
 

 

 

 

Portfolio Media. Inc. | 860 Broadway, 6th Floor | New York, NY 10003 | www.law360.com 
Phone: +1 646 783 7100 | Fax: +1 646 783 7161 | customerservice@law360.com  

 

BigLaw Looks To Clear Partnership Path For Pregnant Attys 

By Andrew Strickler 

Law360, New York (March 24, 2015, 6:15 PM ET) -- BigLaw's historical hostility to work-life balance is 
mellowing, experts said, as more firm leaders promote partnerships for female lawyers out on maternity 
leave and for those who have just returned from significant breaks. 
 
That was the message from a group of BigLaw partners who achieved that goal despite taking lengthy 
breaks at critical junctures in their path to partnership. And while industry experts say the legal 
profession lags behind many others in terms of gender diversity, BigLaw is making progress in 
transforming a work culture many still see as hostile to parental leave and family life. 
 
Partners at Blank Rome LLP, Sidley Austin LLP, and Orrick Herrington & Sutcliffe LLP told Law360 in 
separate interviews that when the time came for them to have children, they and their firms looked at 
short-term hits to their billables as a minor consideration compared with their overall contributions. 
 
Leigh Ann Buziak, a litigation partner in Blank Rome's Philadelphia office, said she had no thought about 
how motherhood might impact her career in her early years at the firm. But after she got married in 
2010, the birth of her son and a six-month maternity leave landed in 2013 — the same year she was to 
get a final evaluation for partner promotion. 
 
But any anxiety about the impact of her absence on the firm’s decision was tempered, she said, by a 
“well-paved” path of other women who had also taken significant maternity breaks without derailing 
their promotions.  
 
“My thinking was: 'I have a record here. I’ve been here almost 10 years. I’ve billed X number of hours a 
year. I've done all these kinds of things,' ” she said. “I felt I could stand on my record and I thought the 
firm would see it that way, too.” 
 
Buziak said she was pleased but not surprised when she was promoted to partner just days after 
returning from a six-month leave. While still on a part-time schedule, Buziak was also named chair of the 
firm’s general litigation practice group. 
 
“This time around, because I am in a leadership position, I think I will want to stay more plugged 
in,” Buziak said last week as she prepared for the imminent birth of her second child and another 
maternity leave. “But I fully expect to be able to come back and resume where I left off.” 
 
The ubiquity of firm policies aimed at keeping valued lawyers in their jobs through personal leave has 
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been pushed in part by clients demanding that firms better reflect their own corporate diversity or that 
of their customers and clients. In many cases, that push includes demands for firm gender breakdowns 
as part of pitches for new work. 
 
Along with calls from quarters within the profession to retain more female lawyers, many managers are 
showing more willingness to promote partners taking leave in important periods of their career or find 
creative scheduling solutions for rising lawyers returning from personal breaks. 
 
"All too often women (and men) ... believe the ‘promotion to partner’ formula is work your ass off for 
your entire career or you're out,” Caren Ulrich Stacy, founder of the OnRamp “returnship” fellowship 
program for female lawyers, said in an email. “That's dead wrong. If you are a talented lawyer and the 
partners (and their clients) want you to stay long term, they will find ways to work with you.” 
 
Buziak and others attributed their relatively smooth transitions through maternity leave and the partner 
gantlet to a number of factors: strong individual support from practice heads, greater emphasis overall 
in their firms on retaining talent, less focus on billables alone and more on performance, and more men 
and women using flexible schedule options to be with their kids.  
 
“In my time here, I am seeing a lot more men with families leaving at five and more associates saying, ‘I 
want to see the baby before she goes to sleep,’” Buziak said. “It’s not just a women’s issue. It’s a family 
issue, and I think it helps everyone when it's treated like that.” 
 
Forty-five of Blank Rome’s 205 current partners are women, and five were promoted since 2012 during, 
just prior to, or after their maternity leave, the firm said. 
 
But despite some success stories and what many call an overall more agreeable attitude about family 
leave, women continue to be underrepresented among firm partners and in leadership roles. Law360’s 
most recent Glass Ceiling Report found women making up just 21 percent of law firm partners and 43 
percent of nonpartner ranks. 
 
A report last year from the Association of Corporate Counsel also found widespread concern about 
work-life balance among lawyers taking in-house positions. A large majority of female caregivers — 70 
percent — said being a caregiver had a negative impact on career advancement. 
 
While no comprehensive data on the overlap of maternity leave and partner promotions exists for the 
legal industry, many lawyers said that, anecdotally, it appears their firms are sincere in their effort to 
evaluate rising associates on total contributions and prevent breaks from impacting promotions. 
 
Kelly Kriebs, a corporate finance partner at Sidley Austin LLP in Los Angeles, said she was prepared for 
the possibility that her pregnancy in her “up” partner year in 2007 and a planned leave might delay or 
even disrupt her promotion. But the promotion came just days before her son was born and the start of 
a six-month leave. 
 
“For my own peace of mind, I said to myself that if this is going to impact that promotion process, that’s 
something I can live with,” she said. “As it turned out, it didn’t really matter, and the decision was based 
less on time spent in the office and more on my overall experience.” 
 
Orrick partner Analea Patterson, who works primarily with tech companies on regulatory issues, 
credited a firm policy on writing out a detailed maternity leave plan with easing her transitions.  



 

 

 
That plan, which included discussions with practice and office leads, focused on how and when she 
would hand off work and outlined a realistic workload on a reduced schedule for her return in 2010. 
 
Patterson was promoted to senior associate while on leave in 2010 — her second since joining the firm 
in 2005 — and remained on a reduced schedule through her promotion to partner last year. 
 
Having stated expectations and modestly reduced hours allowed her to make breakfast for her two kids 
— often after an early-morning work call — and even make it to an occasional swim practice for her 
older daughter, she said. 
 
“I felt like there was total buy-in around me for my plan and that made it so much easier,” she said. “I 
knew I was meeting the firm's expectations and clients’ expectations, and I didn’t have to hide or 
pretend to be something I couldn’t be at that time.” 
 
Patterson called her relatively smooth move up, despite leave and reduced work hours, “less unusual in 
2015 than 2005.” 
 
“There is more of a path for this now,” she said. “Seeing other women partners who are making it and 
having kids and haven’t lost their minds, that is reassuring.” 
 
--Editing by Jeremy Barker and Patricia K. Cole.  
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