this  [*1016]  mistreatment was due to Latino lawyers' belief that Latinas should be home with family, not 
working and assuming leadership positions. For many, the support they received from their family growing up to pursue 
educational and career aspirations continues only if they act like good mothers and wives as adults, by shouldering most 
of the household and childcare responsibilities. Some focus group participants described this view especially "among 
first-generation Latino males" as a "mommy" issue; Latinos are often raised by their mothers to believe they can do 
whatever they want, while Latinas are treated as "servants." One focus group participant referred to this as "cultural 
sexism"; the expectation is that "you really should be at home and not trying cases." Many participants believe that this 
cultural sexism limits career development and advancement opportunities for Latinas because Latino lawyers expect 
"women to do traditional ... secretarial stuff where men make the big decisions." 

3. Career and Motherhood 
  
 "There aren't enough avenues out there for us to do both." 

The overwhelming majority of Latinas surveyed (70%) believe that having significant family-care responsibilities 
will affect their opportunities for advancement. Nearly two-thirds of the Latinas surveyed were married or in a commit-
ted partner relationship (62%). However, only half have children at home, and fewer than 5% have more than two chil-
dren. Further, only a third of the women age 35 or under have children at home. This seems to imply that the Latinas in 
this Study are strategically postponing or simply not having children in order to pursue their legal careers, demonstrat-
ing their keen awareness of the potential adverse impact of motherhood on career advancement. 

For example, although most focus group participants did not have children at home (68%), many voiced concerns 
about balancing the seemingly diametrically opposed goals of pursuing a legal career and motherhood. One focus group 
participant explained: "It's ... all or nothing. I remember interviewing [at two law firms] ... and all the women partners 
were women that sacrificed ... not married, no children." The few focus group Latinas who did have children at home 
described the herculean task of balancing their careers with motherhood, a task that is undervalued in the legal profes-
sion. One focus group participant offered: "You come home, you're making dinner, taking [care of] your kids, put them 
to bed, and go right back to work until midnight. Where's the relief? At some point you get to a breaking point." 

Focus group participants also described traditional attitudes held by many that in order to succeed, one must "put in 
the hours [and give up a] normal life" or be considered less valuable. This statement implied that a woman cannot be a 
successful lawyer and still be a good mother. Many  [*1017]  participants also believed that those in leadership posi-
tions often consider a woman who decides to put in fewer hours and spend more time with her family to be less dedicat-
ed to her career. One focus group participant was told in a remarkably candid remark that a male colleague "was paid 
significantly more because she was [a] woman [and was] "probably going to take more time off to go be with your chil-
dren, so we're investing more in him because we know he's going to give us more of his time.'" 

4. Isolation and Invisibility 
  
 "Latinas are practically non-existent ... . I'm still the only Latina." 

Many focus group participants were keenly aware that their workplaces employed very few Latina attorneys. These 
Latinas also spoke about being viewed as outsiders and feeling "isolated" and "invisible." 

In addition, many were often regarded as foreigners (i.e., non-citizens) within their workplace, which further alien-
ated them from their colleagues. One focus group participant recalled being "asked at a cocktail reception, "Are you an 
American?' What kind of question is that? And does that color what you think about me because I was born outside the 
United States?" This treatment adds another level of complexity to what Latinas encounter. 

This treatment included anti-immigrant sentiments, especially in the Southwest, where these sentiments are historic 
and popular. One focus group participant from this region of the country indicated that addressing these issues is partic-
ularly difficult: 
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There's trepidation even in our legal community among Latinos here, where do we stand on this immigration issue, be-
cause we're targeted when people look at us ... [and] fighting that kind of stigma on one hand and trying to separate our-
selves ... . I was born here and I'm very educated. 
  
 As a result of this alienation and isolation, focus group participants felt that they did not have access to the same men-
toring opportunities and social networks as their White counterparts. "White male partners are more likely to go down 
the hall and grab a White male associate for a project or for a client meeting because it's bred on familiarity." 

Because of this lack of commonality, many found it difficult to form relationships with colleagues and superiors. 
For example, only half of the Latinas surveyed feel that they are given ample opportunities to network and socialize 
with senior attorneys and supervisors, in both formal and informal  [*1018]  gatherings. Only 43% of those surveyed 
feel that they are given opportunities to work directly with or develop relationships with clients. The women viewed 
these relationships and networking opportunities as critical to their career development and advancement. Lack of ac-
cess to mentors and influential individuals underlies many of the barriers and career-limiting obstacles these women 
identified that may contribute to their underrepresentation. 

5. Tokenism 
  
 "It's an irony and a dichotomy that you always have to balance ... the way you're either tokenized or that you're not who 
you're supposed to be and not capable." 

Many of the focus participants feel they often serve as "tokens" or symbols of what Latinas do or feel. They at-
tributed this to Latinas' underrepresentation, which created the exhausting responsibility to either be the "representative 
for all Latinas" or to educate others about their culture and ethnicity. For some, it was a delicate balancing act of "field-
ing questions about your hair and your accent and your immigration status ... ." One focus group participant opined: 
 

  
Most people don't have, I think, that extra task that when you take up a job, you have to educate people about the fact 
that you are a Latina, or where you're from, and ... just educating the people around you, and making them feel comfort-
able, because they're not used to seeing Latinas. Some of them don't know how to react to it, which is ... part of the 10 
other things that you're trying to do with your day job, having to deal with that extra layer of sensitivity. 
  
 On the other hand, the focus group participants also reported that their status as Latinas afforded them unique opportu-
nities to network and develop client relationships with Hispanic clientele because of their unique bilingual and bicultur-
al skills. One participant commented on this: 
 

  
I believe being bicultural and bilingual is an advantage in being a Latina in the profession, because at least in terms of 
my experience, I think it's opened doors of opportunities ... . There are definitely cases that I've worked on that I would-
n't have been staffed unless I was fluent in Spanish and bicultural. 
  
 Although focus group participants recognized the advantages of these relationship skills, they indicated that these op-
portunities were not always beneficial. Several recalled how they often serve as window dressing to potential clients 
without fulfilling a more substantive role. Another recalled, "meeting a deadline" one evening at work and being asked 
by a partner "to  [*1019]  go to an event on behalf of the firm, because the contact for that event was a Latino, and they 
wanted the diversity representative." Overall, the women felt that this contributed to their feelings of tokenism and add-
ed an additional burden to their already exhaustive schedules. Sometimes non-Hispanic colleagues were resentful be-
cause they believed these were unfair affirmative action opportunities, as opposed to being merit-based. 

Some Latinas were wary about being pigeonholed into practices or assignments that were perceived as gender-and 
ethnic-oriented attorney roles, such as providing translations or practicing in areas such as family or immigration law. 
One survey respondent commented: "Just because we are Latinas does not mean we should only handle cases dealing 
with Spanish-language or Hispanic issues ... . Why does the legal profession still think all Latinos are alike?" 

6. Conforming to the Dominant Culture 
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 "It's what you have to do to be successful at a large law firm. You have to bridge that gap and make them almost forget 
you're Hispanic." 

Nearly half of the Latinas surveyed and many of the focus group participants reported that they adjusted their ap-
pearance or behavior in order to fit in or establish credibility in their organizations because of their "otherness." One 
focus group participant poignantly commented: "It's what you have to do to be successful at a large law firm. You have 
to bridge that gap and make them almost forget you're Hispanic ... the same way I have to make them forget I'm a moth-
er." This behavior change also included either acting more assertively or, conversely, being less outspoken. After over-
hearing a demeaning comment about Hispanics, one Latina "made a choice [to] say nothing" and not share an aspect of 
herself, so as not to "rock the boat or, in some extreme cases, shutting up, especially if I'm being told something racist." 

As a way to downplay their ethnicity, many focus group participants believe they have to pay closer attention to 
how they speak and present themselves. They also believe that they have to dress more conservatively and professional-
ly than their White counterparts, such as "not wearing open-toed shoes" or needing to "straighten their hair" to avoid 
being sexualized or subjected to ethnic stereotypes such as the "fiery Latina." 

E. Critical Success Factors 
  
 This section presents the factors that Latinas in this Study identified as critical to their success in the legal profession. 
Several are reminiscent of  [*1020]  the factors that positively influenced Latinas throughout the formative stages of 
their lives and careers, and illustrate the singular importance of implementing programs for success early on. 

1. Family Support and Encouragement 
  
 "If I have seen farther than others, it's because I have stood on the shoulders of giants ... . That's why we are where we 
are, because we have stood on our family's shoulders and they have allowed us that." 

The value Latinas place on "familialism" is one of the most important and central characteristics of Hispanic cul-
ture. n91 Many of the women credit their success to their families' support and encouragement. Familial support was a 
source of inspiration and strength because of the sacrifice their families made in order for them to pursue their educa-
tional and career goals. One focus group participant commented, "There's a lot of sacrifice my family made for my edu-
cation, and I am eternally grateful. They want to see you succeed, they want to see you go further than them. And that's 
how you pay tribute to them." 

2. Mentoring 
  
 "It is vital for attorneys and aspiring attorneys to have contacts they can trust to contact with questions, concerns, and 
problems. Mentors with similar experiences are vital." 

Latinas in this Study overwhelming identified mentoring as a critical component of a successful legal career. How-
ever, only a third of the Latinas surveyed believe that formal mentoring within the workplace plays a critical role in 
their career development. Rather, a majority (72%) place greater emphasis on informal mentoring inside and outside 
their workplaces. Mentors are viewed as crucial to these women's professional and personal development, providing 
information, offering emotional support, and boosting self-confidence. One Latina from the survey commented: 
 

  
Female attorneys need female mentors, and those who are mothers need mentors who are mothers. I performed much 
better in law school and in employment when I had a trusted mentor who understood me, my circumstances, my back-
ground, and my perspective. I was able to trust and confide in that person and ask important questions. When I lacked 
that resource, I didn't ask and therefore was not informed. 
  
  [*1021]  Many focus group participants have difficulty finding mentors because of the shortage of attorneys who are 
able to relate to them. "So much of that requires that they see something of themselves," which "requires some camara-
derie between you and the [mentor]." Lack of commonality with potential mentors requires them to initiate this relation-
ship, which participants sometimes viewed as a daunting task. One focus group participant recalled her experience: 
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It was difficult for me to try and find a mentoring relationship ... . It's very much a struggle within myself to break out of 
that sort of limitation that I have on myself to ask for someone to mentor me, to ask for some kind of a leader who is 
going to be sympathetic and appreciative of the work that I can do. 
  

3. Straight Talk and Real Feedback 
  
 "Latinas tend to go along in their careers, perhaps doing things wrong [when] no one wants to straight up tell you 
what's wrong." 

Focus group participants emphasized the need for honest feedback as a critical factor in their professional develop-
ment. Many believe they need explicit direction and guidance on how to succeed in their respective workplaces. This 
means more than receiving general advice about working on important assignments and finding mentors. 

Many believe that if an assignment has mistakes or needs improvement, the assignor should address them directly; 
otherwise, the person will not build the right skills and competencies to succeed. They were prepared for candid feed-
back, but believe that their superiors and colleagues do not feel comfortable doing so. These women viewed feedback as 
essential to their career development, and the lack of frank feedback as a career-limiting obstacle. "Sometimes it's going 
to be incumbent upon us to ask these questions, to go get feedback. Because the earlier you can fix something, the better 
that person will succeed." 

4. Perseverance and a Strong Work Ethic 
  
 "I think that where some people may have given up, given the circumstances, for better or worse, I just keep plugging 
at it with that survivor mentality." 

Many of the Latinas believe that their strong work ethic and ability to persevere in their professional lives, despite 
adversity, is a key component to  [*1022]  success in the profession. For these women, the ability to remain and contin-
ue in the legal profession is a direct testimony to their ability to "transcend" and overcome the obstacles they encounter. 

The focus group women also attribute their success in large part to their strong work ethic, which resulted from 
their need to "work harder" than others as a way to prove themselves. "I feel that I have to work harder ... than ... the 
males who may be at my level ... because I feel like I have something to prove ... ." This constant need to prove their 
capabilities drove many to prepare thoroughly and to anticipate the needs of their employers and clients - which at times 
greatly benefited their careers. 

5. Self-Confidence 
  
 "It's a sense of confidence, that the moment I walk into a room, two seconds, you hear me speak, nobody asks me if I'm 
the attorney ... . It's that air of confidence that you bring in." 

The focus group women stated that Latinas in general struggle with self-confidence in terms of others' perceptions 
of them and their assessment of themselves. However, those who attained their educational and career goals despite 
significant obstacles attributed their achievement to their strong sense of self-confidence in both their legitimacy and 
abilities as an attorney. Many focus group participants also believe that, although Latinas sometimes tend to avoid self-
aggrandizement and do not demand the recognition and promotions to which they are entitled, they must exhibit more 
self-confidence and become better self-promoters of their abilities and contributions. 
 

  
We don't speak up for ourselves. They really don't expect that from us. We don't expect [it] from ourselves. We need to 
speak up regarding getting the increases that we deserve, getting the positions that we deserve, and getting the assign-
ments and the cases that we deserve and are capable of. 
  

6. Positive Valuation of Latina Ethnicity 
  
 "Latinas are particularly intuitive, and there is a way to use that talent in the workplace ... when it comes to client de-
velopment, understanding how to manage accounts, understanding what clients need ... what their strengths and weak-
nesses are. You don't learn this in law school." 
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Many focus group participants believe that the cultural skills and insights of Latinas are critical components of their 
success. This positive valuation is often viewed as a tool that legal and business employers should and do employ be-
cause of the advantage it offers to better serve Latina/o  [*1023]  clientele. One focus group participant explained, "In 
certain industries I just get so much more out of witnesses when they know that you're Latina, that you can speak their 
language culturally. Here it's so much more of a nuance, and I find it makes me a lot more effective at witness inter-
views." 

This ability comes from a deep understanding of Latina/o culture and values and a shared experience of growing up 
in similar communities. One focus group participant explained: "I found that [with] my perspective and my knowledge 
of the streets and what was really happening out there, I was able to keenly identify and analyze the case and say this is 
bullshit and this is real." 

Although building and better serving Latina/o clientele was the primary reason for this positive valuation, many 
participants also believed that it allowed Latinas to become "comfortable in their own skin." This gave them the courage 
to overcome negative perceptions about Latina lawyers by utilizing their unique skill sets to provide excellent and val-
ued legal service. 

V. Summary and Conclusions 
  
 The results from this Study provide insight into some of the factors that influence Latinas to pursue and achieve their 
educational-and career-related goals, as well as the obstacles many must overcome in their professional lives. Under-
standing these factors provides a basis to comprehend the unique barriers and issues Latinas face, and the key reasons so 
many have yet to realize successful careers in the legal profession. 

A. Factors Influencing Educational Achievement and Career Choice 
  
 The underrepresentation of Latinas in the legal profession may be rooted, in part, in the barriers that exist along the 
educational pipeline. Although research suggests that Latinas/os have similar educational and career goals and therefore 
do aspire to pursue higher education, n92 they are often disadvantaged in their quest by limited economic resources, n93 
inadequate educational opportunities and preparation, n94 and different  [*1024]  educational trajectories, such as their 
greater propensity to enroll in two-versus four-year colleges and less selective educational institutions. n95 

Some of the reasons Latinas in this Study have defied these odds and attained high levels of educational achieve-
ment and successful careers in the legal profession are related to their formative experiences. Although most of the 
Latinas in this Study were not exposed to the legal profession during their early years, the few who did have lawyers in 
their families acknowledged the positive influence this had on their decision to pursue a legal career. Regardless of their 
parents' educational level or professional background, what appears to be the key catalyst to their success is the fact that 
most of the women were raised to appreciate the value of being well-educated as a means to achieve self-reliance and a 
more promising future. This is consistent with other research suggesting that family aspirations tend to influence educa-
tional and occupational pursuits of Latinas. n96 

For many of the Latinas in this Study, the path to law school is the result of serendipitous timing and chance rather 
than the intentional pursuit of a legal career. This is reflected in the finding that many had little or no intention of pursu-
ing law school before or after college. The goal of higher education - rather than a desire to pursue a legal career per se - 
served as the impetus for their high academic achievement and eventual career choice. Undoubtedly, some of the wom-
en's early childhood experiences - as advocates for others, interpreters, and witnesses of the social injustices occurring 
around them - influenced their career choices as well. Other research has found that Latinas/os are more likely than oth-
er groups to attend law school as an opportunity to change or improve society. n97 However, as evidenced by the fact that 
most participants did not know they wanted to become attorneys before college, it appears that, at least initially, they 
did not realize how the legal profession might fulfill their experienced-based aspirations. 

Latinas share a unique set of cultural values that may influence their career choice and development. They are en-
couraged to adhere to more traditional gender roles, and to put the needs of their families above their own. Furthermore, 
they are socialized to show deference to authority figures, including parents and Latinos. n98 This may result in their 
choosing more traditional, female-oriented careers, or being inhibited in pursuing a career in  [*1025]  the legal profes-
sion because it does not conform with these culturally determined ideals. 

