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The Top Firms For Minority Equity Partners 

By Natalie Rodriguez 

Law360, New York (August 20, 2017, 8:02 PM EDT) -- If progress on diversifying the legal industry in 
general is slow, progress at the equity tier is at a crawl, according to the latest survey of more than 300 
firms for Law360’s 2017 Diversity Snapshot. 
 
While the proportion of minority attorneys at law firms that provided data grew from 14.11 percent in 
the 2015 survey to 15.27 percent this year, the number of minority equity partners inched up from 7.08 
percent to 7.87 percent over the same two-year period. 
 
Meanwhile, American Bar Association statistics show that minorities have made up more than 20 
percent of law students for almost two decades. 
 
These 40 firms, however, are outpacing their peers in maintaining a diverse equity partnership — often 
by a wide margin. 
 
For the first time, this year’s list focuses solely on minority equity partners. In doing so, it leaves out the 
nonequity tier, which isn’t as lucrative or influential. It also separates firms into size categories for the 
first time in order to present a better peer-to-peer comparison. 
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While a handful of firms are showing a relatively large proportion of racially diverse equity partners, the 
top 10 in each size group can also cover a wide spectrum. 
 
For example, among midsize firms with 300 to 599 lawyers, the firms in the second half of the top 10 are 
only a few percentage points above that size group’s average of 6.98 percent. 
 
Experts say this dearth of minority equity partners is due in part to diverse attorneys getting off the path 
early on. 



 

 

 
Many are taking a long-term pay cut and heading to a government job or in-house counsel role, 
according to legal industry consultant Sharon Jones. Many don’t see a bright future in BigLaw, where 
they must rely on getting assignments and business from partners — at in-house or government jobs, 
there is no losing battle for billable-hour credit to contend with, she said. 
 
“Equity partners make a lot of money. You don’t walk away from that lightly,” Jones said. “You already 
made a huge investment, and if you thought you could make it, you probably would try to do it. But if 
you don’t think you have a chance, you make another plan.” 
 
So how are these top firms creating a clear path for minority attorneys to progress up the career rungs? 
Here are a few lessons from the firms that have made Law360’s diverse partner list at least two out of 
the three years it has appeared. 
 
Taking Center Stage 
 
In 1995, Susan Pan was fresh out of George Washington 
University Law School when she joined Sughrue Mion PLLC. 
The intellectual property boutique has made Law360’s list 
for the past three years running, and this year, it has an 
equity partnership tier that is 26.53 percent minority 
attorneys. 

 
From the start, the Asian-American attorney was interacting 
with senior partners, and early on, she received 
opportunities to argue before district-level federal judges. 
Her husband, an Asian-American IP attorney who practiced 
at a large firm at the time, pointed out the differences 
between his experience and what Pan was encountering at 
Sughrue Mion. 
 
“He was several years ahead of me in the track and said, ‘I’m 
still waiting for the day when I can do more than carry the 
briefcase and take notes in the courtroom,’” she recalled. 
 
Pan believes the firm’s inclusion of young attorneys on 
tough tasks fosters a “psychological safety” that helps retain lawyers in general — and diverse attorneys 
in particular. 
 
The experience of being part of high-level projects and cases helps them believe that they will have a 
chance to build a relationship with a top client or open a new practice area or office, which in turn keeps 
diverse attorneys around long enough to rise to the equity tier, she said. 
 
“I think the openness, safety and encouragement — that really makes a difference,” Pan said. 
 
Pan, who is based in Washington, D.C., was elected into the firm’s nonequity partnership in 2001 and 
voted into the shareholder tier the following year. 
 



 

 

That kind of inclusion and confidence-building also helps propel diverse senior attorneys upward, said 
Irma Rodriguez Moisa, a Hispanic equity partner with Atkinson Andelson Loya Ruud & Romo PLC. The 
midsize firm, which counts two Hispanic founding partners, has made the Law360 partner diversity list 
all three years. This year, a quarter of its equity partners are minorities. 
 
Within months of Rodriguez Moisa joining the firm in January 2006, other partners asked her to handle 
matters for their clients without direct supervision, allowing her to forge credibility and long-term 
relationships with those clients, she said. 
 
“You have to show a reputation for being able to connect with clients and build a book,” Rodriguez 
Moisa said. “I think too many associates of color are relegated to working behind computers.” 
 
Making It Rain 
 
Building a book of business is crucial for ambitious associates because it is often the first hurdle to clear 
on the path to partnership. For minority attorneys, though, there can be challenges that aren’t readily 
apparent, according to experts. 
 
“Many may be first-generation lawyers, and, for that reason, it may be a little more of a challenge in the 
beginning to get the concept of business development,” said Catalina Sugayan, a Filipina-American 
equity partner at Sedgwick LLP. “Most are not running to the golf course and may not have those 
contacts from family and friends, so it may take a little bit more work on making sure these attorneys 
are being included in pitches and have mentors.” 
 
