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Dissertation

aBstraCt

The present study examines the professional status of women attorneys in Finland 
and Poland in the context of changes affecting the field of legal assistance. The 
thesis addresses two main questions, specifically how Finnish and Polish women 
attorneys compete in their professional field and what kind of resources they 
use to advance their legal careers. Additionally, it asks how Finnish and Polish 
women attorneys differ in terms of their resources and career choices. The com-
parative perspective builds upon latest discussions on careers, gender and pro-
fessional work in order to situate women attorneys’ career choices and outcomes 
within and across Finnish and Polish socio-cultural contexts. drawing on career 
theory, Bourdieu’s theory of practice and feminist theories, the study offers an 
interdisciplinary approach to research on professional work. The research applies 
the mixed methods design by combining quantitative and qualitative empirical 
data collected in Finland and Poland. The analysis draws on statistics, 304 survey 
responses and 25 semi-structured interviews. The findings present how national 
variations in both professional and domestic architecture lead Finnish and Polish 
women attorneys into differential career choices and outcomes. In both countries, 
women attorneys’ agency is characterised by the desire to combine a rewarding 
career with a fulfilling personal life. However, they are embedded in the gendered 
contexts which condition at least some of them to make trade-offs between the 
objective and subjective aspects of career and success. This is particularly evident 
in the case of Polish women attorneys. The findings also demonstrate how both 
social class and gender function as intertwined vectors of power and inequality 
in the field of legal assistance. The study shows that women attorneys bring in a 
new form of cultural capital – feminine capital, which can, under certain condi-
tions, benefit women’s competitiveness and therefore professional status.

Keywords: women attorneys, women’s careers, career success, legal career, femi-
nine capital, competitiveness, social capital, cultural capital, field of legal assis-
tance, Finland, Poland.
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aBstrakti

Tutkimuksessa tarkastellaan naisasianajajien ammattiasemaa Suomessa ja 
Puolassa muuttuvalla oikeudellisten palveluiden kentällä. Väitöskirjassa kysy-
tään, miten suomalaiset ja puolalaiset naisasianajajat kilpailevat ammatillisella 
kentällään, ja millaisia resursseja he käyttävät edistääkseen uraansa. Lisäksi ky-
sytään, millaisia ovat suomalaisten ja puolalaisten naisasianajajien resursseihin 
ja uravalintoihin liittyvät erot. Tutkimuksen vertaileva näkökulma kiinnittyy 
viimeaikaisiin keskusteluihin urista, sukupuolesta ja professionaalisesta työstä, 
joiden kautta naisasianajajien uravalintoja ja -menestystä tarkastellaan ja ver-
taillaan sosio-kulttuurisissa konteksteissaan Suomessa ja Puolassa. Työ pohjaa 
urateorioihin, Bourdieun käytännön teoriaan ja feministisiin teorioihin tarjoten 
monitieteisen näkökulman professionaalisen työn tutkimukseen. Tutkimuksen 
monimenetelmäisessä asetelmassa yhdistellään laadullisia ja määrällisiä aineis-
toja Suomesta ja Puolasta. Analyysit pohjautuvat tilastoihin, kyselyaineistoon (n= 
304) sekä 25 puolistrukturoituun haastatteluun. Tutkimuksessa havaittiin, miten 
kansalliset erot ammattikuntarakenteissa ja kotitalouksien arkkitehtuureissa joh-
tavat naisasianajajilla erilaisiin uravalintoihin ja -menestykseen. Molemmissa 
maissa naisasianajajien toimintaa luonnehtii halu yhdistää palkitseva ura ja an-
toisa henkilökohtainen elämä. Kuitenkin sukupuolittuneet kontekstit edellyttä-
vät usein kompromisseja objektiivisten ja subjektiivisten urien ja uramenetyksen 
ulottuvuuksien välillä. Erityisen keskeistä tämä on puolalaisten naisasianajajien 
kohdalla. Tulokset osoittavat myös, kuinka yhteiskuntaluokka ja sukupuoli toi-
mivat risteävinä vallan ja eriarvoisuuden tuottajina oikeudellisten palveluiden 
kentällä. Tutkimuksessa näytetään myös, kuinka naisasianajajat hyödyntävät uu-
denlaista kulttuurista pääomaa – feminiinistä pääomaa – jolla he voivat tietyissä 
olosuhteissa vahvistaa kilpailukykyään ja ammatillista asemaansa.

Avainsanat: naisasianajajat, naisten ura, uramenestys, lakiura, feminiininen 
pääoma, kilpailukyky, sosiaalinen pääoma, kulttuurinen pääoma, oikeudellisten 
palveluiden kenttä, Suomi, Puola.
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1 Introduction: 
Contextualising women 
attorneys’ careers

“Women today have the equal right to make the same bargain that men have made for cen-
turies - to take time from their family in pursuit of success. (…) There is nothing wrong with 
money or power. But they come at a high price.” (Belkin 2003, 3) 

1.1 Positioning the study 

1.1.1 the research problem and questions  
This study draws on the careers of women attorneys1 who belong to the Finnish 
Bar Association and the Polish Bar Council and practice law in the private sector 
with the title of attorney2. Attorneys can practice law in different types and sizes 
of law firms such as, for example, sole practices and small, middle-sized or large 
law firms3 which provide legal advice to either corporate bodies or individual 
clients. In both countries there is a set of requirements which candidates need to 
fulfil in order to gain the title of attorney. Afterwards, they can practice law as 
generalists, when they do not have any particular specialisation, or they can be 
specialised in a specific area of law such as administrative, constitutional, corpo-
rate and commercial, immigration, intellectual property, law and employments, 
just to mention a few. Attorneys’ work responsibilities may consist of, for example, 
the preparation of legal documents such as transferring property and founding 

1 In this study, when I refer to attorneys I mean the narrow professional group of lawyers who possess 
a Master’s degree in Law and have passed the bar exam. They are members of the Bar Association and 
therefore practice law with the title of attorney-at-law. In the studies they are sometimes also referred to 
as “advocates”. The Anglo-American body of studies and literature on lawyers applies the term “practic-
ing lawyers”. My understanding is that the term practicing lawyers covers all lawyers who are qualified 
to offer legal advice for financial or other tangible compensation on a wide range of legal matters and 
draw up various legal documents such as contracts, wills, legal opinions, transactions etc. In this respect, 
attorneys belong to the larger category of practicing lawyers. Nonetheless, in this study I use the term 
“attorneys” for the group I research and the term “lawyers” for all other lawyers who are also qualified 
to provide legal advice to clients, but they do not have the same professional qualifications as attorneys. 
In addition, it needs to be clarified that the term “lawyers” is a general notion that embraces the whole 
population of law graduates who work in different law professions, both in public and private spheres.
2 In Finland and Poland attorneys comprise a separate profession with its own structures. In this study 
I refer to it by the terms, “the profession of attorney”, “legal practice” or “legal profession”.  
3 There are five main levels in their employment; specifically of counsel, partners, associates, junior 
associates, trainees or attorney apprentices. The professional situation of attorneys can vary widely as 
they can work in the positions of salaried attorneys, contractors and self-employed solo practitioners.
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companies, offering legal advice and consultations on a wide variety of matters, 
as well as representation and assistance provided to individual or corporate cli-
ents before the courts (International Labour Organisation 2009, 156). 

The topic of women in law professions and particularly women attorneys has 
attracted much attention, especially in the USA, Canada and Australia. Particular 
focus has been paid to their slower career advancement compared to men lawyers. 
It has been specifically noticed that whereas the proportion of women among law 
students and graduates is increasing continuously, their representation is decreas-
ing along with their progress towards higher levels in the professional hierarchy. 
This has prompted a body of scientific inquiry on women’s underrepresentation, 
firstly, among lawyers in general and, secondly, among practicing lawyers in 
positions of prestige and influence. For this reason, the status of women among 
practicing lawyers has been subject to systematic studies in order to explore the 
disadvantaged position of women within the internal hierarchy of the profession 
(e.g. Catalyst 2001, 2009; Elliott and Smith 2004; Epstein 1993; Hagan and Kay 1995; 
Hagan and Kay 2007). For example, Epstein’s (1993) landmark work documented 
the progress of American women within legal structures and culture. Epstein 
(1993, 380-386) concludes that a change in the inclusion of women as true mem-
bers is not solely dependent on women and therefore great efforts by women is 
not enough to change the legal profession. The studies have indicated that the 
structure and culture of the profession is inculcated with expectations, norms 
and values that disadvantage women’s career development (e.g. Bacik et al. 2003; 
Bacik and drew 2006; Rhode 2003; Spencer and Podmore 1987; Hagan and Kay 
1995). In this respect, studies have pinpointed that women continue to face par-
ticular challenges, both of a tangible and intangible character, when they attempt 
to advance their careers within the legal profession (Kay and Brockman 2003, 51-
53). The Australian case has shown that women lawyers’ careers continue to be 
characterised by fewer opportunities for advancement and training, meaningful 
assignments and strategic clients (Thornton 1996). Also, the socialising and net-
working patterns of men lawyers have been found to disadvantage women’s pro-
fessional status (e.g. Back et al. 2003; Thornton 1996). Some scholars have noticed 
that women lawyers are more likely to opt for career options in the public than 
private sector (e.g. Hunter 2003a, 2003b; Kay and Brockman 2003). Finally, research 
on successful Canadian women has revealed that the largest gender division in 
the pursuit of career and success was found among lawyers (Lituchy et al. 2006, 
146-147). Women lawyers reported limited access to power and financial resources 
and therefore needed to build their careers on other qualities such as general ex-
pertise and female networking (Lituchy et al. 2006, 146-147). due to the universal 
character of some of these findings, the issue of women lawyers has also attracted 
researchers’ attention in the European context (e.g. Schultz and Shaw 2003). 

The aim of this study is to stimulate research interests on women attorneys and 
lawyers in Finnish and Polish contexts in order to explore how the above-men-
tioned findings correspond with the professional situation of women attorneys in 
both these countries. It is intriguing to notice that some pinpointed trends appear 
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also to be relevant for Finnish and Polish women attorneys. For example, women 
are still less likely to practice law as attorneys in both countries. According to sta-
tistical data, the legal practice is still dominated by men as women attorneys’ pres-
ence was about 25 % in Finland and about 30 % in Poland in 2008 (Choroszewicz 
2009). This data indicates that men continue to quantitatively dominate this pro-
fession despite the prevalence of women among law students in both countries. 
Nonetheless, there is a paucity of research on particularly women attorneys’ status 
within the internal hierarchy of the legal communities in Finland and Poland. 
They participate in a highly competitive area of professional work which has not 
been studied enough due to, for example, the difficulty in gaining access to this 
particular professional group as well as a scarcity of available data. 

The last empirical studies on women lawyers in both these countries were un-
dertaken in different economic circumstances (Silius 1992; Szafraniec 1982). Silius 
(2003a) in her last article on women lawyers in Finland revised some of her theses 
from 1992 in relation to the changing reality of lawyers’ work. This study attempts 
to fill the existing gap in knowledge on women attorneys’ careers in Finland and 
Poland, particularly with regard to the recent numerous transformations which 
have radically reshaped the context of lawyers’ work, exposing them to more 
dynamic competition. In this respect, the legal profession located in the private 
sector is undergoing rapid changes in both countries characterised by greater 
competition due to, amongst others, an increase in the number of lawyers and the 
emergence of international law firms (Fuszara 2003; Silius 2003). This may have a 
salient influence on women’s status within this particular field.

The study aims to answer two main research questions. Firstly, the objec-
tive is to analyse how Finnish and Polish women attorneys compete in their 
professional field. This broad question covers some subquestions, specifically 
what they compete about and what kind of resources they use in their pursuit 
of legal careers. Secondly, the study investigates whether Finnish and Polish 
women attorneys differ in terms of their resources for competition and what the 
origins of these differences are. In relation to the first research question, women 
attorneys’ careers are studied as manifestations of women’s agency within par-
ticular social structures in which they aim to accrue and mobilise resources 
available to them in order to improve or maintain their own positions within 
the internal hierarchy of their profession. The study investigates how effective 
women are in their ability to realise their goals and advance their professional 
interests within specific professional and social circumstances. By doing that, 
this dissertation approaches the critical analysis of the field of professional ac-
tivity in which women attorneys develop their careers referred to as “the field 
of legal assistance”. The study draws on the argument Leiper used in her work 
on Canadian women in the legal profession that “women’s marginal status may 
give them a clearer vision of the systematic inequalities and outdated practices, 
but it does not necessarily enhance their standing in a profession where many of 
the norms continue to reflect men’s lives” (Leiper 2006, 43). As a result, it engages 
in an inquiry on what kind of competition territory the field of legal assistance is 
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for Finnish and Polish women attorneys seen from women’s perspective. due to 
that, this study can be considered a counterbalance to the growing individualisa-
tion of women’s career choices (e.g. Hakim 2002) which conceals the structural 
dimension of women’s professional choices and outcomes. 

The choice of countries has been motivated by the urge to acquire more in-
sights into women attorneys’ professional status in the two countries which may 
appear ostensibly as different with regard to women’s employment opportunities. 
For example, Finland and Poland differ considerably in terms of the employment 
rate of women. In 2009 Finland was characterised by a high female employment 
rate (67.9 %) which provided Finland with a leading position among countries 
with a small gender gap in employment (Eurostat 2010). By contrast, Poland with 
its relatively low female employment rate (52.8 %) fell under the European aver-
age in 2009 (Eurostat 2010). Poland was also characterised by a remarkably higher 
gender gap in 2009 (Eurostat 2010). In addition, historically Finland and Poland 
have been noticed to pose interesting cases for cross-cultural studies with regard 
to social structures, lifestyles and identities (e.g. Allardt and Wesołowski 1978; 
Bokszański and Tolkki-Nikkonen 1990; Michułka and Leinonen 2004; Roos and 
Siciński 1987). due to the paucity of comparative studies specifically on women, 
this comparative project initiates a discussion on professional women in Finland 
and Poland. It also encourages the writing of comparative projects between both 
countries with regard to how women’s potential is being enacted in the specific 
professional and socio-cultural context characteristic for both countries.

1.1.2 the theoretical and structural design of the study 
The study proceeds along two main theoretical perspectives which concentrate 
on women’s careers and their participation in the professional context. These 
two standpoints are similar as they are inculcated with the similar assumption 
that favours a certain orientation in working life underpinned by linear and up-
ward career advancement. I draw on both perspectives in order to pinpoint their 
shortcomings as well as potentials in relation to their application for studying 
professional women. I argue that these two standpoints need adaptations in order 
to embrace the changes that have affected family life, gender relations, labour 
markets and professions. I advocate for inclusion of these transformations as rel-
evant for research on careers and professional activity. For instance, the disconti-
nuity and insecurity of professional activity have also been increasingly affecting 
professional groups. These changes have contributed to the diversity of careers 
and career paths. In addition, individual expectations towards quality of life and 
work have increased, embracing the frequently disregarded issue of work-life rec-
onciliation that is nowadays becoming increasingly relevant not only for women 
but also men professionals. Nonetheless, it is still more frequently applicable to 
women professionals, particularly in the highly prestigious professional context. 
Therefore, it is discussed extensively in this work. 

In addition, it is particularly relevant to continue to study gender in specific 
professional contexts in order to examine its implications for women’s careers 
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which may differ across the professions. Mather (2003) and Silius (2003b) aptly 
notice that gender interacts with other contextual factors and therefore, its way 
of functioning depends, to a great extent, on the context it operates within. due 
to that, this study examines women’s agency in relation to other axes of differen-
tiation, specifically class and profession. Young et al. (2002, 225) emphasise that 
“gender is inextricably interwoven into the structure, functions, and social mean-
ing of career”. It echoes the findings of scholars on women’s careers who pinpoint 
the male character of career properties as well as professional project in general 
(see e.g. Acker 1990; Witz 1992; Naffine 1990). Historically, gender and class were 
the main bases for recognition of ineligible groups who were labelled as unde-
sired in a particular professional context. Regarding the legal profession, women 
were considered for a long time as undesired “others” and therefore were denied 
formal access to it. Although, finally, women gained access to all law professions, 
the informal exclusion of women acquires more subtle patterns (e.g. Brockman 
2001; Leiper 2006). The legal profession, with its long history in both formal and 
informal constraining mechanisms targeted at women, poses an interesting yet 
unexplored area of research in both Finland and Poland. 

The aim of this dissertation entitled Managing Competitiveness in Pursuit of a 
Legal Career: Women Attorneys in Finland and Poland is to situate women’s legal ca-
reers within the social and professional specificities of both countries. This objec-
tive is initiated in this introductory chapter by outlining the presence of Finnish 
and Polish women among legal professionals. Additionally, the contextualisation 
of women attorneys’ careers is enhanced in Chapter 1 through the highlighting 
of the major differences in the structure of the legal professions as well as the 
socio-cultural contexts between both countries.

Chapter 2 continues the theoretical discussion initiated in the introductory 
chapter by explaining the interdisciplinary character of the study informed by 
career research, Bourdieu’s theory of practice and gender theories. The chapter 
starts with the general consideration of the complexity of women’s careers and 
women’s agency. Subsequently, it concentrates on three main concepts derived 
from career research, specifically: career, career satisfaction and career success. 
The aim is to appropriate them for studying women attorneys’ careers. This re-
quires a women-specific research focus that would build upon values tradition-
ally associated with women but originally disregarded in career research (see e.g. 
Gallos 1989; Larwood and Gattiker 1987; Larwood and Gutek 1987; O’Neil and 
Bilimoria 2005a, 2005b; O’Neil et al. 2008). Subsequently, the chapter proceeds to 
focus on women’s agency as embedded in a particular context. In this respect, 
Bourdieu’s theory of practice (1977, 1990b) provides a rich framework for studying 
the interplay between women’s agency and its professional and social structures. 
His theory builds upon three major analytical tools: field, habitus and capital, 
which permit the exploration of the dialectic relationship between women at-
torneys and their broader context of professional and social structures. For this 
reason, women attorneys as social agents are considered in relation to their ability 
to acquire and use the resources which yield power to influence their professional 
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positions in their field of professional activity. The perspective applied here is 
that access to the field in which attorneys participate and the specific positions 
within this field is linked to specific forms of resources to which Bourdieu refers 
to as “capital”. While Bourdieu focuses primarily on social class as a source of 
capital differentiation, the application of gender perspective permits to explore 
both social class and gender as axes of capital differentiations. due to that, the 
discussion in the chapter 2 moves beyond Bourdieu in order to examine women’s 
agency in relation to its embeddings in gendered social and professional contexts, 
which contribute to women’s differentiated working experience and orientation. 
For this reason, the theoretical discussion draws on the works of scholars who 
have worked with Bourdieu’s theory and its appropriation for studying gender 
as a source of capital differentiation (e.g. Huppatz 2009, 2012; Lovell 2000; McCall 
1992; McNay 1999, 2000; Ross-Smith and Huppatz 2010). 

Chapter 3 explains the methodological choices and procedures of the research 
process. It describes the process of acquiring quantitative and qualitative data. 
The study applies the mixed methods design in order to enhance the validity of 
interpretation of findings as well as to overcome the shortage of available data. 
Additionally, the mixed methods design is applied to surpass the challenges 
linked to the acquisition of information concerning this particular professional 
group. In total the analysis draws on 304 survey responses collected from a popu-
lation of Finnish and Polish women attorneys and 25 semi-structured interviews 
conducted predominantly with the respondents of the survey. 

Chapter 4 initiates the empirical analysis on women’s legal careers, sources of 
career satisfaction and success. The combination of both quantitative and qualita-
tive data permits to detect similarities and differences in the careers of women 
attorneys’ between Finland and Poland. The findings emerging from a quantita-
tive analysis initiate the further qualitative investigation on careers regarded as a 
linking pin between female agents and the context in which they develop their ca-
reers (Gunz and Heslin 2005, 109). The use of data in this part of the study reflects 
the research process proceeding from quantitative findings towards their qualita-
tive explorations. The chapter looks at the women’s representation and working 
patterns among attorneys in the main district bars in Finland and Poland, namely, 
Helsinki and Warsaw. It draws attention to the particular commitment of Finnish 
and Polish women attorneys to the intrinsic aspects of their professional work. 
Finally, it indicates the disparities among women with regard to extrinsic career 
aspects which appear to originate, amongst others, from the social structures 
underlying women attorneys’ juggling career and family life. 

Chapter 5 focuses on the analysis of the informal dimensions of closure among 
attorneys based on capital differentiation. The women’s competitive potential is 
examined as informed by both class and gender dispositions. As Bourdieu’s ap-
proach is seen as inculcated with social class perspective, the gender and femi-
nist theories enhance the investigation of women’s competitiveness as associated 
with gendered dispositions and expectations. In the latter approach, the particular 
emphasis is on gender as well as intersections of gender and social class in the 
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production of capital differentiation that influences women’s agency in the field 
of legal assistance. The chapter represents the shift in focus into more critical 
approach towards the analysis of women’s competitive potential in relation to 
the appropriated forms of behaviour, orientation, dispositions and rules of the 
competition in which women attorneys are involved in. The gender perspective is 
applied to examine women’s working experiences in terms of, for example, orien-
tations, preferences, professional expectations, requirements and women’s career 
choices as relevant to the circumstances of the legal profession in Finland and 
Poland. The objective is to pinpoint the subtle disparities within the respondents 
and interviewees of the same national group in their use of resources as relevant 
to the field of legal assistance in realising their career goals. The change in the per-
spective implies the shift in the relationship between quantitative and qualitative 
data. While the analysis presented in the Chapter 4 departures from quantitative 
data and the combination of quantitative and qualitative data, the analysis in the 
Chapter 5 is predominantly based on interview data supplemented, when applica-
ble, by quantitative findings. The analysis presented in the Chapter 5 contribute to 
the understanding of women’s diversity with regard to their capital which results 
in women’s differential career opportunities and professional status within the 
structures of the legal profession in Finland and Poland. This part of the argu-
mentation is rooted in the body of literature that focuses on women’s realisation 
of their specific contribution in terms of different values, needs and orientations.

The concluding Chapter 6 pulls together the main findings of the study along 
three main dimensions underlying women attorneys’ competitiveness, specifi-
cally: managing career choices and personal life, managing sameness and differ-
ences, and managing variations in social structures. The chapter discusses the 
relevance of the findings for other professional women in Finland and Poland. It 
also highlights the need for further research on both women and men lawyers 
in Finland and Poland.  

1.2 Finnish and Polish woMen attorneys in the 
wider soCial realM  

1.2.1 women as legal professionals
Finnish and Polish women gained relatively late access to legal education despite 
their right to study in all other fields. The first graduation of a woman from a law 
department happened in Finland in 1906, but it was not followed by an increase 
in the percentage of females in general records of law by the end of 1950s (Silius 
2003, 309). Between 1975 and 2000 women’s share among lawyers increased dras-
tically from 13.6 % to 43 %, partly due to the extension of the university education 
system (Silius 2003, 389). Since then studying law has been continuously gaining 
popularity among female students. In 1989, for the first time, the number of first-
year female law students exceeded that of men and consequently in 1992 female 
graduates outnumbered male graduates (Pajuoja & Ervasti in Silius, 2003, 389). 
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According to the statistics of Akava4 (2009), women constituted 63 % of all law 
students who started their law degree in 2008.

In Poland women were not allowed to study law until 1919. The first female 
lawyer was signed up on the list of Polish lawyers in 1925 (Burakowski 1976, 20). 
However, the general number of women studying law equalled the number of 
men much earlier in Poland compared to Finland. In 1970s women constituted 47 
% of law students (Fuszara 2003, 373). This percentage continued to increase in the 
following years and at the end of 1990s women constituted 53 % of all Polish law 
students (Fuszara 2003, 373). However, these numbers were not reflected at that 
time in the share of women lawyers who were more likely to do administrative 
work and to obtain employment in the public sector. By contrast, men lawyers 
were more likely to monopolise the private sector (Fuszara 2003). 

Since 1990s researchers noticed a significant shift of women lawyers from the 
public to private sector in both Finland and in Poland (Fuszara 2003, 2005; Silius 
2003). Still, women’s representation varies greatly across the law professions as well 
as across the strata of the same profession (e.g. Fuszara 2003, 2005; Silius 2003).

The current trend in both countries indicates that the share of Finnish and 
Polish women among legal professionals remains high. According to Eurostat 
data in the years 2000-2008, Finnish women constituted 39-52 % and Polish wom-
en constituted 42-56 % of all legal professionals (see Figure 1.). despite the fact 
that law studies seem to continuously attract an increasing number of women, 
the Finnish and Polish legal professions as the top bastions of the private sector 
continue to be dominated by men.  

Figure 1. The distribution of women in law professions in 2000-2008, by country, in %. 

Source: Own calculations conducted on the basis of data received from Eurostat – LFS 2009.