In addition to the importance of being well-educated, there is another key factor in their ability to overcome signifi-
cant psychological and structural barriers related to their educational goals and career choice. This factor appears to be 
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the fact that many had strong Latina role models, both in their early lives and at critical points along their educational 
paths. These strong role models provided support and encouragement and served as an example of what the Latinas 
could become and achieve. In essence, role models provide a source of vicarious learning, and thereby encourage and 
teach Latinas to develop self-efficacy beliefs about their ability to be successful in various male dominated professions. 
n99 This finding is consistent with research on high-achieving Latinas and underscores the importance of having relation-
al support in their lives, specifically mothers or other female role models, to encourage them in their pursuit of their 
educational goals. This type of support is critical to help them deal with the challenge of overt racism, sexism, environ-
mental barriers, and the physical and emotional challenges they consistently encounter during their lives. n100 

As they pertain to educational achievement and career choice, these findings suggest that a critical first step for in-
creasing the representation of Latinas in the legal profession is to provide Latina youth with visible role models and 
influential mentors, from both the legal profession and beyond, who can stand as a symbol of what they can attain, and 
who can support and guide them in navigating their educational development, especially in law school. 

B. Barriers to Law School 
  
 Research suggests that Latina/o college graduates who aspire to attend law school have lower applications, enrollment, 
and graduation rates at U.S. law schools than all other major racial/ethnic minority groups. n101 For example, while White 
students made up nearly 65% of all applicants to ABA-accredited law schools in 2004, Latinas/os represented only 
7.9% of this total. n102 The barriers women and minorities face in law school have  [*1026]  been well-documented. 
Some authors suggest that underrepresentation of Latinas/os in law school is due to academic and financial difficulties, 
n103 whereas others emphasize the psychological barriers Latina law students face, including a lack of self-confidence 
and fear of failure. n104 What appears to be evident is that Latinas, as both women and ethnic and racial minorities, con-
front more stigmatization and difficulty throughout their legal education and that "the white-water rapids that all minori-
ty law students must navigate are not at all like the smooth currents that White law students enjoy." n105 

These and other factors served as challenges to the Latina participants in achieving their goals. For some, it was the 
low expectations of educators and school counselors, who told them they would not succeed in accomplishing their ed-
ucational objectives and, instead, suggested that they should consider less competitive paths. Many, however, reached 
for their dreams and were accepted into the law school of their choice. Many Latinas in this Study had difficulty adjust-
ing as they struggled to compete and fit in with their non-Latina/o classmates and assimilate into a culture of privilege 
and entitlement to which they were unaccustomed. They also experienced feelings of isolation and loneliness as they 
realized they were but one of a few Latinas in their law schools, and therefore lacked other Latina/o colleagues, role 
models, and mentors to guide and support them. 

These findings suggest that, in addition to providing Latina youth with role models and mentors throughout their 
educational journey, it is imperative that educational leaders address and eliminate the gender and ethnic stereotyping 
that appears to be prevalent throughout institutions of higher learning. This includes the negative messages being di-
rected toward Latina students that work to undermine their self-confidence and ambition. Latinas should also be afford-
ed mentoring opportunities with senior students and/or professors to provide them guidance and support with their aca-
demic needs in order to navigate their law school career more effectively. It is also critical that Latinas have opportuni-
ties to develop relationships with other Latinas, perhaps outside the college or law school environment, to combat the 
feelings of isolation they often feel as one of the few on their college and law school campuses. 

C. Barriers to Career Retention and Advancement 
  
 Despite the negative perceptions and poor treatment they faced in the course of their legal careers, for the most part the 
Latinas in this Study  [*1027]  appear to be relatively satisfied with their experiences in the legal profession. 

This satisfaction exists despite the fact that Latinas in this Study are not well-represented in leadership positions 
across the legal profession, have relatively high attrition rates, and do not believe they have the same opportunities for 
career advancement as their non-Latina peers. This may be due to the fact that Latina attorneys appear to face a multi-
layered glass ceiling based on the intersectionality n106 of gender, ethnic, and racial characteristics that act as a "triple 
threat" to their career advancement. n107 

While all three aspects of their identity are necessarily intertwined, Latinas consider gender-based discrimination 
and disparate treatment to be the most salient barriers they face in the legal profession. White women experience similar 
challenges, but for Latinas, and other women of color, the gendered aspects are closely integrated with ethnic and racial 
stereotypes. n108 This assessment is supported by the findings in this Study and is consistent with other research that sup-
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ports the disparate impact of gender on perceived career prospects for Latina/o law students. n109 Latinas face both overt 
and subtle forms of gender bias and discrimination that work together to create inhospitable workplaces and limit oppor-
tunities for their career success and advancement. These can range from being subjected to overt sexism by male col-
leagues, including Latinos, to confronting gendered expectations and assumptions about the roles and qualifications of 
women in the workplace, especially regarding their appropriateness for leadership positions. As women working within 
a male-dominated profession, Latinas in particular are, by default, not part of their office's "old boys' network." There-
fore, they often lack access to influential mentors, client development opportunities, and occasions to network with sig-
nificant individuals in their workplaces who are critical to career success and advancement. These findings underscore 
the need to assist Latinas in developing successful relationships with mentors and role models who serve as their advo-
cates and are deeply invested in the Latinas' career development. This includes  [*1028]  providing candid and strategic 
career advice and feedback. Without these critical relationships, Latina lawyers will continually falter in their careers. 

The dual role of being a mother and lawyer adds an additional gender-related barrier to Latinas in their legal ca-
reers. n110 This is consistent with research that suggests having significant child care responsibilities is one of the more 
critical barriers to career advancement facing women in the profession. n111 For Latinas, this challenge is aggravated by 
cultural and gendered expectations and assumptions about appropriate roles for women, especially mothers - namely, 
that their primary role is to support their families, and furthermore that their careers are viewed as secondary to those of 
men. n112 Consistent with other research on women in the legal profession, which recognizes the impact of work and 
family issues on career goals, n113 this Study emphasizes the need to offer more flexible structures and schedules to retain 
Latinas in the legal profession. 

In addition to the gender barriers that they face, many Latinas believe that others often question or devalue their le-
gitimacy, qualifications, and abilities as attorneys, which they believe is due in large part because of their ethnicity. This 
experience has also been described by White women, but in the case of Latinas, like other women of color, ethnicity and 
race play undeniable roles in the undervaluation of their qualifications. n114 Many also believe that, in addition to having 
their qualifications as attorneys called into doubt, their acceptance into law school and even their existence in the legal 
profession are often perceived as being premised on affirmative action or diversity goals, rather than merit. Their ca-
reers often languish as their credentials and accomplishments are constantly undervalued and ignored. 

Latinas also report being viewed as outsiders in their workplaces. Some even confront strong anti-immigrant senti-
ments, where they are viewed as foreigners and their legitimate presence in this country is questioned. These ethnic-
related barriers contribute to feelings of isolation and otherness that further alienate Latinas from their colleagues and 
workplaces. 

While most of the Latinas identified to some degree with the barriers related to gender and ethnicity, others report-
ed experiencing racial bias as  [*1029]  well. This is reflected in the perceptions related to the stereotypical Latina phe-
notype and the finding that those who believe they can pass as racially White, or who have a lighter skin color, often 
have better experiences and advancement opportunities in the profession. 

Although ethnicity and race are sometimes conflated and treated as the same, even by the Latinas themselves, there 
does appear to be significant implications for considering them as separate but intersected constructs - constructs that 
contribute to the barriers they face and, when combined with gender, serve as a "triple jeopardy" to their careers. By 
examining their relative impact, it is possible to understand and compare the different experiences of Latinas - and other 
women of color, for that matter - who are of different origins and races. 

In addition to the roles that gender, ethnicity, and race appear to have on their career advancement, the lack of Lati-
na lawyers in the profession is a barrier to retention as well. Junior Latina lawyers lack attorney role models who mirror 
the cultural experiences, values, and norms of those within their Latina/o communities. There is also an enormous need 
for Latina mentors, especially informal ones, to help ease the isolation that many law students and new lawyers feel, by 
providing needed guidance and support throughout the education and professional development of the younger aspir-
ants. Countless studies show that without access to these key relationships, legal institutions will continually fail to re-
tain Latina attorneys within their ranks. n115 

This Study also shows how Latina underrepresentation places an enormous burden on Latina lawyers to take on ad-
ditional responsibility to educate others about their ethnicity, participate in diversity-related programs and activities, and 
even to serve as representatives or tokens for the Latina/o community. In many respects, Latinas are often disadvan-
taged in the workplace because these added demands place undue burdens on them that their non-Latina colleagues do 
not necessarily share. 
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In conclusion, Latinas are continually hampered in their careers by negative perceptions and treatment and burden-
some pressures that serve to diminish their legal capabilities and limit their access to opportunities to advance their ca-
reers. They are further alienated by institutions that view  [*1030]  them as outsiders; this often leads to feelings of infe-
riority and self-doubt. This further contributes to their need to work harder to prove their capabilities, or to mask or dis-
avow their true identity in order to conform to the norms and values of the dominant culture. In light of these struggles, 
it is not surprising that Latinas are so underrepresented in the legal profession. 

It is with great hope that the historic appointment of Justice Sonia Sotomayor to our nation's highest court will ig-
nite a spark that propels more Latina youth to aim high and consider careers in the legal profession at an earlier age. Her 
triumphant story will also serve as an important example to the legal profession and to the nation that Latinas can over-
come significant obstacles and barriers and can become successful attorneys. Only by exploring and analyzing the 
unique experiences of Latina lawyers can we begin to better understand and develop ways to obliterate those barriers, so 
that each Latina reaches her fullest potential. 

D. Future Research 
  
 Future research is needed to expand upon and provide an even finer-grained analysis of the issues and barriers uncov-
ered in this Study, and to examine and test its conclusions. For example, to better understand the relative role that gen-
der, ethnicity, and race play in Latinas' careers, future research should compare their experiences with those of Latinos 
and with men and women of other races in the legal profession to examine the salience and intersection of these demo-
graphic characteristic. Future research should also examine the subgroup differences of Latinas from the different coun-
tries of origin (e.g., those who identify as Mexicans as compared with Cubans and Puerto Ricans) and their impact on 
educational and career development. n116 Finally, future research should more closely examine the experiences and barri-
ers facing Latinas within each sector of the legal profession, and also those with low participation rates in this Study 
(e.g., public interest sector). Given the relatively low numbers of Latinas in some sectors, this may be a challenge. 
However, future research should continue to monitor and track their progress throughout the legal profession. 

 [*1031]  

VI. Recommendations 

A. Strategies to Increase Latina Representation and Success in the Legal Profession 
  
 The following recommendations are based on the findings from both the focus group participants and survey respond-
ents in the Study. The recommendations focus primarily on potential efforts by legal and business institutions to in-
crease the presence and success of Latinas in the legal profession. 

1. Support and Sponsor Mentoring Programs and Opportunities for Latinas at All Phases of their Educational and 
Career Development 
  
 The importance of mentoring has been well cited in the research of women of color in the legal profession. n117 Howev-
er, it is apparent that legal institutions are still not providing Latinas with this all-important component for success. In 
particular, Latinas underscored the importance of having access to mentors who can provide critical information and 
emotional support throughout their legal careers. 

Although most participants expressed a preference for having Latina mentors, most recognized that this may be dif-
ficult, given the current underrepresentation of Latinas in the profession. They believe that the most critical component 
for successful mentoring relationships is one where the mentor is invested in and can advocate for their mentee, not 
someone who is undertaking the role as just another administrative responsibility. Many of the women also expressed 
the need for mentors to provide straight and honest feedback so that they can develop the skills and make the necessary 
improvements to advance in the profession. 

The benefits of having formal mentoring programs are undeniable, especially within the women's workplaces. 
However, it appears that the more effective and long-lasting mentoring relationships are often informal. Opportunities 
and programs should be created to allow mentoring relationships to develop naturally, such as sponsoring opportunities 
for Latinas to network with other attorneys inside and outside their workplace. 

Legal institutions and business leaders alike also need to critically evaluate their current mentoring programs to de-
termine their use and effectiveness. A candid dialogue with Latinas, and all women of color,  [*1032]  should take place 
so that these programs can be assessed and, if necessary, adjusted to meet the mentees' needs. This process will not only 
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promote accountability for the employer but can also provide opportunities for these women to communicate with their 
employers. These programs and initiatives should also be monitored on a regular and consistent basis to ensure that 
they're successful in achieving their intended goals. Furthermore, given the relatively low numbers of Latinas in legal 
academia, these institutions must take the necessary steps to increase the recruitment, retention, and advancement of 
Latina faculty who can serve as mentors and role models for Latina law students. 

2. Increase the Visibility of Latina Role Models to Inspire and Encourage Others

 Many Latinas stressed the value and importance of having visible and successful Latina role models for others to iden-
tify with and emulate. Several commented on how Latina attorney role models have influenced their own decisions to 
pursue a legal career, and they emphasized the need for all Latina attorneys to actively serve as role models for others, 
especially young Latinas. These role models can provide young Latinas with guidance and encouragement, which ap-
pears to be especially important throughout their formative years. 

The women believe that learning the stories of how other Latinas have achieved success in the profession is a criti-
cal way to help influence others to follow in their footsteps. Legal and business leaders should identify Latinas within 
their organization who are willing to reach out to and educate others about the legal profession, and its various opportu-
nities and roles. Social networking tools (e.g., Facebook, Twitter, MySpace) are becoming increasingly popular with 
Latina/o youth and can be used as a cost-effective outreach effort with those who desire more information about possi-
ble careers within the legal profession, or in opening up a dialogue or mentoring relationship with a particular Latina 
attorney. To avoid creating another professional challenge to advancement for Latinas and to encourage participation in 
outreach efforts, employers should place a concrete, positive value on their serving as role models, including granting 
such service appropriate work credit. 

Several Latinas commented that success in the legal profession is defined too narrowly and does not reflect the 
many roles in which Latinas can become successful attorneys in the profession. The women in this Study believe that 
Latina role models from a cross-section of the legal profession should be encouraged to serve as "faces of diversity" for 
all legal sectors. 

 [*1033] 

3. Reach Out to Latina Youth At an Early Age

 Related to the need for visible Latina attorney role models, many of the women stressed the need for the legal profes-
sion to increase outreach programs to Latina youth to expose them at an early age to the many aspects of the legal pro-
fession, and to encourage and guide them in their pursuit of a legal career. Many believe that this type of intervention is 
necessary to counteract the gender and cultural inhibitors that dissuade Latina youth from considering careers in the 
legal profession, as well as the institutionalized discouragement to which these young women are routinely subjected. 

This outreach will require the legal industry and business leaders to support and participate in educational pipeline 
programs in schools serving Latina/o communities. These programs work to expose children as early as elementary 
school, to models for success. Legal institutions should develop and sponsor programs and initiatives that incorporate 
lesson plans about careers in the law into curricula used by educational institutions and nonprofit agencies that educate 
and work with Latina/o youth. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, more Latina/o families need to continue and be 
further educated on the critical role they play in influencing their children's education and career aspirations, by instil-
ling the value of education. n118 

4. Encourage the Creation of Latina-Based Networks and Support Systems

 This Study clearly indicates that one of the greatest challenges Latinas face is feelings of isolation and a sense of being 
disconnected from their workplaces. This isolation bars many from developing critical professional relationships or 
benefiting from informal workplace networks that often lead to mentoring relationships, key assignments, and important 
opportunities for advancement. 

Informal networking programs and affinity groups provide significant opportunities for Latinas to develop profes-
sional relationships, where they can receive emotional support, share best practices, and connect with other Latinas in 
the legal profession. In fact, the focus group sessions served as a cathartic outlet and supportive network for many of the 
Latinas, who shared their experiences and connected with other Latinas in their legal communities. Several of the focus 
group members have continued to meet on a regular basis to network informally and socialize. The legal profession and 
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its business leaders should support these types of informal networking  [*1034]  opportunities by hosting and organizing 
panels and functions where Latinas and all women of color can build their social support networks. 

5. Support Gender Neutral and Family Supportive Workplaces 
  
 Just as the "glass ceiling" restricts advancement for women, the "maternal wall" continues to be one of the strongest 
forms of gender bias. n119 Many Latinas, both with and without children at home, identified the task of pursuing a legal 
career and motherhood as one of the biggest challenges to Latinas' success in the legal profession. This Study seems to 
suggest that some Latinas may in fact be strategically delaying or not having children in order to advance their careers. 
Although women currently represent almost half of all law school graduates, the perception is that law offices remain 
relatively inhospitable to those with significant family-care responsibilities. 

To retain women (and men) with significant child-care responsibilities, legal employers need to develop and im-
plement institutional policies that are gender-neutral and family-supportive. Families no longer fit within traditional 
caregiver models; both male and female attorneys require more flexible work arrangements. Broadening the focus to 
include both gender neutral and flexible workplaces can help alleviate the negative stigma that women of color, in par-
ticular, encounter. 

6. Support and Fund Continued Research and Data Collection on Latinas in the Legal Profession 
  
 While this Study begins to fill the informational void that exists on the status and experiences of Latina attorneys in the 
United States, the legal profession must continue to support additional research in this area. Future research should con-
duct and test, a finer-grained analysis of the general conclusions advanced in this Study. This will allow the profession 
to keep pace with research that has been conducted on other groups to provide a deeper understanding of the complexity 
of these issues. 

Related to the need for pertinent data, the legal profession must also require bar associations and other groups to 
collect and report more detailed data on gender, racial, and ethnic groups, including Latinas/os, on a more systematic 
basis. n120 This includes disaggregating data on Latinas/os from other ethnic and racial groups, and allowing attorneys to 
self-identify their ethnicity and race separately rather than treating these constructs as the  [*1035]  same. It is hoped 
that this will help the legal profession better track and monitor the recruitment, retention, and advancement of Latinas in 
the profession. 

