
Women Now Lead in Law Firm Associate Roles: A Turning Point in Legal
History

For the first time in history, women now represent the majority of law firm associates, marking a significant
demographic shift in the legal profession. Additionally, women account for over 40% of federal government
attorneys, according to the American Bar Association’s 2024 ABA Profile of the Legal Profession.

This groundbreaking development highlights an evolving legal landscape, with women steadily transforming the
gender dynamics of a field long dominated by men.

The "Decade of the Female Lawyer"
The ABA report projects that the period from 2016 to 2026 "may become known as the Decade of the Female
Lawyer." This prediction underscores the rapid transition of the legal profession from a male-majority to a female-
majority workforce.

Although male attorneys still outnumber women at a ratio of 58% to 41%, this gap is narrowing. Factors
contributing to this shift include the consistent rise in women graduating from law schools and the retirement of
older, predominantly male attorneys.

From 2019 to 2023, women earned 12,175 more Juris Doctor (JD) degrees than men, reflecting a significant increase
in the number of women entering the profession.

Key Findings from the ABA Report
The 2024 ABA report, now in its sixth year, compiles comprehensive data on legal professionals, law students, and
judges. This year’s report also includes a dedicated chapter on women in the profession. Key areas covered
include:

Lawyer demographics
Wages in the legal profession
Legal education
Representation of women in the judiciary and government agencies

One of the most notable shifts is the rise of women in private law firms, driven by data collected by the National
Association for Law Placement (NALP).

Women’s Impact on Private Practice
Women law graduates are fueling the demographic shift in private practice. The report reveals that 58% of female
law graduates choose private firm roles, a rate comparable to 60% of male graduates. However, the overall higher
number of women graduating from law schools ensures their growing presence in these firms.

The report suggests this trend will likely continue as women maintain their majority in law school enrollment,
which has persisted since 2016.

The Persistent Gender Pay Gap
Despite the growing representation of women in law, the gender pay gap remains a significant challenge. While the
report highlights a 19.2% increase in average lawyer wages from 2021 to 2023, it does not clarify whether this
growth has narrowed the wage disparity for women.

Historical data sheds light on the issue. A 2020 study by Major, Lindsey & Africa revealed that male equity
partners in top law firms saw a 42% increase in compensation over the past decade, compared to just 22% for their
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female counterparts.

In 2023, the Journal of the Legal Profession published findings suggesting that pay transparency could help
address this persistent gap. However, disparities in compensation remain a stark reality.

Women in Government Legal Roles
Women are also making strides in government service. According to the report, women now make up the majority
of attorneys in several federal agencies, including:

Education: 69%
Health and Human Services: 66%
Housing and Urban Development: 59%
Social Security Administration: 61%

Despite this progress, women remain underrepresented in larger agencies with substantial legal staff, such as the
Department of Justice, Department of Defense, and the military branches.

Additionally, the report notes that women are increasingly entering government service at a rate similar to men —
11% of women graduates versus 12% of men. With more women earning JDs overall, the number of female
attorneys in government roles has grown steadily.

Women in Legal Education and Leadership
The growth of women in the legal profession is also evident in education and leadership roles. Some notable
statistics include:

Law School Enrollment: Women have outnumbered men in law school since 2016, making up 52% of JD students
in 2024.
Law Faculty: By 2024 or 2025, women are expected to become the majority of full-time faculty in ABA-accredited
law schools.

However, leadership roles remain an area where gender disparities persist. In 2023, only 28% of law firm partners
were women, and men still dominate high-ranking positions such as federal judgeships, state supreme courts, and
corporate counsel roles.

A Historic Shift Decades in the Making
The rise of women in the legal profession is part of a broader historical trend. In 1950, only 3% of lawyers were
women. By 1980, that number had grown to 8%. The percentage of women lawyers continued to increase steadily,
reaching 20% in 1991, 27% in 2000, and 41% in 2024.

This progress reflects the resilience and determination of women entering and thriving in the legal field, despite
systemic challenges such as pay inequities and underrepresentation in leadership roles.

Looking Ahead
As women continue to shape the legal profession's future, the report emphasizes that their growing numbers are
likely to drive further changes in the industry. However, achieving true equity will require addressing persistent
challenges, including pay disparities and the underrepresentation of women in leadership roles.

With more women entering and excelling in the legal profession, the 2024 ABA report is a testament to the strides
made and a call to action for continued progress. This is truly a pivotal moment in the legal profession's history —
and women are leading the way.

 