4 Akava is an abbreviation for the Confederation of Unions for Professional and Managerial Staff in 
Finland which is a trade union confederation for individuals with university, professional or other 
high-level education. For more information see: www.akava.fi
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1.2.2 Attorneys in the legal market in Finland and Poland 
A law degree provides a passport to a wide variety of law professions, thus law 
graduates have a wide scope of choices with regard to professional paths such 
as judge, prosecutor, bailiff, notary, legal adviser, process server, public legal aid 
officer and attorney. Each of these professions may also have additional require-
ments for admission. Although the Finnish and Polish legal systems consist of 
relatively similar sets of law professions, there are also some disparities that are 
probably due to the different historical contexts in which the formation of law 
professions occurred (Zwara and Krasinska 2006). 

For instance, the Finnish legal system includes process servers and enforce-
ment authorities, who are public servants. Moreover, there are also public legal 
aid officers and public legal aid attorneys who are also state officials engaged in 
advocacy before courts of law (European Commission 2007a). In Poland there are 
additionally bailiffs and legal counsels. Polish legal counsels comprise a sepa-
rate profession, which has similar range of tasks and responsibilities as well as 
structure of the profession to attorneys. Nonetheless, it is still an independent 
profession with own leading institutions. due to that, in Poland the legal profes-
sion consists of two competing professional groups, namely, attorneys and legal 
counsels. The latter profession “emerged during the period of the communist 
dictatorship in Poland and was originally concerned with the provision of legal 
services to state institutions and undertakings” (Nascimbene 2009, 169).  In the 
course of time, both professions have converged in terms of their competence and 
rights except in the case of family and criminal law, which still belong exclusively 
to attorneys’ competence (European Commission 2007b). In contrast to legal coun-
sels, Polish attorneys cannot practice law based on work contracts. According to 
the professional ethos, attorneys are required to be professionally independent 
from any form of employed work. As a result, both professions represent sepa-
rate professional categories, with separate bodies and leading organisations. The 
number of legal counsels greatly exceeds the number of attorneys5 (Bojarski 2003, 
54, 56). In comparison to the profession of attorney, the profession of legal counsel 
is considered rather young and often does not have equivalences in other coun-
tries. The similarities in the professional competence of both professions have 
resulted in an ongoing discussion about a merger between attorneys and legal 
counsels; without a result for now. Specifically it appears difficult to the both pro-
fessions to reach a consent on what grounds a merger would happen (see Zwara 
2007, Sendecki 2007).

In Poland law studies are available at about 15 public and 15 private higher 
education institutions (Śliwa 2010, 6). In Finland only four universities, located 
in Rovaniemi, Turku, Helsinki and Joensuu6 educate lawyers who can undertake 

5 Until 2005 it had an elite character due to the low number of people accepted for attorney 
apprenticeships. Even today the access to the profession of attorney is rather expensive. While law 
studies are free, an attorney apprenticeship has a tuition paid yearly. It is argued that its costs are 
similar to the costs of tuition at private schools (Śliwa 2010, 19). 
6 Since 2013 the University of Eastern Finland has had the right to educate lawyers for lawyer-specific 
work.  
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lawyer-specific work or further education. In addition, Finnish law graduates can 
apply for one year’s training at a district court which provides them with the ad-
ditional title of Master of Laws with court training (varatuomari). In general, Finnish 
law graduates have a wide choice of professional options, which vary depending 
on required practical training and exam. Law graduates who want to become at-
torneys need to fulfil professional requirements and pass a special examination 
which tests their knowledge on professional conduct and competence (Suomen 
Asianajajaliitto 2011; Nascimbene 2009, 98). Theoretically, any law graduate from 
one of the four Finnish universities can become a member of the Finnish Bar 
Association7. In Finland there are, therefore, at most two main exams (an admission 
exam to law studies and the Bar exam) and the requirement of practical training. In 
Poland, by contrast, there is a specific path leading to almost every law profession8 
which consists of basic law studies, an advanced apprenticeship combined with 
practical training and the final exam. Thus, attorney apprentices need to complete 
a three-year attorney apprenticeship and complete an obligatory practical training 
which can be completed in courts, law firms, prosecutor’s offices, administrative 
bodies or other entities. After the completion of study and training periods and 
successfully passing the final bar exam, an attorney apprentice acquires attorney 
qualifications and is accepted to the Bar. There are, however, some exceptions with 
regard to the attorney apprenticeship and exam for some categories of lawyers who 
have prior experience in any of the other law professions9. 

The professions of attorney in Finland and Poland have their own structure 
and leading institutions which supervise the processes of institutionalised forms 
of inclusion and exclusion. The Bar Association gathers attorneys within every 
country and regulates the organisation of the profession, membership, supervi-
sion of attorneys’ professional conduct as well as practical training. For this rea-
son, Finnish and Polish attorneys must be members of the Bar Association in their 
country in order to practice law with the title of attorney-at-law. In addition, in 
Poland attorney apprentices also need to be members of the Bar, as their progress 
in practical training is supervised by the Bar. The Bar Association also makes 
decisions concerning entry of new members based on the fulfilment of member-
ship requirements regarding professional qualifications, skills and experience. 
The candidates need to prove that they have acquired certain experience and 
knowledge of professional conduct and ethics. The Bar also has legitimacy to ex-

7 If she or he meets the following requirements: “(a) be at least twenty-five years of age; (b) have 
undergone the legal training necessary for becoming a judge; (c) be of good repute and have the 
personal qualities required to practise the profession; (d) have sufficient ability and practical experience 
[at least 4 years of working experience in the administration of justice or similar duties, out of these 
two years in the lawyer’s office and dealing with legal matters]; (e) have passed a special examination 
for lawyers” (Nascimbene 2009, 98). 
8 There are 8 types of apprenticeships in Poland: the apprenticeship of advocates, legal counsels, 
judges, public prosecutors, notaries, bailiffs, the general apprenticeship and legislative. 
9 Some persons can approach the bar exam without prior participation in an attorney apprenticeship: 
doctors in law studies and law graduates who were involved in establishing or applying law for a 
certain period of time and fulfilled other conditions required by the Bar. In addition, some persons are 
exempted from the obligation to participate both in attorney apprenticeship and bar exam: professors 
of law and doctors with habilitation in legal studies; persons who passed exam for judges, prosecutors, 
legal counsels or notaries (Nascimbene 2009, 165-175). 



  23

clude or start disciplinary proceedings against attorneys in case they are accused 
of behaviour contrary to the professional code of ethics. In this way, the Finnish 
Bar Association and the Polish Bar Council attempt to ensure the adequate profes-
sional conduct and quality of legal advice of their members. While the function 
of these two Bar Associations is similar in both countries, they differ slightly in 
their structures. While in Finland there is the so-called Finnish Bar Association 
(Suomen Asianajajaliitto) of which all Finnish attorneys are members, in Poland the 
Polish Bar Council10 (Naczelna Rada Adwokacka) is formed by different bodies and 
has a more representative and regulative character. In Poland, attorneys belong 
to any of 24 district chambers which attorneys and trainees join on a regional 
basis. Each of them also has its own bodies and disciplinary courts (Nascimbene 
2010, 170). The Finnish Bar Association supervises and regulates the practice of 
all Finnish attorneys who are divided into 12 district chambers. 

Regarding the access to the profession, in both countries it is possible to be-
come an attorney by following a direct path to it. The path, however, is more 
structured11 in Poland than in Finland. In addition, it is possible to become an 
attorney after acquiring prior professional experience in other law professions 
in both countries. Also the required training period seems to be less formally 
organised in Finland. In Poland, for example, the training period starts officially 
after passing the entrance exam to an attorney apprenticeship and it needs to be 
officially supervised by a more experienced attorney referred to as a “patron”. 
The patron does not necessarily need to be an apprentice’s supervisor at a work-
place. Patrons can only from distance supervise an apprentice’s training, legal 
education and eventually their professional progress. In the course of an attor-
ney apprenticeship, apprentices acquire new qualifications which allow them to 
practice law more independently. For example, after only six months of practice, 
an attorney apprentice in Poland can act as a substitute for an attorney before 
lower courts and authorities (Nascimbene 2009, 172). In both countries, attorney 
apprentices become completely independent and professionally responsible in 
their professional conduct after the successful completion of the final bar exam. 
After acquiring the title, a novice attorney can continue working in their current 
practice or change their workplace. The prominent difference between Finnish 
and Polish attorneys is the entitlement to practice law on work contracts which 
is granted to Finnish attorneys. This is legally forbidden to Polish attorneys. This 
disparity can be of particular importance specifically for women attorneys with 
regard to their career prospects in both countries.12 

The career prospects of attorneys in both countries cover practicing law as 
an employer or employee. As employers, attorneys may establish their own solo 
or joint practices. Attorneys can also be promoted to the position of law firm’s 
partners and in this way become employers. In addition, attorneys can start their 

10 The Polish Bar Council is an organ of self-government of advocates that consists of the President, 
advocates elected by the National Bar Assembly and deans (presidents) of district Bar Councils.
11 With regard to certain educational and practical steps as well as exams which are required to be 
followed. 
12 This issue is empiriclly explored in chapters 4 and 5. 
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legal careers by being employed in a law firm. This option, however, is not di-
rectly available to Polish attorneys. Polish attorneys have to register their own solo 
practice as soon as they acquire their attorney qualifications. This is linked to the 
fact that they cannot work on employment contracts. Thus, Polish attorneys can 
establish their own sole practices or joint co-practices. In addition, as solo practi-
tioners, they can offer their services to large law firms on some kind of semi-work 
contracts between them as solo practitioners and the firms, but these cannot be 
simple work contracts (Nascimbene 2009, 175). 

In general, the most common types of law practices in Finland and Poland are 
small lawyers’ firms or different types of joint practices such as lawyers’ associa-
tions, registered partnerships, civil-law partnerships, professional partnerships 
and limited partnerships (Nascimbene 2009). These law practices may consist of 
attorneys and other lawyers as well as law graduates and law trainees. In addi-
tion, there are also some international law firms which have their branch offices 
in the biggest cities of Finland and Poland, particularly in Helsinki and Warsaw. 
Also the majority of central offices of the largest Finnish and Polish law firms are 
located in the capital cities and only their smaller branch offices are situated in 
other cities. 

1.2.3 the socio-cultural contexts of women’s careers in finland and 
poland
This study endeavours to recognise and explore a contextual account of women 
attorneys’ careers in Finland and Poland. The particular focus is devoted to the 
socio-cultural context that creates a particular arena for individual action and 
the realisation of career interests and goals. The position of the study is that 
women’s careers are, as Young et al. (2002, 224) define it, “situated in a cultural 
field, and it is this field that affords and constrains career possibilities”. due to 
that, the socio-cultural context is investigated in terms of what kind of conditions 
and opportunities it generates for women attorneys’ professional activity and 
career choices. For instance, work and childcare arrangements may contribute 
negatively or positively to women’s situation on the labour market. In this respect, 
the socio-cultural context may play a prominent role, particularly in relation to 
women’s careers through the generation of particular architecture of opportuni-
ties with regard to work-life reconciliation. Evetts, in her studies on women’s 
careers in different professions such as in teaching, law and engineering, advo-
cated for a multidimensional perspective on women’s careers in order to see their 
careers in a broader context (e.g. Evetts 1990, 1994, 2000). Other career researchers 
have also advocated for a more interdisciplinary approach in the analyses of ca-
reers in order to achieve a fuller understanding of the processes involved in the 
pursuit of a career (Khapova & Arthur 2010). dany et al. (2003, 705) summarise it: 
“[T]o study careers orients attention not only to the external features of working 
lives – positions, promotions and organizational and occupational career struc-
tures – but also to how people perceive these features, as well as to the dialectical 
relationships between people and their environments”.  
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The influences of socio-cultural context on individual careers may be twofold: 
external and internal. The external influences transpire through the legislation 
and policies of the state which, as Connell puts it, “has the capacity to ‘do’ gender” 
(Connell 2002, 103). Thus, the state – via its actions and policies – can maintain, 
reinforce or transform the cultural assumptions underpinning gender. For pro-
fessional women, it means that the state may generate fewer or more supportive 
conditions for their participation in employment. Floro and Meurs (2009, 10) ar-
gue that “[T]he roles performed by men and women reflect existing gender rela-
tions, which are shaped by the interplay of cultural practices and social norms, 
economic incentives, political institutions and legal provisions”. In this respect, 
women’s participation in the labour force is a result of a range of actions and fac-
tors undertaken on the individual, cultural and structural levels. Additionally, 
taking Bourdieu’s perspective, the socio-cultural context may also be considered 
in terms of its internal influences on individual careers. In this perspective, wom-
en may be seen as subject to the invisible influences of environment as expressed 
in their internalisation of a certain orientation towards life goals, career aspira-
tions and opportunities (Wacquant and Bourdieu 1992, 13). 

The majority of studies on women lawyers citied in this work originate from 
the Anglo-Saxon tradition, which differs from that of Finland and Poland. In 
addition, Finland and Poland represent different welfare regimes which have 
been influenced by different political and social circumstances (cf. Allardt and 
Wesołowski 1978; Acker 1992). The most prominent disparities between Finland 
and Poland seem to concern approach to women’s participation in the labour 
market and the organisation of care. In both countries, women have been the 
main providers of unpaid care for children and elderly people. Therefore, the 
existence of mechanisms and policies for work-life reconciliation can appear to 
be of particular importance for women’s position on the labour market. In this 
light, the differences between Finland as an example of the Nordic welfare care 
regime, and Poland, as a post-socialistic country with a still prevalent family care 
model, need to be pronounced.  

The Nordic model of public social care services is ingrained with the prin-
ciple of universalism expressed in a uniform standard of services available to 
all its citizens (Anttonen and Sipilä 1996). Nonetheless, in reality not all citizens 
benefit equally from it (Anttonen 1994, 215). In addition, the Finnish model of the 
family has always embraced two breadwinners (Julkunen 1999). The model was 
motivated first of all by economic reasons and has therefore been at the centre of 
Finnish policies to ensure possibly equal access to employment for both women 
and men (Julkunen 1999, 90). The Finnish state has been continuously encourag-
ing women to engage in waged work through appropriate legislation such as, 
for example, the childcare act, the institution of equality policy in government 
administration, separate taxation for married people and parental leave applying 
to both parents (Julkunen 1999, 81, 88-89). In order to support women’s participa-
tion in employment and improve their situation in labour market, Finnish state 
shifted care responsibilities from the family to the state (Borchorst 2008, 29).  Also 
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Finnish women themselves have taken an active role in demanding the diversity 
of childcare subsidies so that it could serve women in different life situations. 
In this respect, the public organisation of childcare has always been seen as an 
essential political issue for women in Finland (cf. Anttonen 1994, 2003-4). It has 
been supported by a care ideology which considered professional care provision 
as better compared to the one organised within the family

For this reason, the historically model prevalent in Poland of a male bread-
winner and a housewife was never developed in Finland (Julkunen 1999, 87). 
However, Nousiainen and Niemi-Kiesiläinen (2001) notice that women’s benefits, 
although meant to support their economic independence and their participation 
in paid labour, have been still lower than those offered to men. In addition, the 
Finnish state’s support to women’s participation in waged work has been ad-
dressed in accordance with the demands of the labour market. It can be therefore 
argued that the need for a female workforce has been the driving force of wom-
en’s partial liberation from housework and childcare responsibilities in Finland. 
Nonetheless, Pylkkänen (1999, 38) observes that the “integration of women into 
public, male world, has not meant full equality; in fact the labour market, educa-
tion and wages are more segregated than elsewhere”. The gender segregation of 
the Finnish labour market is reflected in a considerably higher share of women 
employed in the public sector compared to men (Tilastokeskus 2011). Finnish 
women and men are noticed to work in different occupations and professions 
(Korvajärvi 2010, 185). Finnish women constitute also the majority among em-
ployees; whereas men are more likely to work as employers and entrepreneurs 
(Julkunen 2010, 127). In addition, Finnish women still more frequently choose to 
stay at home in order to care of small children which can be linked to their still 
unequal status in the labour market (Julkunen 2010, 117-119). In addition, the 
studies show that the situation of Finnish women in the labour market as well as 
their decisions to stay at home to take care of children depend, to some extent, on 
women’s educational background (Hakovirta 2001). 

Regarding Poland, the system of care facilities is less available to its citizens. 
The supply of public childcare services is scarce due to the limitation of resources 
and the low recognition of its demand by the public authorities (Plomien 2009, 
139). Instead, there is a relatively large offer of private and informal care supplied 
by private kindergartens, baby-sitters and family members. This currrent situa-
tion has been shaped by different historical, social and political circumstances 
compared to Finland. For instance, Allardt and Wesołowski (1978) noticed in 
the 1970’s that the ideals of socialism which were officially prevailing in Polish 
working life and gender policy, were in reality structured according to gendered 
expectations. Although both women and men were recognised as equal in their 
obligations to the economic activity for the wealth of socialistic country, women 
were assigned also with full responsibility for housework and childcare. In order 
to support women in their dual employment, they were provided with modest 
childcare facilities (Plomien 2009, 138-139). As a result, the equality advocated by 
socialism did not result in the revision of gender stereotypes and women’s libera-
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tion from housework and childcare responsibilities. Nonetheless, scholars have 
critically evaluated also the change that happened due to the shift from socialism 
to capitalism which only reinforced women’s role in the family (cf. Allardt and 
Wesołowski 1978; Fuszara 2000a in Plomien 2006, 262-263). Women’s positions in 
the labour market become less secure in the liberal market and less supported by 
public childcare facilities. The care facilities, which were used during the socialist 
period, were closed down in the transition period to capitalism (Plomien 2009). 
This obscured women’s already disadvantageous situation in the labour market. 
In addition, during Poland’s transformation from a planned to a market economy, 
many employees including women lost their jobs. As a result, some women were 
again ascribed to family unpaid labour of care and household. Some other women 
established their own firms in order to overcome the danger of unemployment.13 

Since Polish accession to the European Union, gender equality legislation has 
become one of the core objectives of the Polish government, which is reflected 
in the actions undertaken for the improvement of women’s position in the la-
bour market. Plomien (2009) in her paper on the analysis of work-life reconcili-
ation policies in Poland argues that reconciliation of work and family becomes 
challenging for both women and men. However, it has reverse implications for 
women and men; specifically it obscures women’s participation in paid work and 
men’s engagement in family life (Plomien 2009). The low employment rate among 
Polish women appears to be a result of numerous difficulties to combine economic 
work with family responsibilities as well as the family policy dominated by a cul-
tural heritage that worships women’s caring role. For example, flexible work ar-
rangements are rarely used and employers are reluctant to employ women due to 
their family responsibilities (Plomien 2009). Sztanderska and Grotkowska (2009, 
68) point out that Polish women comprise two categories, specifically those who 
work full-time and juggle work and life responsibilities; and those who are not 
professionally active. The situation is reinforced by the low percentage of men 
working part-time and therefore rarely getting engaged with care and household 
responsibilities (Baranowska 2007 in Sztanderska and Grotkowska 2009, 68). 

However, here are also some common characteristics between Finland and 
Poland, particularly with regard to the structure of the labour markets. For in-
stance, both Finnish and Polish women are more likely to work part-time com-
pared to men although both societies are characterised by a low percentage of em-
ployees working part-time (Tilastokeskus 2011, 38; Sztanderska and Grotkowska 
2009, 67). Also Finnish and Polish women tend to be the main users of parental 
leave (European Institute for Gender Equality 2011, 11; Tilastokeskus 2011, 37-53). 
In addition, both Finnish and Polish women are more likely to work in the public 
sector than men (see GUS 2010; Tilastokeskus 2011, 38). Scholars explain the Polish 
women’s opting for employment in the public sector by the more advantageous 
employment conditions, security of employment as well as more generous mater-
nity and parental leave arrangements (e.g. Sztanderska and Grotkowska 2009, 63). 

13 Some scholars link it to the current leading position of Poland among EU countries in terms of high 
number of women entrepreneurs (Rollnik-Sadowska 2010; OECd 2010, 42-43).
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These aspects might be, to some extent, relevant for Finnish women who also more 
eagerly become engaged in work in the public sector. Sztanderska and Grotkowska 
(2009, 62-63) argue that the private sector may appear more problematic for wom-
en’s participation due, for example, to its expectations of flexibility and inferior job 
security. This is also the reason why this study focuses on the careers of women 
situated specifically in the private sector of legal work in Finland and Poland. 
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2 Researching women´s 
careers and agency 

“I was (am) a woman in a man’s world. There is only one concept of ‘a career’ in this world, 
and that is loaded in terms of increasing power to manipulate the lives of other people, 
and increasing financial reward commensurate with this form of highly regarded power. 
Women lack an equivalent model. For them, the problem, since the present social structure 
was established in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, has always been to reconcile 
the conflicting demands of home and work in such a way that they appear to be conforming 
either to the feminine housewife model or to the male career model. An acceptable alterna-
tive pattern has yet to be established – either for women or for men” (Ann Oakley 1984, 187)

This chapter discusses the theoretical framework that is applied empirically for 
the analysis of women attorneys’ careers in order to exemplify how Finnish and 
Polish women attorneys compete in their field of professional activity. Women’s 
agency in terms of its competitiveness is explored through the analysis of their 
careers. The theoretical framework builds upon two main perspectives: career 
theory and Bourdieu’s analytical tools, which are appropriated for the investiga-
tion of women attorneys’ competitive potential in relation to social structures. 
Firstly the traditional perspective on career and success are theoretically chal-
lenged and appropriated to embrace women’s work experience based on the in-
terconnectedness of professional and private spheres. Secondly, Bourdieu’s con-
cepts, specifically field, habitus and capital are theoretically discussed in relation 
to their analytical potential for the analyses of women attorneys’ positions within 
the field of legal assistance. 

2.1 theoretiCal Points oF deParture 
The research objective is to investigate informal dimensions of professional 
closure in relation to Finnish and Polish attorneys’ careers and agency within 
their field of professional activity. The study approaches women’s careers from 
an interdisciplinary perspective in order to embrace the complexity of the phe-
nomenon. Its interdisciplinary is expressed in the combination of two perspec-
tives, specifically career theory and Bourdieu’s theory of practice with its femi-
nist appropriation in the area of gender. The latter is sometimes referred to as a 
Bourdieusian approach. 

Both perspectives are inculcated with the dominant perspective based on 
the masculine perspective and life cycle with regard to career development and 
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career choices. They both evaluate some career choices higher than the others, 
specifically these choices which are linked to the upward career move. This career 
model is particularly prevalent in the most prestigious work areas within occupa-
tions and professions. However, these perspectives if applied as they are, they 
provide limiting research potential due to current changes affecting the labour 
market in general and specific professional contexts in particular. As Khapova 
et al. (2007) aptly observe, the dynamics of the contemporary world calls for the 
integration of analytical tools originating from different disciplines and different 
levels of analysis. Therefore, this study takes a set of thematic and analytical tools 
such as career, career satisfaction, career success, field, habitus and capital for the 
investigation of women’s careers within their field of professional activity within 
and across two countries. 

The afore-mentioned theoretical concepts are delivered from theoretical 
standpoints that were formulated predominantly to study men’s working expe-
rience within the traditional gender order characterised by a rather clear division 
of labour between men and women. Women’s participation in the labour market 
was not as diversified as nowadays. Women and men are nowadays increasingly 
found in similar occupations and professions, nonetheless their experiences with 
regard to work, life and work-life reconciliation continue to differ (O’Neil and 
Bilimoria 2005). The heterogeneity of these experiences does not only appear 
along gender lines, but also within the same gender. Although professional status 
of women and men is shaped by diverse sources and patterns of social differentia-
tions, there are still some common aspects that underpin women’s involvement in 
paid work. For this reason, this dissertation attempts to pinpoint possible specifi-
cities of women’s involvement in professional work as related to the latest changes 
affecting work, careers and gender relations. 

The term “agency” is used in order to emphasise the individual state char-
acterised by the ability to make tactical or strategic choices with regard to, for 
example, what kind of career to pursue and in what kind of organisation to work. 
In this respect, women attorneys are social agents whose actions are rooted in 
a socio-cultural and professional context. Therefore, their agency is influenced 
by the concurrent leverage of various social fields they participate in throughout 
their lifetime. As Janssens et al. (2006, 5) claim “[a]gency and structure are bound 
in a dialectical relationship and shape each other in a non-deterministic and yet 
historically specific dynamic”. This “agentic” perspective concentrates on how 
women accrue and make use of their resources in certain social-cultural and 
professional circumstances in relation to their professional interests and objec-
tives. Women attorneys, specifically, are seen as agents enacting their agency in 
overcoming the limitations or challenges of their contexts in order to achieve 
their goals. The contextual factors may include the structure of opportunities 
inherent in the organisational structure of current law firms and the field of le-
gal assistance in general such as career paths available and associated with the 
differentiated levels of prestige and power attached to them. In addition, the fac-
tors originating from socio-cultural context may cover policies and legislation, 
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childcare facilities, cultural beliefs and expectations towards women. These all 
aspects are regarded to contribute to women’s participation in the labour market 
and professional work. Nonetheless, these influences might not be easily detect-
ible due to their sometimes intangible leverage which is incorporated into the 
subjective structures of individuals and reflected in their orientation towards 
work and life as well as their perception of the world, their opportunities, aspira-
tions and preferences. 