7. Educate the Legal Profession about Latina Underrepresentation 
  
 The Latina participants emphasized the need to increase awareness about the underrepresentation of Latinas in the pro-
fession. Many felt that continued education is warranted, with business and legal industry leaders sponsoring forums to 
address the experiences and barriers Latinas face. By doing so, legal industry and business leaders will better understand 
how these experiences and barriers contribute to the underrepresentation of Latinas and may serve to remove the nega-
tive stereotyping that Latinas encounter. 

As the Latina/o population continues to grow, so does the need for legal institutions to serve and work within Lati-
na/o communities. In order to capture this growing market, legal and business leaders need to understand the business 
case for supporting a more diverse attorney workforce that includes greater Latina representation. In order to do so, the 
legal profession and business industry should identify and communicate best practices for recruiting, retaining, and ad-
vancing Latinas in the profession. 

8. Monitor Latina Progress 
  
 Increasing the representation of Latinas across all legal sectors is a significant goal, which requires monitoring their 
career progression. Measuring their progress will promote accountability and awareness, not only within these organiza-
tions, but also to the larger legal community. 

This Study provides a snapshot of where Latinas are at present. As an indicator, it suggests that they are not well-
represented in leadership roles. Furthermore, while the results suggest that the Latinas are generally satisfied with their 
overall legal experience, they hold a dim view of their future opportunities for advancement. Therefore, these attorneys 
may leave their legal employers prematurely because of these lingering concerns. To address this obstacle to advance-
ment, the hiring, attrition, and promotion rates of Latinas should be compared against White female colleagues and oth-
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er ethnic and racial groups, and a comparative analysis should be done with assignment type and client development 
opportunities. The  [*1036]  comparative results should be used to develop and adjust diversity initiatives. + 

 + President's Message: Ramona E. Romero, HNBA President (2008-2009). 

The HNBA Commission on the Status of Latinas in the Legal Profession and this Study were born from both diffi-
cult experiences and great hope. When I started my career twenty years ago, I was the only Latina lawyer (indeed, the 
only Hispanic lawyer) at a large law firm. My colleagues in the partnership were, by and large, great and supportive 
people. As one wrote recently, however, they had "no idea how to handle" me. I did not realize it at the time, but the 
truth is that I could say the same with respect to them. At least early in our interactions, we lacked the benefit of exten-
sive shared experience to guide our way. 

I stayed at the firm for ten years and I did progress, but not without first making many "political" mistakes or with-
out often feeling like a flower trying to bloom in the desert. I yearned for a road map, for a clear articulation of the rules. 
A decade and many extraordinary profesional experiences later, I am more adept at navigating my professional envi-
ronment and less prone to look to external sources for nourishment and direction. Still, the sense of frustration and iso-
lation sometimes reemerges - a result, I suspect, of the fact that I am often the only Latina lawyer in many environ-
ments. We female Hispanic lawyers are indeed few and far between. In most work settings, we encounter no other Lati-
nas we can look to as evidence that success is attainable. 

That brings me to the hope underlying this Study. Change is impossible without understanding. May this effort lead 
to a better understanding of the barriers Latina lawyers encounter and of the structural changes required in order to ena-
ble success. May all lawyers - regardless of gender, race or ethnicity - benefit and grow from learning about the experi-
ences of the women who participated in the Commission's Study. May the insights and wisdom the women shared serve 
for others as the roadmap and nurturing I craved earlier in my career. May it prompt institutional leaders in our profes-
sion to collaborate to address the issues identified through the Study. May it inspire each of us to work individually and 
collectively to support and open doors for others. May we treat our daughters and each others' daughters as if they were 
the next Sonia Sotomayor, the next Barack Obama, the next ... . Well, the possibilities are endless. 

An endeavor of the Study's magnitude requires the active engagement of scores of people. My thanks to the women 
who participated in the Study, to the Commissioners, and to the HNBA Board of Governors and our Affiliates for sup-
porting my vision. Words cannot convey my gratitude to Dolores Atencio and Clarissa Cerda (the Commission's Co-
Chairs) and to the female past Presidents of the HNBA (Dolores, Mari Carmen Aponte, Mary Hernandez, Lillian Apo-
daca and Alice Velazquez), who contributed their support and lots of volunteer hours to make this project and my term 
as HNBA President a success. Last, but far from least, my thanks to our volunteer researchers and Study co-authors, Jill 
Cruz and Prof. Melinda Molina, for their incredible work. Un millon de gracias 
 
Foreword: National Study & Commission Co-Chairs: Dolores Atencio & Clarissa Cerda 

"1 out of 111" denotes the first and sole Hispanic on the United States Supreme Court in 220 years of the Court's 
existence. Of 110 Associate Justices since 1798, with 17 serving as Chief Justices - no Latinas/os ever had been nomi-
nated or confirmed before Justice Sonia Sotomayor on August 8, 2009. That the first Hispanic Supreme Court Justice is 
a Latina lawyer, simply stated, is incredible and defies the numbers. There are only 13,000 Latina lawyers in the United 
States today. 

A year ago, the possibility of having a Latina appointed to the Supreme Court seemed only a dream for many; to-
day, it is a reality. A year ago, the thought of actually being able to publish the first National Study on the Status of 
Latinas in the Legal Profession seemed an overly ambitious goal to many; today, it, too, is a reality. What started out as 
an attempt to provide quantitative and qualitative research findings about the status of the Latina experience in the legal 
profession in the United States, has also resulted in the documentation of a unique insight into one sector of the female 
workforce in the United States that has for many years gone unnoticed or been overlooked 

In the current political and corporate environment where there exists provocative discussion about the role senior 
women play in the successful management and profitability of corporations and other organizations, this unique insight 
may prove invaluable in and of its own right to those looking for clues about how to tap into this wealth of potential 
talent - that, as of yet, seems largely untapped in light of the findings in our National Study. For many of us, though, 
these findings also serve as a testament to the struggles we have had to overcome, from within and outside of our fami-
lies and communities, to obtain an education and become members of a very elite legal profession. Latina lawyers, we 
believe, have and will continue to forge their own unique identity in this profession with their rich and undeterred spirit. 
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The journey to this final report was rewarding and enriching. To all the Latinas who participated in the Study, espe-
cially those who shared deeply personal and difficult life stories during the focus group, we thank you. Words inade-
quately capture the amazing and rare opportunity we have had to meet and engage with other Latina lawyers. 

To our researchers and authors, Jill Cruz and Professor Melinda Molina, we and generations of Latina lawyers to 
come, will be forever grateful to you. Your dedication and countless hours of work in documenting the reality of Latina 
lawyers not only will serve as the HNBA's platform for change, but hopefully, as a useful and valuable resource to the 
legal profession in general. Additionally, we thank HNBA President Ramona Romero, the original "mandona," for this 
incredible experience. 

What started out as a labor of love, has developed into a fierce mission. On behalf of the Commissioners, and to our 
researchers, we are committed to advocating for the implementation of the recommendations in this National Study in 
order to ensure an abundance of future generations of Latina lawyers. In closing, we especially thank the Commission-
ers for their work and dedication to this labor of love and work of the Commission. 
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 FOOTNOTES: 
 
 

n1.  For purposes of this report, "Latina" refers to women who self-identify as being of Latin American descent, including but not limited to 
Mexico, Central America, South America, Puerto Rico, Cuba and the Dominican Republic.  
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n2.  Miguel A. Mendez & Leo P. Martinez, Toward a Statistical Profile of Latina/os in the Legal Profession, 13 Berk. La Raza L.J. 59, 60 
(2002).  

 
 

n3.  See U.S. Census Bureau, U.S. Hispanic Population Surpasses 45 Million, Now 15 Percent of total, available at www.census.gov/Press-
Release/www/releases/archives/population/011910.html. According to the United States Census Bureau, the stateside Hispanic population is 
at 45.5 million, or 15% of the total U.S. population of 301.6 million. Puerto Ricans living in Puerto Rico account for an additional 4 million, 
for a total Latina/o population of just fewer than 50 million. See U.S. Census Bureau, National and State Population Estimates, available at 
http://www.census.gov/popest/states/NST-ann-est.html (Annual Estimates of the Resident Population for the United States, Regions, States, 
and Puerto Rico: April 1, 2000 to July 1, 2008).  

 
 

n4.  See U.S. Census Bureau, Population Estimates July 1, 2006 through July 1, 2007, available at 
www.census.gov/popest/states/tables/NST-EST2007-03.xls; U.S. Census Bureau, The Hispanic Population in the United States: 2006 De-
tailed Tables, available at http://www.census.gov/population/www/socdemo/hispanic/cps2006.html.  

 
 

n5.  See Bureau of Labor Statistics, Current Population Survey (on file with authors) (Unpublished Table 1: Employed and experienced un-
employed persons by detailed occupation, sex, race, and Hispanic or Latino ethnicity, Annual Average 2008).  

 
 

n6.  Id.  
 
 

n7.  Whites (regardless of gender) are 66% of the total U.S. population, with White male attorneys representing 62% and White female at-
torneys representing 30% of all U.S. attorneys. Latinas/os are 15% of the U.S. population, with Latinos representing 2.6% and Latinas repre-
senting 1.3% of all U.S. attorneys. Blacks represent 13.5% of the U.S. population, with Black males representing 2% and Black females rep-
resenting 2.7% of all U.S. attorneys. Asians make up only 5% of the U.S. population, with Asian males representing 1.3% and females 1.7% 
of the U.S. attorney population. Statistical calculations on relative attorney representation based on 2006-2009 population and occupational 
data from the U.S. Census Bureau and U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. See U.S. Census Bureau, Black (African American) 
History Month: February 2009 available at http://www.census.gov/Press-Release/www/releases/archives/ 
facts_for_features_special_editions/013007.html; U.S. Dep't of Health & Human Servs., Asian American Profile, available at 
http://www.omhrc.gov/templates/content.aspx?ID=3005; U.S. Census Bureau, An Older and More Diverse Nation by Midcentury, available 
at http://www.census.gov/Press-Release/www/releases/archives/population/012496.html.  

 
 

n8.  As compared to White, Asian, and Black women partners and associates. Data on Native American attorneys not provided by this 
source. See Nat'l Ass'n for Law Placement ("NALP"), Women and Minorities in Law Firms by Race and Ethnicity, NALP Bull., Jan. 2009, 
available at http://nalp.org/jan2009womenminorities.  

 
 

n9.  See Minority Corporate Counsel Ass'n, 2009 Survey of Fortune 500 Women General Counsel, 
http://www.mcca.com/index.cfm?fuseaction=page.viewPage&pageID=1931. There are only 2 Latinas in top legal officer positions in the 
Fortune 500 companies and 2 Latinas in top legal officer positions in the Fortune 501-1000. The 2009 Fortune 500 female general counsel 
roster consists of 75 White/Caucasians (non-Hispanic), 6 African Americans, 2 Hispanics, and 1 Asian/Pacific American woman. The 2009 
Fortune 1000 female general counsel include 68 White/Caucasians (non-Hispanic), 4 African-American, 2 Hispanic, and 1 Asian Pacific 
American woman. In both groups (Fortune 500 and Fortune 501-1000), one woman general counsel did not disclose her ethnicity.  

 
 

n10.  Pati Abdullina, Ass'n of Am. Law Schools, Statistical Report on Law Faculty (2007-2008), available at 
http://www.aals.org/statistics/report-07-08.pdf. This small percentage may even overstate the actual number of Latina law professors. See 
Michael A. Olivas, Latinos and the Law: An Essay on Crop Cultivation, 14 UCLA Chicano-Latino L. Rev. 117, 129 (1994).  

 
 

n11.  Press Release, Hispanics for a Fair Judiciary, Latino Leaders Welcome Historic Nomination of Latino to Supreme Court (May 26, 
2009) (on file with authors).  
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n12.  Note, Why Law Firms Cannot Afford to Maintain the Mommy Track, Harv. L. Rev. 1375 (1996); J.S. Chanen, Early Exits, 92 A.B.A. 
J. 32 (2006); Elizabeth H. Gorman, Work Uncertainty and the Promotion of Professional Women: The Case of Law Firm Partnership, 85
Soc. Forces 865 (2006); Elizabeth H. Gorman, Gender Stereotypes, Same-Gender Preferences, and Organizational Variation in the Hiring of
Women: Evidence from Law Firms, 70 Am. Soc. Rev. 702 (2005); Lianne Krakauer & Charles P. Chen, Gender Barriers in the Legal Pro-
fession: Implications for Career Development of Female Law Students, 40 J. of Emp. Counseling 65 (2003); Cynthia Fuchs Epstein, Women
in Law (2nd ed. 1993); Cynthia Fuchs Epstein, Great Divides: The Cultural, Cognitive, and Social Bases of the Global Subordination of
Women, 72 Am. Soc. Rev. 1 (2007); Maria Pabon Lopez, The Future of Women in the Legal Profession: Recognizing the Challenges Ahead
by Reviewing Current Trends, 19 Hasting Women's L.J. 53 (2008).

n13.  See Deepali Bagati, Women Of Color In U.S. Law Firms (Catalyst Publ'n 2009) [hereinafter Bagati, Catalyst Study]; A.B.A., Comm'n 
on Women in the Profession, Visible Invisibility: Women of Color in Law Firms (2006) [hereinafter A.B.A., Visible Invisibility Study].  

n14.  Mary Blair-Loy & Gretchen Dehart, Family and Career Trajectories among African American Female Attorneys, 24 J. Of Fam. Issues 
908 (2003); Nina Burleigh, Black Women Lawyers Coping with Dual Discrimination, A.B.A. J. Of Women in Law 64 (1988); Gwyned 
Simpson, The Plexiglass Ceiling: The Careers of Black Women Lawyers, 45 The Career Dev. Q. 173 (1996).  

n15.  See Maureen Ebben & Norma Guerra Gaier, Telling Stories, Telling Self: Using Narrative to Uncover Latinas' Voices and Agency in 
the Legal Profession, 19 Chicano-Latino L. Rev. 243 (2008); Gladys Garcia-Lopez & Denise A. Segura, "They Are Testing You All the 
Time": Negotiating Dual Femininities among Chicana Attorneys, 34 Feminist Studies 229 (2008). These two recent qualitative studies have 
attempted to close this research gap by exploring the perceptions and experiences of Mexican-American attorneys in the legal profession. 
While these studies are clearly a step in the right direction in terms of the need for more research on this unique population, their limited 
scope and scale are intended to explore limited aspects of this population in more depth rather than attempt to identify the larger-scale barri-
ers and issues facing the more heterogeneous Latina attorney population across the United States. To date, there is no known research study 
that has attempted to study comprehensively the population of Latina attorneys on a broader scale.  

n16.  See Mendez & Martinez, supra note 2. 

n17.  See John W. Creswell, Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative, and Mixed Methods Approaches 216 (2d ed. 2003).  

n18.  See Creswell, supra note 17, at 215-216. 

n19.  Institutional Review Board application and approval are necessary when conducting research on human participants to ensure the pro-
tection of Study participants.  

n20.  See John W. Creswell, Qualitative Inquiry And Research Design: Choosing Among Five Traditions 125-29 (2007). Qualitative studies 
use purposive sampling strategies whereby the researcher(s) select the sites and participants for inclusion in the study because the selected 
individuals are believed to best inform an understanding of the research problem; see also Matthew B. Miles & A. Michael Huberman, Qual-
itative Data Analysis 28-29 (2d ed. 1994). One popular approach, maximum variation, selects study sites or participants with some different 
criteria, such as geographic region in order to identify variations and common patterns whereas a snowball sampling approach identifies pos-
sible study participations from other individuals.  

n21.  See Creswell, supra note 20, at 202-09. In triangulation, researchers make use of different and multiple sources of data, methods, and 
even researchers to provide corroborating evidence or to support or contradict the interpretation.  

n22.  See Creswell, supra note 20, at 57-59. Phenomenological research is a qualitative approach that focuses on describing the meaning for 
participants based on their experiences of a concept or phenomenon.  
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n23.  See Creswell, supra note 20, at 166. Qualitative software "Atlas.ti" was used in the data coding and analysis phase.  

n24.  Both researchers reviewed the audiotapes, transcripts and narratives from all the focus group interviews to corroborate each other's 
findings.  

n25.  This estimate of the total population of the HNBA and HNBA affiliates is based on membership data provided by the HNBA. To pre-
serve confidentiality, the email lists and HNBA Affiliate individual member's information were not provided to the researchers in order to 
generate a probability sample. In addition, the total number of individuals who received the survey may not reflect the actual number of La-
tina attorneys who are currently members of the HNBA or its Affiliates because of the potential for invalid email addresses or inaccurate 
membership listings. It should also be noted that Latina attorneys may be and are members of more than one bar association at both the na-
tional and regional levels.  

n26.  This relatively low response rate is consistent with low response rates observed with web-based surveys and other published studies us-
ing the HNBA membership as its population. See Sharon Foley & Deborah L. Kidder, Hispanic Law Students' Perceptions of Discrimina-
tion, Justice, and Career Prospects, 24 Hisp. J. of Behav. Sci. 23, 29 (2002).  

n27.  See Mendez & Martinez, supra note 2. 

n28.  See Bagati, Catalyst Study, supra note 13; A.B.A., Visible Invisibility Study, supra note 13. These studies include Latinas in their sam-
ple; however, the data is aggregated with other non-Latina women of color.  

n29.  In this regard, this study is primarily exploratory in nature, with the goal of establishing a foundation on which further research can and 
should be conducted.  

n30.  The nonprobability nature of the sampling process limits the generalizability of the findings. 

n31.  See Mendez & Martinez, supra note 2, at 60. 

n32.  Major legal sectors are defined in this study as private law firms, corporate law departments, the public sectors (government and judi-
ciary), and legal academia. Other legal sectors, including public interest attorneys, are integrated into the discussion of "other" attorney posi-
tions.  

n33.  Data from the focus group participants are generated from the demographic questionnaire. 

n34.  The nonprobability nature of the focus group participants and relatively small response rate of survey respondents across all legal sec-
tors preclude broad generalizability. However, the profile provides a general indicator of the current status of Latinas in the legal profession. 

n35.  See U.S. Census Bureau, Hispanic Americans by the Numbers (2008), at 5, available at www.infoplease.com/spot/hhmcensus1.html; 
Press Release, U.S Census Bureau, U.S. Hispanic Population Surpasses 45 Million, Now 15 Percent of Total, available at 
www.census.gov/Press-Release/www/releases/archives/population/011910.html.  



