
14 President’s Page
Michigan Bar Journal      January 2011

Here and Now

Diversity Matters

n my previous President’s Page, 
I shared with you highlights of 
my personal story to illustrate 
the importance of learning to 

step outside of the silos that we all so often 
become comfortable living in, embracing a 
larger and more diverse slice of life, and chal-
lenging ourselves and others to do likewise. 
The bottom line is that stepping outside of 
your personal comfort zone and learning to 
accept, respect, and value people who dif-
fer from you—those who come from differ-
ent backgrounds, experiences, cultures, and 
the like—can yield great personal benefits in 
the form of rich and rewarding experiences. 
I believe that, as a profession, we will all ben-
efit if we work at becoming more diverse.

Since beginning my term as SBM presi-
dent, I have met and visited with hundreds of 
lawyers and judges across the country. Many 
have asked me whether and why diversity 
still matters for our profession. My answer 
is: it absolutely does, and here’s why.

Why Diversity Matters

Recent studies show that although the 
legal profession is far more diverse and in-
clusive today than at any time in our nation’s 
history, obstacles to equal access and oppor-
tunity for success in the profession remain:

Between 1993 and 2008, approximately •	
3,000 first-year students were admitted 
to U.S. law schools, but the percentages 
and numbers of African-American and 
Mexican-American students declined dur-
ing that period despite the fact that both 
groups improved their respective college 
grade point averages and LSAT scores.1

Women comprise just over 50 percent •	
of the U.S. population and nearly half 
of those entering law schools today, but 
comprise only 33 percent of the U.S. law-

yer pop ulation, 20–25 percent of the ju-
diciary, and approximately 18 percent of 
law firm equity partners.2

Racial and ethnic minorities are approx-•	
imately 33 percent of the U.S. population, 
but represent only 10 percent of the U.S. 
lawyer population, less than 10 percent 
of judges, and approximately 6 percent of 
law firm equity partners.3

Approximately 25 percent of all medical •	
doctors, 21 percent of all accountants, and 
18 percent of college professors are peo-
ple of color, but, again, the figure is 10 
percent for the U.S. lawyer population.4

The attrition rate from law firms for women •	
of color is nearly 100 percent after about 
8 years.5

The proportion of attorneys of color in •	
the country’s largest 200 law firms has 
decreased for the first time in the past 10 
years; between September 2008 and Sep-
tember 2009, such firms lost 5 percent of 
their nonminority attorney population, 
9 percent of their Asian-American and His-
panic attorneys, and 13 percent of their 
African-American attorneys.6

The trends in Michigan are just as bleak:

Among all active SBM members in Michi-•	
gan who reported their race and ethnicity 
(24,594 or 74.3 percent of respondents), 

lawyers of color make up merely 15 per-
cent of Michigan’s lawyer population.7

Although they comprise nearly 50 per-•	
cent of the general population and 50 
percent of first-year law school classes, 
women comprise just 31 percent of SBM 
membership.8

In 2008, a total of 596 individuals be-•	
came SBM members. Of this number, 3.5 
percent were African American (in 1985, 
it was 7.8 percent) and 1.5 percent were 
Hispanic Latino-Americans.9

These trends are striking. They run coun-
ter to recent U.S. demographic trends show-
ing that the U.S. population is more ethni-
cally and racially diverse than ever before, 
and increasingly so.10 They also run counter 
to the growing need for broad and diverse 
cultural competencies in business settings 
with rapidly expanding technological and 
financial links across borders and into niche 
markets.11 Moreover, the trends run counter 
to the fundamental notion of fairness and 
equality that are the hallmarks of our legal 
heritage and undercut public confidence in 
our justice system and in the rule of law and 
other important rationales.12

Modest Proposals
The big-picture challenge is to shift the 

diversity paradigm. The dialogue about di-
versity must move beyond its traditional 
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borders of race, gender, and ethnicity to 
include persons with disabilities; the les-
bian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) 
com munity; and seniors. And the dialogue 
must go beyond measuring success by sheer 
numbers alone; rather, the focus must be 
on building cultures inside workplace envi-
ronments where diverse perspectives are 
respected and valued based on how those 
perspectives contribute to the mission and 
work of an organization and, in some cases, 
how they contribute to the bottom line. In 
addition, more effort and success is needed 
on diversity in the “educational pipeline”13 
and informal and formal mentorship pro-
grams—first to get more diverse students 
admitted to and graduated from law schools, 
and then to train and groom them for suc-
cessful careers. Scholarships and loan for-
giveness are important tools that make it 
easier for people with diverse backgrounds 
to undertake legal careers. Mentorships are 
essential to success for any new law school 
graduate and perhaps more so for people 
with diverse backgrounds who often lack 
role models in their places of employment.

How the State Bar is Helping 
to Meet the Challenge

Although racial and ethnic minorities, 
women, people with disabilities, the LGBT 
community, and seniors face less exclusion 
today than in the past, I borrow the words 
of poet Robert Frost to remind all of us that, 
as a profession, “[we] have miles to go be-
fore [we rest].”

Here is what the SBM is doing to help 
meet the challenge:

The SBM Board of Commissioners has •	
unanimously adopted Michigan’s Pledge 
to Achieve Diversity and Inclusion in the 

Profession, which is a “Call to Action”14 
on the part of individuals and legal or-
ganizations to renew commitments to 
achieve a diverse and inclusive workplace 
environment and adopt meaningful and 
culture-specific assessment tools by which 
to measure and recognize success.

Creating an SBM Presidential Diversity •	
Advisory Group comprised of diverse 
representatives from law firms, corpo-
rate legal departments, special-purpose 
bar associations, and governmental enti-
ties to provide input and counsel regard-
ing appropriate survey mechanisms and 
assessment tools to be developed and 
used in connection with the pledge.

Seeking diverse representation in the mem•	 -
bership of the SBM Executive Committee 
and all committees and sections through 
the presidential appointment process.

Issuing an SBM presidential “Call to Ac-•	
tion” addressed to the chairs of all com-
mittees and sections to support the pledge 
and urge them, where appropriate, to 
form permanent subcommittees to un-
dertake diversity-related initiatives and 
programming as part of that section’s or 
committee’s regular work.

Using the SBM website as a centralized •	
source of data collection and reporting, 
including plans for a calendar of sched-
uled diversity-related events and programs 
sponsored by Michigan-based bar asso-
ciations and law schools.

An ancient Chinese proverb says that 
“any journey of a million miles begins with 
the first step.” As the SBM continues its jour-
ney toward diversity and inclusion, and as 
I continue my own personal journey dur-
ing my term as president, I ask, again, that 

you do your part individually or on behalf 
of any legal organizations of which you are 
a member. Visit the SBM website at http://
www.michbar.org/diversity/pledge.cfm 
and become a signatory to the pledge, and 
do it today! n
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