The study examines gender as present across the social-cultural and profes-
sional contexts. It interacts with other categories and therefore its effect is more 
complex and cannot be scrutinised, for example, by general assumptions about 
women’s subordinated and disadvantaged positions in the labour market. Gender 
does not uniformly shape all women’s professional status, but interacts with other 
forms of differentiation such as for example social class. Additionally, its function 
depends also on the context in which it operates (Silius 2003b). The same also con-
cerns men. Nonetheless, this study concentrates specifically on women’s careers 
in order to explore how the complexity of modern society shapes women’s agency 
in the field of women attorneys’ activity across and within two countries. The 
perspectives discussed later in this chapter are subsequently deployed empiri-
cally in the chapters 4 and 5 in order to identify the women attorneys’ potential 
for action as well as the origins of this potential. 

2.2 aPProPriating Career researCh to eMBraCe 
woMen’s Career exPerienCe 

2.2.1 the relevance of objective and subjective aspects of career 
The career concept has always been closely associated with purposeful and paid 
economic activity in the public sphere. due to that, career was originally regarded 
as relevant exclusively in the context of professions, specifically it was seen as a 
result of prestigious work (Cleveland et al. 2000, 6-7). In this perspective, only 
professionals who were involved in the most reputable economic activity pos-
sessed the social legitimacy to pursue a career. In this respect, both the career 
concept and professional work have always been linked to social esteem resulting 
from exclusive membership, high educational qualitfications and professional 
competence and professional autonomy.  

during the last two or three decades the understanding of career has under-
gone changes as a consequence of transformations affecting the labour market 
and greater individual latitude in terms of career development. Therefore, it is no 
longer exclusively related to prestigious work and work in general (see e.g. O’Neil 
and Bilimoria 2005). It is more flexible and fluid and more often seen as covering 
both professional activity and personal life. For instance, scholars refer to career 
as boundaryless career (Arthur and Rousseau 1996), protean career (Hall 1996) 
or kaleidoscope career (Mainiero and Sullivan 2005). Nevertheless, it continues 
to imply the positive development of professional skills (e.g. Gunz and Peiperl 
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2007; Khapova and Arthur 2010). Arthur et al. (1989, 8) refer to it as “the evolving 
sequence of a person’s work experiences over time”.  

In his book Careers In and Out of Organisations, Hall (2002, 8-10) offers a typol-
ogy of different meanings of career such as, for example, career understood as 
profession or advancement. Career as profession is, in his view, limited to work-
ing life patterns or some occupations which assume a socially recognised “clear 
pattern of systematic advancement” (Hall 2002, 9). Nevertheless, both under-
standings appear to be analytically linked with clear preferably uninterrupted 
movements on a career ladder and hierarchical progress reflected in the increase 
in social esteem and income (Vandewater, Ostrove and Stewart 1997; Murrell 
2001, 214). This was originally applicable to male career experience and there-
fore, it has resulted in misconceptions and negative attitudes towards women 
whose careers do not always resemble a constant upward movement towards 
its anticipated top position. As O’Neil and Bilimoria (2005) point out, women’s 
careers are characterised by more interrupted pattern of career advancement 
due to breaks in career caused by, for example, child rearing. Consequently, the 
dominant perspective on career has been accused of not embracing women’s 
life and work experience (Gallos 1989; Larwood and Gutek 1987; Marshall 1989; 
O’Neil and Bilimoria 2005). In addition, Heslin (2005a, 115) argues that the rel-
evance of the traditional definition of career has decreased in recent decades for 
both women and men due to increasing involvement of men in family life and 
due to the changes in the labour market. The traditional career model associated 
predominantly with career advancement as an upward linear movement is no 
longer recognised as the only career model. This allows considering career in 
terms of less rigidly formulated advancement covering both objective and sub-
jective facets associated with working life. 

For this reason, this study applies Hall’s definition of career regarded as 
a lifelong sequence of jobs and role-related experience (Hall 2002, 9-10). This 
career conceptualisation embraces, as Hall notices, Hughes’ distinction be-
tween objective and subjective career (Hughes and Coser 1994 in Hall 2002, 
10). Objective career is applied to a lifelong sequence of jobs in the sense that 
it covers the individual work history consisting of different jobs and positions. 
Subjective career, in turn, scrutinises the subjective perspective of an individual 
on his/her work and life. The application of this dual concept of career makes a 
link between the individual and the social in order to highlight the dialectical 
nature of career dynamics which encompasses both the individuals and their 
environment (derr and Laurent 1989, 454). This contextual perspective on ca-
reers enhances the investigation of both the objective and subjective facets of 
women’s careers. 

The contextual perspective to the research on careers has been already ad-
dressed by Hughes (1937) who studied careers in organisational environments 
and underlined the importance of the socio-cultural context in which careers un-
fold. Hughes (1937), in his perspective, has advocated for less rigid conceptuali-
sations of the career concept. He argued that in rigid societies the types of career 
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developed by individuals are standard. By contrast, in free societies, individuals 
have more flexibility in pursuing different types of career. Thus, careers are more 
widely understood (Hughes 1937, 409-410). In free societies, Hughes states “the 
individual has more latitude for creating their own position or choosing from a 
number of existing ones; he also has less certainty of achieving any given posi-
tion” (Hughes 1937, 409). In addition, he continues that “[t]he social order will set 
limits upon the individual’s orientation of his life, both as to direction of effort 
and as to interpretation of its meaning” (Hughes 1937, 409). Thus, the emphasis 
is placed on individuals and their acts associated with shaping their careers in 
relevance to the given, negotiated and re-negotiated social structures. This way, 
the discussion moves in the direction of a subjective meaning of a career. Hughes 
writes that “[s]ubjectively, a career is a moving perspective in which the person 
sees his life as a whole and interprets the meaning of his various attributes, ac-
tions and the things which happen to him. This perspective is not absolutely 
fixed either to points of view, direction, or destination” (Hughes 1937, 409-410). 
The subjective perspective on career brings about a discussion of agency and 
structure, as it is assumed that subjective career guides the agents towards their 
career goals formed in certain social settings and under the influence specific 
life experience. It gives more flexibility for the definition of career goals which 
may touch upon not only economic activity but also upon the intersections of 
work and life. Also the professional growth can be linked not only to upward 
advancement, but also to, for example, the acquisition of new professional expe-
riences and skills. 

The revaluation of subjective perspective in career research is especially 
prominent for analyses of women’s careers, because it broadens the perspective 
to include women’s life experiences, which is argued to be more holistic (Gallos 
1989; Larwood and Gattiker 1987). Thus, it allows attention to be drawn to the 
circumstances in which women pursue their careers and the structural elements 
which underlie “women’s choices” in terms of career and life.  For example, it 
was noticed that when the structure of promotion opportunities is poor, women 
tend to concentrate more on their family lives, which become a more self-fulfill-
ing sphere (Evetts 1990). This, however, does not need to be perceived only as 
characteristic to women. In this respect, Lorber argues that “an equally plausible 
explanation is that women turn to a culturally approved use of time when they 
are gradually shut out of career opportunities, just as men turn to community, 
voluntary, and sometimes even family activities when their careers are not so 
successful” (Lorber 1984, 2). 

In this study, a career is perceived as the outcome of individual choices 
made within specific societal and professional contexts. The importance of ca-
reer context particularly for the study of women’s careers has been addressed by 
many scholars (e.g. O’Neil and Bilimoria 2005; duffy et al. 2006; Kuhlmann and 
Bourgeault 2008). In this respect, research on women’s careers originates from 
a holistic perspective on life and work which is orientated to effectively man-
age both spheres from which the career goals originate and are part of (Höpfl 
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and Atkinson 2000, 134). The contextual perspective on career is elaborated 
in this study in order to capture specifically the relationship between profes-
sional women and their environment. The context is particularly important for 
this group of women for several reasons. First of all, it creates specific condi-
tions for actions and opportunities for not only acquiring specific education and 
skills but also in the choice of law profession, legal specialisations and further 
career path. Secondly, career context may shape the favourable circumstances 
for the compatibility of professional and personal life which are informed by 
many studies to be an essential accompanying factor to women’s career goals. 
For instance, Kuhlmann and Bourgeault (2008, 8) advocate for more context sen-
sitive approaches in researching women’s careers because they argue that “the 
national configurations of public policy and the wider gender context (…) shape 
the opportunity structures for social participation in the professions”. Finally, the 
subjective attitudes of women with regard to their aspirations and motivation are 
partly linked to – which Kuhlmann and Bourgeault refer to as “the architecture 
of opportunity structures” (Kuhlmann and Bourgeault 2008, 8). In other words, 
the contextual perspective helps to pinpoint how individual career development 
is entrenched in individuals’ calculations in relation to what they perceive as 
possible to achieve taken into account the resources possessed as well as those 
available to accrue. Consequently, the subjective perspective allows the capturing 
of an individual perspective on the person’s perception of their own career in the 
context of their whole life. 

2.2.2 Broadening concept of career success
Over the last decade or so the notion of career success and its measures have been 
called into question in favour of the distinction between objective and subjec-
tive success. The distinction itself is not a recent revolution in career research, 
however, as it dates back to Hughes’ (1937) analyses of organisational career. 
Following his distinction between external and internal career, success is also 
seen as dual concept which has objective and subjective dimensions. Mayrhofer 
et al. explain that “[t]he former is defined as directly observable, measurable, and 
verifiable by an impartial third party when looking at attainments such as pay, 
promotions, or occupational status. The latter is only experienced directly by the 
person and defined by an individual’s reactions to his or her unfolding career 
experiences” (Mayrhofer et al. 2008, 295). Originally, the subjective dimension 
was rather ignored and the majority of research on success was considered in 
terms of hierarchical and financial success. despite the critic of this approach to 
the conceptualisation of success (see e.g. Gallos 1989; Larwood and Gattiker 1987), 
the research on success according to objective criteria continued to be extremely 
popular between 1980 and 1994 (Arthur and Rousseau 1996 in Mayrhofer et al. 
2008, 296). However, within the last decade, the focus has shifted towards more 
subjective criteria (see e.g. Arthur et al. 2005; Caven 2004; Lirio et al. 2007; Lituchy 
et al. 2006; Sturges 1999). Particularly in relation to women’s careers, what is re-
ferred to as the “classical model of career pattern” was criticised due to the fact 
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that it promoted an understanding of success based on a pattern of successful 
males (Larwood and Gattiker 1987, 129). This approach to success was viewed as 
purely considered in terms of norms established by men, and therefore ignored 
the relevance of, according to Larwood and Gattiker (1987), the socio-cultural 
background and family situation. These were identified as important factors in-
fluencing women’s career choices and paths. 

Thus, while the progress of women on the promotion ladder in many histori-
cally male-dominated occupations and professions has been tracked by growing 
research on women’s careers, little is still known about how successful women 
view their careers (Gersick and Kram 2002). In addition, there is paucity of re-
search on women’s notion of success across occupations and countries. The issue 
seems especially relevant to be studied in relation to women as some scholars 
indicate that a personal perspective of success can have a greater effect on per-
ceived career success than observable career outcomes (Sturges 1999, 240).  Some 
scholars have already addressed the observation that women do not have to do 
well in regard of objective measures of success in order to feel professionally 
successful (see e.g. Evetts 1990, 1994; Kirchmeyer 2002; Lituchy et al. 2006). Also 
Buttner and Moore (1997, 42) argue that women measure their professional suc-
cess, first of all, in terms of self-fulfilment and then in terms of profit. Thus, 
measuring women’s success purely in terms of economic criteria or hierarchical 
progress can be misleading as the studies point out the relevance of subjective 
measures. 

Therefore, the review of women attorneys’ professional activity and success 
in terms of only objective indicators of success can be what Kirchmeyer (1998, 2) 
referred to as “a case of comparing apples and oranges”. Kirchmeyer used this 
expression in drawing conclusions about her study on the differences between 
male and female managers’ midcareer in 1990’s. In this study, I use her expres-
sion to speculate whether it is relevant for studies which review career success 
exclusively in objective terms which do not necessarily reflect the whole spectrum 
of women’s career goals. 

Consequently, this study attempts to examine the characteristics and evalua-
tion criteria of women attorneys’ career success. For this reason, Hall’s definition 
of success regarded as “the individually perceived sequence of attitudes and be-
haviours associated with work-related experience and activities over the span of 
the person’s life” is applied (Hall 2002, 16). It provides more flexibility for research 
and allows for the study of both observable as well as less tangible aspects of a 
successful career. This way, the study endeavours to liberate the concept of career 
success from its rigid definitions in order to broaden the spectrum for research 
on success. 



36

2.3 Bourdieu’s theory oF PraCtiCe  

2.3.1 studying women’s agency using Bourdieu’s analytical tools 
Bourdieu’s theory of practice provides an analytical apparatus for the investigation 
of the interplay between various factors, and particularly the interconnectedness 
between structures and individuals. Bourdieu’s theory originates from his analy-
sis of a class-based society and is therefore strongly influenced by class distinc-
tions which are not directly applicable to the current circumstances of Finnish and 
Polish society. Nowadays, social classes are no longer as clearly distinguishable 
in both societies. In addition, social origins do not determine so clearly individual 
performance and opportunities any longer due to greater social mobility charac-
teristic today for the studied countries. Still, Bourdieu’s analytical tools can be ap-
propriated for the analysis of women attorneys’ agency in the professional context. 
However, as Huppatz notices “it is also necessary to move beyond Bourdieu in 
order to see gender as central in social space and to account for change and am-
bivalence” (Huppatz 2012, 6). The integration of gender as a central category into 
analyses of field, habitus and capital does not intend to neglect the importance of 
other forms of differentiation such as, for example, class, but to investigate how 
gender seen as one of the main forms of differentiation operates in the context 
of other forces (Krais 2006). As Huppatz pinpoints, capital is not a gender neu-
tral resource (Huppatz 2009, 60). It can also concern habitus as a set of subjective 
dispositions which can be gendered as they are developed in the circumstances 
differentiated on the basis of gender (e.g. McCall 1992; Ross-Smith and Huppatz 
2010). As McLeod explains “[g]ender is an ‘inherited’ and embodied way of being 
that is shaped in interactions with social fields, constituting a repertoire of orien-
tations and dispositions” (McLeod 2005, 19). Until now the gendered habitus was 
studied both theoretically (e.g. McNay 1999; Adkins 2004) as well as empirically 
for different professional groups (e.g. Black 2004; Fowler and Wilson 2004; Husso 
and Hirvonen 2012). 

Thus, the application of Bourdieu’s theory of practice helps to overcome the 
limitations of a traditional view on careers in order to explore the contextual influ-
ences on women’s subjective orientation towards their careers within the specific-
ity of their field of professional activity and their life experiences. For this reason, 
the analysis focuses particularly on the manifestations of gender in relation to 
women attorneys’ career choices and competitive potential. As class analyses are 
specifically seen as inherent in Bourdieu’s analytical tools, gender is added as 
the central focus in order to see how it influence capital differentiation as well 
as intersect with class dispositions and result in capital differentiation.  In this 
respect, the respondents and interviewees of this study are examined in terms of 
their competitive potential that originates from capital differentiation underlain 
predominantly by gender and class in relation to the social structures. 

The further part of this chapter discusses theoretically Bourdieu’s analytical 
tools, namely field, habitus and capital which, subsequently, are empirically ap-
plied in Chapter 5 for the analysis of women’s agency in the field of legal assistance. 
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2.3.2 The theoretical basis for the empirical constructions of the field 
Bourdieu’s engagement with the juridical field14 stays at its very general level as 
he is mostly interested in the relations between the juridical field and the field of 
power (Bourdieu 1987). He perceives the juridical field as “organized around a 
body of internal protocols and assumptions, characteristic behaviours and self-
sustaining values” (Terdiman in Bourdieu 1987, 806) but he is less interested in the 
analysis of diversity observed within the juridical field. His perspective, nonethe-
less, opens up an area for research on particular groups of lawyers who are in-
volved in the separate competitions. Since Bourdieu’s engagement with the juridi-
cal field, the field has undergone numerous changes. Consequently, I argue that 
the increasing diversity of the juridical field in terms of agents, their interests and 
resources, makes it problematic to consider them as involved in the same field. 

Therefore, I apply Bourdieu’s concept of field for an analysis of what I call 
the field of legal assistance. Nonetheless, Bourdieu’s understanding of the field 
remains the same. Thus, the field is “a network, or a configuration, of objective 
relations between positions. These positions are objectively defined, in their ex-
istence and in the determinations they impose upon their occupants, agents or 
institutions, by their present and potential situation (situs) in the structure of the 
distribution of species of power (capital) whose possession commands access to 
the specific profits that are at stake in the field, as well by their objective relation 
to other positions (domination, subordination, homology, etc.)” (Bourdieu and 
Wacquant 1992, 97). In relation to that, I perceive the field of legal assistance as 
composed of social agents, individual lawyers and groups of lawyers, who par-
ticipate in the symbolic struggle for what is at stake within this field. These law-
yers voluntarily become engaged in the competition that takes place within the 
field. Their participation is based on the common ideas regarding the function of 
the field, its rewards and resources that yield the effect for their positions within 
the boundaries of the field. In addition, the field of legal assistance exists and 
functions due to its players, who are acquainted with the rules of the “game” and 
participate in it in conformity with these rules and their location (Bourdieu 1993, 
72). In other words, the lawyers involved in the field of legal assistance “share a 
certain number of fundamental interests, namely, everything that is linked to the 
very existence of the field” (Bourdieu 1993, 73). In this respect, lawyers through 
their involvement in the competition they reproduce, maintain or reshape the 
field. The dynamics of the field are intensified by lawyers who have common and 
therefore conflicting goals, but they are located in different positions in this field 
as a result of their differential resources for action. 

By contrast to Bourdieu (1987), this study concentrates on a particular group 
of lawyers, namely women attorneys who compete among their own professional 
group and with other groups of practicing lawyers for the monopoly to provide 
legal advice according to their own conditions. This is achieved through the ac-

14 In his article, Bourdieu has used “the juridical field” when he referred to the social space of 
competition composed by various groups of lawyers. In this dissertation, I introduce the term “the 
field of legal assistance” when I refer specifically to the professional field which women attorneys 
participate in. 



38

quisition of resources which allow taking on positions in the field which are 
associated with an increasing amount of power and authority. Thus, in the light 
of Bourdieu’s perspective the agents’ involvement in the field is expressed by the 
urge for the highest positions that are inherent with the influence on the func-
tion of the field. In this respect, women attorneys get voluntarily involved in the 
field of legal assistance by their participation in the competition with respect to 
its rules. 

The existence and function of the field is, therefore, based on a hermeneutic re-
lationship between the structures and the agents involved. The agents’ behaviour 
is, therefore, influenced by formal as well as informal rules connected to the objec-
tive and cultural settings as well as the internal logic of the field. Bourdieu argues 
that “in order to construct the field, one must identify the forms of specific capital 
that operate within it, and to construct the forms of specific capital one must know 
the specific logic of the field” (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992, 108). In relation to 
that, every field, in order to exist, need to be underpinned by the existence of spe-
cific rules and capital which are familiar and desired by agents who compete for 
them. Thus, the individuals need to possess adequate knowledge about the field, 
its stakes and rules as well as resources which are beneficial for their participation 
in the competition within the particular field. due to that, agents need to have 
what Bourdieu calls a “feeling for game” which refers to the specific orientation 
which is legitimised in the particular field. The agents’ efficiency and performance 
depends on their knowledge of the rules and properties of the field as well as the 
accruement of powerful resources. Consequently, habitus, understood as a “feel-
ing for game”, and capital, understood as a powerful resource for influencing own 
position in the field, are theoretically introduced in the next section. 

2.3.3 Sources of distinction in the field: agents’ habitus and capital 
Habitus originates from the complexity of interrelation between the social set-
tings and the effect of their instillations in particular individuals (Bourdieu and 
Wacquant 1992, 13). It is “the habitual, patterned ways of understanding, judg-
ing and acting which arise from our particular position as members of one or 
several social fields, and from our particular trajectory in the social structure” 
(Terdiman in Bourdieu 1987, 811). In this sense, habitus reflects the social nature 
of the individual, because it consists of individual dispositions for action which 
are developed in certain contexts and under certain conditions. However, it is not 
completely determined by the context it is embedded in. It is rather a generative 
structure exposed to modification and transformations depending on the agents’ 
intentional or unintentional strategies but also due to the change that happens 
in the field. Habitus is argued to be subject to change when, for example, the 
conditions for individual action change due to, for instance, new experiences 
of the individual (Chudzikowski and Mayrhofer 2010, 23; Iellatchitch 2003, 738; 
Mayrhofer et al. 2004, 874). Crossley points out that “[e]ach individual agent’s 
habitus will be different to some degree, as no two biographies are exactly the 
same” (Crossley 2001, 84). 
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Some scholars identify habitus with unconscious processes of learning ac-
quired by individuals through practice (e.g Lovell 2000, 12). In this respect, habi-
tus can express rather unconscious potential for the social practice individuals 
develop in relation to professional and life experiences acquired during their own 
participation in certain social settings as well as in the particular occupational 
or professional group (Iellatchitch 2003, 734). However, this unconscious process 
can acquire a more conscious dimension and the form of strategies when the in-
dividual consciously calculates the next strategies in respect of, for example, their 
career goals. These strategies, as Bourdieu highlights, are “actions objectively 
oriented towards goals that may not be the goals subjectively pursued” (Bourdieu 
1993, 76). The agent’s actions are never predictable and completely structured by 
their habitus as they are actively negotiated within a particular field of activity 
(Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992, 130). In addition, habitus is still prone to change 
as it is strictly linked to the agents’ location in the field as well as dispositions, 
resources and competence which change due to the stage of play in a particular 
competition. In the course of competition, the agents’ structure of opportunities 
can, therefore, enlarge or decrease in accordance with their own as well as others’ 
knowledge of the field and possessed assets.

Regarding the field of legal assistance, attorneys participate in it as members 
of a particular professional group and therefore, they bring in with them different 
characteristics and experiences which consequently comprise a set of disposi-
tions that shape their competitiveness. However, as participants of the same field 
with other groups of lawyers, attorneys share knowledge of the behaviour, rules, 
perceptions and thoughts which orient their actions in the field and which are 
anticipated to be in line with the logic of the field. Consequently, their actions 
within the field are considered in relation to the behaviour, perceptions and ori-
entations that are favoured within their field of professional activity in which 
women attorneys are involved. 

Generally, attorneys comprise a group of individuals who are similarly educat-
ed and trained to serve the public in terms of legal advice and assistance (Bennett 
2001, 86-92). Through the legal education, they acquire basic information about 
the functionality of their field of professional activity as well as knowledge about 
the system of differentiated positions organised around the hierarchies within 
this field. This knowledge is enclosed as a part of individual habitus associated 
with agents’ participation in their field. With regard to women attorneys, it is the 
knowledge regarding the field of legal assistance that women attorneys acquire 
during their basic and advanced legal education. This knowledge guarantees that 
they are appropriately equipped to participate in the field which is common to 
all other lawyers involved in that field. However, it does not yet guarantee their 
successful performance. Still, it guides them within the internal hierarchy of the 
field towards more desired and powerful positions which provide women with 
more influence in the field and in relation to other participants. In this respect, the 
movement of women’s careers towards positions with an increasing amount of 
power and authority indicate, in the light of Bourdieu’s perspective, that women 
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attorneys have successfully internalised the dominant orientation inherent in the 
field of legal assistance. The internalisation of this orientation characteristic to 
the field of legal assistance ensures that agents act “intentionally without inten-
tion” (Bourdieu 1990a, 12) according to the stakes and the resources they have at 
their disposal. In other words, they recognise automatically and unconsciously 
the proper actions which are in accord with the desire to hold and expand the 
power held in the field. Habitus makes attorneys recognise and use resources 
which yield power within the field and recognise their own opportunities in the 
field in relation to the resources they possess. Although they can sometimes be 
limited in their actions by their location in the field which is always inherent with 
a particular amount of influence, women attorneys as agents can still negotiate 
their position in the field due to all the resources they might possess and which 
can be mobilised in order to improve their professional position.  

Consequently, players constantly negotiate between what they desire and 
what is possible to them given the position they occupy and the resources at 
their disposal. The negotiating force of attorneys can be more or less effective due 
to, for example, personal characteristics, professional experience, skills, qualifica-
tions and many others. All these properties which people possess and acquire 
during their lives are considered as capital by Bourdieu and are the sources of 
distinctions between agents in relation to the stakes of the field. Putting it in 
Bourdieu’s terms “[c]apital, which, in its objectified or embodied forms, takes 
time to accumulate and which, as a potential capacity to produce profits and to 
reproduce itself in identical or expanded form, contains a tendency to persist in 
its being, is a force inscribed in the objectivity of things so that everything is not 
equally possible or impossible” (Bourdieu 1986, 241-242). He distinguishes three 
main types of capital, namely cultural, social and economic as follows: 

1. Cultural capital appears in three main forms: 
a. embodied state, that is, incorporated into the dispositions of the habitus; 
b. objectified state through cultural goods such as books, equipment, pictures and 

others; 
c. institutionalised state, that is, educational qualifications, degrees, titles. 

2. Social capital appears as sum of resources based on relationships with others, group 
membership and social connections characterised by mutual recognition.  