Page 34 
37 Pepp. L. Rev. 971, * 

 
 

n36.  Mexico is the Latinas' hereditary country of origin.  
 
 

n37.  See Pew Hispanic Center, Statistical Portrait of Hispanics in the United States, 2007, available at 
http://pewhispanic.org/files/factsheets/hispanics2007/Table-5.pdf (follow "Detailed Hispanic Origin: 2007").  

 
 

n38.  See Hank Adorno, Oye: What's a Hispanic? 39, 65 (2005). Hispanic settlement patterns vary somewhat based on ethnic subgroup. Of 
those with Mexican origins, 64% are concentrated in the Southwest; 15% with Central and South American origins are distributed between 
California, Texas, New York, Florida, and Illinois; 10% of persons with Puerto Rican ancestry are primarily in New York, New Jersey, and 
Connecticut; and 5% of those with origins in Cuba are concentrated in Florida.  

 
 

n39.  See Pew Hispanic Center, Statistical Portrait of Hispanics in the United States, 2007, available at 
http://pewhispanic.org/files/factsheets/hispanics2007/Table-14.pdf (follow "Distribution of Hispanics Across States: 2000 and 2007").  

 
 

n40.  Felisa Gonzales, Pew Hispanic Center, Hispanic Women in the United States, 2007, May 14, 2008, at 28.  
 
 

n41.  See Adorno, supra note 38, at 56, 61.  
 
 

n42.  See Nadya A. Fouad, Career Behavior of Hispanics: Assessment and Career Intervention, in Career Development and Vocational Be-
havior of Racial and Ethnic Minorities 165, 165 (Frederick T.L. Leong ed., 1995).  

 
 

n43.  See U.S. Census Bureau, Census 2000 Brief: Overview of Race and Hispanic Origin, at 1-2, available at 
http://www.census.gov/prod/2001pubs/cenbr01-1.pdf.  

 
 

n44.  See Consuelo Arbona, Theory and Research on Racial and Ethnic Minorities: Hispanic Americans, in Career Development and Voca-
tional Behavior of Racial and Ethnic Minorities 37, 39 (Frederick T.L. Leong ed., 1995).  

 
 

n45.  See Pew Hispanic Center, Statistical Portrait of Hispanics in the United States, 2007, available at 
http://pewhispanic.org/files/factsheets/hispanics2007/Table-19.pdf (Language Spoken at Home and English-Speaking Ability by Age, Race 
and Ethnicity: 2007).  

 
 

n46.  See Arbona, supra note 44, at 43.  
 
 

n47.  Id.  
 
 

n48.  Id.  
 
 

n49.  See Adorno, supra note 38.  
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n50.  See Pew Hispanic Center, Statistical Portrait of Hispanics in the United States, 2007, available at 
http://pewhispanic.org/files/factsheets/hispanics2007/Table-19.pdf (Language Spoken at Home and English-Speaking Ability by Age, Race 
and Ethnicity: 2007).  

 
 

n51.  See Pew Hispanic Center, Statistical Portrait of Hispanics in the United States, 2007, available at 
http://pewhispanic.org/files/factsheets/hispanics2007/Table-8.pdf (Median Age in Years, by Sex, Race, and Ethnicity: 2007).  

 
 

n52.  See Pew Hispanic Center, Statistical Portrait of Hispanics in the United States, 2007, available at 
http://pewhispanic.org/files/factsheets/hispanics2007/Table-11.pdf (Fertility in the Past Year, by Marital Status, Race and Ethnicity: 2007).  

 
 

n53.  See Gita Z. Wilder, LSAC Research Report Series, The Road to Law School and Beyond: Examining Challenges to Racial and Ethnic 
Diversity in the Legal Profession (2003), available at http://lsacnet.org/Research/Challenges-to-Racial-and-Ethnic-Diversity-in-Legal-
Profession.pdf.  

 
 

n54.  See Pew Hispanic Center, Statistical Portrait of Hispanics in the United States, 2007, available at 
http://pewhispanic.org/files/factsheets/hispanics2007/Table-21.pdf (Educational Attainment by Race and Ethnicity: 2007).  

 
 

n55.  See Note, Linda E. Davila, The Underrepresentation of Hispanic Attorneys in Corporate Law Firms, 39 Stan. L. Rev. 1403 (1987); 
Richard Frey, Pew Hispanic Center, Latino Youth Finishing College: The Role of Selective Pathways (2004); Fouad, supra note 42.  

 
 

n56.  See Arbona, supra note 44, at 43. Educational attainment varies based on Hispanic subgroups, and is positively correlated with socio-
economic status and level of immigration and acculturation.  

 
 

n57.  See Adorno, supra note 38, at 52.  
 
 

n58.  No respondents participated from either the Long Island Hispanic Bar Association or Delaware Hispanic Bar Association.  
 
 

n59.  Respondents resided in the following states (by level of participation): California, New York, Texas, Washington, D.C., Colorado, 
Washington State, Illinois, Florida, New Mexico, Minnesota, New Jersey, Maryland, Arizona, Pennsylvania, Wisconsin, Connecticut, Mas-
sachusetts, Louisiana, Georgia, Nevada, Indiana, Michigan, Virginia, Kentucky, Kansas, Missouri, North Carolina, Oregon, Delaware, Ha-
waii, Idaho, Mississippi, Utah, and West Virginia.  

 
 

n60.  Focus group participants were not asked for information about proportion of family income.  
 
 

n61.  Survey respondents were able to select more than one ethnicity; therefore, percentages do not identify individuals who are members of 
more than one group, although only 16% identified themselves as being members of more than one ethnicity.  

 
 

n62.  Many of the women listed "Hispanic" as an option under this category, thereby equating ethnicity with race.  
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n63.  Race is a complex issue for Latinos. Studies have found that Latinos' view of race is dependent on a multitude of factors including, but 
not limited to, country of origin, generational differences, age, phenotype, social status, and education. See Clara E. Rodriguez, Changing 
Race: Latinos, the Census, and the History Of Ethnicity in the United States 7 (2000). Nearly half of Latinos in the 2000 Census chose the 
"Other" category to explain their race, suggesting that placing Latinos in a single race category may be inaccurate. Rachel L. Swarns, N.Y. 
Times, Oct. 24, 2004, at 121. This inaccuracy is also evidenced in that a proposal to eliminate the "Other" race category in the 2000 Census 
stirred up considerable debate among Latinos, statisticians, and officials "over how the nation's largest minority group should be defined ra-
cially" Id. In order to measure this complexity, racial categories outside those employed by the 2000 U.S. Census were used - Mestiza, Afro-
Latina and Criolla - hopefully allowing for better discourse on this complex issue. The terms Afro-Latina and Criolla, while not defined for 
Study participants, refer generally to a mixture of African, Native Indian, and Spaniard ancestry.  

 
 

n64.  This demographic characteristic refers to the generation in which the Latina or their parent(s) immigrated to the United States. First 
generation were born outside of the United States (parents also not born in the United States); second generation were born in the United 
States to one or both immigrant parents; third generation were born in the United States to U.S.-born parents.  

 
 

n65.  Data on language dominance were not available for focus group participants.  
 
 

n66.  Data on parents' education were not available for focus group participants.  
 
 

n67.  Tier levels for focus group participants are based on 2009 U.S. News and World Report Rankings. Law school tiers were self-reported 
for survey respondents.  

 
 

n68.  Data on class rank and law school activities are not available for focus group participants.  
 
 

n69.  Data on recruitment source not available for focus group participants.  
 
 

n70.  See Arbona, supra note 44, at 11; see also Adorno, supra note 38, at 39.  
 
 

n71.  See Lourdes M. Rivera et al., The Effects of Perceived Barriers, Role Models, and Acculturation on the Career Self-Efficacy and Ca-
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LATINAS IN THE LEGAL PROFESSION: 
CHALLENGES AND CATALYSTS TO THEIR CAREER 

SUCCESS 

Jill Lynch Cruz 
JLC Consulting 

ABSTRACT 

Latinas are members of the largest and fastest growing minority group in the United 
States. Despite this, they appear to be the most disproportionately underrepresented 
attorney group within the legal profession, especially at the profession’s highest levels. 
Recognizing the significance of this endemic problem, this chapter advances a framework 
that demonstrates how the intersection of certain factors related to Latina attorneys’ status 
as ethnically and racially diverse women may negatively impact their educational 
attainment, career choice, and ultimate career success in the legal profession. As such, 
these factors serve, both individually and collectively, to perpetuate Latinas continued 
underrepresentation across the various legal sectors. The empirical results from the two 
recent research studies conducted by the Hispanic National Bar Association Commission 
on the Status of Latinas in the Legal Profession, as well as other related and supporting 
research and theory on this population, provide the basis for this theoretical examination 
of the challenges and catalysts to their educational and career development processes, as 
well as recommendations aimed at helping Latinas achieve successful and satisfying 
attorney careers.  

INTRODUCTION 

Up until the early 1970s, the legal profession in the United States reflected pervasive 
gender, ethnic, racial, and even religious barriers that all but limited participation to male, 
Caucasian, and Protestant lawyers (Garth and Sterling, 2009; Heinz, Nelson, and Laumann, 
2001). As the United States workforce as a whole has become more diverse, the demographic 
makeup of the practicing bar has changed as well, witnessing increased percentages of 
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women and racial and ethnic minorities entering its ranks. However, these growth rates have 
materially lagged those of most other professional sectors. Indeed, even today, many of the 
same barriers still exist for women, as well as racial and ethnically diverse lawyers, which, in 
turn, continue to negatively impact their entry, retention, and advancement in the legal 
profession (American Bar Association Presidential Initiative Commission on Diversity, 2010; 
Bierman and Hitt, 2007; Nelson, Dinovitzer, Plickert, Sandefur, and Sterling, 2009; Wilder, 
2008).  

To reflect the increased and growing diversity of this nation, the legal industry must work 
to improve the educational pipeline and career pathway for women and racioethnic minorities 
to facilitate their entrance into the profession and accession to its upper echelons. As noted in 
a report by the American Bar Association Presidential Initiative Commission on Diversity 
(2010), a compelling argument for increased diversity in the legal profession is that a more 
diverse bar and judiciary foster greater trust in government and the rule of law, because 
lawyers and judges have the unique responsibility for maintaining a political system with 
broad citizen participation. Another rationale advanced by this report centers on its business 
necessity. Specifically, in today’s global economy, legal matters often take on multinational 
and cross-cultural dimensions. As such, lawyers who demonstrate broader cultural awareness 
and greater linguistic proficiency can achieve a more optimal competitive and 
representational posture. Thus, the business case for greater gender and racioethnic diversity 
within the legal profession, especially at the more senior levels, is that it is also competitively 
advantageous.  

Notwithstanding the shortfall and calls for a more diverse attorney base, significant 
ethnic, racial, and gender barriers continue to impede the full representation and professional 
success of women attorneys of color1 (American Bar Association Commission on Women in 
the Profession, 2006a; American Bar Association Commission on Women in the Profession, 
2006b; Bagati, 2009). However, as compared to all other major racial and ethnic groups, there 
is recent evidence suggesting that Latina2 attorneys are the most disproportionately 
underrepresented attorney group within the legal profession, especially at the highest levels 
(Cruz and Molina, 2010; Cruz, Molina, and Rivera, 2010).  

Recognizing the acute nature of this problem, this chapter focuses on relevant research 
and theory related to Latinas’ status as racially and ethnically diverse women and how this 
plays out in the elite context of the legal profession. This includes a theoretical examination 
of how barriers related to Latina attorneys’ educational attainment, career choice, and 
subsequent career retention and advancement in the legal profession may contribute to their 
underrepresentation in the legal profession, as well as insight into some of the factors that 
enabled many Latina attorneys to overcome these obstacles. Finally recommendations are 
offered to provide educational, business, and legal institutions and its decision-makers with 
evidence-based strategies for helping Latinas succeed in achieving success in their 
educational- and career-related goals. 

1 The term “of color” is an umbrella term used for non-White women and men including those who are Latina/o, 
African-American (Black), Asian-American, Native American, or multiracial (i.e., American Bar Association 
Commission on Women in the Profession, 2006b).  

2 Although the term “Hispanic American “and “Latina/o” are often used interchangeably,  the terms “Latina”, 
“Latino,” and “Latina/o(s),” are used herein to refer specifically to individuals who self-identify as being of 
Latin American,  rather than Spanish, descent. Latin America includes, but is not limited to Central America, 
Cuba, the Dominican Republic, Mexico, Puerto Rico, and South America. 
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Given the relative scarcity of research and theory focusing on Latina/o professionals in 
the United States (Blancero, DelCampo, and Marron, 2007), this chapter contributes to the 
career-development literature by providing a comprehensive analysis of the career-related 
barriers and supports to Latina attorneys’ career success and also responds to the need for 
more focused attention on how both gender and cultural variables are related to the career 
development of racial and ethnic minorities (Flores, Berkel et al., 2006). Through this 
framework, it is hoped that more effective strategies can be developed to increase the pipeline 
of Latinas entering the legal profession and to enhance their achievement of successful and 
satisfying legal careers.  

 
 

THE UNDERREPRESENTATION OF LATINA ATTORNEYS 
 
Latinas are members of the largest and fastest growing minority group in the United 

States, constituting 7.45% of the total population (U.S. Bureau of the Census, June 2010). 
Notwithstanding this notable presence and growth, there has not been a corresponding 
increase in the proportion of Latina/os within professional occupational ranks in general 
(Blancero et al., 2007; Kochhar, 2005; Mundra, Moellmer, and Lopez-Aqueres, 2003), or 
within the legal profession in particular (American Bar Association, 2009; Davila, 1987; 
Malpica and Espana, 2003; Mendez and Martinez, 2002; U.S. Equal Employment 
Opportunity Commission, 2003). This is especially evident with respect to Latina attorneys, 
who by recent estimate comprise only 1.04% of the nation’s lawyers (U.S. Department of 
Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2009).  

Latinas are woefully underrepresented in each of the principal legal sectors (i.e., private 
law firms, corporate law departments, the judiciary, legal academia, and the public interest 
sector). Within the largest of these sectors – private practice law firms, where the majority of 
all attorneys are employed (American Bar Association, 2009) - Latinas constitute a mere 
0.44% of partners, and 1.95% of associates (National Association of Legal Placement, 2011), 
which is considerably less than any other majority or minority group, as compared to their 
actual presence in the United States population. Similarly, according to the Minority 
Corporate Counsel Association’s (2010) survey of women general counsel, Latina attorneys 
comprise only 0.6% of the general counsel of Fortune 500 companies and only 0.2% in the 
Fortune 501—1000 companies. The American Association of Law Schools recently reported 
that Latinas account for only 3.4% of full-time law school faculty (Abdullina, 2009). 
Furthermore, there is some evidence to support that this same situation exists for Latina 
attorneys employed in the judiciary (Cruz and Molina, 2010) and the public interest sector of 
the legal profession (Cruz et al., 2010), which includes both government and non-government 
employers.  

The pronounced lack of Latina attorneys across the legal profession, especially in 
leadership roles, is particularly troublesome and demands deeper attention. Specifically, there 
is a need to more closely examine the Latina attorneys’ career development process to learn 
how these women’s unique sociocultural, contextual, and individual factors may serve as 
either challenges or catalysts to their educational achievement, and career choice and 
subsequent retention and advancement within the legal profession.  
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LATINA ATTORNEYS’ CAREER DEVELOPMENT 
 
To better understand why so few Latinas are employed in the legal profession, 

particularly at the most senior levels, it is important to identify the key obstacles and supports 
to their educational and career development process. The appropriateness of applying most 
existing models of career development to the experience of Latina attorneys is disputable, 
because most research in this field has been conducted on samples of White men and fails to 
consider the unique factors and values encountered by women and racioethnic minorities in 
this process (Arbona, 1995; Flores, Berkel et al., 2006; Fouad, 1995; Luzzo and McWhirter, 
2001; Osipow and Fitzgerald, 1996). Moreover, most theories of career choice and 
development are rooted in logical positivism, which assumes occupational decisions take 
place in a neutral environment and ignores any underlying cultural context (Brown, 2002a). 
Furthermore, Brown (2002c) posits that cultural and work values are the key variables that 
influence career choice, as well as satisfaction and success. However, other life roles, 
including those related to family, may also influence many aspects of one’s career 
development. 