Sugayan came over to Sedgwick as an equity partner in 2008, and she now chairs the diversity 
committee at the firm, which made Law360’s partner diversity list for the second time with 18.37 
percent of its equity tier composed of racial and ethnic minorities. In that role, she oversees a program 
that aids up-and-coming minority attorneys in creating 
business marketing plans — ultimately leading to client 
development and a boost in billable hours. 
 
At large law firms, however, the billable-hours hurdle to 
partnership can be exacerbated by rigid compensation systems 
that often don’t let minority attorneys — who are usually not 
the lead attorney on a team — get credit for a project, Jones 
said. 

 
The firms doing well at pushing diverse attorneys into their 
equity tier often have more flexibility on this end, she said. 
 
For example, Wilson Sonsini Goodrich & Rosati PC, which made 
Law360’s partner list for its third year with 20.3 percent 
diverse equity tier, recently created a shadow mentoring 
program where younger attorneys can sit in on partner calls 
with clients. 
 
While the attorneys don’t bill the client, they do get billable-
hour credit for the time. It’s a program that is open to all 



 

 

associates, but it particularly benefits diverse attorneys. 
 
“It’s great to provide that opportunity,” said Myra Sutanto Shen, an Asian-American tax attorney who 
was elected into Wilson Sonsini’s single-tier equity partnership in January. 
 
The program didn’t exist while Shen was a junior attorney. But as she approached the point where she 
could seriously be considered for partnership, the firm did give her a boost at client development in 
other ways. 
 
Shen worked with a coach who polished up her presentation skills to help with client development. The 
firm also helped guide her in how to brand her expertise in corporate transactions. 
 
In 2009, Shen co-authored a piece for the M&A Tax Report with her mentor and supervisor, Ivan 
Humphreys. Last year, she wrote a piece in the same journal on her own. 
 
The firm “allows someone who can work independently and 
take initiative to really develop their career and achieve 
what their goals are without being constrained by 
hierarchy,” Shen said. “The firm really encourages people to 
stake out their career and control the development of their 
career.” 
 
Building a Network 
 
In October, about 75 Sedgwick attorneys filed into a 
conference room for the firm’s seventh inclusion and 
diversity committee symposium to listen to keynote speaker 
David Kelly, general counsel for the Golden State Warriors, 
talk about the importance of sponsorship in promoting 
diversity up the career ladder. 
 
Around the same time, the firm’s diversity committee sent 
out one of its biannual newsletters touting accomplishments 
of minority attorneys to the firm at large. And last year, the 
firm’s San Francisco office held its first “diversity potluck,” 
adding to regular events like ice cream socials and book 
drives. 
 
For the firm, these efforts help ensure minority attorneys are fully integrated into the Sedgwick 
community. The efforts also put these attorneys on the radar of law firm brass, who can offer them 
opportunities that ultimately lead to equity partnership. 
 
Programs like Sedgwick’s can address the problem of affinity bias, in which people instinctually gravitate 
to people who are like them, according to Jones. Such bias can silo minority attorneys, leaving them 
bereft of the connections and client-sharing needed to secure them work and sponsorship to the equity 
partner track. 

 



 

 

“You want to disrupt that bias,” Jones said. 
 
Some of the top firms for minority partners also encourage minority attorneys to form strong 
connections with other attorneys of color. Forging such a support network can in turn carry diverse 
attorneys to equity partnership. 
 
At Northern California’s Hanson Bridgett LLP, which has seen its proportion of minority attorneys in the 
top ranks increase for the past three years to 19.35 percent, the firm encourages minority attorneys to 
join the Leadership Council on Legal Diversity and the California Minority Counsel Program. 
 
The firm sponsors memberships and supports attorneys’ leadership roles in various minority bar 
associations, according to Naomi Smith, director of attorney recruitment and diversity at the firm. 
 
Another firm that pushes for leadership roles in organizations that promote diversity is Roig Lawyers, a 
Florida boutique with 50 percent of its equity tier composed of minority attorneys.  
 
Julie Nelson, a black equity partner at Roig Lawyers who sits on the diversity and inclusion committee of 
the Florida Bar, believes this can help up-and-coming attorneys strengthen ties to the diverse 
community that the firm serves, ultimately securing more work. 
 
“I do believe when you look at our partners, it reflects the community we serve,” Nelson said. 
 
For Robert Kum, a recently elected equity partner and litigator at Sedgwick, being an active member of 
the firm’s Asian Pacific Islanders Lawyers Forum has led to connections that helped build his 
environmental toxic tort business — all while combating the feeling of getting lost in the BigLaw crowd. 
 
“Especially when you get into larger firms,” he said, “it’s hard to get noticed.” 
 
--Editing by Jeremy Barker and Christine Chun. 
 
Methodology: Law360 surveyed more than 300 U.S. firms, or vereins with a U.S. component, about their 
overall and minority headcount numbers as of Dec. 31, 2016. Only U.S.-based attorneys were included in 
the survey, and firms had to have at least 20 U.S.-based attorneys to participate. 
 
Firms are ranked based on the percentage of equity partners who self-identify as minorities. At firms 
marked with an asterisk, some attorneys declined to self-identify. Firms that declined to disclose their 
equity partnership gender data were not eligible for the ranking. 
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