3. Economic capital involves financial resources. 

In addition, Bourdieu identifies a fourth type of capital, symbolic capital, which 
is linked to the specific field such as the field of legal assistance. Symbolic capi-
tal ensures the dominant position in this field and therefore, it is considered a 
powerful resource which is accrued by, for example, attorneys throughout their 
involvement in the field. It consists of these elements of cultural, social and eco-
nomic capital which are recognised as legitimate to exercise the power over one’s 
own and others’ positions in the field (Bourdieu 1990a, 3-4). Sabour explains that 
symbolic capital is based on the social recognition of agents’ credentials as valid 
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in a specific field of activity which, in turn, provides its bearer with authority, 
power and therefore also influences the field itself (Sabour 2001, 22).

Capital, therefore, interweaves with habitus in the sense that habitus allows 
for the recognition of valuable forms of capital ascribed to a specific field. As 
Crossley (2001, 87) explains, “[e]ach field defines its own species of capital” which 
are rooted in the logic and rules of the field encompassed in the habitus. 

To conclude, women attorneys enter the field of legal assistance with various 
generic dispositions originating from their social trajectory and life experience 
as members of different social groups. These dispositions comprise a starting 
point for their accruement of capital perceived as legitimised in the field. The 
final outcomes of attorneys’ actions are shaped by the complex interplay between 
their dispositions of habitus, possessed and acquired capital and the structures 
of the field. 

2.3.4 Incorporating gender into the analyses of habitus and capital 
This section attempts to explain how gender is incorporated into the empirical 
analysis of women attorneys’ agency within the field of legal assistance. So far 
it has been explained that actions in Bourdieu’s sense originate from the dispo-
sitions of the habitus which, in turn, are influenced by a wide range of experi-
ences covering professional as well as broader life experience. In this respect, the 
structures of socio-cultural and professional fields may both restrict and enable 
actions (Iellatchitch et al. 2003, 731). As Hammerslev notices, the range of these 
moves is limited within the borders of habitus which affects the individual per-
spective of the perceived range of possibilities and opportunity for moves within 
the field (e.g. open up one’s own solo practice, change the law firm where one 
works etc.) (Hammerslev 2005, 210). 

Bourdieu’s concept of habitus allows the seeing of gender as a set of diver-
sified potentials underpinned by social, cultural, professional and individual 
influences. due to that, this thesis appropriates Bourdieu’s theory in order to 
take into account other characteristics besides social class, particularly gender. 
This study, then, draws on criticism of Bourdieu for overemphasising class at the 
expenses of other categories. Gender is taken in this work as the central category, 
partly due to its persistence in working life (e.g. Ridgeway 2011). It needs to be 
pointed out that in this dissertation the perspective on the functionality of gen-
der is not as uniform as Bourdieu assumed in his perceptions of gender norms 
(see e.g. McLeod 2005, 21; McNay 1999; McNay 2000, 72-73). For instance, McNay 
(2000) notices that although power and dominance are central to Bourdieu’s 
theory of agency, he ascribes to women an equally less privileged position in 
the public sphere due to the masculine norm inscribed into professional activity. 
According to him, women tend to be subject to symbolic violence in the public 
sphere as they feel pressure to comply in their career choices with the social ex-
pectations of them as women (Bourdieu 2001). In relation to that, McNay points 
out Bourdieu’s simplification of functionality of gender by highlighting that “he 
significantly underestimates the ambiguities and dissonances that exist in the 



42

way that men and women occupy masculine and feminine positions…Bourdieu 
does not seem to recognise that masculine and feminine identities are not a 
unified configuration but a series of uneasily sutured, potentially conflictual 
subject positions” (McNay 1999, 107-108). Thus, scholars criticise Bourdieu for 
concealing the “internally complex nature of subjectivity” (McNay 2000, 72) as 
relevant for women’s agency within specific fields of activity. They argue that 
gender has thus lost its universal differentiating impact but operates rather on a 
temporary basis (McNay 1999). 

This study views gender not as an immutable feature possessed by an in-
dividual but as gendered practice which people do in relation to interiorised 
gender expectations (Gherardi and Poggio 2001). This practice is in a dialectical 
relation with particular social and professional structures. Put simply, gender is 
here viewed as a source of potential for action which may yield power in certain 
fields. In this respect, women attorneys’ habitus is perceived as formed under 
differentiated conditions and experiences as women participate in many different 
social fields. Their positions in these fields influence their habitus. Krais argues 
that gender or more specifically certain gender order comes to life via the indi-
vidual habitus and is negotiated by women according to the circumstances and 
structures they are embedded in (Krais 2006, 121). Still, gendered habitus draws 
on some culturally formed ideals and differences between masculinity and femi-
ninity which may have differential effect on agents’ positions in different fields 
due to the specificity of each field in terms of its symbolic capital. In addition, the 
generative dispositions of habitus are modified in the course of the individual’s 
life and career under the influence of new stimuli, resources or changing struc-
tures. As a result, both habitus and capital can be considered as gender sensitive 
concepts. Originally, they are formed in relation to a set of dispositions and re-
sources rooted in masculine qualities. However, nowadays studies (e.g. Huppatz 
2009, 2012) investigate women’s habitus as rooted in feminine capital as a form 
of cultural capital. 

For this reason, habitus allows one to consider how the subjective orien-
tation and the usage of capital originate from both structuring forces of the 
particular field of activity as well as broader social space. The socio-cultural 
context creates particular arena for action by generating specific structure for 
gender relations in private and public spheres which consequently affects also 
gender relations in labour market. In addition, there are still socio-culturally 
shared beliefs about behaviours, roles and orientations proper for both genders. 
Women attorneys as agents are embedded in a particular socio-cultural context 
characteristic for Finland or Poland, and they interiorise to some extent these 
beliefs in their social nature. This, in turn, influences their behaviour, percep-
tion and orientation in the professional sphere. In this respect, habitus also 
embraces an internalised message about gender reflected in the particular ori-
entation towards career and life. For this reason, the study investigates whether 
women attorneys are subject to the influences of the environment. In addition, 
the study examines how possibly differential professional expectations become 
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internalised into a system of dispositions, which in this study is referred to as 
gendered habitus. 

The gendered habitus specifically refers to culturally shaped gender expec-
tations, roles, behaviours, attributes, and perceptions embodied by women in 
the course of their lives with which they enter the legal education and the field 
of legal assistance. It may embrace the differentiated social expectations which 
women interiorise and which contribute to their differentiated professional ex-
perience compared to men (Rhode 2003, 7). In this regard, women attorneys’ ori-
entation in the field of legal assistance is studied as built upon their individual 
life history and experience, thus their subjective and objective goals can differ 
and may not resemble each other. The objective goal can be, for example, to climb 
up the hierarchical ladder within a law firm in order to gain recognition and 
credibility within the field which provides them with power to affect the field. 
However, subjective goals may be linked with their interests, for example, in 
particular types of cases or clients which could be formed under the influences 
of the broader context. 

To conclude, Bourdieu’s thesis (2001) on masculine domination, although 
criticised for its rather cursory approach to gender problematic, has opened up 
intense discussions on gendered habitus and capital that may shape women’s 
agency in contemporary society (McNay 2000; Fowler 2003). His perspective has 
been broadly discussed within feminist theory and has resulted in numerous 
works and developments of his theory appropriated for analyses of women’s 
agency underpinned by experience particularly characteristic for women (e.g. 
Fowler 2010; Fowler and Wilson 2004; Lovell 2000; McNay 1999, 2003, 2004). They 
all advocate a less rigorous approach towards the diverse influences which shape 
women’s experiences and which originates from linkage between action, struc-
ture and culture (Evetts 2000). Consequently, this study draws on this strand of 
research, referred to as the Bourdieusian approach (e.g. Huppatz 2012), as it aims 
to analyse women’s agency with consideration of its diverse potentiality for ac-
tions originating from the instability of gender norms as well as the diversity of 
opportunities existing within the field of legal assistance. As many researchers 
call for more specific research on the operation of gender for women’s careers 
(Silius 2003b; Rhode 2003; Ridgeway 2011), this study incorporates gender into 
agency and therefore deploys the concept of women’s agency as having a specific 
set of potentialities due to the fact that it operates in gendered social, professional 
and organisational contexts. Thus, its way of functioning depends, to a great 
extent, on the context it operates within (Mather 2003; Silius 2003b). In relation 
to that, the study aims to examine how specifically women attorneys respond to 
similar and/or different conditions in their field of professional activity. For this 
reason, women attorneys’ agency is studied in relation to their position in the 
field of legal assistance and in relation to their location as women professionals 
in a broader socio-cultural context in terms of culturally formed views on gender 
roles, femininities and masculinities.  
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2.4 ConCluding reMarks on the integration oF 
Both PersPeCtives 
 
The aim of this chapter was to explain the theoretical framework that is deployed 
for an empirical analysis of women attorneys’ careers in the following chapters. 
The review of concepts associated with career theory has revealed the need for 
their appropriation to the research on women’s career in order to embrace the 
subjective facets of women’s careers. In this regard, researching women’s careers 
according to only objective aspects of careers is argued to ignore many other 
factors relevant for women’s career development but originally understudied in 
masculine perspectives on career research. 

In addition, Bourdieu’s theory of practice was introduced as providing ana-
lytical tools, specifically field, habitus and capital, which can be appropriated 
for the analysis of women attorneys’ agency with gender as the main form of 
capital differentiation. The incorporation of gender into the analysis of capital 
differentiations helps to encapsulate the social experience of gender embodied in 
the habitus and capital of women attorneys which may continue to underlie the 
distinctive character of women’s agency in the field of legal assistance. The de-
ployment of Bourdieu’s apparatus provides a framework that helps to couple the 
objective and subjective perspectives into an interdisciplinary approach which 
sheds more light on women’s agency in regard of diversity of influences originat-
ing from socio-cultural and professional fields on women’s career choices. Finally, 
the application of concepts of field, habitus and capital allows the diversity and 
complexity of women’s agency in relation to their professional activities to be 
captured. 
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3 Situating data analysis:    
A research process 

“[...] experience in conducting research to bring about social change and influence social 
policy indicates that the most persuasive policy research includes both elements: numbers 
that define the scope and patterns of the problem, and a story that shows how the problem 
works in daily life and provides for empathetic understanding. These two elements stem 
from quantitative and qualitative research.” (Spalter-Roth, 2000)

This chapter outlines the research process and methodological choices made in 
the course of the study, particularly with regard to sampling strategy, data collec-
tion and data analysis. This information provides the basis for the understand-
ing of origins and the nature of knowledge gathered, produced and used in this 
research. The chapter starts with a brief description of mixed methods design 
and subsequently of two sequential phases of data collection, quantitative and 
qualitative data sets.  

3.1 Mixed Methods design

The research process has been based on a dialogue between quantitative and 
qualitative data, theory and data as well as individual practices and structures. 
The research objective has imposed the necessity to combine multifarious sources 
of evidence. For this reason, the study draws on what is referred to as “mixed 
methods design”, which is based on a combination of quantitative and qualita-
tive approaches in a single study (Bryman 2006; Johnson et al. 2007). This study 
applies fully mixed sequential dominant status design which involves an integra-
tion of quantitative and qualitative methods within more than one stage of study 
(see Leech and Onwuegbuzie 2009). 

This research process consisted of 6 main phases which involved a wide range 
of activities. Each subsequent phase was informed by the former (see Figure 2.). 
Nonetheless, theoretical considerations were present at every stage of the study. 
The initial and pivotal phase involved the review of a wide array of past research 
and literature on women lawyers and their careers as well as on women’s ca-
reers across various professions. due to the paucity of studies and knowledge on 
women lawyers, the study started with a survey in order to obtain some general 
observations on women attorneys’ careers in Finland and Poland with regard to 
their resources, career satisfaction and success. This phase of the research process 
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covered the preparation and use of questionnaire to obtain overview information 
on the research problem regarding women attorneys’ careers. The findings of the 
survey contributed to the further developments of the theoretical basis as well as 
the objectives of the study. Finally, the results were used to develop the qualitative 
phase which focused around specific themes (i.e. sources of career satisfaction 
and dissatisfaction, conceptualisation of career success, the use of resources, at-
torneys’ working practices etc.). Practically speaking, the analyses of survey data 
helped to identify key themes for further investigation in the qualitative phase. 
Thus, the study has an explanatory design, as it started with the collection and 
analyses of survey data which was followed by the subsequent collection and 
analyses of qualitative data (Creswell & Plano Clark 2007). 

The concepts covered by the survey were developed and enriched by the qual-
itative data which was collected in spring 2011. The semi-structured interviews 
focused primarily on the sources and limitations of women’s agency in their par-
ticular field of professional activity. In this respect, the study was enhanced with 
qualitative data whose purpose was to enable a more interpretative approach to 
the results of the survey data (see e.g. Greene et al. 1989). Furthermore, the aim of 
the qualitative approach was to deepen the range of inquiry through the provi-
sion of richer data (1989). The qualitative data was, then, used to complement and 
enhance quantitative findings (Onwuegbuzie & Leech 2004). Consequently, the 
qualitative phase carries the most weight in this study in relation to its informa-
tive contribution to answering research questions. The qualitative material high-
lighted the need for more criticism of the dominant approach to study individual 
careers based on a mainstream perspective on career and career success which 
falls short in covering women’s career development and work experience (e.g. 
Gallos 1989; O’Neil and Bilimoria 2005a). In this respect, the qualitative phase 
emphasised the need for a more pluralistic and less rigid perspective on career 
in order to embrace individual experience, goals and positioning in relation to a 
particular social space and professional environment. 

Additionally, some extra information on gender composition across different 
types and work positions of law firms was collected from the available websites 
of law firms and Bar Associations. Finally the analyses needed to gain valid-
ity within external observations and evidence on women’s careers choices and 
women’s presence among partners and owners of law firms as well as employees 
across different types of law practices. All in all, various types of data were ap-
plied in order to enhance the interpretation of the findings not only for this spe-
cific professional group of women but also to be able to draw some conclusions 
relevant for other women lawyers not covered by the study. 

The research process reflects the close relationship between theory and 
method in which methods were used within the deployed theoretical perspec-
tives. It represents a shift from positivist towards an interpretivist paradigm. 
The shift also represents the position of the researcher from researcher-miner 
towards researcher-traveller (Kvale 2010, 53-55) who initially extracts objective 
facts and evidence which are subsequently explored in relation to the inter-
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viewees’ differential experiences underpinned by gender, class and professional 
status. The analyses were conducted by moving from theory to data and from 
data to theory, so that the data and the theory were in continuous discussion 
with each other throughout the whole process of the study. The same empirical 
data was analysed and interpreted with two main theoretical perspectives in 
order to embrace the complexity of women attorneys’ careers and their sources of 
competitive potential. The research objective was to embrace both subjective and 
objective aspects of women’s careers within the dynamics of the broader social 
context. Consequently, the study deploys two main perspectives, specifically 
career theory and Bourdieu’s approach combined with the Bourdieusian femi-
nists’ works that take gender as the central category. While Bourdieu’s theory 
contributes to the understanding of dynamics between agency and its context, 
the Bourdieusian approach focuses on the same dynamics but with the particu-
lar focus devoted to the role and meaning of gender dispositions in social agents’ 
activity (e.g. Adkins 2004; Fowler 2003; Huppatz 2012; Lovell 2000; McCall 1992; 
McNay 1999). 

Figure 2. Design of the study.
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3.2 survey data

3.2.1 the structure of the finnish Bar association and polish Bar 
council in the light of statistical data

finnish Bar association 
According to statistics, the Finnish Bar Association had 1 858 member-advocates 
who were divided into 12 chambers in 2008 (Finnish Bar Association 2009). 
Women constituted about 25 % of all Finnish attorneys and Helsinki as the big-
gest chamber covered about 53 % of all attorneys with women’s share of 26 % 
(see Figure 3). 

Figure 3. Women attorneys in Finland broken down by regional chambers, in %, 
2008.  

Source: Calculations conducted on data provided by the Finnish Bar Association, 2009.

In addition, the initial statistics indicate that the women’s participation in Finnish 
advocacy has been a relatively recent phenomenon, as 57 % of women tend to 
practice law for less than 10 years (as compared to 37 % of men), 27 % for about 
10-20 years and only 15 % for more than 20 years (compare Figures 4. and 5.). 
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Figure 4. Finnish women attorneys broken down by the number of years spent in 
legal practice, in %, 2008. 

Source: data provided by the Finnish Bar Association, 2009.

Figure 5. Finnish men attorneys broken down by the number of years spent in 
legal practice, in %, 2008.  

Source: data provided by the Finnish Bar Association, 2009.
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Taking a closer look at the women’s share among all Finnish attorneys with regard 
to years spent in legal practice, the data indicates that women are most numerous 
among the attorneys who have practiced law for less than 10 years (see Figure 
6.). Their share is particularly low among most experienced attorneys, although 
it varies across Finnish district chambers. The proportion of women across all 
groups of attorneys is particularly low in the chambers of Eastern and Central 
Finland and Kymi.

Figure 6. Finnish women attorneys out of all attorneys by the number of years 
spent in legal practice, in %, 2008.

Source: data provided by the Finnish Bar Association, 2009.

The least experienced female attorneys in the Helsinki chamber constitute 32 % of all the 
least experienced attorneys in Helsinki (compared to 34 % for the whole population of the 
least experienced attorneys), 23 % of those who have practiced for 10-20 years (compared 
to 21 % for the total population of those practicing for this length of time) and only 16 % 
of female lawyers have spent longer than 20 years in advocacy (compared to 16 % for the 
total population of those practicing for longer than 20 years).

This study concentrates more specifically on the Helsinki chamber, because it 
covers the majority of Finnish attorneys. In addition, the characteristics of the 
Helsinki chamber in terms of gender composition and the length of women’s 
working experience in legal practice are similar to those of the total population 
of Finnish women attorneys (see Figure 7.). Namely, women attorneys constitute 
26 % of all attorneys in the Helsinki chamber and 25 % in the whole Finnish Bar 
Association (see Figure 3.). Also the comparison of the share of women attor-
neys according the length of professional experience in legal practice between 
the Helsinki chamber and the whole population of Finnish women attorneys is 
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similar, with only slight differences. 62 % of female attorneys from the Helsinki 
chamber have practiced law for less than 10 years (compared to 57 % of the whole 
population of Finnish women attorneys), 27 % have spent between 10-20 years 
in legal practice (compared to 28 % for the whole population of Finnish women 
attorneys), and only 11 % (compared to 15 % of the whole population of Finnish 
attorneys) (see Figure 5.). 

However, there are some considerable differences in the comparison of the 
distribution of women attorneys according to age between the Helsinki chamber 
and the whole population of Finnish attorneys. Namely, the Helsinki chamber 
demonstrates a larger proportion of women attorneys under 40 years old com-
pared to the whole population of Finnish women attorneys and an under-repre-
sentation of older age groups of women attorneys (see Figure 7.). 

The women’s share among Finnish attorneys from the Helsinki chamber as 
well as among all Finnish attorneys appears to increase continuously. According 
to statistics received from Finnish Bar Association in 2013, women constituted 26 % 
of all Finnish women attorneys and 28 % of Finnish attorneys from the Helsinki 
chamber in 2012 (see Appendix 3.). All in all, I conclude that the similarities in the 
statistical pictures of the Helsinki chamber and the Finnish Bar Association allow, 
with some caution, to concentrate on women attorneys in the Helsinki chamber 
as the main target group of this study. 

Figure 7. Finnish women attorneys broken by age group, in %, 2008.   

Source: Calculations based on data provided by the Finnish Bar Association, 2009.
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the polish Bar council
Regarding Poland, it is essential to assert that the Polish legal system consists of 
two distinct groups of practicing lawyers whose qualifications are to a great extent 
similar to those of Finnish attorneys, specifically attorneys and legal counsels15. 
The distinction originates from the socialist regime in which the professional 
group of legal counsels was created in order to work for companies and represent 
exclusively companies’ interests (Fuszara 2003, 378). By contrast, attorneys have 
been always an independent professional category engaged predominantly with 
individual clients’ interests. Nowadays there is an ongoing discussion about the 
merger of attorneys and legal counsels into one profession (Sendecki 2007; Zwara 
2007). Both professions have separate professional bodies and legal apprentice-
ships. Nonetheless, their slightly different professional competence and privi-
leges remain unsolved issues in this debate. 

However, the profession of legal counsels is seen as secondary compared to 
the profession of attorney as the latter is characterised by a longer history and 
tradition. due to that, Fuszara highlights that the profession of legal counsels has 
never been considered as lucrative or prestigious as the profession of attorney 
(Fuszara 2003, 383). She also explains the change that happened to the profession 
of attorney after 1989, which brought about an increase in the number of women 
attorneys. Under socialism, access to the profession of attorney was strictly regu-
lated so that only a limited share of candidates could be actually admitted to it 
(Fuszara 2003, 382). In addition, attorneys were ascribed to co-operatives and 
had to follow strict rules regarding their contacts with clients. Nowadays out of 
8 903 Polish attorneys only 144 are still members of co-operatives (Ivanova 2011). 
Others choose to establish solo or joint practices or they work for other law firms. 

From the perspective of this thesis, the remarkable is to point out the main dif-
ference between both professional groups with regard to women’s share among 
their members. The profession of attorney, as in Finland, has always been quan-
titatively male-dominated, with a considerable increase of women’s share after 
1989 (Fuszara 2003). By contrast, the number of legal counsels has been always 
greater compared to attorneys and characterised by a considerably higher ratio of 
women (see Tables 1. and 2.). For instance, in 2008, there were about three times 
fewer attorneys compared to the number of legal counsels in Poland. In addition, 
while the share of women was about 34 % among attorneys, it exceeded 50 % 
among legal counsels.  

Consequently, Polish women attorneys were chosen as the target group for 
this study as they correspond in terms of professional ethos and competence to 
Finnish women attorneys. due to the large number of Polish attorneys, the study, 
likewise in Finnish case, concentrates predominantly on women attorneys located 
in the Warsaw chamber, covering the region of the capital. The last complete data 
on the proportion of women among Polish attorneys originates from 2009. In 
the light of it, the share of women among attorneys of the Warsaw chamber was 
slightly higher compared to the share of women among the whole population of 

15 For more information see section 1.2.2 in the introduction. 
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Polish attorneys (41 % vs. 31 %) (see Appendix 4.). All in all, the share of women 
among attorneys varied across 24 local chambers between 19 % – 41 % in 2009 
(see Appendix 4.). 

Table 1. Women attorneys in Poland.

Year Total number of attorneys Number of women attorneys Women in %
1968 5722 732 13

1974 5766 913 16

1980 5640 1073 19

1992 7085 1939 27

1998 7216 2130 29.5

2008 8903 3033 34

2009 9696 3016 31

Source: For: 1968-1998: Fuszara 2003; for 2008: data provided by the Polish Bar Council. 

Table 2. Women among legal counsels in Poland.

Year Total number of 
legal counsels

Number of women 
legal counsels Women in %

1991 27880 8631 48.3

1995 19163 9352 48.8

1997 20038 9731 48.6

1999 20326 10030 49.3

2008 26050 13533 51.9

Source: For 1991-1999: Fuszara 2003; for 2008 data provided by the Polish Legal Counsels’ 
Council

3.2.2 sampling strategy: forming the study group 
The survey data comes from two sources, i.e., from a posted and electronic ques-
tionnaire. In total, the survey resulted in 325 responses, but some respondents 
were excluded due to practicing law in the public sector. The focus of this study 
has been precisely on women attorneys within the private sector. The final set of 
survey data includes a total of 304 responses from women attorneys. The Finnish 
sample covers 127 cases and the Polish sample covers 177 cases. 

According to received data from the Finnish Bar Association and the Polish 
Bar Council, the Finnish population of attorneys consisted of 445 women in 2008 
and the Polish population consisted of 3 033 in 2009. due to these large numbers, 
particularly in the case of Poland, it was unrealistic to address the questionnaire 
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to all women attorneys16. Therefore, the study focused on women attorneys from 
the largest chambers situated in the region of capital cities. The capital cities were 
chosen as providing wide enough spectrums on different forms of attorneys’ 
professional activity. 

The lists of women attorneys participating in both capital cities were pre-
pared on the basis of information acquired from the websites of the Finnish Bar 
Association and the Warsaw chamber from 2009. Consequently, the postal ques-
tionnaires with the enclosed postage-free envelopes were addressed to about all 
female attorneys from Helsinki (N = 250) and Warsaw (N = 500). The letter sent 
with the questionnaire asked the respondents to send their responses by a specific 
deadline. However, in June 2010, a reminder e-mail was sent to all the recipients of 
questionnaires whose e-mails were acquired from the Bar Associations’ websites. 
The purpose of the e-mail was to express gratitude to those who had answered 
the survey and to renew the request to others who had not then answered the 
questionnaire. In addition, the reminder e-mail also included an attached form 
of the questionnaire in case some respondents would prefer to send it electroni-
cally. Unfortunately e-mail could only reach about 10-15 % of the Polish popula-
tion of women attorneys from Warsaw as not all attorneys provided their e-mail 
addresses to the Warsaw chamber. 