Several authors have advanced the need to consider alternative conceptions of the career 
development process for Latina/os and other ethnic minorities. Marin and Marin (1991) 
identify demographic characteristics, including gender, socioeconomic status, and level of 
education, as well as cultural factors such as migration history and acculturation level, as 
especially relevant to the career development of Latina/os. Furthermore, Arbona (1995) 
advances a framework that demonstrates how socioeconomic status and generational level, in 
particular, influence educational and vocational choice and achievement for Latina/o 
populations. 

For Latinas in particular, there is considerable support for the differential impact of 
gender and cultural identity variables on their educational and career development (Armijo, 
2009; Cardoso and Marques, 2008; Flores, Navarro, and Ojeda, 2006; Gomez et al., 2001; 
Gushue and Whitson, 2006; Hite, 2007; Rivera, Chen, Flores, Blumberg, and Ponterotto, 
2007). For example, in their qualitative study of high achievement Latinas in a variety of 
industries, Gomez, et al. (2001) found that Latinas’ career paths are different from women of 
other cultures because of the unique environments from which their careers emerge. In 
acknowledgment of this difference, the study’s authors propose a “career life-path” model of 
Latinas’ career development that is shaped by the interaction among individual, cultural-
familial, contextual, and sociopolitical variables that contribute to or detract from their career 
progression. More recently, Hite (2007) offers a “career possibilities” framework to illustrate 
how cultural and family-instilled values, structural barriers, and generational status influence 
the career options for Latinas in managerial and professional positions.  

While this and other research provide a starting point to understand the unique career 
development process for Latinas in professional positions, they do not specifically examine 
the obstacles and supports to the educational attainment, career choice, and ultimate retention 
and advancement of Latina attorneys employed in one of the most elite professions in the 
United States – the legal profession.  
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RESEARCH ON LATINA ATTORNEYS IN THE LEGAL PROFESSION 
 
There is a significant amount of literature on the career-related experiences and 

challenges encountered by women attorneys (Buonocore Porter, 2006; Dau-Schmidt, 
Galanter, Mukhopadhaya, and Hull, 2009; Epstein, 1993; Gorman, 2005; Harrington and Hsi, 
2007; Kay and Gorman, 2008; Laband and Lentz, 1993; Laband and Lentz, 1998; Rhode, 
2001; Rikleen, 2006; Scharf and Flom, 2010; Stanford, 2009; Wilder, 2007; Williams, 2007), 
women attorneys of color (American Bar Association Commission on Women in the 
Profession, 2006b; American Bar Association Commission on Women in the Profession, 
2008; Bagati, 2009), and even African American women attorneys (Blair-Loy and Dehart, 
2003; Burleigh, 1988; Reeves, 2001). However, until recently, there has been very limited 
empirical research conducted on Latina attorneys’ experiences and perceptions in terms of 
their educational and career development.  

Several qualitative studies (Ebben and Gaier, 1998; Garcia-Lopez, 2008; Garcia-Lopez 
and Segura, 2008) have attempted to fill this void by exploring the perceptions and 
experiences of a small number of Chicana3 attorneys in the legal profession. While these 
studies are a clear step in the right direction, they are of limited scope and scale, focusing 
only on a very discreet segment of the Latina population and not necessarily reflective of the 
professional experiences and perceptions of the broader and more heterogeneous Latina 
attorney population across the United States. 

 
 

The HNBA Commission Studies 
 
In an attempt to further bridge this research gap, the Hispanic National Bar Association’s 

Commission on the Status of Latinas in the Legal Profession (HNBA Commission) 
commissioned a national study on Latina attorneys working within the legal profession in the 
United States to document their demographic and professional status and to explore how their 
formative and career-related experiences contribute to the continued underrepresentation of 
Latina attorneys in the legal profession. This landmark study, entitled Few and Far Between: 
The Reality of Latina Lawyers by Jill Lynch Cruz and Melinda Molina (2010), was the first of 
its kind to shed light on the factors impeding Latinas’ entry, retention, and advancement 
within the legal profession, as well as provide some insight into the practices and strategies 
the Latina attorneys who participated in the study believe are critical for Latinas to succeed in 
their educational and career-related pursuits. This mixed-method study gathered qualitative 
and quantitative data on over 600 Latina attorneys from across the United States employed 
primarily in law firms, corporate law offices, the judiciary, government, and legal academia.  

On the heels of this broad-based study, the HNBA Commission published a follow-up 
report entitled La Voz de la Abogada Latina: Challenges and Rewards in Serving the Public 
Interest. This report summarized the more granular analysis conducted on the status and 
experiences of over 200 Latina attorneys employed in the public interest sector of the legal 
profession, a segment of the Latina attorney population not well represented in the earlier 
HNBA Commission study.  

                                                             
3 The term Chicana is a regional term used primarily in Texas and California to refer to women of Mexican descent. 

Chicanas are a subset of the Latina population. 
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Authored by Jill Lynch Cruz, Melinda Molina, and Jenny Rivera (2010), this study 
explored and analyzed the perceptions and experiences of those Latina attorneys employed in 
legal service offices, public defenders’ offices, prosecutors’ offices, civil rights offices and 
other nonprofit organizations that provide legal representation and assistance to marginalized 
individuals and communities throughout the country. While the professional challenges of 
this sector of the United States legal profession were largely undocumented up to this point, 
this study provides additional empirical research on this relatively understudied segment of 
the attorney population and gives a voice to those women who have ‘shaped United States 
legal jurisprudence in a variety of areas, including civil rights, immigrants’ rights, the rights 
of the accused, and consumer rights and have successfully protected and sought to expand 
constitutional rights and guarantees” (Cruz et al., 2010, p. 7). 

To develop a framework for understanding how the Latina educational and career 
development process contributes to the underrepresentation of Latinas in the legal profession, 
the empirical results from the two HNBA Commission Studies, as well as other related and 
supporting research conducted on this population, provide the basis for identifying the key 
obstacles and critical success factors to a Latina attorneys’ educational achievement and 
career choice, as well as those that contribute to or detract from the Latina attorneys’ retention 
and advancement in the legal profession. By examining the formative and professional 
experiences and perceptions of those who have achieved their educational and career-related 
goals, we can better understand the primary reasons why Latinas may be thwarted in pursuing 
and achieving attorney roles, as well as gain insight into how others have successfully 
navigated these obstacles to achieve successful careers as attorneys.  

As noted by Wilder (2003), the pathway to the legal profession is cumulative in that each 
step is dependent upon successful attainment of the previous one. Therefore, because 
education achievement is a fundamental milestone in this path to the legal profession, it is 
imperative to first examine the potential barriers Latinas face in their educational journey up 
to and including law school.  

 
 

CHALLENGES TO EDUCATIONAL ACHIEVEMENT 
 
The dearth of Latinas in the legal profession is rooted in large part to barriers that exists 

along their educational pipeline. A significant amount of research on the career development 
of Latinas has pointed to a lack of educational attainment as one of the most significant 
impediments to their access to professional positions including those in the legal profession 
(Davila, 1987; Fry, 2004; Fry, 2010; Gandara, 1982; Gloria, Castellanos, and Orozco, 2005; 
Herrera, 2002; Mendez and Martinez, 2002; Mundra et al., 2003).  

Latina/os do least well at each point of the educational trajectory and have the least 
successful educational transition rates across all groups. This is evidenced in the finding that 
Latina/os tend to have lower high school graduation rates and are less likely to attend college 
than their non-Latina/o peers (Malpica and Espana, 2003). In fact, as racioethnic group, 
Latina/os, especially those who are foreign-born, have significantly higher high school drop-
out rates and are less likely to have a General Educational Development (GED) credential 
than Blacks or Whites (Fry, 2010). Moreover, while Latinas are the fastest growing group of 
school-aged female youth, they are nearly twice as unlikely as their White female 
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counterparts to graduate from high school on time and with the same standard diploma 
(National Women's Law Center and Mexican American Legal Defense and Educational Fund, 
2009). Consequently, Latina/os are underrepresented at all levels of postsecondary education 
(Chacón, 2008; Davila, 1987; Fouad, 1995; Fry, 2004; Herrera, 2002; Malpica and Espana, 
2003; Solorzano, Villalpando, and Oseguera, 2005).  

Latinas may be disadvantaged educationally, in part, because of their relatively lower 
socioeconomic status (Flores, Navarro et al., 2006; Fry and Gonzales, 2008; Herrera, 2002; 
Phinney, Dennis, and Gutierrez, 2005; Sedillo Lopez, 2005). Latina/o youth are more likely to 
live in poverty (Fry and Gonzales, 2008), and encounter limited economic resources to fund 
educational pursuits (McWhirter, Torres, Salgado, and Valdez, 2007). A recent study by the 
National Women's Law Center and Mexican American Legal Defense and Educational Fund 
(2009) explains that Latinas who live in poverty are at risk educationally because they have 
limited educational opportunities and resources, as well as limited access to early childhood 
education programs. They also are likely to attend more crowded schools with less 
experienced teachers and have less access to rigorous academic and enrichment programs. 
Furthermore, they are more likely to change or drop out of school, and have inadequate and 
fewer resources that contribute to academic success. Johnson and Mortimer (2002) also find 
that adolescents from lower socioeconomic backgrounds are also more likely to invest in paid 
work and vocational training during high school, which ultimately hinders their academic 
performance and ultimate educational attainment. 

For those Latinas who do attend college, they tend to pursue different educational paths. 
According to Fry (2004), Latina/os are more likely to attend postsecondary institutions that 
are less selective and have lower undergraduate completion rates than similarly prepared non-
Latina/o Whites. Furthermore, Latina/os are more likely to attend two-year community 
colleges and enroll in college part-time at a greater rate than any comparable group. 
Therefore, even though they may be entering college in higher absolute numbers than years 
past, Latina/o graduation rates from an accredited four-year institution remain very low. This 
finding is also reflected in a report by the Law School Admission Council (Wilder, 2003), 
which found that Hispanics had considerably lower college completion rates than their White 
or African American cohorts. 

There are also differences in the attainment of postsecondary degrees among women 
from the various Latina ethnic groups. Historically, Latinas of Cuban descent have had the 
highest postsecondary graduation rates, while women of Mexican descent have generally had 
the lowest (Flores, Navarro et al., 2006). Similarly, Arbona (1995) found that Cubans and 
Central and South Americans have had the highest proportion of college degrees, whereas 
Mexican and Puerto Rican youth have historically had the highest drop-out rates. However, 
he also argues that socioeconomic status and generational level are more influential than 
ethnicity per se in that more recent generations and those of higher socioeconomic status 
generally have higher levels of academic and occupational achievement.  

The constriction of the pipeline of Latinas to the legal profession continues for the 
relatively few who do graduate from college and aspire to attend law school. This is reflected 
in the fact that Latina/os, in particular, often face disproportionately lower application, 
enrollment, and matriculation rates at American Bar Association-accredited law schools 
(American Bar Association, 2005; Wilder, 2003). One important reason for this disparity is 
that very few Latina/os are even eligible to apply to law school in the first place. Latinas who 
are economically disadvantaged or who have not had adequate educational opportunities may 
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not develop the appropriate skills or adequate preparation that is foundational to their legal 
training. This sentiment is supported by Herrera (2002), who argues that a significant barrier 
to law school for Latina/os is that they are often denied equal access to education and not as 
well-prepared in terms of their exposure to the cultural knowledge or critical thinking skills 
that are necessary in higher education.  

In addition to low college enrollment and attainment rates, Malpica and Espana (2003) 
argue that admissions criteria and policies adhered to by most law schools screen out a 
disproportionate number of Latina/os. These policies favor majority and wealthier applicants 
and overemphasize Law School Admission Tests (LSAT) scores, which along with other 
forms of standardized testing, contain inherent cultural biases. While the validity of using 
LSAT scores and other academic measures including undergraduate grade-point averages 
(UGPAs) as predictors of law school performance have been the subject of much analysis and 
debate, including that these measures are not necessarily predictive of ultimate career success 
as an attorney (Wightman, 2000), it is well established that students of color, and in particular 
Latina/os, tend to have significantly lower scores on these measures than those of non-
Latina/o White students (Wightman, 1998; Wilder, 2003).  

The decrease in Latinas in law school over the past two decades may also be due in part 
to relatively recent repeals of affirmative action programs in institutions of higher learning 
(Mendez and Martinez, 2002). As an outgrowth of the Civil Rights Movement, affirmative 
action programs were put into place during the late 1960s to increase the proportion of 
women and minorities in higher education, including public law schools. Kidder (2003) 
argues that ending race-sensitive admissions at public law schools in two of the largest 
Latina/o populated states (i.e., California and Texas) has had significant negative 
consequences for Latina/os because they have historically served as the primary feeder 
schools for the majority of Latina/os entering the legal profession.  

While considerable research demonstrates how the lack of Latinas in law school is rooted 
in their socioeconomic and academic difficulties, Latina law students also face non-academic 
and psychosocial obstacles including feelings of self-doubt, lack of confidence in their 
intellectual capabilities, bicultural stress, discrimination, gender-role attitudes and 
stereotyping, and feelings of loneliness and isolation (Cruz and Molina, 2010; Ebben and 
Gaier, 1998; Herrera, 2002; Sedillo Lopez, 2005). Furthermore, Martinez et al. (2004) 
provides evidence that Latina/o students experience more discrimination and institutional 
barriers related to their school experiences as compared to non-Latina/os. 

Several studies demonstrate some of these challenges experienced by Latina attorneys in 
law school. For example, in their qualitative study of the experiences of successful Chicana 
attorneys in Texas, Ebben and Gaier (1998) found that the women in their study encountered 
significant difficulties including examples of overt racism by their law school professors. In a 
study of Hispanic law students, Foley and Kidder (2002) found evidence that female law 
students anticipated more discrimination in the legal profession than male students, which 
ultimately influenced perceptions of future promotion fairness, satisfaction levels with their 
career choice, and ultimate career prospects. More recently, Cruz and Molina (2010) describe 
how Latina attorneys in their study were often subjected to institutionalized discouragement 
in college and in law school in that they were encouraged by teachers and school counselors 
to pursue less competitive paths because they did not believe they could achieve their 
educational goals.  
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Herrera (2002) underscores how negative messages and assumptions about Latina law 
students’ capabilities can manifest into psychological barriers, including lack of self-
confidence and fear of failure. In this sense, these psychological barriers Latina law students 
face in their educational pursuits may negatively contribute to their occupational and 
academic self-efficacy expectations, which are predictive of career choice and academic 
achievement for Latina/os (Arbona, 1995). These negative self-beliefs may prevent some 
Latinas from pursuing riskier educational or career paths that may be perceived as more 
challenging (Flores, Navarro et al., 2006). 

These findings echo other research that suggests that Latinas are often disadvantaged in 
their quest because they often face more stressful educational experiences due to “lack of 
finances, lower familial support, few mentors, cultural stereotypes, inhospitable campus 
climates, and a sense of cultural misfit [that] influence their college navigation” (Gloria, 
Castellanos, and Orozco, 2005, p. 162). Phinney et al. (2005) also observe how Latina/o 
youth are more frequently first generation college students and therefore deal with more 
complex educational decisions and numerous challenges that limit their chance of attending 
or completing college. Flores, Navarro et al. (2006) add that Latinas’ negative perceptions of 
campus climate can lead to academic nonpersistence decisions as well.  

Cruz and Molina’s (2010) study also provides an example of how Latinas’ experiences in 
college and law school contributed to the challenges they faced. The Latina attorneys in their 
study were often members of the first generation in their families to attend law school, or 
even college, and often experienced feelings of bicultural stress. Furthermore, as one of the 
few, if any, Latinas on their school campuses, the women often struggled with feelings of 
isolation and loneliness and felt alienated and disadvantaged, both socially and academically, 
from their non-Latina peers.  

The previous evidence clearly demonstrates how the dearth of Latina attorneys in the 
legal profession is due in large part to a limited pipeline of candidates for these roles. Latinas 
are found to have high academic aspirations (Gloria, Castellanos, and Orozco, 2005; National 
Women's Law Center and Mexican American Legal Defense and Educational Fund, 2009); 
however, this evidence illustrates how their relatively lower educational attainment levels 
may severely limit the pool of Latinas who are eligible to gain admission to law school – a 
key prerequisite to entry into the legal profession as an attorney. Furthermore, other factors, 
including bicultural stress, cultural stereotypes, lack of self-confidence, and feelings of 
isolation may further impede Latinas’ academic persistence as well. However, Latinas are not 
only limited in pursuing careers in the legal profession due to obstacles along their 
educational pathway, but also due to factors that restrict their career choice as well. 

 
 

CHALLENGES TO CAREER CHOICE 
 
While many Latinas face significant educational-related burdens, they may be hampered 

in their consideration and pursuit of careers in the legal profession due lack of information 
and exposure, as well as certain cultural and gender inhibitors that circumscribe career choice. 
The HNBA Commission Studies (Cruz and Molina, 2010; Cruz et al., 2010) report that many 
may be hindered from even considering careers as lawyers because they have limited or no 
exposure to attorneys or the legal profession during their formative years. In particular, Cruz 
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and Molina (2010) found that many of the Latinas did not consider the legal profession as a 
viable career option before or even during college and, therefore, their route to the legal 
profession was indirect – a serendipitous result of timing and chance rather than as an 
intentional pursuit of a legal career. This is consistent with Gomez et al.’s (2001) career life-
path model that illustrates how Latinas’ career paths tend to be unplanned and nonlinear. 

