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I t has been 100 years since the first female 
attorney in South Africa, Irene Geffen, was 

admitted to the profession. Since then, women 
in law have made great strides, especially 
since 1994, but there is still a long road to 
travel.
About five years ago, the notion of introducing 
government-imposed gender equity targets 
and measures for the legal profession in South 
Africa was formally raised. 
In a discussion document published in the 
Government Gazette of 13 July 2018, the 
Commission for Gender Equality recommended 
various steps to bring about gender 
transformation in both the judiciary and the 
legal profession. 
These ranged from legislated flexible working 
hours and mandatory mentorship programmes 
for all women attorneys and advocates to 
specific ‘quotas’ for women in leadership 
positions, among other things.
No such measures have yet been imposed on 
the profession, which continues to be self-
regulating as far as gender equity is concerned. 
And while there is still a great deal to be done 
before gender parity can be said to be imminent, 
the profession has been paying closer attention 
to gender transformation than ever before.
For Bowmans, as a leading African law firm, 
this is not only the right thing to do but is also 
good business. We are starting to experience the 
many benefits that come with the commitment 
to equity (in all its forms). 
These include credibility in the African legal 
marketplace, the ability to attract top talent, 
decision-making based on a spectrum of voices 
and views and, critically, the ability to solve 
clients’ business challenges by exploring their 
problems from the different perspectives that 
diversity brings.
DEALING WITH OBSTACLES WOMEN 
ENCOUNTER
In the legal profession generally, evidence 
suggests that female graduates may feel more 
at home in corporate legal departments than 

in legal practice. Also, women attorneys tend 
to leave the profession earlier and in higher 
numbers than men.
For example, there is a sizeable gap in the 
number of female law students graduating from 
our universities and those actively practising 
law. According to statistics published on 
the Law Society of South Africa’s website, 
practising women attorneys presently make up 
42% of attorneys in South Africa, but this is 
significantly lower than the number of females 
graduating and being admitted to the profession.
As the Commission for Gender Equality 
noted in its 2018 discussion paper, there are 
no substantial gender barriers in university 
admission and qualifying as an attorney. ‘Focus 
should therefore be at legal practice level,’ the 
Commission wrote. 
The obstacles practising women attorneys 
face include pre-existing social networks 
predominated by male professionals, an unequal 
distribution of work to female practitioners, and 
clients and colleagues questioning the talent 
and experience of female practitioners. This is 
according to Matilda Lasseko-Phooko of the 
University of Pretoria’s Women’s Rights Unit 
and Associate Professor Safia Mahomed of 
Unisa’s College of Law. 
Other factors that can make law firms less 
hospitable for women, the two researchers say, 
are lower visibility because women are still the 
primary child caregivers, and maternity leave 
as an obstacle to achieving targets for billable 
hours.
Bowmans has implemented some carefully 
thought-through programmes to level the 
playing field for women at all levels of our firm.
PARENTAL TRANSITIONS AND 
UNCONSCIOUS BIAS
Knowing that balancing family and professional 
responsibilities is a challenge for many women 
– and some men, too – we have a Parental 
Transition Coaching programme available to 
all Bowmans employees who are expectant and 
new parents. This is a significant competitive 
differentiator for the firm.

Another big – yet often hidden – obstacle 
for female advancement is unconscious bias, 
where people unknowingly project their 
perceptions about ‘others’ into the workplace. 
Our Unconscious Bias Programme has raised 
awareness about how unconscious bias works 
and how to recognise and respond to it. This 
programme is an important part of creating an 
inclusive environment at Bowmans.
In supporting the women of Bowmans to move 
up in their careers, we have been implementing 
a series of leadership development programmes 
for women at different career stages for a 
number of years. First, we introduced the 
Accelerator programme for senior women 
leaders. Next came Ignite, a five-month 
leadership programme for female senior 
associates and managers. Most recently, we 
introduce the Ascend programme, which builds 
on the Accelerator programme.
The result is a steady increase in female 
representation across the firm: currently, 58% 
of Bowmans employees are women and 36% of 
our partners are women.
We now have female heads of each of our 
departments in South Africa: Ashleigh Hale in 
the Corporate Department, Lusanda Raphulu 
in the Dispute Resolution Department and 
Shamilah Grimwood-Norley in the Banking and 
Finance Department. There are also women in 
leadership positions in our Kenyan, Mauritian 
and Zambian practices.
At firm governance level, the Management 
Board, women outnumber men, accounting for 
56% of members.
Of course, it is not enough to focus on the 
numbers of women entering and progressing in 
the legal profession. Ultimately, it is the culture 
of a law firm that determines how hospitable 
women perceive it to be and whether or not 
they choose to stay and grow with it.
We are confident that working as allies helps 
us to affect positive change and develop an 
environment that recognises and promotes the 
talent and potential of each member of our 
firm.   
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