The initial response rate was 40 % (100 responses out of 250 sent) for Finnish 
and 15 % (76 responses out of 500 sent) for Polish respondents. In total, the posted 
sample covered 176 responses. The responses were mainly collected by postal ques-
tionnaire with a small proportion of e-mailed ones that came in response to my 
reminder e-mail. All survey responses were confidential and respondents’ were 
assured in a cover letter about their privacy being respected when data was being 
handled. The first part of survey data was collected between May and July 2010.

As a result of the rather low response rate, the same forms of questionnaire 
were prepared electronically and sent to all possible addresses of women attor-
neys from Finland and Poland.  In this way, the list of e-mail addresses previously 
created only for women attorneys participating in the Helsinki and Warsaw areas 
were supplemented with e-mail addresses of women attorneys from other areas 
and cities. While in the case of Finland the e-mail addresses were easily accessible 
from the website of the Finnish Bar Association, in case of Poland it was essential 
to review all websites of 24 local bar chambers in order to collect a limited num-
ber of e-mail addresses. It turned out that some chambers do not publish and do 
not possess any e-mail addresses of attorneys. Finally, in September 2010 e-mails 
written in Finnish and Polish were addressed to all the collected e-mail addresses 
of Finnish and Polish women attorneys. The e-mails included a request to fill in 
the electronic form of the questionnaire. 

16 Mainly due to the unavailability of a general register of all women attorneys in Poland and the 
complexity of the structure of the Polish Bar Council. The Polish attorneys are divided into 24 district 
chambers (or so-called district Bar Councils). Each chamber has its own legal bodies and members. It 
was impossible to obtain a register of all Polish women attorneys as the regional chambers do not have 
obligation to publish the list of their members on their websites. They have also refused to provide me 
with the contact information of their members. 
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The final responses came in december and they were added to the data sets 
and reviewed in terms of the type of practice. As a result, 21 cases were excluded 
from the data set as the respondents were identified to work in the public sector. It 
suggests that between the preparation of the list of women attorneys and the actual 
sending of the survey, some respondents had moved from the private to the public 
sector. In addition, some of the emails as well as previously sent postal question-
naires failed to reach their owners, who probably had changed their places of work. 
Thus, the data from websites turned out to be outdated for some respondents. In 
total there were 30 postal returns from Finland and Poland. While Finnish recipi-
ents of returns were easily traceable and therefore resent again to proper work ad-
dresses, the remaining 18 Polish returns were impossible to resend. 

As a result, the received survey data were not acquired through random sam-
pling due to the lack of a sampling frame, particularly in case of the Poland. In 
the case of Finland, it was almost possible to contact all women attorneys whose 
names were published on the website of the Finnish Bar Association in 2008 and 
2009. In Poland, predominantly women attorneys from Warsaw and some from 
other parts of Poland were contacted if their email addresses were published on 
the websites of regional chambers. This, however, was noticed not to be a com-
mon practice for the majority of women attorneys. 

Thus, the sampling strategy was driven by the goal of reaching as many pro-
fessionally active women attorneys in both countries as possible. As professionals 
represent a challenging group to study, the obtained sample is considered in terms 
of a convenience sample as it covers only those respondents whom it was possible 
to reach. A more specific profile of the respondents is included in Appendix 1. 

3.2.3 survey instrument 
The questionnaire was constructed on the basis of an extensive review of litera-
ture and studies on women’s legal careers (e.g. Brockman 2001; Kay and Gorman 
2008; Schultz and Shaw 2003) as well as the use of previous studies and surveys 
on Finnish and Polish women lawyers (Fuszara 2003, 2005; Silius 1992; Szafraniec 
1982). Some of the questions come from the questionnaire used by Silius (1992) in 
her own study on Finnish women lawyers in 1987-1988. 

The questionnaire was 11 pages long and consisted of 44 questions grouped 
in the following thematic sections: education and work experience, current posi-
tion and workplace, professional network and pro bono work, professional ca-
reer, family and personal life, family background and personal information. The 
questions were predominatly of close-ended and multiple-choice forms, with the 
exception of one open-ended question which asked for the legal specialisation of 
the respondent. In addition, at the end of the questionnaire, the respondents were 
invited to offer any comments and remarks they had regarding the subject of the 
study or the questionnaire (see Appendix 5.). Additionally, the questionnaire gave 
the possibility for respondents to include their contact information in case they 
were interested in obtaining the results of the study. These became particularly 
valuable pieces of information for contacting the informants for interview. 
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Originally, I prepared the questionnaire in English and translated into Finnish 
and Polish17 by myself with the help of colleagues and friends. due to that, I was 
able to control whether the formulation of questions reflected the intended mean-
ing as well as whether both language versions posed the same questions and 
enquired about similar pieces of information. This stage of the study was particu-
larly important for acquiring reliable information and for that reason took about 
a year to prepare and organise the questions and then to prepare the particular 
language versions. It was not only about the language translation, but also about 
the correct formulation of concepts so that the information acquired was reliable 
and similar to both Finnish and Polish respondents. 

The final corrections were introduced after a small-scale pilot study. In order 
to test the survey instrument and increase its reliability, the questionnaire was 
sent for revision to some lawyers and apprentices who were requested to answer 
the questionnaire and give feedback. As a result, specific emphasis was put on 
the Finnish and Polish versions of the questionnaire in order to make them reli-
able instruments. 

3.2.4 analyses of survey data
I entered and coded all survey data into SPSS. Initially, the survey data was 
checked and explored with the application of descriptive statistics in order to 
acquire the understanding of the obtained data before running any analyses. 
Nonparametric techniques were applied in order to detect differences between 
the national groups. Nonparametric techniques are commonly used in the analy-
sis of survey data, because they do not imply assumptions about the normal 
distribution of analysed characteristics. However, they require independent 
observations and random sampling (Pallant 2007, 211). The latter requirement 
can be problematic due to the fact that the samples obtained in this study are 
convenience samples. In addition, the data were examined in terms of detecting 
possible associations with the application of a cross tabulation technique. In some 
cases, I also report the Chi square, however, it does not have any remarkable 
consequences for the interpretations of findings. Instead, the qualitative data has 
been used to enhance the interpretation of significant findings. Thus, the focus 
in statistical analyses has been on the associations between variables rather than 
on finding statistically significant results. Additionally, a principle component 
analysis was applied in the analyses of various aspects of career satisfaction in 
order to explore in detail the patterns emerging from the data. I also report the 
results of a T-test for the examination of disparities between Finnish and Polish 
women attorneys in terms of career satisfaction and its different aspects. Also in 
this case the focus has been on emerging patterns of difference which indicated 
the themes for further investigation in the qualitative phase. As a result, survey 
data was applied to acquire the general picture regarding the women attorneys’ 
careers as well as disparities among Finnish and Polish respondents rather than 
to obtain answers to the specific research questions. 

17 The Finnish and Polish versions of the questionnaire can be obtained by email from the author. 



  57

3.3 seMi-struCtured interviews with exPerts 

3.3.1 selecting interviewees and interviewing procedure 
The interviewees were drawn from the respondents of the survey questionnaire 
who expressed their interest either in participation in a possible interview or in 
obtaining the results of the survey. The e-mail with the request for participation 
in the interview included a general outline of the study and an overview of the 
main topics and questions prepared for the interview (see Appendix 6.). This way 
the recipients of the e-mail were acquainted with the protocol of the interview 
in advance. On the basis of this they could make their decision regarding their 
participation. The largest disappointment was linked to the low response from 
Finnish respondents who had previously expressed their interest in participat-
ing in the interview. This could have been probably linked to the language of the 
interview which was planned to be English so that as the interviewer I could be 
better in charge of the flow of the interview. 

The process of arranging interviews took about 3 months within which an 
intensive exchange of e-mails with possible interviewees was ongoing. It resulted 
in a schedule of 11 interviews with Finnish informants and 16 interviews with 
Polish informants. However, two interviews did not take place due to last-minute 
cancellations. 

The profile of the interviewees was not specified from the outset due to the 
objective of conducting as many interviews as possible. Additionally, it was im-
portant to cover interviewees across different legal specialisations and types of 
practice in order to acquire as wide as possible range of evidence on women’s 
careers in legal profession. 

The majority of interviews were conducted in workplaces, apart from three 
cases. Two interviews with the Polish informants were conducted in cafeterias 
next to the offices due to lack of sufficient privacy in their workplaces. In addi-
tion, one Finnish interview was conducted on the phone. The time and length of 
interviews varied due to the interviewees’ availability, working schedules and 
course of the interview. The duration varied from 35 minutes to 2.5 hours. due 
to some unexpected situations such as sickness of children, two interviews from 
Poland lasted about 35-40 minutes. 

The schedule of conducting interviews was tight, as all 25 interviews were 
conducted within the course of one month. The number of interviews conducted 
varied from one to three interviews per day. After each interview I usually had 
some time to make field notes regarding the interview situation. These notes were 
particularly beneficial for following up interviews and later for analysis. All in all, 
24 interviewees were conducted; 10 interviewees with Finnish attorneys and 14 
interviews with 15 Polish attorneys. One of the Polish interviews was conducted 
with two interviewees at the same time who worked together. 

With respect to the type of firm, five Finnish interviewees worked in middle-
sized (10-50 lawyers) or large law firms (51-150 lawyers) and five in small law 
offices (2-6 lawyers). Regarding Polish interviewees, three of them worked for 
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middle-sized or large law firms, one worked as an attorney apprentice and the 
rest (11) worked for their own solo or/and joint law practices. One of the latter ones 
had her own solo practice but at the same time worked for another middle-sized 
law firm. However, six interviewees who worked as solo practitioners at the time 
of interview, they had experience working for large law firms.  

With respect to age, ten interviewees were younger than 37 years old, ten were 
between 38-46 years old and 5 were older than 46 (see Table 3.). Consequently, 
the great majority of interviewees were either at the beginning or at an advanced 
stage of their legal careers. 

Table 3. Interviewees by age group and nationality, 2011.

Age 
Group

Finnish 
interviewees

Polish 
interviewees Total

29-37 3 7 10

38-46 5 5 10

47-55 1 1 2

56-64 - 1 1

65+ 1 1 2

Total 10 15 25

Regarding the marital status of the interviewees and their family size, the major-
ity of the Finnish interviewees were or have been married and had children. One 
Finnish interviewee was a single parent. One-third of Polish interviewees did not 
have children and the rest had one or at most two children (see Table 4.). 

Table 4. Interviewees by number of children and nationality, 2011.

Number of children Finnish interviewees Polish interviewees Total
0 2 (unmarried) 5 (1 unmarried) 7

1 3 6 9

2 2 4 6

3 3 - 3

4 - - -

Total 10 15 25

3.3.2 Interview protocol and interview situation 
The interview protocol consisted of open questions which were derived from 
comprehensive international literature review (i.e. Fuszara 2003; Kay and Gorman 
2008; Schultz 2003; Seron 1996; Silius 1992; Szafraniec 1982). The questions were 
designed to enhance the understanding the patterns emerging from survey data. 
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Questions were open which allowed to the respondents to respond freely to them 
and this way to express themselves and talk freely about their experiences. The 
questions covered 5 main areas of interests:

1. career choice, development and opportunities (used for the analyses of dispositions of habitus)
2. professional requirements and work-life interactions (used for the analyses of field)
3. everyday working practices, professional preferences, career goals and professional 

challenges (used for the analyses of dispositions of habitus and field)
4. factors contributing positively or negatively to a successful career (used for the analyses of 

capital)
5. character of legal work across legal specialisations, work organisation, career strategies 

(used for the analyses of field, habitus and capital)

The interviews were semi-structured due to my understanding of the problem 
acquired from the analysis of survey data. The interview consisted of three main 
parts, namely a brief “warm-up” introduction about the research objectives; the 
main body of the interview consisting of questions covered in the protocol; and 
finally a brief farewell session composed of exchanging contact information and 
my expression of gratitude for the interviewees’ participation in the interview. 

As the researcher I was well acquainted with the questions and research prob-
lem. Therefore, the interviews were kept in a rather flexible form. The flexibility 
was also enhanced through recording of the interviews after obtaining the inform-
ants’ consent. due to that, I was able to concentrate more on listening to the re-
spondents and actively adjust the inquiry strategy. Thus, the sequence of topics and 
questions varied depending on the interviewee, time available for the interview 
and the flow of the interview. However, the intention was to start the interview 
from the facts regarding the most important events in the career history. Secondly, 
it dealt with experiences, opinions, perceptions and finally, it touched upon the 
interpretations of career related issues and the assessment of contextual influences. 

3.3.3 semi-expert interview, its challenges and ethical considerations
The qualitative data were acquired through the application of a modified form of 
expert interview. The interviews predominantly concerned the interviewees’ ca-
reer choices, work and life experience. Additionally, some questions were related 
particularly to the interviewees’ positions within their own legal specialisation, 
workplace and field of professional activity in general. due to the specificity of 
the interviewees and the character of the conducted interviews, I argue that these 
interviews fall partly under the category of interviews referred to as “expert in-
terviews”.  

The expert interview poses particular challenges for researchers, such as for 
example, limited access and self-promotion of the interviewees, different versions 
of the ‘truth’ as well as obscurity of dialogue due to a sense of superiority (e.g. 
Mauser and Nagel 2009; Obelene 2009). Originally, in the expert interview the 
researcher is interested in some specialist knowledge which experts are in the 



60

possession of and which is linked to their specific position in the profession, or-
ganisation or institution (Pfadenhauer 2009, 82-83). Knowledgeable interviewees 
are, then, used as sources of expert knowledge. 

In this study, this expert knowledge was the focus of this study. The knowl-
edgeable interviewees were interviewed in order to obtain knowledge about the 
function of their field of professional activity through identification of stakes, 
legitimised resources and career choices, work positions, rules and regularities 
of the competition they have been involved in. It was, however, acquired through 
the exploration of interviewees’ social positions and careers. Therefore, the focus 
of the interview oscillated around the interviewees’ career history, elements of bi-
ography, working practices and experience as well as issues regarding their work-
places. Nonetheless, the interviews conducted were noticed to contain elements 
characteristic of expert interviews such as status difference and power imbalance. 
As Obelene points out “[t]he expert researcher has to manage relationships with 
powerful research subjects, and simultaneously he or she has to find a position 
of control in order to secure the purpose of scholarly investigation” (Obelene 
2009, 184). The powerful interviewees can impose their own interpretation of the 
reality on the researcher who can hesitate to challenge it as a result of power im-
balance. This, however, was overcome in this study by the sincere interest in the 
interviewees’ career experiences and the origins of career choices. This interest 
helped to overcome the influences of the power imbalance and to question the 
objective facts by for example asking “Is it also common practice among your col-
leagues?”, “does it bother you?”, “does it mean that you do not feel the difference 
in the share of women and men attorneys?”, “What do you mean by saying (...)”.  

Additionally, the interviewees were noticed to be professional communica-
tors as well as figures vulnerable to the professional environment and possibly 
also to public opinion. Therefore, they could have been particularly concerned 
with their image by careful consideration of what they could and wanted to 
reveal to others. They could, for example, be driven by the need to give a posi-
tive impression of themselves and the institutions they are part of and loyal to. 
It was also identified to be relevant for some of the interviewees for whom the 
impression management appears to be a crucial part of their everyday work. 
Alvesson argues that nowadays everyone is increasingly engaged in the prac-
tices of selling themselves and their institutions and, therefore the practices of 
self-promotion are also inherent in the interview situation (Alvesson 2011, 90). 
This practice was observed during interviews as some interviewees who par-
ticularly identified with their workplaces spoke on behalf of their workplaces or 
professional community. Their official representative manner was distinguished 
by the usage of the plural personal pronoun “we”. It helped to distinguish the 
interviewees’ individual experiences, views and values from statements charac-
teristic for the professional group and their institutions. It provided particularly 
beneficial insights into the functionality of the professional field the interview-
ees are part of. This is also the reason why I refer to the informants as experts 
whom I consider to possess expert knowledge about a professional field which 
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I have been particularly interested in as a researcher. Consequently, I view my 
informants from the position of experts who provide me with insights not only 
on their experience, opinions, values, but also on the properties of the whole field 
and competition they are engaged in.

In addition, the experts’ vulnerability to professional environment and public 
opinion requires a particular effort to ensure their anonymity when presenting 
the results of the study. It has been translated into careful consideration of inter-
view material in terms of material which is necessary to reveal in analyses but 
which does not enable the identification of the informants. For this reason, the 
study does not include detailed personal and occupational characteristics of the 
interviewees. Instead, it only mentions observed patterns which are of more sci-
entific value than the personal information itself. In this respect, every effort was 
made to keep with the ethical premises of research work in order to prevent the 
identification of the interviewees. This is also the reason why I made a choice not 
to provide any additional information, apart from nationality (“F” - for a Finnish 
informant and “P” - for a Polish informant), which could facilitate any kind of 
identification of the informants with their quotes. Furthermore, the objective was 
not to individualise the informants’ insights and experiences, because as experts 
they also speak on behalf of other participants in the field.

The expert interview requires the researcher to have thorough acquaintance 
with the interview questions in order to be able to concentrate completely on 
the flow of interview. As Obelene observes “[i]n order not to be corrupted by 
the experts’ interests the researcher needs to stick to the research agenda and to 
remain assertive enough in defending his or her desired role as well as the topics 
of the study that need to be supported by the experts” (Obelene 2009, 199). In this 
respect, every interview involves bargaining practices between the researcher 
and the interviewee which requires the researcher’s active participation in mod-
erating the interview flow towards the area under focus. As an interviewer I felt 
flexibility in the interview process. I was able to be sensitive to the information 
and could shape freely the direction of the interview flow by posing additional 
questions. Therefore, I could notice small nuances in the answers and react ad 
hoc to acquired responses by applying provocative techniques.

In addition, the technique of provocation was particularly useful in order 
to encourage the interviewees to go beyond self-promotion. It was noticed that 
knowledgeable experts can be distracted and this way “forced” to go beyond 
their impression management techniques by introducing some sort of awkward-
ness which causes respondents not to have much time to consider what is suit-
able to say (Bourdieu 1999, 610). The technique of provocation applied during 
the interviews relied on relating the issues mentioned by the interviewees to 
their own situation by asking, for example, “did you yourself have these skills 
and qualities?”, “And what do you consider a success?”, “Why do you think so?”. 
Additionally, the researcher brought up some facts or her own observations and 
asked interviewees to comment on them. In this respect, the interviewees could 
not foresee the questions and facts that were mentioned by the researcher such 
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as “I have noticed that there are not so many women attorneys compared to legal 
aid officers/legal counsels. do you know why?”, “Can you sense in your daily 
legal work that there are fewer women attorneys compared to men attorneys?”. 

  As Bourdieu aptly notices, although researchers try to abstain from having 
an impact on the production of knowledge restricted through faithful behaviour 
according to methodological principles, they, nonetheless, can still produce some 
effects which they may not be aware of (Bourdieu 1999, 607). It is not only a con-
cern of qualitative research but also quantitative research, because researchers 
are actively engaged in the research process at every stage, i.e., when choosing 
the research problem and theoretical perspective, collecting and analysing data 
as well as interpreting results (Engelstad and Gerrard 2005, 5). However, the most 
evident presence of the researcher is in the interview process which embraces a 
social relationship established during the interview seen as particularly fragile 
to the effect of conventions linked to this specific situation (Bourdieu 1999, 608). 
This is particularly challenging with experts as the target group due to numerous 
access barriers such as gatekeepers, lack of time, sensitivity of information and 
the experts’ vulnerability to public opinion. 

Regarding the interview process, it is necessary to comment on the differ-
ences in interviewer-interviewee interactions in both countries. Firstly, as the 
interviewer, I could have had a slightly different rapport with interviewees due 
to my origin and the language in which the interviewees were held. I am aware 
that this could have had some effect on the acquired data. However, I believe that 
my good acquaintance with the interview protocol and research problem con-
tributed positively to the richness of the acquired data. The ability to formulate 
questions flexibly turned out to be a particularly beneficial aspect in helping the 
interviewees go beyond self-promotion and prepared answers.

Last but not least, in the expert interview knowledge is seen as more produced 
than collected from the interviewees (Kvale 2010, 53-55). Kvale (2010, 54-55) em-
phasises that the researcher-traveller participates actively in the production of 
knowledge during the social interaction with an interviewee as well as in the 
process of analyses of data and in the reporting of findings. This study, nonethe-
less, combined both roles of a researcher-traveller and a researcher-miner in order 
to construct a narration based on the knowledge collected as well as produced 
during the interviews which subsequently was interpreted in the light of the 
chosen theoretical framework. 

3.3.4 the analysis of interview data 
The analyses of the interviews started during the transcription process. Thanks 
to the fact that I conducted and transcribed the interviews myself, I could better 
recall the acquired material in relation to the interview situations. during the 
transcription I decided that the collected material would remain in its original 
languages, namely English and Polish. Only limited numbers of interview quota-
tions with Polish interviewees were translated into English. They are published 
in this thesis.
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The first step of the analyses started during the transcription of interviews 
in May 2011 with some initial remarks and comments regarding some particular 
parts of the interviews. Afterwards, I reviewed the interview data in relation to 
the research questions and theoretical perspectives. Firstly, the interview data 
were reviewed in relation to quantitative findings. The qualitative analyses were 
used to deepen the understanding of quantitative findings in terms of wom-
en’s professional status in both countries; their career satisfaction and success. 
Regarding career satisfaction, sections of interviews that identify the sources of 
career satisfaction and dissatisfaction were extracted from interviews and sub-
sequently, organised around main themes. In conceptualising career success, I 
searched for the comments that referred to how women described their success 
and how they discussed different indicators of success. I also looked at how they 
felt about their career and career goals in general and in relation to their profes-
sional preferences and perception of opportunities. Then I looked at the style of 
their argumentation in order to account for the emotional loading which accom-
panied the interviewees’ argumentation. 

Secondly, Bourdieu’s analytical tools: field, habitus and capital, were applied 
for the critical investigation of data. For this reason, the qualitative data were 
examined in terms of extracting fragments of interviews which were grouped 
in relation to a particular concept. These fragments consisted of the composi-
tion of words, expressions, sentences and paragraphs, seen in the context of the 
interview situation and flow. The Bourdieusian approach contributed to the 
critical reading of data through a gender lens so that the gender perspective was 
already incorporated at the stage of data organisation and categorisation in rela-
tion to the three main analytical concepts. It particularly was the Bourdieusian 
approach that provided the interpretative dimension to data with a focus put 
on gender. 

For Bourdieu his analytical tools are intertwined with each other. Following 
his approach, the empirical construction of field required the identification of 
field-related capital as well as a set of valued patterns of perception, thinking, 
orientation and behaviour. In relation to that, the passages of text suitable for each 
concept were extracted simultaneously into different word documents. 

For example, the fragments regarding field were extracted in relation to 
Bourdieu’s definition of field. They aimed at identification of a patterned set of 
relations, positions, actions and settings between different lawyers who are en-
gaged in the provision of legal advice and assistance. In relation to that, the in-
terviewees’ comments about the rules guiding their professional behaviour and 
practices, professional requirements and goals as well as the structure of legal 
education and competition were categorised as relevant.

A similar procedure was undertaken for the identification of the passages of 
text referring to capital expressed in the interviewees’ comments about the fac-
tors that contribute positively or negatively to their professional positions and 
careers. The main forms of capital that guided the analyses were social, cultural 
and feminine capital. For example the fragments related to social capital touched 
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upon professional connections and networks. Family background was identified 
as a source of cultural capital. Also professional competence and qualifications 
were reviewed as a source of cultural capital. The additional manifestations of 
sets of characteristics that appeared to be beneficial for the interviewees’ position 
in the field were identified as relevant for the concepts of gendered habitus and 
feminine capital.

The interviews were also read in terms of what kind of dispositions are valu-
able for holding powerful positions in the field in terms of working practices, 
professional behaviour, perception, career orientation and others. In addition, 
the gender perspective was implemented by the extraction of fragments that ex-
pressed the interviewees’ attitude towards rules, values and properties of com-
petition and relations among attorneys. It also covered the comments linked to 
career satisfaction, career success, career choices, perceived career opportunities 
as well as work-life interactions. 

Finally, all comments linked to each of the concepts were compared across 
and within the two countries. This composition of comments allowed the see-
ing of which patterns emerged across and within the two countries. Then, the 
content of comments was reviewed in relation to the particular professional and 
socio-cultural contexts. Some of these fragments were particularly rich in the 
interpretation and therefore relevant for both theoretical perspectives applied in 
the study. Therefore, some particular selections of qualitative data are presented 
twice in order to draw on their full interpretative potential. At this stage of analy-
sis, the quantitative findings were added when applicable in order to add more 
general background in which the qualitative findings are rooted. 
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4 Exloring peculiarities of 
women´s legal careers

“Success is a good feeling that I have done a good work and my work gets appreciated 
among colleagues and judges, provides satisfaction from doing something meaningful 
in life.” [F]

This chapter initiates a discussion on the specificities of Finnish and Polish 
women attorneys’ career choices and career orientations. The chapter starts 
with an initial observation on trends observed among the Finnish and Polish 
populations of women attorneys. Subsequently, the professional position of 
women attorneys is analysed through the application of two indicators derived 
from career research, namely career satisfaction and career success. The quanti-
tative analyses are supplemented with interpretative analyses of interview data 
in order to enhance an understanding of the emerging patterns and disparities 
between the two groups of women attorneys. This method is in accordance with 
Hull’s advocacy (1999) on the need for application of qualitative data to obtain 
fuller insights into women’s subjective response to their professional experi-
ences. In this respect, the career satisfaction of women attorneys is examined 
as an indicator of women’s situation in legal practice. By posing an apparently 
simple question, namely “how satisfied Finnish and Polish women attorneys 
are with their careers” this chapter attempts to explore the origins of the dif-
ference in satisfaction between Finnish and Polish respondents. The concept 
of career satisfaction is, then, deployed to put the individual experience of the 
women into a particular socio-cultural context in order to identify possible links 
between the individual and the social. Additionally, the application of career 
success orients the discussion towards the conceptualisations of career success 
as relevant for the interviewees of this study in their field of activity. It is argued 
here that a certain perspective on career success influences women’s orientation 
in the professional activity in relation to the wider national circumstances in 
which they pursue their careers. 
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4.1 woMen attorneys in CaPital Cities: helsinki 
distriCt Bar and warsaw distriCt Bar18.