In addition to the lack of exposure to the legal profession and visible attorney role models 
throughout their formative years, aspects of their cultural identity may also play a role in 
Latinas’ consideration of attorney careers. In particular, Flores, Navarro et al. (2006) suggest 
that the career behavior of Latinas can be understood by their degree of adherence to certain 
Latina/o cultural values, which, as noted by Brown (2002b), is an important factor in 
occupational choice.  

In contrast to the values of individuality and independence stressed in the dominant 
Anglo culture, Latina/os, as members of collectivist cultures (Berry, Poortinga, Segall, and 
Dasen, 2002; Hofstede and Hofstede, 2005), often place a high value on familismo (Arbona, 
1995), which prioritizes the needs of family before personal needs and is central to shaping 
their career decisions and behaviors (Arbona, 1995; Flores, Navarro et al., 2006; Sy and 
Romero, 2008). Latinas also encounter strong cultural and gender norms that their primary 
role is to support their families and are also expected to provide care for extended family 
members, such as parents and elders (DelCampo, Rogers, and Hinrichs, 2010).  

Individuals with collective social values may defer to or be heavily influenced by the 
expectations from family members in their career decision-making process (Brown, 2002b). 
This may result in career decisions based on the expectations or needs of family members, 
especially parents (Flores, Berkel et al., 2006). Moreover, Sy and Romero (2008) also 
describe how Latinas’ strong orientation to family, while a source of encouragement, can also 
result in lower college success rates because of their multiple role responsibilities and 
expectations. 

In addition to the importance of family on Latinas’ career choice, research on Latinas’ 
career development suggests that they may also view the world of work differently because of 
their gender-role socialization within their Latino communities and families (Flores, Navarro 
et al., 2006). Within the patriarchal Latino culture, women are expected to assume more 
traditionally feminine roles and careers, which are also viewed as secondary to those of men 
(Flores, Navarro et al., 2006; Fouad, 1995). 

These prevailing norms may result in occupational segregation by gender, or serve to 
limit Latinas’ educational and career goals because of the priority assigned to familial needs 
and expectations. Furthermore, for those who hold collective social values, vocational choices 
are more likely to be restricted to stereotypically male or female roles (Brown, 2002b). In this 
way, Latina attorneys may be inhibited in pursuing non-traditional careers because they do 
not conform to gendered and culturally determined ideals. This is reflected in the finding by 
Cruz and Molina (2010) that throughout the Latina attorneys’ formative years and even in 
college, many reported feeling pressure from their families and supporting communities to 
assume more traditional feminine roles and responsibilities. These cultural expectations may 
lead to circumscription of career choice for some Latinas because they are discouraged from 
pursuing non-traditional or male-dominated careers, such as those in the legal profession.  

While certain gender and cultural influences may limit Latinas’ educational- and career-
related considerations, it appears that other aspects of their cultural identity may serve to 
moderate these values. Level of acculturation is one key component of one’s ethnic identity 



Latinas in the Legal Profession 11 

(Gong, Takeuchi, Agbayani-Siewert, and Tacata, 2003), especially for Hispanic Americans 
(Arbona, 1995), and is defined as the process by which immigrants adapt to the sociocultural 
and psychological aspects of the host society (Berry et al., 2002). The acculturation process 
occurs when Hispanic individuals migrate into the new culture of the United States and 
integrate the values, beliefs, and practices of the new society, while also maintaining the 
values, beliefs, and practices of their original Hispanic culture (Siatkowski, 2007).  

While the concept of acculturation is a complex and iterative process involving the 
interaction between two cultures, Latinas’ degree of identification with the traditional Latino 
culture may moderate the degree to which their cultural values impact aspects of their 
educational achievement and career choice. Marin and Gamba (2003) found that acculturation 
does alter certain values and beliefs of certain ethnic group members, especially as it pertains 
to sex-role attitudes and some components of familialism. Anglo-oriented acculturation has 
also been found to be positively related to educational goal aspirations, expectations, and 
achievement (Flores, Berkel et al., 2006; Flores, Navarro, and DeWitz, 2008; Martinez et al., 
2004). Furthermore, there is support for the positive association between degree of 
acculturation to the dominant Anglo culture and Latinas’ aspiration to enter male-dominated 
careers (Reyes, Kobus, and Gillock, 1999), more egalitarian sex role attitudes (Phinney and 
Flores, 2002), and fewer perceived barriers and greater sense of belonging (Valencia and 
Johnson, 2006).  

This evidence suggests that aspects of Latinas’ gender and cultural identity, including 
contextual and individual factors, cultural-familial values and expectations, self-efficacy 
beliefs, culturally gendered norms, as well as their degree of acculturation to the dominant 
Anglo culture, may uniquely influence their career choice, especially as it relates to the 
consideration and pursuit of legal careers. While some of these factors may restrict career 
choice for some Latinas, a small number have successfully navigated these challenges in their 
consideration and achievement of attorney careers. However, once within the legal 
profession, many continue to counter significant barriers that challenge their retention and 
advancement in their respective attorney roles, which may ultimately detract from their career 
success.  

 
 

CHALLENGES TO CAREER SUCCESS 
 
In addition to obstacles that impede Latinas’ educational goals and career choice, the 

results of the HNBA Commission Studies (Cruz and Molina, 2010; Cruz and Molina, 2010) 
provide evidence that Latina attorneys have relatively lower levels of objective career success 
in that they are poorly represented in leadership positions across all major legal sectors, and 
there is some indication that they are at disproportionately lower compensation levels as 
compared to their non-Latina counterparts. Furthermore, in both studies, the majority of the 
participants indicated that they do not believe that others have a positive perception of them 
as attorneys and they are not afforded the same opportunities to advance in their careers as 
compared to their non-Latina peers. The findings from the HNBA Commission and related 
research on Latina attorneys’ professional experiences serve as insight into some of the key 
barriers and supports to their legal careers. 
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Multi-Layered Glass Ceiling 
 
The two HNBA Commission Studies (Cruz and Molina, 2010; Cruz et al., 2010) 

demonstrate how Latina attorneys’ careers are negatively impacted by a ‘multi-layered glass 
ceiling” based on the intersectionality4 of their gender, ethnicity, and race that act as a “triple 
threat” to their retention and advancement within the legal profession. While some research 
does consider how Latina attorneys encounter “double oppression” based on their gender and 
ethnicity (Ebben and Gaier, 1998), Cruz and Molina (2010) offer a significant implication for 
considering Latina attorneys’ gender, ethnicity, and race as three separate, but intersecting 
constructs that work together to contribute to the barriers these women encounter.  

Browne and Misra’s (2003) note how an intersectional perspective demonstrates how the 
experiences of Latinas in the workforce reflect social constructions of gender that are 
racialized, as well as social constructions of race that are gendered as well. As such, Latinas’ 
experiences of discrimination and stereotyping by race and gender are different than those 
experienced by Latinos, as well as their non-LatinaWhite female counterparts. Citing the 
Multiple Jeopardy-Multiple Advantage hypothesis, Browne and Misra consider the volume of 
research that demonstrates this point in that Latina and Black women have the least authority 
in the workplace and remain at the bottom of the labor market reward structure. This, they 
theorize, is due to fact that “individuals who occupy the lowest position on two or more social 
categories – such as female and Latina – will experience the most disadvantage of any group 
and possess the least amount of economic resources and rewards” (p. 493).  

For those employed in the legal profession, research supports how women attorneys of 
color have different experiences due to the intersectionality of their race and gender that work 
together to negatively impact their workplace experiences and opportunities for career 
advancement (American Bar Association Commission on Women in the Profession, 2006b; 
Bagati, 2009; Blair-Loy and Dehart, 2003; Burleigh, 1988; Reeves, 2001). However, because 
most intersectional theories focus on White and Black men and women (Browne and Misra, 
2003), it appears that less is known about the role of ethnicity in this relationship, as well as 
how its intersection impacts the workforce experiences of particular ethnic groups, including 
Latinas.  

 
 

Gender-Related Barriers 
 
While aspects of these three demographic characteristics are necessarily intertwined, the 

HNBA Commission Studies (Cruz and Molina, 2010; Cruz et al., 2010) found that Latina 
attorneys encounter significant obstacles related to gender discrimination and bias that 
negatively impact their career retention and advancement. Throughout their legal careers, 
Latina attorneys across the legal profession encounter overt and subtle forms of sexism that 
foster inhospitable workplaces and gendered expectations and assumptions about their 
professional qualifications and roles that cast doubts on their capabilities and appropriateness 
for leadership positions. 

                                                             
4 Intersectionality examines how the combination of race, sex, class, national origin, and sexual orientation play out 

in certain settings and is a fundamental aspect of Critical Race Theory in general (see Delgado & Stefancic, 
2001) and Critical Race Feminism (seeWing, 2003) in particular, which emphasizes the role of gender in these 
relationships. 
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Gender is often viewed as one of the most basic social divides in organizations and 
prescribed gendered roles limit women’s participation in highly rewarded roles (Epstein, 
2007). Eagly and Carli (2007) observe how resistance to women’s leadership is strongest in 
highly masculine domains where leadership positions are rarely occupied by women. 
Specifically, in the male-dominated context of legal profession, ingrained gender bias and 
stereotyping contributes to reservations about women’s suitability for high level positions 
(Rikleen, 2006).  

Cruz and Molina (2010) also described how Latina attorneys experience demeaning and 
condescending treatment by male attorneys, including Latinos. These women found it to be 
particularly disheartening to face discrimination and negative treatment by not only their male 
colleagues in general, but also at the hands of men within their own Latino communities. The 
Latinas in their study referred to this form of gender discrimination and bias as “cultural 
sexism” because it is rooted in Latino culturally gendered values and beliefs that women in 
their culture should be home supporting their families rather than working or assuming 
leadership roles. There is some support for the existence of gender differences in attitudes 
toward work and family for Latinos. In particular, Gowan and Trevino’s (1998) research 
concluded that Mexican-American males were significantly more likely than females to hold 
traditional attitudes toward gender and parental roles.  

 
 

The Maternal Wall 
 
Cruz and Molina (2010) identified the untenable goal of pursuing both a legal career and 

motherhood as one of the biggest barriers to Latinas succeeding in the legal profession; 
however, in their subsequent study of Latinas in the public interest, Cruz et al. (2010) found 
that Latina attorneys did perceive this sector to be more accommodating of this dual role. 
Nevertheless, regardless of whether or not the women had children at home, the majority of 
Latina attorneys in both studies believed that having significant family responsibilities will 
adversely affect their opportunities for career advancement (Cruz and Molina, 2010; Cruz et 
al., 2010).  

There is an abundance of research to support the negative impact of family 
responsibilities on women attorneys’ legal careers (American Bar Association Commission 
on Women in the Profession, 2006b; Blair-Loy and Dehart, 2003; Boyer, Calvert, and 
Williams, 2009; Buonocore Porter, 2006; Dau-Schmidt et al., 2009; Harrington and Hsi, 
2007; Kay and Gorman, 2008; Rhode, 2003; Rikleen, 2006; Stanford, 2009; Wallace, 2008; 
Wilder, 2007; Williams, 2007). Recognizing its potential negative impact, many women 
attorneys believe they must make a choice between being a mother and being an attorney 
because the high demands in each domain are viewed as mutually exclusive (Korzec, 2000; 
Krakauer and Chen, 2003).  

It is argued that the career consequences of having family responsibilities are not 
necessarily due to lower productivity or from restrictions of choice, but rather, from negative 
assumptions and biases of others (Mayrhofer, Meyer, Schiffinger, and Schmidt, 2008). 
Women are typically viewed from a nonwork, care-giving vantage point, so their nonwork 
demands are even more salient to workplace colleagues (Hoobler, Hu, and Wilson, 2010). In 
this way, gender roles and family responsibilities lead to a form of gender discrimination and 
stereotyping for women attorneys because, after becoming mothers, they are often viewed as 
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being less committed and ambitious, which negatively impacts evaluations, work 
assignments, and access to career development opportunities that lead to advancement in the 
legal profession (Rhode, 2003; Rikleen, 2006; Williams, Bornstein, Reddy, and Williams, 
2007).  

While many women in the legal profession face similar gender-related challenges, for 
some Latina attorneys, the barriers posed by their gender may be aggravated by aspects of 
their cultural identity due to the salience of traditional gender and familial roles within 
collectivist and patriarchal cultures. Because Latinas are often ascribed responsibility as 
family care-takers in Latino cultures, they may be more likely to experience conflict between 
work and family roles (Grzywacz et al. 2007). There also appears to be a disparate impact of 
work-family conflict by gender for Latina/os. Rodriguez (2009) found evidence that Latinas 
experienced significantly more work-family conflict than Latinos; whereas, Roehling, Jarvis, 
and Swope (2005) found evidence of greater gender disparity in negative work-to-family 
spillover for Latina/os as compared to Blacks and Whites, especially when children were 
present in the home. Furthermore, because the overall Latina population in the United States 
has higher fertility rates than their non-Latina peers (Gonzales, 2008; Pew Hispanic Center, 
2010), and are stereotypically viewed as family-oriented (DelCampo and Hinrichs, 2006), 
they may be more likely to be perceived as having significant family responsibilities, which 
may also contribute to increased gender- and cultural-related stereotypes and bias.  

As noted by Ashforth, Kreiner, and Fugate (2000), an individual’s experiences in work 
and family domains are influenced by norms and values related to the cultural meaning and 
enactment of work and family. While certain aspects of the Latinas’ cultural identity may 
further contribute to this negative relationship between family responsibilities and work-
family conflict, it may also contribute to the positive interdependencies between work and 
family including work-family facilitation, especially as it relates to career satisfaction. 
Whereas individualist cultures such as the United States may view the work and family 
domains as conflicting (Spector et al., 2007), this may not necessarily be the case for 
members of collectivist cultures who view the roles of work and family as reinforcing (Yang, 
Chen, Choi, and Zou, 2000). Furthermore, cultural beliefs, especially those based in 
collectivism and gender ideology, may attenuate experiences and outcomes of work-family 
conflict. In particular, DelCampo, Rogers and Hinrichs (2010) found that those Hispanic 
business professionals who more closely identify with the traditional Hispanic culture may 
experience a positive relationship between work-to-family conflict and job satisfaction 
because managing the multiple responsibilities associated with family responsibilities may 
simultaneously bring a sense of pride and satisfaction in both the family and work domains.  

Latinas’ adherence to traditional sex-role attitudes, as well as their experiences and 
perceptions of their work and family roles may also be influenced by their level of 
acculturation to the United States (DelCampo and Hinrichs, 2006; Marin and Gamba, 2003). 
Those who are native born or who are more English language dominant are thought to be 
more highly acculturated to the dominant Anglo culture (Arbona, 1995; Brown, 2002c; Marin 
and Marin, 1991). Because the majority of Latina attorneys from the two HNBA Commission 
Studies (Cruz and Molina, 2010; Cruz et al., 2010) were born and educated in the United 
States and consider English to be their primary language, there is some evidence that on the 
whole, they are likely to be more acculturated than the general Latina population in the 
United States. Therefore, they may be less likely to adhere to cultural gendered norms 
associated with the Latino culture, which emphasize the primacy of motherhood over career 
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roles. This is reflected in the finding that while the majority of Latina attorneys in both of the 
HNBA Commission Studies (Cruz and Molina, 2010; Cruz et al., 2010) were married and in 
their prime child-bearing years, they were less likely to have children, and of those who did, 
they typically had only one or two. Furthermore, an overwhelming majority worked full-time 
and more than half of the women in the study by Cruz and Molina (2010) were the primary 
income-earner for their families. 

 
 

Devaluation of Qualifications and Legitimacy 
 
The Latina participants in the HNBA Commission Studies (Cruz and Molina, 2010; Cruz 

et al., 2010) also believed that their legitimacy, qualifications, and abilities as attorneys are 
often questioned or devalued by their employers, co-workers, clients, and the general 
population. Despite having graduated from elite law schools with high academic 
achievement, many of the Latina attorneys struggled to overcome perceptions that they were 
not as smart or qualified as others in the legal profession. They also combated lingering 
assumptions that their admittance into law school and entry and advancement into the legal 
profession were more likely a function of affirmative action and diversity objectives than 
their actual merit or ability. Even within the public interest sector, with its espoused 
commitment to increased diversity and inclusion, the Latina attorneys encountered 
presumptions of inferiority by colleagues that they did not graduate from reputable schools 
and were not as intelligent as their non-Latina White colleagues (Cruz et al. (2010).  

The Latina attorneys attributed these negative perceptions to preconceived gender and 
ethnic stereotypes about Latina attorneys’ professional capacity and legitimacy as attorneys. 
According to Cruz et al. (2010), this was especially poignant for Latina attorneys employed in 
the public interest sector because of prevailing stereotypes held by others and society at large 
that the professional demands of public interest work are less challenging than, and not as 
prestigious as, other sectors within the legal profession, especially as compared to those 
working in private practice. As a result of these perceptions, the HNBA Commission Studies 
(Cruz and Molina, 2010; Cruz et al., 2010) found that Latina attorneys often believe they 
must constantly perform at a higher level than their non-Latina counterparts to achieve parity 
in the workplace. This burden to continually demonstrate their qualifications and legitimize 
themselves as attorneys has also been reported in related literature describing the challenges 
experienced by some Latina attorneys (Ebben and Gaier, 1998; Garcia-Lopez and Segura, 
2008; Sedillo Lopez, 2005).  

