
For the legal industry, the last two years have not 
only impacted communications and fiscal objectives, but 
also laid bare long-standing racial injustices which have 
prompted corporations to step up the pressure on outside 
counsel to improve diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI). 
In response to heightened client expectations for formal-
ized DEI policies and metrics, many firms say they have 
programs in place; however, most are early in the journey.

Shining a Spotlight on DEI
From the client’s point of view, diverse teams bring a 

rich set of perspectives that result in better-reasoned 
strategies and recommendations. Yet despite converging 
pressures from diminished personal tolerance, increased 
corporate responsibility, and more complex regula-
tory requirements, law firms overall are struggling to 
make meaningful progress on DEI. According to a recent 
Diversity Snapshot from Law360 Pulse, at every level of a 
typical law firm, the representation of minority attorneys 
increased by less than one percentage point in 2020 and 
made only incremental progress over the last seven years.

Because client organizations value the business ben-
efits of diversity—and because corporations are combin-
ing environmental, sustainability, and governance (ESG) 
policies with AI initiatives—DEI data now rolls up into 
reporting protocols, which increases transparency and 
accountability.

To fulfill client expectations for diverse legal teams, 
firms are focused on staffing client-facing legal teams 
with women, people of color, veterans, persons with dis-
abilities and LGBTQIA+ individuals. Applying this strategy, 
many firms have made progress on improving the optics 
for their DEI programs; however, law firm leadership and 

business management functions remain primarily staffed 
by white men. According to Law360’s 2021 Glass Ceiling 
report, only 30% of law firm executive committee mem-
bers in 2020 were women. Only 23% of equity partners 
were women and only 3% were women of color.

Tracking DEI Metrics
Although it’s a relatively straightforward exercise for 

firms to actively recruit and hire candidates of under-
represented groups, building DEI policies and processes 
entails more than reporting on diversity statistics.

Firms tend to focus on metrics that are easy to calculate 
and explain both internally and externally—things like the 
percentage of female lawyers, distribution of minority-
group representation, and pay rates. While these statistics 
tell a part of a firm’s DEI story, they don’t capture how a 
firm is performing on equity and inclusion.

Many firms are wrestling with defining what equity and 
inclusivity mean within the context of the organization—
not to mention how to measure it. Client-driven expecta-
tions that legal teams are in alignment with the culture 
and diversity present in the client’s own organization are 
pushing firms to figure this out and better educate their 
staff on DEI policies and goals.
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Assessing a Vendor’s Talent Pool
As the importance of efficacious DEI programs increases 

with respect to vendor selection, clients have progressed 
from merely asking about DEI policies during the RFP 
process to requiring documented proof. For instance, 
clients are asking timekeepers that bill them to complete 
a personal profile form that captures relevant DEI data to 
keep on file.

Firms that are assessing DEI data in a broader, more 
accurate context are defining benchmarks and metrics 
that tell the real DEI story—like the ratio of hires to 
attrition. According to Law360 Pulse, more than 24% of 
lawyers who left their firm in 2020 were people of color, 
even though they represent just 18% of attorneys at law 
firms. While firms that are early in the DEI journey may be 
reporting progress on the number of new hires that are 
people of color, more sophisticated firms are monitoring 
and benchmarking things like attrition rates for people 
of color. Higher-than-average attrition rates for people 
of color would reflect poorly on a firm’s performance on 
equity and inclusion.

Additional context that some firms and corporations 
are scrutinizing include the types of legal work as well 
as the individual tasks that lawyers work on. Being given 
exposure to higher-value practice areas as well as tasks 
that challenge and increase skills are indicators of greater 
equity and inclusion.

Perhaps the ultimate measure of equity is to evalu-
ate the categories of attorneys, generally partners, who 
receive origination credit for the client revenue generated. 
More and more corporations are asking for this informa-
tion to incorporate into their law firm DEI evaluations.

Although client organizations are placing increased 
weight on DEI metrics generally during the RFP process, 
we’re not yet observing firms specifically losing significant 
existing business due to weak DEI results. We are, how-
ever, witnessing a continuous movement toward diversity 
being a deciding factor for new legal work when all other 
things—skill sets, results, expertise—are equal.

On the vendor side of the coin, continuous recruitment 
and influence of Millennial and Gen-Z legal talent is driv-
ing increasingly progressive DEI policies and programs as 
younger generations grow and mature in their careers.

Building Successful Vendor Management Programs
Building a successful vendor management program 

starts with a clear definition of the general counsel’s goals 
for the legal department overall and understanding that 
DEI benchmarks will vary across industries and locations.

Let’s say, for example, that health-care lawyers are 
mainly older white men. If a health-care client organiza-
tion were to benchmark a health-care firm’s DEI metrics 
against firms serving other industries, it’s not a meaning-
ful comparison. Similarly, if an insurance carrier is working 
with a range of small firms dispersed across the country, 
firms that operate in areas with diverse populations—like 
Houston, Texas—will benchmark higher on DEI metrics 
than firms that operate in areas with more homogeneous 
populations—like Boise, Idaho.

To get an accurate read on meaningful comparisons that 
affect vendor selection, client-side decision-makers need 
to be careful about how they slice the data. Beyond the 
metrics, decision-makers should consider contributions 
their firms are making in their communities—things like 
lawyers mentoring young people in their high schools.

Rewarding Vendors for DEI Progress
As firms build and improve their DEI programs over 

time, client organizations benefit from encouraging and 
rewarding progress. Some client organizations invite high-
performing firms to participate in awards ceremonies and 
networking events while publicly acknowledging firms 
that are making the most progress.

Others will offer opportunities to pitch incremental 
business or give credit for law-firm community contribu-
tions. Offering these carrots builds a sense of shared pur-
pose that strengthens the firm-client relationship while 
improving DEI performance, which is a win-win for clients 
and firms alike.
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