Both Finnish and Polish capitals represent the centre of legal work as the majority 
of attorneys as well as the variety of law firms in which attorneys practice law are 
situated there. It is particularly distinctive in Finland as most Finnish attorneys 
are located in the Helsinki area and the rest of the country is characterised by 
smaller law offices. The law schools located in these capital cities19 educate the 
largest number of Finnish and Polish lawyers. Therefore, these two areas were 
chosen for the initial observation on the type of firms in which women attorneys 
tend to practice law. The variety of law firms covers solo practices, small law firms 
of up to 5-6 attorneys, middle-sized (10-50 lawyers) and large law firms (51-150). In 
addition, the same law firms may also employ other lawyers such legal advisers, 
counsels, law trainees or law graduates. However, the observations concentrate 
exclusively on women lawyers who have passed the Bar exam and therefore prac-
tice law with the title of attorney-at-law. 

According to collected data, in Helsinki there are about 18 law firms which 
employ more than 11 attorneys and additionally other lawyers; five of them em-
ploy about 100 lawyers and three between 50-100 lawyers (Lexadin 2011)20. In 
Warsaw, by contrast, according to the latest ranking of law firms in 2012 there 
are four firms which exceed 100 lawyers and 13 others which employ between 
50-100 lawyers21. 

In addition, the main general observation on the structure of both chambers 
and types of law firms suggests that Finnish and Polish women attorneys are 
more welcome as employees than actually partners or co-partners of law firms, 
particularly in Helsinki. The data from the Helsinki area suggest that Finnish 
women attorneys are less likely to establish their own solo practices or small law 
firms (see Table 5.). Furthermore, Finnish law firms that consist only of women 
attorneys tend to employ fewer employees compared to law firms with male at-
torneys which tend to employ up to 5 male attorneys. In addition, 61 law firms 
have been identified22 to employ both women and men attorneys but women are 
more likely to work as employees than employers in Helsinki area. Only 14 out 

18 due to the absence of any in-depth analyses concerning the types of practice and work positions 
of Finnish and Polish attorneys, I have tried to get some general insights on the basis of information 
obtained from the websites of district Chamber of Attorneys in Helsinki and Warsaw. These two 
chambers were chosen as the representatives due to the fact that they are the largest in both countries 
and therefore, are assumed to represent the diversity of law firms and practices characteristic for legal 
practice. data was collected in February 2012 from the websites of the Finnish Bar Association and the 
Warsaw Bar Council as well as from available websites of law firms. 
19 The largest department of law in Finland is the one situated at the University of Helsinki and admits 
about 240 law students every year, while the others about 120 each (daria Kozlowska 2011). Regarding 
Poland, the Warsaw Bar Council covers the majority of Polish attorneys and attorney apprentices (see 
Appendix 4). 
20 See http://www.lexadin.nl/wlg/lawfirm/nofr/eur/lxadfin.htm. (accessed 25 Feburary 2012). 
21 See the results of the ranking regarding year 2011at: http://www.rp.pl/artykul/861047.html (accessed 
25 April 2012).
22 Own calculations conducted on the basis of the register of Finnish attorneys in the Helsinki region 
available at: http://www.asianajajaliitto.fi/etsi_asianajaja and the data obtained from the websites of 
law firms in the Helsinki area. 
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of 61 firms have women’s names in their title. 9 out of these 14 list a combination 
of female and male owners (probably composed of spouses), only a few firms 
employing both women and men have solely a female employer. 18 firms out of 61 
employ from 11 to 61 attorneys and also probably some other lawyers. The infor-
mation on partners was available for 16 firms. The data show that women tend to 
comprise 17 % of all partners of these 16 firms; the share of women among part-
ners across these firms varies from 6 % to 38 %. The general number of partners 
varied across the firms from 7 to 38. Women among firms’ attorneys comprise a 
minority in all firms except 223.

Table 5. Finnish attorneys by type of law firm in Helsinki area, 2012.

Size and type of practices Number of firms with 
exclusively women 

attorneys

Number of firms with 
exclusively men 

attorneys
Solo practices 43 172

Small law firms (2-6 attorneys 

of same sex attorneys)

10 44

Law firms composed of varied 

sex attorneys
61

Source: Own calculations based on the information acquired from the website of the 
Finnish Bar Association with regard to attorneys in the Helsinki area. 

The register of attorneys from the Warsaw Bar Council24 indicates that attorneys 
tend to register their own practices and simultaneously may also provide ad-
dresses of the firms they cooperate with, although it is not a general practice.25 In 
2009 out of a total number of 2 369 active attorneys 943 were women (41 %). The 
Warsaw chamber is remarkable for its greater representation of women among 
attorneys compared to other local chambers as well as women’s share among all 

23 However, in my calculations I have only counted the number of women attorneys not the number 
of all women lawyers employed. As my analyses were based only on the number of women attorneys 
among all attorneys employed in law firms, they need to be interpreted with caution as they do not 
take into consideration the total share of women among employers and employees of law firms. 
However, the analyses suggest that the share of women among attorneys employees and employers 
is not so high compared to the general impression of the equal sex ratio in law firms mentioned by 
the Finnish respondents. The number of women seems to be particularly high among trainees, junior 
and senior associates. 
24 data collected from the website of the Warsaw Bar Council at: http://www.ora-warszawa.com.pl/
lawyers/?s=a in February 2012, but the data published was noticed to be valid for 2009. 
25 due to it being difficult to indicate exact trends as neither the Polish Bar Council nor its regional 
Warsaw Bar Council possess any specific data on the subject. Therefore, I needed to limit my analyses 
to my own observations conducted on the basis of trends seen in the register of attorneys belonging to 
the Warsaw Bar Council.  The register was noticed to come from 2009 year so since then there might 
have been some changes in the noticed trends. 
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Polish attorneys (see Appendix 4.). Out of these 2 369 attorneys, 616 attorneys26 
tend to cooperate with larger law firms. This number comprises 26 % of all attor-
neys in the Warsaw chamber. Among these 616 attorneys, there are 424 male at-
torneys (69 %) and 192 female attorneys (31 %). Placing this number in the context 
of the whole population of women and men attorneys in the Warsaw chamber, 
30 % of male attorneys and 20 % of female attorneys from the Warsaw chamber 
cooperated with a large law firm in 2009. It indicates that men attorneys are more 
likely to work for some law firms compared to women attorneys in the Warsaw 
chamber. In addition, the list of law firms prepared on the basis of the register 
consists in total of 7 co-operatives and 242 law firms comprised of more than 2 
attorneys. 19 firms out of 242 have exclusively female names in their title and are 
composed exclusively of women attorneys. However, there might have been other 
male employees such as trainees, apprentices, legal advisers or counsels who 
are not covered by the collected statistics.27 Additionally, 54 law firms had both 
male and female names in their firm titles, many among them were established 
by married couple attorneys. Women attorneys comprised 24 % of all partners in 
these 242 firms28. 

The considerate disparity in the share of women among partners across the 
largest law firms in Helsinki and Warsaw suggests that the culture of law firms 
in promoting women as partners differs. In addition, the initial observations on 
women attorneys’ participation in the legal market are in accordance with other 
studies and statistical reports which report that women attorneys are more likely 
to be employees than partners and solo practitioners (e.g. Association of the Bar 
of the City of New York 2005, 2010; Catalyst 2001, 2009; Heinz and Laumann 1982; 
Heinz et al. 2005; Hunter 2003a, 2003b). However, Polish women attorneys tend to 
distinguish themselves from the general tendencies of women’s participation in 
legal practice as in contrast to their Finnish counterparts, they are more likely to 
work in their own solo practices or joint practices and less likely to practice law as 
employees. It is partly influenced by the professional requirement posed on Polish 
attorneys to be independent law practitioners29. Nonetheless, the same require-
ment does not seem to prevent Polish men attorneys from cooperation with large 
law firms in their professional activity as twice as many men attorneys compared 
to women attorneys from Warsaw Chamber tend to work for other law firms. 

Thus, there is emerging a considerable difference between Finnish and Polish 
women attorneys in the size and type of practices they tend to work in. Polish wom-

26 Own calculations based on the register of attorneys in the Warsaw Bar Council. The attorneys gave 
two separate addresses of firms (own sole practice and other law firms) or only one address of a large 
law firm. 
27 This was impossible to assess as not all small law firms have their own websites. In addition, the 
firms do not always publish the names of all their employees on their websites. The general practice 
is that owners’ and/or partners’ names are listed.  
28 Own calculations based on the review of these 242 firms’ websites. The calculations do not include 
women as partners but belonging to other groups of lawyers such as legal advisers or counsels. 
29 Although Polish attorneys need to be independent practitioners, they can, however, be employed 
by other usually bigger law firms on some kind of cooperation contracts between attorneys as 
entrepreneurs and large law firms. However, in the light of the law they are still independent 
practitioners but they work for other law firms. 
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en attorneys are, by contrast to their Finnish counterparts, more likely to practice 
as solo practitioners. These initial findings suggest that there is not only a dispar-
ity in size and type of law firms among Finnish and Polish women attorneys, but 
also among women and men attorneys within the studied countries. Additionally, 
women attorneys in the Helsinki and Warsaw Chambers appear to be particularly 
underrepresented in the upper echelons of law firms as they are more likely to oc-
cupy the work positions of lower levels, for example, as trainees, apprentices, junior 
and senior attorneys than partners. due to the continuously increasing number of 
women in these positions, the descriptive representation of women in law firms 
appears seemingly high and equal to the share of men. Therefore, the discussion 
shall turn into the debate on the substantive representation of women within and 
across the law firms and specifically in the legal profession. 

The initial statistics show that women attorneys are still underrepresented 
specifically in positions of trust and power across the structures of the Finnish 
Bar Association and the Polish Bar Council and their district Bar Councils.30 The 
situation appears slightly more advantageous in Finland where half of all district 
Bar Councils has a female president. In addition, women attorneys hold in total 
40 % of positions of trust in all these Councils. Nonetheless, women attorneys 
are not present as representatives of the Finnish Bar Association. In addition, 
Finnish women attorneys act as presidents of three committees out of nine (i.e. 
Committee of Ethics, Youth Committee, Board of Examiners).31 They are also pres-
idents of four out of 18 expert groups (i.e. Securities and Financial Law, Family 
and Inheritance Law, The Criminal Procedure Law, Labor Law).32 Regarding 
the Polish Bar Council, there are two women attorneys in the Presidium of this 
Council33. In total, women attorneys constitute 16 % of all members of the Polish 
Bar Council34. Women attorneys act as the deans of four out of 24 district Bar 
Councils. They also act as the vice-deans of three district Bar Councils. In addi-
tion, women attorneys act as presidents of three out of 15 committees and expert 
groups which fall under the Polish Bar Council (i.e. Investment and Financial 
Committee, Committee for Educating Attorney Apprentices, Committee for the 
External Image and Pro Bono Activities). Polish women attorneys constitute 28 % 
of all members of these committees and expert groups. These findings create the 
background for further analysis of women attorneys’ professional status in the 
legal profession in Finland and Poland. 

30 Inferred on the basis of data acquired from the websites of the Finnish Bar Association and the Polish 
Bar Council. In my calculations, I looked at the number of women attorneys holding positions of trust 
in the Finnish Bar Association, its district Bar Councils, expert groups and committees. A similar 
procedure was conducted for the Polish Bar Councils, its district Bar Councils etc. data collected in 
december 2013. 
31 Regarding women attorneys’ share among all members of these committees (including presidents 
as members), they constitute 35 % of all members. 
32 Regarding women attorneys’ share among all members of these expert groups (including presidents 
as members), they constitute 21 % of all members. 
33 One of them acts as a disciplinary spokesperson and the other is responsible for running the treasury 
of the Council. 
34 The Polish Bar Council consists of the President, members of the Presidium and advocates elected 
by the National Bar Assembly and deans (presidents) of district Bar Councils. 
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4.2 woMen attorneys’ trade-oFFs

As shown in the previous section, Finnish and Polish women attorneys tend to 
make different career choices compared to their male counterparts. Therefore, it 
becomes essential to study women’s satisfaction with their own careers which can 
deliver some insights into the women’s expectations and perception of possibili-
ties which underlie their professional choices. 

Career satisfaction like job satisfaction is a subjective notion in the way that 
it captures the individuals’ attitude towards their own professional experience 
(Hagan & Kay 2007, 51). This fact, nevertheless, should not belittle its importance, 
which has been pointed out by many scholars and studies (e.g. Hagan & Kay 1995; 
Hull 1999; Hull and Harter 2005; Kay and Brockman 2003). Hull, in her article 
on job satisfaction of Chicago lawyers based on data collected in the years 1994-
1995, refers to several applications of the research on job satisfaction (Hull 1999, 
687-688). For instance, it can be used as a stratification measure and therefore, 
possible differences in job satisfaction based on some particular characteristics 
can signalise the existence of inequality. Secondly, it can be used to provide more 
information on specific professions in order to verify popular stereotypes about 
specific professional groups such as, for example, attorneys. 

In this study, the career satisfaction is applied in order to encompass the pos-
sible differences in the subjective response of Finnish and Polish female respond-
ents to their professional careers. The concept of career satisfaction is deployed 
as an expression of the relation between Finnish and Polish women attorneys’ 
subjective career aspirations and their perception of career opportunities and 
choices in their field of activity. In other words, it links the individual agency 
in terms of career aspirations with the context in which career is forged. Thus, 
career satisfaction is used as an indication of women’s agency with regard to the 
available to them career opportunities.  

Finnish and Polish respondents have been asked to rate their satisfaction on 
a seven-point scale from “completely unsatisfied” (1) to “completely satisfied” 
(7), for both unitary concept of career satisfaction and satisfaction with 13 spe-
cific aspects of career: current salary, career progress, promotion opportunities, 
work-life balance, area of specialty, autonomy over one’s own work, prestige as 
an attorney, work conditions, employment security, training opportunities for 
professional development, the amount of time spent at work, work atmosphere 
and one’s own influence on the work organisation in the current firm.35 

Initially the respondents’ responses were merged into three main categories 
“unsatisfied” (1), “neither unsatisfied nor satisfied” (2), “satisfied” (3). The findings 
indicate that overall career satisfaction is high for both Finnish and Polish re-
spondents (see Figure 8.). These correspond to the general trend observed among 
lawyers in other studies (i.e. dinovitzer and Garth 2007; Hagan and Kay 1995; 
Heinz et al. 2005, 260; Hull 1999; Hull and Harter 2005; cf. e.g. Monahan and 

35 The applied concept of career satisfaction was developed by Weymann (2001) and applied in Blickle 
et al. (2009). 
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Swanson 2009). Nevertheless, Finnish respondents are more likely to be satis-
fied with their careers compared to their Polish respondents (85.5 % vs. 75 %). In 
contrast, more Polish women attorneys tend to be unsatisfied with their career 
compared to their Finnish counterparts (10 % vs. 3.5 %). The findings appear to 
be significant (see Figure 8.).

Figure 8. Women attorneys’ career satisfaction by nationality, in %, 2010. 

χ2 = 6.784, df = 2, p = .05

Relating these findings with the information provided in Section 4.1. regarding 
women attorneys’ career choices in the capital cities, it seems to be relevant to 
ask why women attorneys, although they generally occupy lower occupational 
positions or are found in professionally less prestigious law firms, express rela-
tively high career satisfaction. The same question was posed by other studies 
on lawyers focused on gender gap in job satisfaction (e.g. Chiu 1998: Anleu and 
Mack 2009; Kay and Brockman 2003; dinovitzer et al. 2004). These studies, how-
ever, covered predominantly Australian, Canadian and American lawyers. The 
scholars of these studies in their explanations of women’s greater job satisfac-
tion refer to, for example, commonly to the argument used in the literature that 
women compare their occupational achievements to other women and therefore, 
are more satisfied by smaller successes (e.g. Chiu 1998, 521). The other explanation 
suggests that women value other aspects of work so their sources of satisfaction 
may also differ compared to men (Mortimer et al. 1988; Murray and Atkinson 
1981). For instance, some scholars claim that the possibility of playing successfully 
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different roles such as professionals, mothers and wives contributes to women’s 
job satisfaction (Crosby 1987; Ruderman et al. 2002). Finally, some others tend to 
argue that the higher job satisfaction of women is a result of women’s socialisa-
tion, i.e. women tend to be encouraged not to express discontent as well as to have 
lower career expectations (Hagan and Kay 1995, 156). Nonetheless, the tendency 
appears that female lawyers despite having less prosperous career positions and 
limited career opportunities compared to their male counterparts still express 
similar or greater job satisfaction (Chiu 1998; Schultz 2003). 

This study, therefore, specifically focuses on the career satisfaction of women 
belonging to the same professional group but different national groups. The fo-
cal point is to examine more closely the observed difference in the level of career 
satisfaction among Finnish and Polish female respondents. Thus, the further 
analyses concentrate on the afore-mentioned 13 aspects of career satisfaction. 
Their investigation shows that apart from the previously mentioned significant 
difference in overall career satisfaction between the Finnish and the Polish re-
spondents, the Finnish women attorneys are more likely to be satisfied with the 
other six career aspects, specifically current salary (76.2 % vs. 67.3 %), career 
progress (79.4 % vs. 64.9 %), training opportunities for professional growth (92.8 
% vs. 68.4 %), legal specialisation (92 % vs. 84 %), prestige as an attorney (90 % 
vs. 77 %) and employment security (93.5 % vs. 67.5 %). On the contrary, Polish 
respondents are more satisfied with only two aspects: influence on work organi-
sation in current law firms (87.4 % vs. 70.2 %) and work atmosphere (92.2 % vs. 
77.6 %) (see Figure 9.). 

Figure 9. Women attorneys’ satisfaction with specific career aspects by nationa-
lity, in %, 2010.
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Additionally, a closer look at dissatisfaction values exposes that Polish respond-
ents lag significantly behind their Finnish counterparts in terms of satisfaction 
with employment security and training opportunities (see Figure 10.). About one-
fifth of Polish respondents and slightly more than 3 % of Finnish respondents are 
dissatisfied with employment security. In addition, about 12 % of Polish and 2.5 
% of Finnish respondents are dissatisfied with training opportunities. However, 
Finnish and Polish respondents appear to be relatively similarly dissatisfied with 
work-life balance (29.4 % vs. 25.6 %), time spent at work (27.2 % vs. 24.8 %) and 
promotion opportunities (23.8 % vs. 18.7 %). In other words, these career aspects 
seem to be the most problematic for all respondents regardless of their national-
ity. The observed differences might, at least partly, be linked to the differences in 
respect of workplaces, law firms and work positions among Finnish and Polish 
respondents. The majority of Polish respondents work as solo practitioners and 
as attorneys cooperating with fairly small law firms in which the number of law-
yers varies up to a maximum of 15 lawyers. By contrast, the majority of Finnish 
respondents work as associates and partners in larger law firms (see Appendix 
1, Figure 3.). 

Figure 10. Women attorneys’ dissatisfaction with specific career aspects by natio-
nality, in %, 2010. 

The differences between Finnish and Polish respondents in terms of their ca-
reer satisfaction with different aspects of their career seem to be remarkable. 
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Table 6. Mean satisfaction values, women attorneys by nationality, 2010. 

Satisfaction Measure 
Finnish 
Mean

Polish 
Mean

Difference in 
Means

Overall career satisfaction 5.41 5.13 0.28*

Satisfaction with: 

Current salary 4.99 4.71 0.28*

Career Progress 5.11 4.82 0.29*

Promotion Opportunities 4.58 4.67 -0.09

Work-life balance 4.39 4.63 -0.24

Area of specialty 5.52 5.36 0.16

Autonomy over own work 6.13 6.13

Prestige and recognition as an attorney 5.58 5.24 0.34**

Work conditions 5.46 5.65 -0.19

Employment security 6.10 5.00 1.10**

Training opportunities 5.66 5.04 0.62**

Amount of time spent at work 4.42 4.45 -0.03

Work atmosphere 5.33 5.90 -0.57**

Influence on work organisation in the 

current law firm

5.17 5.79 -0.62**

*  t-test significant at the 0.05 level 
**  t-test significant at the 0.00 level 

Apart from the mentioned national difference in overall career satisfaction, with Finnish 
respondents scoring an average of 5.41 on the seven-score scale and Polish respondents 
an average of 5.13, there are also seven other significant differences. Finnish respondents 
are more satisfied with their current salary, career progress, prestige and recognition as 
an attorney, employment security and training opportunities. On the contrary, Polish re-
spondents are more satisfied in the work atmosphere and influence on work organisation 
in the law firms where they currently work. Taken together, these results confirm the sig-
nificance of disparities observed from the earlier analyses presented in Figures 9. and 10. 

Some scholars categorise the aspects of career or work into external or internal 
features (e.g. Hall 1994, 101-102; Hull 1999; Hull and Harter 2005). For example, 
Hull (1999, 692) draws on two-factor theory of job satisfaction of Herzberg et al. 
(1959) that consists of “job context” and “job content”. The aspects associated with 
job context cover work features such as salary or pay, autonomy, employment 
security and others. In addition, job content embraces the aspects that are linked 
with the work itself such as work profile, level of responsibility and others (Hull 
1999, 692). The objective of Hull’s study on job satisfaction was to test the theories 
regarding the paradox of contented female lawyers who express similar or higher 
levels of job satisfaction compared to their male counterparts despite of their 
rather limited career opportunities. Her analysis did not support the assumption 
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that women lawyers are more satisfied with their careers, because they prioritise 
internal aspects above external aspects of the job. In other words, she was unable 
to prove that women lawyers do not value such aspects as good pay, promotion 
opportunities, employment security and others less than their male counterparts. 

Although this study does not focus on gender difference in career satisfac-
tion, Hull’s approach appears to be useful to be applied in the further investiga-
tion of national difference in the career satisfaction among Finnish and Polish 
respondents. In relation to that, 13 career aspects have been transformed into 
three summary variables. In order to obtain this, principal component analysis 
has been applied. This technique of data reduction is recommended particularly 
for variables which are correlated with one another as a result of measuring dif-
ferent aspects of the same phenomenon which in this case is career satisfaction. 
According to Hull “the principal components analysis permits compressing a lot 
of detailed satisfaction data into a smaller set of variables without losing much 
information” (Hull 1999, 691). The technique is especially useful for cross-cultural 
and comparative studies as it allows for closer investigation of various aspects of 
the key concepts across specific groups. 

The principal components analysis (PCA)36 has resulted in a three-component 
solution37 compatible to the afore-mentioned theoretical distinction made in lit-
erature and applied by Hull (1999) in her study. As this research concentrates on 
careers, therefore, job context is replaced by “career context” and job content by 
“career content”. In this study, the obtained summary variable referred as “career 
context” encompasses aspects which are seen as linked directly to the context of 
career such as field of specialty, career progress, salary, promotion opportunities, 
employment security, own prestige as an attorney and training opportunities (see 
Table 7. Component 1). By contrast, career content refers to aspects associated with 
the career itself such as satisfaction with one’s own influence on the work organi-
sation in the current firm, work atmosphere, and autonomy over one’s own work 
and work conditions (see Table 7. Component 3). Additionally, in this study there 
appears a third component, “compatibility of professional and personal life”. It 
embraces two variables, namely satisfaction with work-life balance and satisfac-
tion with amount of time spent at work. These two variables have been previously 
identified as similarly problematic for all female respondents. 

36 The high coefficient alpha for career satisfaction scale (.87) allowed for PCA. Firstly, the suitability 
of data for factor analysis was assessed. Inspection of the correlation matrix revealed the presence 
of many coefficients of .3 and above. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin value was .837, exceeding the 
recommended value of .6 (Kaiser 1970, 974) and Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity (Bartlett 1954) reached 
statistical significance, supporting the factorability of the correlation matrix. As a result, factor analysis 
with the extraction method PCA and rotation method with Oblim was performed. I have chosen an 
oblique approach allowing for the factors to be correlated.  
37 PCA extracted three main components with eigenvalues exceeding 1, explaining 39.1 %, 11.8 % 
and 9.5 % of the variance respectively. The three-component solution explains a total of 60.4 % of the 
variance. It means that it is difficult to speak of one general career satisfaction as it has more than one 
dimension. 
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Table 7. The three component structure behind the 13-item questionnaire on 
women attorneys’ career satisfaction, 2010.38  

Pattern Matrixa
Component

1 2 3

[d22_b] How satisfied are you with the career progress? .825

[d22_a] How satisfied are you with the current salary? .735

[d22_c] How satisfied are you with promotion opportunities? .713

[d22_i] How satisfied are you with employment security? .697

[d22_e] How satisfied are you with the area of specialty? .647

[d22_g] How satisfied are you with own prestige as an 

attorney?