Ng et al. (2005) explains that this need to do more to prove credentials may be rooted in 
different gender role expectations for women. Because women do not benefit from being 
stable contributors in their organizations, they often believe they must work harder and longer 
to be recognized and rewarded for their demonstration of commitment to the company. 
Within the context of the legal profession, this results in “raising the bar” for women lawyers 
such that they must display greater career commitment than men and adhere to a unique and 
exceptional set of standards in order to receive the same or smaller rewards (Kay and Hagan, 
1998). This is also consistent with Smith’s (2005) finding that, relative to White men, Latinas 
often have more job-specific and overall work experience prior to receiving a promotion, all 
else being equal. Interestingly, Cruz and Molina (2010) found that while these perceptions of 
being less capable and qualified presented a challenge to their credibility as attorneys, some 
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of the Latina attorneys used this faulty assumption to their advantage as a “secret weapon” 
strategy to disarm opponents who did not expect them to be as capable or prepared as they 
actually were.  

 
 

Outsiders and Tokens 
 
As one of the few Latinas within their predominately White and male-dominated legal 

profession, Latina attorneys report that they are often viewed and treated as “outsiders” or 
“foreigners” in the courtroom or in their workplaces (Cruz and Molina, 2010; Garcia-Lopez, 
2008). Cruz and Molina (2010) noted how some even face strong, but misplaced, anti-
immigrant sentiments, where their legal presence in the United States is scrutinized. These 
experiences of “othering” contribute to their sense of invisibility, isolation, and alienation 
within the legal profession, which, in turn, disadvantage them socially and professionally, and 
serve to further limit their access to mentors and influential networks that are critical to their 
career success.  

Cruz and Molina (2010) also found that given the dearth of Latina attorneys in their legal 
workplaces, many became tokenized and served as “window dressing to potential clients 
without fulfilling a more substantive role” (p. 42). This tokenism further contributes to the 
sense of isolation they feel and places an enormous burden on them to be the representative 
for other Latinas, or even, for all women of color within their workplaces. Kanter (1993) 
explains that the burdens of tokenism exact their toll in organizational, social and personal 
ambivalence. She adds that those few who serve as symbols of their category encounter 
psycho-social difficulties, including stress, frustration, poor self-image, unsatisfactory social 
relationships and feelings of insecurity, which have significant organizational implications. 

Related to their burdens as tokens, the HNBA Commission Studies (Cruz and Molina, 
2010; Cruz et al., 2010) report that while their predominant language is English, a majority of 
Latina attorneys in the United States speak Spanish as well. While their cultural and linguistic 
abilities provide a considerable benefit to their legal workplaces and are source of personal 
and professional satisfaction for the Latinas themselves, especially in the public interest 
sector that services a significant portion of Latino clientele, many Latina attorneys believe 
these skills are not sufficiently recognized or rewarded by their employers. Furthermore, their 
bilingual skills often create added non-attorney responsibilities (i.e., translation needs) that 
many of their non-Latina counterparts do not share. These responsibilities may also serve to 
marginalize their more substantive legal talents, which may, in turn, inhibit their access to 
other career development opportunities that lead to career advancement in the legal 
profession.  

 
 

Misidentification 
 
The HNBA Commission Studies (Cruz and Molina, 2010; Cruz et al., 2010) 

overwhelmingly demonstrate how Latina attorneys are frequently misidentified as being 
someone other than attorneys (e.g., interpreters, secretaries, or court reporters) in legal venues 
or within their legal workplaces, which also reinforces their sense of “otherness” in the legal 
profession and serves to question and further undermine their professional legitimacy. Other 
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authors have also noted how this misidentification of Latina attorneys reflects the hierarchical 
organizational structure of the legal profession along racial, ethnic, gender, and even 
heterosexual and class lines (Garcia-Lopez, 2008) and is a function of Latinas’ gender, race-
ethnicity, accent and even phenotype5 (Garcia-Lopez and Segura, 2008). 

Latina attorneys develop behaviors and practices to minimize misidentification and 
othering and to establish professional legitimacy. Within their attorney roles, Cruz and 
Molina (2010) found that Latina attorneys attempt to assimilate themselves to their legal 
workplaces by adapting their workplace appearance and behaviors to conform more closely to 
those of majority attorneys. They often mask or disavow certain aspects of their cultural 
identity, such as wearing more conservative hairstyles, clothing, jewelry, etc., to downplay 
their ethnicity and conform to what they believe to be the image of the prototypical attorney. 
This is similar to Ebben and Gaier’s (1998) description of Chicana attorneys’ tendency to 
adopt more conservative behavior and gender displays enacted by White women lawyers. 
Related to this desire to achieve mainstream professional ideals, Cruz and Molina (2010) 
demonstrate how some Latina attorneys take great measures to avoid being pigeon-holed into 
practice areas or attorney roles that are stereotypically gender- or ethnic-oriented such as 
immigration or family law.  

 
 

Navigating the Cultural Divide 
 
Latina attorneys must also navigate the significant divide between their cultural and 

workplace norms, which values are often in opposition. They struggle to find balance in their 
attempt to obtain legitimacy within a profession defined by masculine and agentic ideals, 
while still being accountable to the strong cultural and gendered expectations of their Latino 
communities to demonstrate communal behaviors, as well as the cultural value of respeto, by 
showing deference, reverence, and passivity to Latinos and elders (Flores, Navarro et al., 
2006). Specifically, Cruz and Molina (2010) found that Latina attorneys attempt to find an 
appropriate identity to balance their own cultural value of demonstrating humility and 
communicating in a nonaggressive style with the dichotomous need to promote and assert 
themselves in their competitive legal workplaces. As such, the Latinas voiced their concern of 
how they are either viewed as less competent and lacking self-confidence on the one hand, or 
being viewed as too aggressive or as a “fiery Latina” on the other. Negotiating a compromise 
between these two extreme perceptions appeared to be a constant struggle for many.  

 Garcia-Lopez and Segura (2008) found that the intersection of these two distinct values 
propels these women to develop a number of strategies, including the presentation of self as 
dual femininities as a way to navigate this tension between the “shoulds” of Chicana 
femininities with the “musts” of the legal profession. Analogous to Anzaldua’s (1987) 
depiction of a “borderlands” identity adopted by those who live within and encounter 
contradictory cultures between Mexico and the United States, Latina attorneys appear to 
develop a hybrid identity to conform to the dominant culture of their workplaces, while still 
maintaining their own ethnic or cultural identity. While this is a critical survival skill to cope 
and survive in their legal workplaces, Vera and de Los Santos (2005) argue that the need to 

                                                             
5 Phenotype refers to the observable physical and behavioral characteristics of an individual.  
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constantly vacillate between these two distinct worlds can be difficult, exhausting, and 
isolating.  

 
 

Racial Discrimination 
 
Latinas are an ethnic group and can be of any race, including White, Black, Asian, and 

Indigenous or some combination of these (Flores, Navarro et al., 2006; Fouad, 1995). While 
race and ethnicity are sometimes conflated and treated as the same in studies of women of 
color in the legal profession (American Bar Association Commission on Women in the 
Profession, 2006b; Bagati, 2009; Ebben and Gaier, 1998), Cruz and Molina (2010) advance 
the need to consider these constructs separate, yet intersecting, aspects of Latina attorneys’ 
identity that work in combination to contribute to the barriers they encounter. While the 
majority of Latina attorneys encounter similar gender- and ethnic-related barriers, the HNBA 
Commission Studies (Cruz and Molina, 2010; Cruz et al., 2010) found that the Latinas 
experiences in the legal profession also vary according to others’ perceptions of their racial-
group affiliation as well.  

A large proportion of the Latinas in the HNBA Commission Studies (Cruz and Molina, 
2010; Cruz et al., 2010) self-identified their race as the indigenous “Mestiza” category, 
especially those employed in the public interest sector. However, those who believe they can 
“pass as White,” or whose racial identity conforms more to the Caucasian phenotype, indicate 
they are treated better and afforded more advancement opportunities in the legal profession 
than those who display the more stereotypical Latina physical characteristics of having darker 
skin, hair and eyes. Garcia-Lopez and Segura (2008) also found that light-skinned Chicana 
attorneys who more closely resemble non-Latina White attorneys report fewer instances of 
racial discrimination and misidentification than their darker-skinned Chicana counterparts 
with more indigenous features. This is consistent with other research that demonstrates how 
prejudice associated with skin-color preference negatively impacts the well-being and life 
chances for Latinas (Montalvo, 2004).  

Cruz and Molina (2010) also found that those who do not display the racial 
characteristics of a stereotypical Latina phenotype were often questioned or challenged about 
their Latina ethnicity. Furthermore, these authors noted that those Latina attorneys in their 
study who self-identified their race as “Caucasian” indicated that they do not necessarily 
identify racially with their non-Latina White counterparts. In this way, it appears that Latina 
attorneys’ socially constructed racial identity is closely intertwined with their ethnicity as 
well.  

 
 

Lack of Developmental Relationships and Sponsorship 
 
The two HNBA Commission Studies (Cruz and Molina, 2010; Cruz et al., 2010) further 

demonstrate how as ethnically and racially diverse women, Latina attorneys are inhibited in 
their career development because they often lack access to mentoring relationships, client 
development opportunities, and occasions to network with influential individuals in their 
workplaces who can contribute toward their career success and advancement. Even within the 
public interest sector, which tends to have a greater proportion of women than men overall, 
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Latina attorneys reported having limited access to professional mentors and sponsors to 
support and guide them along their career paths (Cruz et al., 2010).  

Research has consistently found that developmental relationships, including having a 
mentor, as well as access to professional networks, are critical to the career success of women 
attorneys of color (American Bar Association Commission on Women in the Profession, 
2006b; American Bar Association Commission on Women in the Profession, 2008; Bagati, 
2009). Career success is also dependent on receiving sponsorship; however, women and 
minorities are hindered because certain socio-demographic characteristics (i.e., gender and 
race) are often used as the basis to allocate this sponsorship (Ng et al., 2005). Furthermore, 
women and racioethnic minority groups may not be selected for career development due to 
prevailing gender and racial stereotypes (Kanter, 1993).  

Research conducted within the legal profession well illustrates this concept. Women 
attorneys of color are especially disadvantaged in this way because White men, who are often 
in the positions of influence and power in their organizations, are not as comfortable around 
them and therefore do not pursue them as protégés (American Bar Association Commission 
on Women in the Profession, 2006b; Bagati, 2009). Consistent with similarity-attraction 
theory (Fields, Goodman, and Blum, 2005), developmental relationships such as these are 
rooted in familiarity, identification and comfort and tend to occur more naturally between 
individuals who are similar (Blancero et al., 2007; Eagly and Carli, 2007). For example, Cruz 
and Molina (2010) noted that as women and racioethnic minorities working within a White- 
and male-dominated profession, Latina attorneys often lack commonality with potential 
mentors. This, therefore, required many to initiate these relationships themselves, which they 
viewed as a daunting task.  

Considering the many challenges Latina attorneys encounter in their pursuit of and 
throughout their legal careers, it is no wonder they are so disparately underrepresented across 
the legal profession. However, despite these obstacles, a few have defied the odds and 
achieved successful careers as lawyers. To that end, several critical success factors have been 
identified to expand the legal pipeline to Latina candidates and to help them achieve more 
successful and satisfying legal careers.  

 
 

CATALYSTS TO EDUCATIONAL AND CAREER SUCCESS 
 
This section highlights the critical success factors identified by Latina attorneys across 

the United States, as well as best practices advanced by legal scholars and other related 
research to support Latinas in their educational achievement, career choice, and ultimate 
career success in the legal profession.  

 
 

Instilled Value of Education 
 
Several critical success factors contributing toward the Latina attorneys’ entrée into the 

legal profession are related to their formative experiences. In both HNBA Commission 
Studies (Cruz and Molina, 2010; Cruz et al., 2010), it appears that, regardless of their parents’ 
educational level, financial resources, or professional background, a primary impetus for the 
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Latina attorneys’ high academic achievement and eventual career choice was rooted in their 
families’ emphasis on the value of education as a means to a better life and not necessarily in 
a desire to pursue a legal career per se.  

This finding suggests that Latina families, schools, and communities must continue to 
reinforce the value of education in their children and support them in their academic 
aspirations and goals. This association between family aspirations and Latina educational and 
occupational pursuits is also well-supported in the career development literature (Flores, 
Navarro et al., 2006; Gomez et al., 2001; Ojeda and Flores, 2008; Rivera et al., 2007). 

 
 

Pursuit of Social Justice 
 
In addition to the instilled value of being well-educated, research shows that many 

Latinas pursue law school and careers in the legal profession as a way to improve society, 
promote economic and social justice goals, and serve marginalized individuals and 
communities (Garcia-Lopez, 2008; Garcia-Lopez and Segura, 2008; Wilder, 2008). Reynoso 
(2005) found Latina/o lawyers cite the values of idealism and social consciousness as an 
important factor in choosing a career in the legal profession as well. Similarly, in both of the 
HNBA Commission Studies (Cruz and Molina, 2010; Cruz et al., 2010), the Latina attorneys 
identified how their early role as cultural and linguistic brokers for their parents, as well as 
witnesses to the social injustices around them, informed their desire to pursue the legal 
profession as a way to advocate for marginalized members of their Latino communities and 
serve as a change agent for improved social justice.  

As noted by Cruz et al. (2010), this was particularly poignant for those Latina attorneys 
working in the public interest sector who closely identified with the experiences of their 
Latina/o clients, and for some, their stories resonated with their own experiences and those of 
their family members. While their desire to do good work and help others was cited as the 
driving force for pursuing this career field, they acknowledged how the financial burdens 
associated with their significant law school debt and historically low public interest salaries 
serve as significant obstacles to Latinas’ entry to and retention in this legal sector. Therefore, 
to support Latinas and others in their pursuit of and retention in these critical roles, the 
authors advance the need for legislative and law school initiatives designed to reduce the 
burden of education debt on attorneys working in the public interest sector, as well as the 
need to support better pay, commensurate with the skills and demands of these critical 
societal roles.  

 
 

Latina Outreach 
 
As reflected in both of the HNBA Commission studies (Cruz and Molina, 2010; Cruz et 

al., 2010), a critical first step in expanding the pipeline of Latina lawyers should begin with 
outreach programs directed toward Latina youth as early as elementary school to encourage 
and prepare them academically and psychologically for professional careers, including those 
in the legal profession. A recent report by the National Women’s Law Center and Mexican 
American Legal Defense Fund (2009) also emphasizes the importance of including outreach 
efforts aimed at Latino families to involve them in the education and preparation of their 
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children, and the need for improved mentoring, dropout prevention, and college access 
programs. Johnson and Mortimer (2002) emphasize how guidance and career counselors in 
particular can assist disadvantaged individuals better navigate their educational and career 
paths and overcome common barriers to achieving their educational and career goals. They 
can also encourage these youth to explore career options as early as possible and to assist 
them in developing a coherent plan to achieve these goals. 

 
 

Visible Role Models 
 
The HNBA Commission Studies (Cruz and Molina, 2010; Cruz et al., 2010) also 

emphasize the need for increased visibility of Latina and attorney role models to inspire 
Latina youth and encourage them to consider professional and non-traditional careers, 
including those in the legal profession. These studies consistently found that many of the 
women who achieved successful careers in the legal profession had strong Latina role models, 
both in their early lives and at critical points along their educational paths who inspired and 
encouraged them to pursue their academic and career goals. While mothers were often the 
primary source of this inspiration, many acknowledged how a chance interaction with a 
Latina attorney during high school or college motivated their career choice and served as an 
example of what they could achieve. This also reinforces the need for Latina attorneys to 
serve as visible role models for others as well.  

Having exposure to visible Latina role models also appears to be a key factor in Latinas’ 
ability to overcome significant structural, cultural and psychological barriers related to their 
educational goals and career choice and can help support their career progression (Flores, 
Navarro et al., 2006; Gandara, 1982; Gomez et al., 2001; Rivera et al., 2007; Shinnar, 2007). 
Latinas may not consider careers in the legal profession because of self-doubt rather than lack 
of interest or ability. As such, the vicarious learning from role models and mothers, as well as 
encouragement from parents, teachers, guidance counselors, and mentors, can help strengthen 
Latinas’ career self-efficacy beliefs (Gomez et al., 2001). This plays an important role in 
career decision-making for women (Lent and Brown, 1996) and fosters confidence in Latinas’ 
ability to achieve and be successful in male-dominated professions, such as the legal 
profession (Rivera et al., 2007).  

 
 

Social Support Systems in College and Law School 
 
Similar to the need for visible role models, various studies have emphasized the 

importance of fostering social support systems for Latinas throughout their educational 
journey (Bordes, 2008; Cruz and Molina, 2010; Cruz et al., 2010; Flores, Navarro et al., 
2006; Gloria, Castellanos, Lopez, and Rosales, 2005; Rivera et al., 2007). This is consistent 
with other research, which finds that having strong support systems and mentorship facilitates 
the transition and acclimation to college for Latinas (Gloria, Castellanos, Lopez et al., 2005). 
Because many Latinas often feel isolated academically and socially in college and in law 
school, Cruz and Molina (2010) recommend that these institutions of higher learning foster 
opportunities for Latinas to develop relationships with peers and faculty to help them navigate 
their college and law school experiences more effectively. It is also critical that Latina 
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students have opportunities to develop relationships with other Latinas, both within and 
outside their school environments, to provide them with additional sources of comfort and 
emotional support.  

