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Editor’s note: This is part of a series of Q&As with lead-

ing women in the legal profession, in honor of National 

Women’s History Month. They were conducted and writ-

ten by the legal recruiting firm Major, Lindsey & Africa.

Anna Erickson White, a securities litigation 

partner, has spent her entire career at Morrison 

Foerster, starting there as a summer associate in 

1991. From early on, she was involved in different 

firm committees; she was the associate representa-

tive of the Palo Alto, California, office, managed 

the summer associates for two years and shortly 

after becoming a partner in 2000, sat on the firm-

wide associate evaluation committee and was the 

head of litigation in Palo Alto. “I enjoyed those 

opportunities because it gave me a broad perspec-

tive of the firm and introduced me to the different 

people and practices in the firm,” she says. She 

served as MoFo’s firmwide managing partner twice, 

from 2006–09 and 2012–15. Currently, she is on 

the firm’s executive committee and board of direc-

tors and works in the San Francisco office.

Who helped you the most on your career path?

I was lucky; I started in the Palo Alto office, which 

was about 100 attorneys at that time, and was led 

by AC Johnston, a long-time Morrison partner 

who retired at end of 2016. AC is a prince. He set 
the tone of the ligation group in that office: Work 
hard and produce excellent work product, treat your 
colleagues with respect and have fun. AC was also 
an important mentor to me because he was always 
encouraging and a big advocate for supporting and 
promoting women. He gave me a significant amount 
of opportunities and set a really good example of 
how I wanted to be as a lawyer and partner.

Were there any moments early in your career 

that surprised you in terms of how you were 

treated? What struggles did you encounter and 
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In a Q&A, she opens up about support systems and keeping an eye on the long-term outlook.



how did you overcome those roadblocks in your 

career?

As an associate, I honestly didn’t have many strug-
gles related to being a woman; my colleagues were 
very supportive of my work and me. I had my first 
daughter in my second year and my second daugh-
ter after I was elevated to partnership. Although 
we didn’t have a part-time policy at the time (and 
I had few, if any, women role models), the partners 
and associates I worked with were flexible with my 
schedule so that I could balance raising my daugh-
ters and working. We now, of course, have a great 
part-time policy available to our lawyers. To this 
day, I am grateful for my colleagues’ support, and it 
has engendered a lot of loyalty from me. Many of my 
colleagues remain like family to my daughters.

All that said, there were times, of course, when 
gender issues would pop up. For example, after I 
came back from my first maternity leave, I was work-
ing with a male partner and my good male friend 
joined the case. Once my friend joined, the two of 
them would start talking about sports when we were 
together. Since I wasn’t interested in sports at the 
time, I started feeling at a disadvantage and isolated. 
I talked to my friend about it and we reached a com-
promise: He couldn’t talk about sports when we were 
all together and I couldn’t talk about kids. It worked 
for us (and, of course, we had fun enforcing our deal).

What I learned from experiences like that was 
the importance of communication. As a seventh-
year associate, the year I was up for partner, I was 
working on a matter that was going to trial within a 
matter of months. My older daughter was five at the 
time and I was pregnant with my younger daughter 
when the firm asked me to go to Japan for two weeks 
to take depositions. I’d been traveling a lot and it 

was taking a toll on my daughter and me. I told 
the firm I wanted to go but would like to take my 
daughter with me and they said it was fine. What’s 
most telling about that experience is that I felt that 
I could make that request and that it would not 
(negatively) affect my partnership prospects.

What was your greatest challenge as the firm-

wide managing partner of Morrison Foerster? 

What keeps you up at night?

The things I worry about the most are the pres-
sures on law firms in terms of showing annual 
growth in profits. That’s important in a competitive 
market, but I worry it can be at the cost of having 
a long-term focus in a profession with a long tail 
(meaning it can take a long time for people to build 
their careers and a client base). Over the last five 
years or so, we’ve made it a priority to build for the 
long term by giving opportunities to younger tal-
ent at our firm, in both the leadership and practice 
ranks. It’s made a difference and will be the gift that 
keeps on giving.

How important is it to your law firm to have 

women in leadership?

Very. The advancement of women in our firm and 
the legal profession is extremely important to us. 
I’m proud of what we’ve done over the last decade 
or so. When I started, I was one of the few women 
in leadership positions in the firm. There were two 
female managing partners before me, but there 
hadn’t been many females in leadership on the prac-
tice group side. We’ve really pushed to have women 
as leaders in practice groups and as department 
chairs. It’s made a big difference. As there are fewer 
women in our partnership, it’s required, at times, to 
ask these women who take on leadership roles to 
stretch themselves. They do it and they excel.
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How do you or your organization help women 

advance in the workplace and the legal profession?

We host a women’s summit every 18 months, 
rotating between San Francisco and New york. 
We invite our female clients and put on a day-long 
program to discuss issues in various areas of the 
law as well as law firm practice. It helps our female 
attorneys and our in-house counterparts to improve 
their reputations and build connections. It’s been a 
huge success.

Internally, my big focus last year was on recruit-
ing more outstanding women lawyers to our already 
outstanding team. I personally spent a lot of time 
last year searching for and recruiting women securi-
ties litigation attorneys. I am very happy to say we 
added four women to our team last year. The more 
women on the team, the easier it is to retain and 
recruit other talented women.

What advice would you give to young lawyers 

who desire to become a partner in a law firm?

Develop personal relationships with the people 
you work with, which requires effort on your part. 
Do not be shy about asking to go to lunch or stop-
ping by someone’s office and asking for feedback or 
just to talk about an assignment (instead of doing it 
over email). Those things were really important to 
my career because people got to know and trust me, 
and it made difficult conversations easier. That’s a 
huge piece of building a career regardless of whether 
you want to make partner. But it takes work, so asso-
ciates need to be conscious of that and not assume 
partners are going to take the lead. yes, partners 

have lots to do, but they will usually be pleased to 
be asked.

Don’t underestimate the importance of a good 
support system. That means taking the time to 
develop friendships with the people you work with.

Do great work and make sure you give yourself 
time to do it. Be realistic, though, about how much 
you can take on. Make sure you can deliver quality 
work—and then let it shine.

Build and maintain professional relationships out-
side the firm from your first days as a lawyer. These 
relationships may not seem like they will pay off 
immediately, but they will soon enough.

Take opportunities even if they scare you. Stretch. 
Don’t be afraid to ask for help to prepare for those 
opportunities. If it means taking on pro bono mat-
ters or speaking opportunities, do it. They will help 
you become a better lawyer. Show the people you 
are working with that you are interested in your own 
development.

Keep your eyes on the long game. For example, if 
you have kids or other things that take up time that 
you would otherwise be spending on work, embrace 
them and try not to get impatient. When you’re 
ready, you’ll get back in the game and those inter-
ruptions will have been beyond worth it.

Own the firm and try to improve it from early on. 
you can participate in so many things—recruiting, 
the summer program, taking new colleagues out to 
coffee or lunch or trying to improve law firm tech-
nologies, for example. Those are essential character-
istics of a good partner, after all.