.609

[d22_j] How satisfied are you with training opportunities for 

professional growth?

.499

[d22_d] How satisfied are you with work/life balance? .917

[d22_k] How satisfied are you with time spent at work? .893

[d22_m] How satisfied are you with own influence on work 

organisation in current law firm?

-.870

[d22_l] How satisfied are you with the work atmosphere? -.818

[d22_f] How satisfied are you with the autonomy over own 

work?

-.565

[d22_h] How satisfied are you with work conditions? -.546

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis. 
Rotation Method: Oblimin with Kaiser Normalization.
a. Rotation converged in 7 iterations.

Additionally, the T-test has been conducted in order to explore the difference 
in scores for the obtained summary variables (career content, compatibility of 
professional and personal life, career context) between the Finnish and Polish 
respondents. The earlier analyses have shown that Finnish respondents score 
higher on the majority of aspects that underlie career context. By contrast, Polish 
respondents score higher on the aspects that comprise career content. Finally, the 
summary variable compatibility of professional and personal life encompasses 
the aspects that have appeared in earlier analyses to be similarly problematic to 
both Finnish and Polish respondents (see Figures 9. and 10.). 

38 The first component is most highly correlated with the variables measuring satisfaction with career 
progress, current salary, promotion opportunities, employment security, area of specialty, own 
prestige as an attorney and training opportunities (b,a,c,i,e,g,j). The second component is most highly 
correlated with satisfaction with work-life balance and time spent at work (d,k). The third component 
is most highly correlated with satisfaction with one’s own influence on work organisation in the 
current firm, work atmosphere, autonomy over one’s own work and work conditions (m,l,f,h).
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The T-test reveals that the Finnish respondents score more on average on ca-
reer content and career context and the differences are significant. In addition, 
Polish respondents have slightly higher scores on compatibility of professional 
and personal life but the difference does not appear significant. Taken together, 
Finnish respondents score higher in terms of their satisfaction with career content 
and career context. Thus, the disparity in the scores on overall career satisfaction 
among Finnish and Polish respondents may reflect an actual difference in the 
professional situation of women attorneys across studied countries with regard 
to aspects underlying both career content and particularly career context. These 
two factors are reported to play a crucial role as predictors of overall career sat-
isfaction in the previous studies (e.g. Hull 1999, 693). 

Table 8. Mean Satisfaction Factor Scores, women attorneys by nationality, 2010. 

Satisfaction Factor Finnish 
Mean

Polish 
Mean

Difference in 
Means

Career context  .244 -.238 .483**

Compatibility of professional and personal life -.007  .050 .057

Career content  .333 -.095 .428**

** t-test significant at the 0.00 level

Interpreting these results in the context of differences in the samples regarding 
work position (see Appendix 1, Figure 3.), it appears that Polish respondents com-
promise less satisfying aspects of career content and career context for slightly 
better compatibility of professional and personal life. In this respect, as solo prac-
titioners they enjoy more influence on work organisation and work atmosphere 
as they are their own employers. Consequently, Polish respondents have more 
control over their own work and time as they can decide more independently 
on work responsibilities and work content as well as the interference between 
their career and personal life. They may, however, be subject to the insecurity of 
financial income as their greater professional autonomy can easily be reflected in 
their volatile salaries as well as less opportunities for career advancement char-
acteristic for solo practices and small law firms. 

By contrast, Finnish respondents are mainly employed in law firms in which 
the extent of their influence on their own work organisation and work responsi-
bilities depends on their position in the firm. In this respect, attorney associates 
as employees can enjoy more employment security compared to solo practition-
ers but still less compared to those who are in positions of partners in firms. 
Firms’ partners have the status of employers and therefore enjoy more profes-
sional autonomy compared with associates. In addition, large law firms tend 
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to offer more opportunities for training to their employees and more contact 
with colleagues and other lawyers in the field. According to some studies (see 
Banerjee and Perrucci 2010; Schultz 2003, xlv), supportive co-workers and greater 
career opportunities have a positive impact on job satisfaction, particularly for 
women. This may partly explain why Polish solo practitioners might feel less 
satisfied compared to Finnish respondents employed in law firms, as the latter 
group has probably greater contact with other lawyers as well as more training 
opportunities which is reflected in the analysis. For instance, Chiu (1998) found 
out on the basis of the American National Survey of Lawyers’ Career Satisfaction 
conducted in 1990 that women lawyers scored less on job satisfaction as a result 
of having fewer career opportunities. In addition, she noticed that women and 
men lawyers have similar career expectations but women need to struggle more 
frequently in their career development, compared to their male colleagues, with 
less influence and promotional opportunities. Chiu (1998) argued that it is the 
reason why women express lower job satisfaction among professionals despite 
the general trend indicating women’s greater job satisfaction across various oc-
cupations. She concluded her findings that women professionals’ dissatisfaction 
is caused to greater extent by inequality experienced in the workplace than by 
the fact that as professionals they want more time for their own or their families 
(Chiu 1998, 534). 

In general, legal practice offers diverse career opportunities and paths which 
vary in different aspects. For instance, pursuing a career within large law firms is 
perceived in the light of some studies as more satisfying in terms of, for example, 
career opportunities and professional autonomy (i.e. Heinz and Laumann 1982; 
Heinz et al. 2005). This particularly concerns legal work in large law firms which 
is characterised by more prestigious work due to the service directed at corpo-
rate clients who bring usually greater profits and offer challenging work (Heinz 
and Laumann 1982; Heinz et al. 2005). In this respect, large law firms are seen as 
offering more opportunities for the acquisition of legal skills and therefore op-
portunities for professional growth. This perspective, however, is rooted in the 
traditional view on success and prestigious work measured predominantly by 
economic profit and linear upward career advancement as advocated by some 
studies on legal practice (i.e. Heinz and Laumann 1982; Heinz et al. 2005). 

According to the data, it appears that solo practitioners and partners of law 
firms are the most satisfied among Finnish and Polish respondents (see Figures 11. 
and 12.). By contrast, in both countries an associate position seems to be the least 
satisfying, predominantly in Poland. This may explain why Polish women attor-
neys tend to opt for their own solo practices rather than cooperation with other 
law firms.39 These findings suggest that the Polish respondents choose autonomy 
and control over their work and their working time, which seems to ensure better 
opportunities for compatibility of professional and personal life, over the better 
career prospects that other law firms offer to them. 

39 This issue is also discussed in the next section, 4.3.1.
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Figure 11. Finnish women attorneys’ career satisfaction by work position, in %, 2010. 

Figure 12. Polish women attorneys’ career satisfaction by work position, in %, 2010. 

Consequently, these findings are in line with Hull’s remark that “the choice of size 
and type of practice involves trade-offs between different aspects of job satisfac-
tion” (Hull 1998, 694). different types of law firms are reported to be associated 
with diversified levels of professional autonomy and prestige (see e.g. Heinz et 
al. 2005). In the light of empirical data, it appears particularly relevant for Polish 
respondents. Thus, the concentration of Polish women attorneys in the size and 
type of practices which are characterised with lower levels of satisfaction and 
fewer career prospects can be viewed as a stratification measure demonstrating 
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some form of inequality. In addition, these findings also indicate the remark-
able importance attached to some particular aspects of career valued by Polish 
respondents, specifically professional autonomy, work atmosphere and influence 
on work organisation, which seem to have implications on their career choices 
as attorneys.  

4.3 sourCes oF Career satisFaCtion and 
dissatisFaCtion

4.3.1 Attractions of a legal career 
The trends in job and career satisfaction are usually combined with an inquiry 
into the sources of employees’ satisfaction perceived as particularly valuable in-
formation for employers (e.g. Brown et al. 2012). The studies on satisfaction are 
also popular among professionals and more specifically lawyers, but they usu-
ally concentrate on the search for gender differences with regard to job satisfac-
tion (e.g. Anleu and Mack 2009; Hagan and Kay 2007; Hull 1999). These studies 
provide also inconsistent results regarding the job satisfaction of women and 
men lawyers. Regardless of whether gender differences exist or not, this study’s 
focus is to explore, amongst other things, the aspects of a legal career that attract 
women attorneys in Finland and Poland. In addition, this section endeavours to 
explain the disparities in career satisfaction observed between the Finnish and 
Polish respondents. 

For this reason, all interviewees were asked to list and discuss the reward-
ing sides of their career as attorneys. The aspects mentioned by the interviewees 
oscillate around the ideals ascribed not only to legal profession but also to profes-
sional work in general. The empirical evidence indicates that Finnish and Polish 
interviewees tend to value similar aspects of their professional work such as pres-
tige of the profession, lawyers’ commitment to public service, professional autonomy and 
independence, intellectual challenge, financial rewards and contact with other members 
of the profession and professional field. 

To start with, the vast majority of the interviewees of both nationalities list 
prestige of the profession as a source of social distinction. It also seems to be 
the essential factor contributing to their career satisfaction. In this respect, the 
interviewees recognise the higher social status that the profession of attorney 
provides them with. This status is particularly emphasised by the interviewees 
from lower class as well as in types of practices and work positions characterised 
by lesser professional prestige. As one Finnish interviewee from a small law firm 
specialised in family law explains:

I think the status of an attorney in general is still quite highly valued. For example, if I go 
somewhere and say that ‘I am an attorney’ so I can see in their eyes the impression I have 
made. I think still doctors and lawyers are appreciated in our society [F]. 
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The professional status of attorneys is also pinpointed by the interviewees who 
work in large law firms in Finland and Poland. However, they tend to refer to it in 
order to emphasise the dominant position of the profession of attorney compared 
to other law professions. A Polish partner in a large law firm and a Finnish senior 
associate in a large law firm explain their decision to become attorneys rather than 
other types of lawyers as follows: 

I made my decision to become an attorney instead of a legal counsel due to the higher pres-
tige of former. I have always perceived the profession of attorney as more prestigious [P].

But I think it is a great profession, it is an old profession, and to me the title attorney means a 
lot and I am proud that I am not just a lawyer but I am an attorney because that brings some 
history and a kind of professional pride (...) [F].

This shows that the interviewees emphasise the distinctive professional status 
of attorneys which makes them feel particularly proud about not “just” be-
ing a lawyer but an attorney. Even though women attorneys are reported to 
be found in types of law practices and positions characterised by rather fewer 
career prospects compared to their male counterparts, they are satisfied with 
the ennobling side of their professional activity which advances their social 
status as women in the society. This seems to partly justify the phenomenon 
of the contented female lawyer (Chiu 1998; Hull 1999). This appears particu-
larly to concern female attorneys who emphasise the respected historical role 
of attorneys compared to other law professionals. Namely, historically attorneys 
are characterised by their commitment to public service (Bennett 2001) which 
women tend to emphasise. It suggests that it has particular relevance for women 
in their choices to become attorneys as well as in the personal evaluation of their 
careers. This brings about a comment written by one of the respondents in the 
survey where she puts an equal sign between being an attorney and career ad-
vancement40. This is also reflected in respondents’ argumentations about their 
choice of becoming attorney. 

In addition, the interviewees pinpoint that their profession empowers them 
in relation to their clients. They mention that even though they are subject to 
their clients’ influence, as attorneys they can still feel credibility and authority 
originating from the fact that they are familiar with law and regulations which 
provide them with a superior position towards their clients. Some interviewees 
argue that it is particularly useful in direct contacts with powerful clients who 
endeavour to influence a lawyer’s work. One respondent justifies her opinion as 
to why she considers the profession of attorney as more advantageous to women 
as follows: 

40 A Finnish respondent made a remark on the questionnaire that being attorney is equal to career 
development, specifically “asianajaja = urakehitys”.
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(…) but I considered the law as a better profession for me and even for ladies. do you know 
why? Because whoever is on our side and no matter how big someone is I can always say 
‘but the law says this and that’. At least it is much easier compared to business. If you do 
business you need to know everyone, all the big bosses and not everyone knows all those 
people and have contacts [F].

However, the attorneys’ resistance towards the clients’ attempts to influence their 
work varies across legal specialisations and types of practice. Corporate lawyers41 
may be seen as less independent in their decisions on their clients as they provide 
legal advices to corporate clients, specifically other business firms. Behind these 
business firms there are usually powerful individuals who have certain interests 
and they seek lawyers who will represent their interests in the best possible way. 
Thus, the cooperation between this corporate client and a lawyer usually involves 
the specific interests of clients and therefore big money for both sides: the client 
and law firm. Consequently, corporate attorneys may feel pressure to perform in a 
certain way in order to satisfy their influential clients on whose satisfaction their 
work is assessed by the law firm they work for. By contrast, solo practitioners who 
deal predominantly with individual cases also need to consider clients’ wishes 
but they have more authority over their individual clients who frequently come 
for help regarding their personal issues. 

The profession of attorney may have similar prestigious status in many socie-
ties, partly due to the professional ethos of the profession based on the lawyers’ 
commitment to public service (Bennett 2001). The interviewees refer to it as a highly 
rewarding side of working as an attorney due to the fact that their work provides 
them with the opportunity to help people. This aspect of helping others is par-
ticularly emphasised by the interviewees who work in smaller law firms or their 
own solo practices. For instance, they argue that their satisfaction originates from 
the fact that they feel needed and in a position to help others:

I guess it is [rewarding side of profession] to be able to help people, to see that they get the 
outcome they wanted (…) the feeling of being able to help [F].

 But I know that my work is needed and when I see its results and the clients’ satisfaction 
(…) So this is advantage of this work and profession that we can sometimes feel needed [P].

In this respect, this longstanding tradition of professional ideals is also present 
in the interviewees’ rhetoric about the rewarding sides of the profession. It is 
even expressed today in lawyers’ commitment to pro bono work42 which can be 
performed by lawyers individually or on behalf of law firms. The professional 
ethos of attorneys binds them to engage in the public service which can take a 
form of voluntary undertakings and/or professional obligations. As far as profes-

41 The term “corporate lawyers” or “corporate attorneys” refers to lawyers and attorneys who work 
for middle-sized or large law firms. 
42 Pro bono is defined as “[f]ree of charge provision of advice and legal assistance by lawyers to the 
indigent, independently or within social organisations” (Bojarski 2003, 19).
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sional obligations are concerned attorneys are professionally bound as members 
of the Bar Association in Finland and Poland to take some legal cases regarded 
as ex officio43. Many Polish interviewees perceive these cases as the fulfilment of 
their professional commitment to pro bono work which is imposed by the Bar 
Association on all its members. Although Polish interviewees argue to be par-
ticularly committed to pro bono work, the obligation to take ex officio cases is not 
one of the most rewarding sides of their legal careers44. Instead, they want to have 
autonomy and independence to choose in what form they fulfil their professional 
commitment to public service. In this respect, they want to be able to make their 
own decisions on their pro bono cases. As one Polish interviewee who practices 
law as solo practitioner admits: 

Sometimes – maybe I should not admit it so openly – I take some cases for free. Those are 
people [clients] who do not have money for legal advice [P].

Although the pro bono work is mentioned by all interviewees, it is particularly 
pinpointed by the interviewees who work as solo practitioners in Poland and in 
Finland as well as Finnish employees of small law firms. It is probably linked 
to the fact that these groups of attorneys have more flexibility to undertake pro 
bono work. Some studies on lawyers (e.g. Brockman 2001; Lentz and Laband 1995) 
pinpoint the gender difference in the motivation to choose legal career in favour 
of women who argue that they become lawyers because it gives an opportunity 
to help others. This aspect was also mentioned in the only study on Polish wom-
en attorneys (Szafraniec 1982, 90). The desire to make a contribution to society 
by bringing about social change (through helping others) has also been identi-
fied as common for other professional groups of women (O’Neil and Bilimoria 
2005b). Regardless of whether a gender difference exists or not among attorneys 
in Finland and Poland, it appears that some of the interviewees of this study are 
particularly driven by the aim to bring a contribution to society through their 
legal work. This aspect has also been mentioned by interviewees from large law 
firms, as one of them explains:

The most rewarding thing with the clients is a smile on their face or a thank you at the end. 
Still this profession is about helping people and helping others in need. They do not know 
what to do, no matter what work you do, you are still helping others [F].

The afore-mentioned comment shows that interviewees from middle-sized and 
large law firms also attempt to emphasise the altruistic aspect of legal work based 
on assisting people in solving their problems. This echoes Silius’ study (1992) 

43 An ex officio case is a noncriminal case such as a civil, family or labour law case to which an attorney 
or legal adviser is appointed by a court out of all the members of the local Bar Association. Any 
member of the Bar can be appointed in an ex officio case depending on his or her field of expertise 
etc. The costs of ex officio cases are paid for by the State Treasury or by the party which loses the case 
(Bojarski 2003, 17-19).
44 The issue of ex officio cases is continued in section 4.3.2 which explores the disadvantages of a legal 
career.
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on women lawyers in Finland in which she noticed that her interviewees were 
particularly committed to care for the disadvantaged in society (Silius 1992, 318). 
Nonetheless, the interviewees’ commitment to public service expressed in their 
urge to help others can indicate that they have internalised well their professional 
ethos (White 1967 in Brockman 2001, 18). In this respect, it is inscribed in their 
professional identities which they acquire in the course of professional socialisa-
tion.

In addition, the interviewees mention that their satisfaction originates from 
the clients’ positive feedback on their work. As a Finnish attorney from a large 
law firm emphasises the advantageous impact of clients’ remarks:

(…) now I know again why I am doing it when I get really good feedback from the client 
(…) [F].

This can be interpreted in the light of studies which highlight the importance 
of personal recognition for women’s professional motivation across professions 
and occupations (e.g. Fels 2004; Gilligan 1982; Sturges 1999). For instance, Fels 
(2004) argues that women need to be properly acknowledged for their skills and 
experience, otherwise their ambition stalls. From the perspective of women’s 
psychological development, women are seen as driven by their connection with 
others, positive feedback and approval from others (Gilligan 1982). Nonetheless, 
the interviewees’ strive for the personal recognition of their work and merits can 
be also interpreted in the light of professional perspective, thus seen as the inter-
viewees’ aspirations for professional recognition acquired through clients’ grati-
tude. The clients’ recognition, subsequently, contributes positively to lawyers’ 
professional recognition as legitimate law practitioners. This personal recogni-
tion appears to be particularly valuable to Polish interviewees who work as solo 
practitioners. They argue that clients often come to them with a negative attitude 
as if they, as attorneys, would intend to take financial advantage of them. As one 
Polish solo practitioner complains:

For example, public opinion is so that we attorneys earn a lot and we do not do anything 
which in the case of me and my women colleagues is not true. People think that we are 
dishonest and useless. It is very distressing when such an opinion about attorneys is wide-
spread (…) so some clients come with the attitude that I am here to rip them off [P].

This disadvantageous aspect of attorneys’ work was also highlighted by some 
attorneys in Brockman’s study (2001, 42). Therefore, it can be a more common 
phenomenon although not mentioned by Finnish attorneys. The initial lack of 
clients’ trust and their distrustful attitude can be particularly challenging for solo 
practitioners and attorneys of small law firms who, depending on the situation, 
cannot afford to lose individual clients and therefore, it is particularly crucial for 
them to change clients’ attitudes in order to establish promising cooperation. This 
can explain why Polish interviewees, the great majority of whom work as solo 
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practitioners, emphasise the importance to gain clients’ trust from the very outset 
of cooperation. As they deal with individual clients, good client-lawyer relations 
facilitate attorneys’ work. In this respect, attorneys need clients’ trust in order to 
exercise their professional authority over clients which can be positively reflected 
in the attorneys’ professional performance (Sarat and Felstiner 1995). Therefore, 
the empirical data suggest that Polish interviewees, who mainly work as solo 
practitioners, know the importance of clients’ trust for the positive solution of a 
case which, in turn, is used for the assessment of their professional competence. 
This can be partly the reason for the Polish interviewees to argue that it is ex-
tremely satisfying for them when they manage to win their clients’ trust which 
is essential for them to conduct their work well. One Polish solo practitioner ex-
plains her source of satisfaction thus:

It is particularly satisfying when clients who are difficult at the beginning, who with the 
course of time change their attitude towards us, are satisfied with the service they get [P].

In addition, Polish solo practitioners tend to emphasise that their formal con-
tacts with clients sometimes change into more intimate ones. This transfor-
mation is expressed through the clients’ signs of gratitude. One of the Polish 
solo practitioners argues that she has very good contact with her clients who 
stop by to say “hello” or to bring homemade cookies or flowers in gratitude 
for her help. 

Thirdly, the Finnish and Polish interviewees emphasise professional autonomy 
as a source of satisfaction. In the interviewees’ rhetoric professional autonomy 
refers, first of all, to time flexibility. As one Finnish interview from a big law firm 
explains:

There is also a very large freedom when you are not doing any work you can do something 
else, you do not have any regular working hours which also gives you a freedom when you 
do not work you can do something else [F].

This provides them with satisfaction to be able to manage their time in relation 
to their current workload. However, the empirical evidence suggests that pro-
fessional autonomy is not equally distributed among the members of the pro-
fession in the same country and across both countries. While the majority of 
Finnish interviewees regardless of the size and type of law firm argue that they 
have enough flexibility, the majority of Polish interviewees claim that they have 
opted for their own solo practice in order to have more professional autonomy. 
However, all interviewees admit that professional autonomy can be limited, with 
some exceptions, due to court deadlines or the demands of the particular project 
and the workload related to it. The Polish interviewees state their preference for 
independent practice as follows:
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As an attorney entrepreneur [solo practitioner] you are your own boss and you are in com-
mand of your time so you can organise it as you wish yourself with some exceptions regard-
ing court deadlines [P].

We are self-employed and we work independently so we have our time at our disposal. So it 
means what we do, how we work and when we have appointments, just the appointments in 
the court are not up to us but it is also sometimes possible to negotiate their dates. However, 
in practice it is so that if we do not devote all possible time to the work because we have 
something else to do, then it is reflected negatively on our income [P].

In the light of these comments professional autonomy means to interviewees that 
they have freedom to make professional decisions regarding the choice of cases 
they take, how and when they solve them. This aspect appears to be particularly 
sensitive to some Polish interviewees who work as solo practitioners and who 
have experience in working for other usually bigger law firms. This disparity 
between Finnish and Polish interviewees’ rhetoric about professional autonomy 
suggests that Polish interviewees have experienced limitations in this freedom 
during their work for other law firms. Therefore, they have decided to opt for an 
independent law practice. They argue that their choice to establish their own solo 
practice has been made in order to have more professional autonomy:

This profession and my own practice give me professional discretion. I am not in favour of 
office work with stable hours 9-5, five days a week. Besides, I would not be able to be under 
someone’s supervision due to my personality. I do not like to work according to someone 
else’s rules. It would be difficult for me to accept someone else’s critical remarks, I am an 
individual [P].
 
I am an extremely independent person and I do not like doing something someone else tells 
me to do. I do not like doing things I am not convinced about and this was the minus of my 
work in a big law firm [P].

Szafraniec observes that professional autonomy is inherent in the profession 
of attorney in order to guarantee proper and ethical performance of the legal 
work (Szafraniec 1982, 81-88). However, professional autonomy is also one of 
four central attributes linked to professional work and membership (Gorman 
and Sandefur 2011). In Poland, the professional autonomy is seen as an essential 
element of professional ideals inherent in attorneys’ legal status and professional 
ethos.45 Therefore, Polish attorneys are expected to practice law as self-employed 
entrepreneurs. Consequently, the Polish interviewees can critically review at-
torneys’ work for bigger law firms as compromises of professional autonomy. In 
addition, the pejorative attitude of the Polish interviewees towards working for 

45 In the name of political impartiality, attorneys in Poland cannot practice law on work contracts but 
they have to have the status of private entrepreneurs. In reality, however, they can also be employed 
by law firms owing to some kind of “cooperation agreements” between attorneys as entrepreneurs 
and the law firms. 
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other law firms appears to originate from their rather negative experiences. Below 
a Polish interviewee explains her decision to change from a large law firm to her 
own solo practice: 

When I think about those old times [of work in a large law firm] it was a really tiring lifestyle, 
this is not the life you can keep up with for a long time, it is not nice either, and it is not 
the kind of work you can combine with family life and children. Back then I was actually a 
regular customer of night shops, because I needed to go shopping somewhere [P].