 
 

Eliminate Institutional Discrimination and Discouragement 
 
Access to role models and social support systems throughout their formative years and 

educational journey may help to counteract some of the cultural and gender inhibitors, as well 
as the institutionalized discouragement, which may deter Latinas from pursuing careers in the 
legal profession. However, Cruz and Molina (2010) call for more focused efforts by 
educational leaders to fully eliminate the gender and ethnic stereotyping and negative 
messages that undermine Latina students’ ambitions and self-confidence. To support Latina 
youth in this way, the National Women’s Law Center and Mexican American Legal Defense 
and Educational Fund (2009) emphasize the need for school officials to create and be 
accountable for maintaining more gender and culturally inclusive school environments that 
are free of racial, ethnic, and gender discrimination.  

 
 

Mentoring and Developmental Relationships 
 
The findings from the HNBA Commission Studies (Cruz and Molina, 2010; Cruz et al., 

2010) underscore the need to assist Latina attorneys in developing successful relationships 
with mentors and other key individuals throughout their career development. According to 
mentoring literature scholars Belle Rose Ragins and Kathy Kram (2007), mentors are 
generally viewed as providing two different types of functions for protégés: career-related 
functions and psychosocial functions. Career functions are those activities that prepare them 
for hierarchical advancement within the organization, including coaching activities, 
increasing their visibility and exposure, sponsoring their career advancement and providing 
challenging assignments. On the other hand, psychosocial functions include behaviors that 
enhance the protégé’s professional and personal growth, identity, self-worth, and self-
efficacy.  

While mentoring affords benefits for all attorneys, it is seen as especially critical to the 
career success of women attorneys of color (American Bar Association Commission on 
Women in the Profession, 2006b; American Bar Association Commission on Women in the 
Profession, 2008; Bagati, 2009); Hispanic business professionals (Blancero et al., 2007; 
Mundra et al., 2003), Latinas in general (Catalyst, 2003), and Latina attorneys in particular 
(Cruz and Molina, 2010; Cruz et al., 2010).  

Mentoring and other developmental relationships with a variety of individuals both inside 
and outside the organization can provide Latina attorneys with the necessary career 
development and psychosocial support critical to their effectively navigating career 
experiences and helping them overcome the isolation and loneliness that jeopardize their 
retention and advancement. These relationships can also ensure that these attorneys have 
access to the challenging work assignments and professional development opportunities that 
lead to career advancement. Furthermore, mentoring relationships may also increase Latina 
attorneys’ overall satisfaction with their careers. In fact, Blancero et al. (2007) found that 
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those Hispanic business professionals who were in mentoring relationships had higher levels 
of satisfaction with their jobs, salary, and career progression.  

Formal mentoring systems are important and sometimes necessary in organizations; 
however, many find they are not as effective as those that develop more informally because 
they lack the crucial subtleties (Rikleen, 2006). Rather, the HNBA Commission Studies (Cruz 
and Molina, 2010; Cruz et al., 2010) report that the majority of Latinas in both studies believe 
that informal, rather than formal, mentors have played a more critical role in supporting their 
professional development and career advancement. Informal mentors were instrumental in 
helping the women navigate their workplaces’ unwritten rules and provide insight on how to 
advance their careers.  

To help Latinas and other women of color develop these key relationships, the legal 
profession must support and sponsor programs that allow Latina attorneys to establish and 
maintain effective mentoring relationships on both a formal and informal basis. This requires 
a critical evaluation of current opportunities and program offerings, in terms of their actual 
use and value, as well as access to multiple channels and opportunities for Latina attorneys to 
meet and work with a diverse pool of individuals both inside and outside of their legal 
workplaces (American Bar Association Commission on Women in the Profession, 2008; Cruz 
and Molina, 2010; Cruz et al., 2010). In this way, formal programs can also serve as an 
opportunity and forum for more informal relationships to evolve.  

Cruz and Molina (2010) also noted that, while most Latina attorneys in their study 
expressed an interest in being mentored by other Latinas, they recognized how this could 
present a real challenge given the lack of Latina attorneys currently in their workplaces. What 
appears to be the most critical component of an effective mentoring relationship for these 
women is a pairing with mentors who are deeply invested in Latinas’ career development and 
who can provide candid feedback about their professional development needs.  

Blancero et al. (2007) also note that while same-race mentoring relationships with other 
Hispanic mentors are essential because they often provide critical psychosocial support, in 
reality, these mentors often do not share the same level of influence in their organizations as 
their non-Hispanic White counterparts. Therefore, pairings with more powerful and 
influential majority mentors may actually be more beneficial to Latina attorneys in terms of 
their career development benefits. In fact, these authors found that Hispanic professionals 
who were mentored by non-Hispanic Whites earned 17% more than those mentored by other 
Hispanics.  

 
 

Latina-Based Networking Opportunities 
 
Networking is cited as a key factor in career success (Kuijpers, Schyns, and Scheerens, 

2006) and is related to the accumulation of social capital, which provides increased access to 
information, resources and career sponsorship (Seibert, Kraimer, and Liden, 2001). As 
recommended by the American Bar Association Commission of Women in the Profession 
(2006b), given the scarcity of women attorneys of color in the legal profession in general, 
internal and external support systems, including involvement in women-and minority-bar 
associations, can provide these women with the an excellent source of mentoring, 
camaraderie, and support that often eludes them within their legal workplaces.  
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For Latina attorneys in particular, Cruz and Molina (2010) encourage the creation of 
more Latina-based networking opportunities and affinity groups as a way for these women to 
network and socialize with one another. This may also ease the sense of isolation and 
loneliness they often feel as one of the few Latina attorneys in their organizations. The 
authors described how their study’s focus group sessions served as a cathartic outlet and 
source of emotional support for many of the study participants to express their concerns and 
share their experiences. Like mentors, while Latina-based networks and affinity groups 
provide a source of comfort and guidance, it is also important for Latinas to network with a 
diverse pool of individuals as well, including non-Latinas and individuals outside of their 
workplaces (Cruz and Molina, 2010; Cruz et al., 2010).  

One important consideration noted by Blancero and DelCampo (2005) is that some 
Latina/os may perceive networking to be exploitive, which may conflict with their personal or 
cultural values. Therefore, these authors emphasize the importance of understanding the basis 
of reciprocity in mentoring and networking relationships with this population, and the need to 
integrate qualities and values associated with the Latina/o identity, including the centrality of 
family, closeness, respect, and loyalty to solidify these relationships.  

 
 

Gender-Neutral and Family Supportive Workplaces 
 
Regardless of the legal sector, the dual role of a legal career and motherhood is perceived 

as one of the biggest challenges to Latina retention and advancement in the legal profession 
(Cruz and Molina, 2010; Cruz et al., 2010) and has been cited as a leading barrier for women 
attorneys in general (American Bar Association Commission on Women in the Profession, 
2006b; Blair-Loy and Dehart, 2003; Boyer et al., 2009; Buonocore Porter, 2006; Dau-
Schmidt et al., 2009; Harrington and Hsi, 2007; Kay and Gorman, 2008; Rhode, 2003; 
Rikleen, 2006; Stanford, 2009; Wallace, 2008; Wilder, 2007; Williams, 2007). As previously 
noted, this may be especially pertinent for some Latina attorneys whose cultural identity 
places a premium on motherhood and family obligations.  

To counter this barrier, legal employers need to develop and reinforce institutional 
cultures, structures, policies, and practices that are gender-neutral and family-supportive. 
More flexible work arrangements are required by both male and female attorneys of all races 
and ethnicities. By allowing all attorneys to enjoy flexible work arrangements, rather than just 
women with family responsibilities, this universal accessibility will remove the gender-based 
stigma encountered by women, and Latina attorneys in particular.  

In addition to providing more work-family balance to those who require it, the existence 
of flexible work policies and programs such as these can also communicate organizational 
values that are desired by attorneys with family responsibilities. A study by Scandura and 
Lankau (1997) found that although flexible work-hour policies were not always utilized due 
to perceptions by others that those who did lacked career commitment, just having these types 
of programs seemed to communicate that the organizational culture was more supportive of 
work-life balance needs. The authors argue that having family-friendly policies can create a 
psychological contract, which leads to increased commitment to the organization.  

The role of work-family policies on perceptions of psychological contract may have 
important relevance for Latina attorneys’ workplace experiences as well. In a study of 
Hispanic business professionals, Taylor, DelCampo, and Blancero (2009) found that work-
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family supports increased the perception that their psychological contracts were fair. Within 
the organizational theory and behavior literature, Rousseau defines the psychological 
contracts as one’s belief regarding mutual obligations between themselves and their employer 
(as cited in DelCampo and Blancero, 2008). Perceptions of psychological contract fairness are 
also found to be positively associated with job satisfaction (Blancero, DelCampo, Gao, and 
Lewis, 2009) and negatively related to perceptions of discrimination (DelCampo and 
Blancero, 2008) for white collar Hispanic professionals.  

 
 

Foster Organizational Cultures That Value Diversity 
 
Organizations in the legal profession can reduce Latina attorneys’ perceptions of gender 

and ethnic discrimination and potential turnover intentions by valuing and fostering a more 
diverse organizational culture and workforce composition (Flores, Navarro et al., 2006; 
Muñiz, 2009). As noted by Delcampo and Blancero (2008), organizations can increase 
productivity and satisfaction of Hispanic employees by empowering them and making them 
feel truly valued in the organization. Furthermore, Garcia-Lopez (2008) finds that Chicana 
attorneys are more likely to be successful in workplaces that welcome diversity and where 
women and people of color are the norm. This can be accomplished through critical 
evaluation and modification of institutionalized structures, policies, and practices that obscure 
diversity goals, as well as implementing culture awareness and sensitivity programs that bring 
attention to the unique values and needs of a more diverse attorney population.  

According to the Women’s Bar Association of the District of Columbia (2006), 
unexamined biases can influence attorney interactions that lead to unfair assumptions and 
judgments about women’s performance and capacity. Subsequently, this can have a 
cumulative negative effect over time on female attorneys’ advancement potential. To 
counteract this, organizational leaders and decision-makers must be made aware of how 
implicit biases and stereotypes of Latina attorneys negatively impact their careers, and 
examine each element of the organization’s culture to identify patterns that inhibit Latina 
attorneys’ full participation and ability to succeed. Other firm members must also be given an 
opportunity to explore their own personal stereotypes and biases toward Latina attorneys as 
well as other minority groups through dialogues with both individuals and focus groups to 
gain a better understanding of this issue. Cruz et al. (2010) also stress the importance of 
supporting diversity programming that specifically focuses on anti-racism and anti-sexism 
curricula. 

To ensure alignment with the required cultural and structural changes, firm leaders must 
understand and embrace the business case for pursuing these changes. While fostering a 
culture that values diversity is viewed by many as the “right thing to do,” legal profession 
leaders will more likely respond positively to reasons premised on its business necessity 
rather than just its humanistic appeal.  

Lastly, for sustainable change, leaders must understand and model the behaviors and 
attitudes required of the cultural change effort. According to Miller and Katz (2002), many 
organizational change efforts fail because leaders do not demonstrate the desired behaviors 
valued by the cultural change process. Carr-Ruffino (2007) concurs that training should start 
at the top of an organization because senior management must thoroughly understand the 
concepts and apply it consistently in their actions and attitudes. This means that firm leaders 
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who are interested in reinforcing a culture that values organizational diversity should 
exemplify this goal consistently in their own words, actions, and values. 

 
 

Broaden Definitions of Career Success 
 
Career success is defined by Judge, Cable, Boudrea, and Bretz (1995) as the “positive 

psychological or work-related outcomes or achievements one has accumulated as a result of 
one’s work experience” (p. 486). While career success is a socially constructed reality, 
traditional views typically focus on objective measures, which equate status and salary to 
achievement (Poole and Langan-Fox, 1993). For example, within private practice law firms, 
promotion to partnership and its associated high earnings often symbolize achievement of 
traditional career success (Galanter and Palay, 1991; Kay and Hagan, 1998; Kay and Gorman, 
2008).  

While career success is often conceptualized in this way, Latina attorneys’ culturally 
gendered values may influence their definition of success differently from others in the legal 
profession. Specifically, Latina attorneys may associate career success more subjectively and 
prioritize values associated with their sense of pride and satisfaction with their careers rather 
than economic rewards and upward mobility that are traditionally valued by this profession.  

Research on Latinas in the legal profession lends support to this notion as well. There is 
evidence that Chicana attorneys broaden traditional definitions of success beyond prototypical 
monetary ambitions and goals to include more subjective considerations including their desire 
to make a difference in their communities, as well as those associated with their family 
responsibilities (Garcia-Lopez, 2008; Garcia-Lopez and Segura, 2008). Furthermore, the 
HNBA Commission Studies (Cruz and Molina, 2010; Cruz et al., 2010) demonstrate how 
despite their relatively lower levels of objective career success, Latina lawyers are generally 
very satisfied with their careers. For many, especially those working in the public interest 
sectors, this contentment stems from their sense of accomplishment and fulfillment gained 
through pride in their work and also the satisfaction from helping others (Cruz et al., 2010).  

This realization suggests that, for Latina attorneys to perceive themselves as truly 
successful and therefore committed to their careers, they must be able to integrate aspects of 
their Latina identity and cultural values into their professional lives as well. Reynoso (2005) 
argues that to be more welcoming to Latina/os in particular, legal workplaces must allow for a 
more balanced life in which Latina/o attorneys can continue to be active in their communities. 
This concept challenges traditional career models and ideology that compels many Latina 
attorneys to conform to the traditional ideals of the legal profession, a gendered institution 
where “White heterosexual masculinities define success” (Garcia-Lopez and Segura, 2008, p. 
232).  

Supporting Latina attorneys in achieving true career success also requires a unique 
perspective that incorporates alternative forms of career success that are more subjective in 
nature and focus attention on family as well as work factors. Brousseau (1996) contends that, 
while most U.S. organizations value upward mobility and therefore subscribe to the linear 
concept of career progression, with its pre-ordained series of career stages and positions with 
increasing authority and responsibility, this framework does not squarely fit the needs and 
values of the changing and more diverse American workforce. This is especially true for 
women, who tend to have more cyclical and unstable career patterns than men in response to 
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the needs of their children and families (Brown, 2002a; Valcour and Ladge, 2008). Rather, 
the concept of the protean career, in which the main success criteria are subjective in nature 
and that incorporates aspects of the individual’s identity and values (Hall, 2004) may be a 
more appropriate framework for operationalizing career success of Latina attorneys.  

 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
This chapter provides a framework that identifies and assesses the significant and 

pervasive obstacles many Latina attorneys encounter as they attempt to navigate their entry 
into and progression in the legal profession, as well as the key factors that operate as catalysts 
to the pursuit and achievement of their educational-and career-related goals. Consistent with 
research conducted on the career development of Latinas in other high achievement and 
professional roles (Gandara, 1982; Gomez et al., 2001; Hite, 2007), Latina attorneys’ 
educational and career development is uniquely influenced by the interaction among 
individual, sociocultural, cultural-familial, contextual, attitudinal, and structural factors, as 
well as racioethnic-and gender-related variables that work together to detract from or 
contribute to their educational achievement, vocational choice and ultimate career success in 
the legal profession.  

Latinas who are economically disadvantaged or who have limited access to educational 
opportunities and resources at critical points during their educational progression often lack 
adequate preparation and do not develop the necessary skills to succeed at college, which, in 
turn, makes entry into law school unlikely. Those Latinas who successfully enter college or 
law school still encounter bicultural stress and psychosocial difficulties on their school 
campuses or find themselves socially and academically disadvantaged as compared to their 
non-Latina peers.  

In terms of career choice, because most Latinas lack exposure to practicing attorneys or 
the legal profession in general during their formative years, they often do not consider this a 
viable career opportunity for themselves. Latinas may also encounter significant gender and 
cultural barriers, including institutional discouragement and sex-role expectations rooted in 
Latino cultural norms that can obscure or erode their ambition and career self-efficacy beliefs 
about pursuing nontraditional roles, such as those in the legal profession.  

Within the legal profession, Latinas encounter attitudinal and structural barriers related to 
the intersectionality of their gender, ethnicity and sometimes even race, which act as a three-
way threat to their career success. Latina attorneys are routinely subjected to gender and 
ethnic discrimination and stereotyping and their experiences in the legal profession also may 
vary according to others’ perceptions of their racial identity as well. Frequently viewed as 
outsiders or foreigners, they are often either misidentified as someone other than an attorney 
or tokenized and burdened with non-attorney responsibilities because of their cultural identity 
and bilingual skills.  

Latina attorneys’ sense of “otherness” within their largely White and male-dominated 
legal workplaces fosters feelings of isolation and invisibility that further alienate them from 
their colleagues and influential others, including the mentors, sponsors, and other 
developmental relationships that are critical to their career advancement. In their quest for 
professional legitimacy and adherence to perceived organizational ideals, many Latina 
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attorneys mask or downplay their Latina identities to better assimilate within the dominant 
culture of their workplaces. Others develop a hybrid identity to attain legitimacy within their 
male-dominated workplace, while also being accountable to the cultural and gendered 
expectations of their Latino communities. This need to constantly navigate between their two 
worlds can be difficult, exhausting, and isolating. 

Notwithstanding these and other challenges, a few Latinas have defied the odds and 
achieved successful and satisfying attorney careers. As the Latina population continues to 
grow in this country, identification of the critical success factors that contribute to Latina 
attorneys’ educational and career achievement, including the important role that families, 
educational institutions, and the legal profession play in this process, is critical to the 
development and implementation of strategies aimed at minimizing these barriers, so that 
each current and prospective Latina attorney has greater opportunity to reach her full potential 
and achieve success and satisfaction in the legal profession.  
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