Consequently, the empirical evidence suggests that Polish lawyers employed in 
large law firms need to comply with excessively demanding organisational re-
quirements with regard to working time and flexibility. These demands are not 
in line with current debates on employees’ welfare at work and organisational 
success which highlight the importance of employees’ flexibility in their work-
places (Nätti & Anttila 2012). Therefore, the Polish interviewees emphasise the 
rewarding side of their own solo practices in terms of flexibility of time which 
is only limited by court deadlines. This seems to be a value which they feel is 
lacking when working for other, particularly large, law firms. Thus, the Polish 
interviewees’ preferences towards their own solo practice appear to be their re-
sponse to the rigid working expectations inherent in working in large law firms in 
Poland. This tendency has also been noticed in other studies on women lawyers. 
For example, Hewlett, on the basis of her nationwide survey oriented towards 
high-achieving women in United States, noticed that “[F]emale entrepreneurs, 
for example, do better than female lawyers in combining career and family and 
both do better than corporate women.” (Hewlett 2002, 8-9). This, however, is not 
necessarily relevant for Finnish women attorneys, for whom having their own 
solo practice is seen as a less attractive choice compared to employment status.

All in all, in the light of the empirical data, the Finnish and Polish interview-
ees strive to have enough professional autonomy, understood both as flexibility 
and control over one’s own time as well as independence in decision making. 
These characteristics are also seen as ideologically inherent in the profession 
of attorney (Nascimbene 2009, 177; Ministry of Justice 2012) although they are 
differentially respected in the changing market of legal advice. Still, as Schultz 
emphasises that women lawyers as professionals can enjoy greater professional 
autonomy compared to some women in other professions (Schultz 2003, xlv). This 
can be relevant to the Finnish and Polish respondents and interviewees whose 
high scores on statisfaction with their careers can partly be linked to the fact that 
they perceive themselves as privileged compared to others who do not enjoy as 
much professional autonomy. 

Nonetheless, the level of professional autonomy varies among lawyers and 
attorneys across types of practices, legal specialisations as well work positions. 
Employers usually have more control over their own time and work responsibili-
ties as they can distribute the work among employees. Thus, also solo practition-
ers and partners as employers are characterised by relatively high control over 
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their own time and workload which contributes positively to better work-life 
integration. As a result, the respondents of both nationalities appear to choose 
the types of law firms which are associated with greater independence in pro-
fessional work. Whereas Finnish respondents seem to be given greater possibili-
ties to enjoy professional autonomy across different types of law firms, Polish 
respondents tend to reject a career within an organisation and tend to establish 
their own solo practices or joint practices. This may originate from the possible 
differences in the culture of law firms in Finland and Poland which can contrib-
ute to women’s feeling of professional autonomy. Rollnik-Sadowska highlights 
that Polish female entrepreneurs are less likely to be exposed to the practices 
of discrimination compared to women employees in terms of career prospects 
and opportunities for professional success which in the case of entrepreneurs 
depend to a greater extent on individual characteristics and managerial skills 
than on the biased decisions of supervisors (Rollnik-Sadowska 2010, 224-231). 
In addition, the self-employment appears in Poland also as more beneficial in 
terms of work and life balance and flexible working hours (Rollnik-Sadowska 
2010, 224-231). due to that, the difference in the career satisfaction between 
Finnish and Polish respondents taking into account the types of law firms they 
work in suggests that Finnish respondents tend to experience relatively more 
professional autonomy in their workplaces. By contrast, Polish respondents in 
their striving for more professional autonomy, they need to opt for their own 
sole practices and therefore, they are not afraid to make crucial decisions re-
garding their careers. 

Fourthly, for many Finnish and Polish interviewees intellectual challenge ap-
pears to be an appealing aspect of a legal career. They argue that work stimulates 
them intellectually as they need to find new solutions to various legal matters and 
problems. As one Polish interviewee explains that legal work provides her with 
a feeling of accomplishment:  

From the perspective of a former in-house advisor I need to say that here this feeling of 
success is greater due to the work done for one’s own clients (...) satisfaction that you have 
come up with something, with some solution (...) that you have found something in our 
legal system [P].

The legal problems are of a different nature depending on the legal specialisation 
and type of clients. In addition, legal cases consist of a range of tasks and re-
sponsibilities to be fulfilled. This diversity within the legal work seems to attract 
women who are driven by the multi-facet experiences and intellectual challenge. 
As one Polish interviewee explains:

This is work that gives lots of satisfaction. These are sometimes small and sometimes large 
tasks but their completion delivers lots of happiness. All the time you do new things and 
meet new people, so there is no chance to get bored. This is great [P].
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In addition, the interviewees pinpoint on their numerous opportunities for a 
constant professional growth which is simultaneously also the requirement of 
their profession. They, however, tend to see it more as an appealing side to legal 
work than as a duty. As one Finnish interviewee describes:

There is always something to improve. I think you cannot do this profession if you are not 
in this sense hungry [F].

Furthermore, a Polish interviewee explains the rewarding side of constant profes-
sional growth:

We all the time acquire new knowledge (…) but when you have a case like that when you 
need to spend more time on it and acquire new knowledge brings lots of satisfaction after-
wards [P].

In this respect, the empirical data show that Finnish and Polish interviewees ex-
perience the positive implications of intellectual challenge as a driving force for 
self-motivated professional growth. It results in more confidence in their abilities 
and professional competence. 

Fifthly, some interviewees of both nationalities list financial rewards46 as a 
satisfying aspect of the legal career. Although they abstain from prioritising it 
above other non-monetary aspects, nonetheless, some of the Finnish and Polish 
interviewees emphasise the freedom that originates from financial rewards. In 
the light of data, obtaining financial success is satisfying due to its positive im-
plications on the interviewees’ personal and professional life. The following in-
terviewees’ comments are indicative of it: 

 
After all, it [working as an attorney] is just a business and it is good and rewarding and a 
good salary, it gives you certain freedom [F].

I sometimes think that maybe due to the fact I do not care so much about the money I earn 
here, because there is still fairly decent money from this profession and you can well live 
on it [P].

Particularly the interviewees from larger law firms are more likely to underline 
the importance of financial success. By contrast, the interviewees, who work 
as solo practitioners and in small law firms, appear to be more careful in brag-
ging about the financial aspects which, according to them, can vary greatly. 
The empirical data suggest that this trend particularly concerns Polish solo 
practitioners covered in the study who admit that they do not always make 
satisfying profits:

46 The financial aspect is developed in sections 4.4.2 and 4.4.3 as it composes one of the dimensions 
of career success. 
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Certainly making money is also satisfying here although it is not always that you earn a lot 
(…) There are months with high profits, so it is undoubtedly very enjoyable and motivating 
[P].

Last but not least, the interviewees list contact and cooperation with other lawyers as 
a rewarding as well as an advantageous aspect of a legal career. Colleagues are 
desired not only for sociable but also for professional reasons as a source of legal 
advice. A Finnish interviewee explains the importance of having colleagues as 
follows:  

I think it is good to have someone to talk with for the company, so as not to be lonely, but I 
mean also to get some other legal point of view from somebody else [F].

This is also one of the reasons why the Finnish interviewees claim that they 
would hardly consider establishing their own sole practice, because they realise 
the importance of having colleagues. However, having colleagues is not always 
possible for Polish respondents who are more likely than their Finnish counter-
parts to practice as solo practitioners due to the requirement about attorneys’ 
self-employment in Poland. According to Banerjee and Perrucci (2010), supportive 
colleagues have a positive impact on job satisfaction. Therefore, the disparity in 
career satisfaction between the Finnish and Polish respondents can partly be ex-
plained by the differences between Finnish and Polish respondents in the types 
of law firms they work in (see Section 4.1.). These trends are also reflected in the 
compositions of survey respondents. The great majority of Polish respondents 
practice law as solo practitioners and in small law firms. As solo practitioners they 
have fewer colleagues and this may be reflected in their lower career satisfaction. 
Nonetheless, this limitation in networking is overcome on the individual basis 
by Polish interviewees by acquiring an informal social network of lawyers, for 
example, from their university studies whom they are able to call when they need 
consultation on legal issues47. 

All in all, the positive orientation towards their career is reflected in the re-
spondents’ and interviewees’ attitudes towards the character of legal work. When 
asked during the interviews whether, if they could choose again, they would 
become an attorney again all interviewees concede that they would choose to 
become attorneys again. This echoes the findings of other studies on women’s ca-
reers which highlight that professional women are motivated in their professional 
work by a strong internal locus which helps them to cope with the demands 
linked to intensive professional activity and with the less rewarding sides of it 
(O’Neil et al. 2004, 479). In this study, this internal locus appears to embrace the 
aspects which are intrinsic to the profession of attorney and attorneys’ profes-
sional roles. The findings indicate that for the interviewees their legal careers and 
legal work comprise an important and integral part of their life and consequently, 
their identity. 

47 The issue of informal networking is discussed in section 5.2.3. 
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4.3.2 disadvantages of a legal career 
Generally, informants have preferred to focus on the attractions of their pro-
fession. Nonetheless, it has also, like any profession, its less rewarding sides. 
Therefore, the interviewees were asked to share their experiences on that matter 
as well. It is remarkable to notice that Finnish and Polish interviewees appear to 
share many experiences of dissatisfaction which are linked with the changing 
character of legal work and its context, such as unpleasant and ungrateful clients, 
workload and pressure to bill, stress linked to professional responsibilities and liability, 
challenges with regard to work-life balance as well as rigid court deadlines. In addition, 
Polish women attorneys tend to list additional disadvantages such as stress regard-
ing charging clients for legal advice, obligation to take ex officio cases, and lack of solutions 
to accommodate parental responsibilities. These disadvantages mentioned by Polish 
interviewees seem to derive more from societal and professional arrangements 
than the nature of the professional work. Consequently, they are absent in Finnish 
interviewees’ rhetoric. 

One of the main disadvantages of a legal career mentioned by the interview-
ees’ is linked to unpleasant and ungrateful clients. Some Finnish and Polish inter-
viewees admit that they occasionally meet problematic clients who do not neces-
sarily show their gratitude for the lawyers’ work. It might originate from clients’ 
lack of understanding of the legal procedures which can result in clients’ ignorant 
attitudes towards attorneys (Sarat and Felstiner 1995, 146). The interviewees em-
phasise that it is particularly troublesome when clients’ try to impose on them 
their wills. The following comments are indicative of it: 

Sometimes it is frustrating when clients do not appreciate the work we do for them, but you 
can get used to it [P].

Well, when they [clients] do not understand something that is really frustrating just keep 
on talking and then you need all the time to repeat that ‘yeah, but this is how it goes and I 
cannot do other way [F].

Encounters with the unpleasantness of clients have also been identified in other 
studies on lawyers (e.g. Brockman 2001, 41-42). Therefore, it seems to be an in-
herent aspect of any professional work, particularly in the service sector. Some 
interviewees argue that the unpleasantness partly originates from clients’ expec-
tations regarding the priority of their own cases over others’. Some interviewees 
mention that in the course of their professional experience, they learnt to rec-
ognise immediately the type of client they are dealing with. This helps them to 
make a prompt decision whether they want to work for that particular person. 
When it is only possible, the interviewees argue that they try to avoid difficult 
and troublesome clients who could submit a complaint on their legal work to the 
Bar Association. This possibility is specifically used by some individual clients 
who are unsatisfied with the results of the attorneys’ work. According to Finnish 
and Polish interviewees, it is a particularly unpleasant moment for them as they 
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need to defend their professional conduct in front of the disciplinary committee 
of the Bar. This shows that the Bar Associations in Finland and Poland still hold 
the supervising power particularly over solo practitioners. Therefore, the inter-
viewees reveal that whenever they can, they try to decrease the likelihood of such 
a case taking place. As one Finnish interviewee from a small law firm explains: 

We do not need to take all the cases so I have the courage to refuse a case when I see there 
might be some problems. (…) I try to avoid difficulties with clients beforehand [F].

Polish interviewees also opt in favour of preventative actions and therefore argue 
that they prefer to send troublesome looking clients or clients with unwinnable 
cases to other law offices. It refers also to clients who come with old cases which 
they previously handled without professional legal advice and only when the 
situation gets really miserable, they turn to attorneys and expect immediate help. 
As one Polish solo practitioner complains:

Some clients are very infuriating. It might originate from the fact that when they turn to 
attorneys for legal aid, it is the end of world for them. (…) People do not have the habit of 
approaching attorneys or legal counsels for legal advice unless they are really in trouble [P].

However, the main challenge for the interviewees appears to be the clients’ expec-
tations to be able to reach their attorney whenever they need to. While attorneys 
from large law firms need to tolerate their clients’ contacting them whenever they 
want, attorneys from smaller law firms and solo practitioners tend to have more 
authority to limit the clients’ privileges. This difference in attitudes can be found 
in the interviewees’ argumentations:

Nowadays I turn off my phone for evenings and weekends or leave it at work. Sometimes the 
phone rings at night so I turn it off. (…) There were some clients I had to tell that I will answer 
their calls if they call me during my working hours (…) there were cases when I needed to 
explain that several times [Finnish attorney from a small law firm].
 
This profession is something…well you need to be available to the client whenever they need 
you basically (…) Because as attorney or being in business life… you jump when the paying 
clients tell you to jump [Finnish attorney from a large law firm]. 

Consequently, there is an emerging difference among the interviewees, namely 
the interviewees from small law offices tend to use their authority to set their own 
rules of cooperation as they deal with less powerful, predominantly individual, 
clients. By contrast, the interviewees from large law firms deal with more power-
ful and wealthy clients and therefore feel obliged to conform to their clients’ ex-
pectations in order to make them satisfied with the service, at least to some extent. 
This difference in the authority to affect the rules of cooperation is noticed to be 
a reason why some of the women interviewed opt for solo practice. It appears to 
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be particularly relevant for the majority of Polish interviewees who have argued 
that they prefer to be their own bosses to influence the rules of cooperation and 
therefore also their own working schedule. 

In addition, the majority of Polish interviewees said that they feel uncomfort-
able negotiating fees with clients and therefore dislike dealing with fees. due to the 
direct contact with individual clients, the Polish interviewees are particularly ex-
posed to this problem. As one interviewee who works as solo practitioner admits: 

Honestly I cannot really talk about money with my clients in such a direct way and right 
at the beginning. This can possibly cause the distrust of some people because I do not talk 
about money [P].

This aspect of legal work was also identified in Brockman’s study on Canadian 
lawyers as experienced negatively both by women and men (Brockman 2001, 
42). In this study, it, nonetheless, appears to be specifically relevant for Polish 
interviewees due to the fact that in Poland there is no official list of fees for legal 
services. In Poland, the Ministry of Justice appoints only minimum fees48 for 
legal services which attorneys can take into consideration when they determine 
their fees for clients. The final cost of legal advice is argued to be on a case-by-
case basis. Thus the final fee is calculated arbitrarily by an attorney or law firm 
depending on the type of case, the time spent on the case, the lawyer’s experience 
and reputation as well as possibly other conditions. This can put some attorneys 
in uncomfortable situations, particularly in situations when they deal with dis-
advantaged clients. In relation to that, one Polish interviewee reveals that she 
applies different fees for similar legal advice in accordance with the material 
situation of a client:

Honestly I have a big problem with that, because I do not really know how much I should 
take for different cases, and I do distinguish clients and fees on different grounds. On one 
hand I make a distinction depending on the client because I cannot take 120 EUR from a 
woman who came for a piece of advice how to defend herself from her husband’s debts (…) 
However when there was this man here who came here to get some advice on how to divide 
his wealth with his wife and I noticed it was a fairly sizeable fortune so then I did not have 
a problem demanding 120 EUR for the time I devoted to him [P].

In addition, a few Polish interviewees, solo practitioners, complain about the be-
haviour of their clients who can call, ask for a fee, make an appointment, but do 
not attend. Furthermore, an interviewee complains that clients always expect at-
torneys to find a solution to their problems otherwise they do not feel obliged to 
pay. As one Polish solo practitioner complains about the attitude of some clients 
towards legal advice:

48 “Minimum fees for conducting specific types of cases or performing specific activities by an attorney/
legal adviser. In justified cases (nature of the case, difficult financial situation of a client), an attorney 
/ legal adviser may receive a fee lower than the minimum rate or even resign from a fee altogether” 
(Bojarski 2003, 22). 
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“If you come to an attorney you also need pay for the advice but of course it also happens that 
when our conclusion is that the situation is hopeless and we cannot do anything anymore 
about it and those happen unfortunately very often, then the client feels that s/he has noth-
ing to pay for so they do sometimes say thank you and just leave (…) therefore we inform 
our clients in advance about the price of legal consultation, especially because nowadays 
we have more individual clients. (…) So we want them to be aware of it. They agree to it 
although they do not know about the result of the consultation. We always say to our clients 
that it is the same as visits to doctors; patients pay in advance although they do not know if 
they will get help or not” [P].

All in all, the lack of a clear and official list of fees for legal advice in Poland and 
lawyers’ freedom in determining them on a case-by-case basis can contribute to 
attorneys’ poor reputation in Poland as clients do not know exactly what price 
they can expect. It appears to be negatively experienced by the Polish interview-
ees who work as solo practitioners and therefore need to deal with initially dis-
trustful individual clients. 

Secondly, the interviewees from large law firms dislike the pressure to bill and 
comply with deadlines. They argue that sometimes there can be a great deal of pres-
sure to meet deadlines. As one interviewee explains:  

The other thing is the amount of work you cannot control and you have lots of work and only 
24 hours per day and some of this time should be spent on sleeping [F].

Regarding expectations of billing, a young Finnish interviewee argues that it is 
challenging to comply with them, particularly at the beginning of legal career. 
For instance, she argues that sometimes she is under pressure not to include all 
her working hours in the billing check. It specifically concerns the hours spent on 
background research which is time-consuming, particularly for young lawyers. 
These, nonetheless, are rarely completely covered in the clients’ billing check. As 
one Finnish young respondent argues:

(…) and billing, I hate to do that and it takes my time as I always need to put down everything 
I have done and think that I cannot put too many hours because of the client, I do not want 
him to get too big a bill. So actually that could be the least rewarding (…). This is frustrating 
because you need to study more, especially at the beginning. Also sometimes you have a 
reason to bill so many hours but then sometimes in the court they think that ‘No, no, let’s 
split it in half’ and then I think ‘What do you know about how many hours I put on this?’. 
So this is…you cannot get money out of it [F].

The interviewees explain that lawyers can choose profit-based salaries which are 
calculated in relation to billed hours. According to the informants, this alterna-
tive is mostly used by experienced attorneys who have their own clients and 
therefore, this kind of salary calculation is more beneficial for them than to novice 
attorneys. By contrast, the work environment of solo practitioners and attorneys 
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from smaller law firms seems to be, to lesser extent, dominated by billable hours. 
Consequently, their performance is not assessed primarily by the revenue they 
generate and the use of time-based billing. 

Thirdly, the interviewees dislike the stress linked to the professional responsibility 
and liability. It is related to the fact that attorneys can be sued for professional neg-
ligence and therefore, also subject to material accountability. In order to protect 
themselves, attorneys sometimes tend to give to their clients a document stating 
the results of their discussion expressing a client’s awareness about the risk they 
are taking. In addition, they are obliged to maintain insurance against civil li-
ability for damage caused when practicing law49. Nonetheless, the interviewees of 
both nationalities feel the responsibility they carry for clients’ cases, particularly if 
they draw on personal matters of their clients such as divorce, child custody and 
damage compensations. This suggests that the interviewees tend to perceive their 
clients’ cases not only in terms of winning or losing the game, but instead they 
claim they strive to represent clients’ interests to the best of their abilities. Polish 
interviewees argue that although they try to be careful in order not to overlook 
anything and make mistakes, nonetheless, mistakes and negligence happen and 
are followed by a sense of pangs of conscience. As one Polish interviewee explains:

For example today I had a visit in the court of appeal (…) and it turned out that my appeal 
against the court decision had a formal deficiency and therefore, it could not be processed to-
day. First, I need to deliver the missing document. And this is my mistake, because I did not 
do something. It is an awful feeling although the client did not have any grievance towards 
me or at least did not show me, but really unpleasant moments happen [P].

This stress particularly seems to affect the interviewees from small law firms and 
solo practitioners who are more likely than attorneys from middle-sized and large 
law firms to deal with the personal issues of their clients. This is probably why, 
they argue that they might contemplate a difficult case for days on end. Not sur-
prisingly, Polish informants appear to be particularly prone to the stress linked to 
the professional responsibility and liability as the majority of them work as solo 
practitioners. It is reflected in their comments: 

Every case brings about stress due to the responsibility we carry. Every trial is like an exam 
for me exam even though I have been in this profession for quite a long time [P]. 

This profession is very stressful (…) for me every court case involves stress because there 
is responsibility for every case and client (…) this is why it is such a difficult profession [P].

49 Referred as malpractice insurance (OC) of attorneys and legal advisers “which is applied to cover 
potential damages caused by them when performing professional activities. An injured client may 
demand the payment of compensation from an insurance firm. If the payment of compensation is 
denied, such a client is entitled to recourse to the law and claim for indemnity against a lawyer. 
Attorneys and legal advisers are insured collectively; agreements are entered into on their behalf by 
corporate bodies” (Bojarski 2003, 20-21).



96

Attorneys from middle-sized and large law firms are also prone to similar stress-
es, but it is linked to the prestige and wealth of their clients and therefore also to 
the financial value of their legal matters to these law firms. due to that, attorneys’ 
mistakes or negligence might result in loss of money for clients who may become 
dissatisfied with the legal service and consequently may also become dissatisfied 
with the law firm. As a result, such a client may transfer his/her legal matters to 
another law firm. In the case of clients who are particularly valuable to law firms, 
it is an undesirable situation which negatively affects not only law firms’ revenue 
but possibly also their reputation. Finally, individual attorneys’ legal career may 
also be negatively influenced. Therefore, corporate attorneys are also exposed to 
the stress linked to professional responsibility and liability, but they are account-
able for it more to their law firms than to the Bar Association.

Fourthly, the interviewees of both nationalities dislike the fact that their 
work is inherent with challenges with regard to work-life balance. Although in gen-
eral the interviewees enjoy their work and its intensity, some of them highlight 
that sometimes it would be good to be able to leave their work completely at the 
office and forget about it in their leisure time, particularly as their leisure time 
seem to decrease in favour of working time. As two interviewees from large 
law firms comment: 

I do not think in this profession you can ever shut yourself off completely for some time [P].

It is maybe difficult to divide what is sort of your professional and personal life [F].

Some interviewees, particularly solo practitioners argue that they try to forget 
about work in their free time but they do not always succeed in doing that. Even 
though they are at home, they may still think about their cases. Respondents who 
have children tend to claim that it is easier for them to get some distance to work 
as they need to devote their time and attention to children when they are with 
them. However, after the children go to sleep, it seems to be a common practice 
among the Polish interviewees to continue working until the late hours in order 
to compensate for the time they spend with their children during the day. As one 
Polish interviewee argues: 

As a result, I need to work, for example, at nights which is not very beneficial because our 
professionalism requires us to be relaxed when we meet our clients and in order to do our 
work well, so we need to have time for everything [P].

In this respect, the empirical evidence indicates that the Finnish and Polish in-
terviewees try to adapt to the “long-hours’ culture” pinpointed by some scholars 
(i.e. Seron 1996; Bacik and drew 2006). This is not only typical for the inform-
ants from large law firms, but also for solo practitioners and others. If they have 
children and therefore need to reserve some time for them during the day, they 
need to recapture this working time at night. This shows that the Finnish and 
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Polish interviewees struggle with what is regarded as the “male norm of com-
plete availability” to law firms and clients (Burke 1999 in O’Neil et al. 2008, 730) 
which is structured around the traditional 1950’s family model (Schneer and 
Reitman 2002 in O’Neil et al. 2008, 730). This family model was based on a clear 
gendered division of household labour which allowed for the male breadwinner 
to devote as much time and energy as was required to his professional activity. 
In the course of time, the family model is subject to transformations, although 
the anticipated patterns of career commitment have remained relatively stable if 
not higher due to technological progress. One Finnish interviewee explains the 
ambiguous implication of technological progress for a legal career and lawyers’ 
work:  

I guess changes in technology and having phones and e-mails here. It is always with you, so 
they actually expect you to be reachable 24/7. (…) it gives you a flexibility to work for example 
from home but then again people are expecting you to read e-mails in the evenings and if 
something comes up…you might not start to review the contract or anything like that but 
at least you will send the message back: ´Thank you, I got your message and I will get back 
to you in the morning´ [F].

The comment illustrates that although nowadays technology liberates attorneys 
from the need to be at the office in order to work, nonetheless in some cases it has 
extended working time at the expense of leisure time. By detaching legal work 
from the physical workplace, technology decreases lawyers’ free time. They are 
expected to be constantly up-dated on the progress of clients’ cases and keep in 
touch with the clients in order to show their interests in their clients’ cases regard-
less whether it is necessary or not. The pressure to be constantly at virtual work 
appears to be increasing in large law firms which deal with prestigious clients. 
This pressure, nevertheless, varies across legal specialisations and type of prac-
tices as some Finnish interviewees pinpoint as follows: 

 If you work with transactions you have very irregular working hours, you work when you 
need to work [F].

To be a lawyer or an attorney is quite a tough job, especially in international business law. 
You have clients overseas so it can be any time, sometimes at night, that you need to have 
video conferences. So good lawyers hardly ever only work from 9 to 17 but it is more or less 
a profession where you are always available [F].

Consequently, the findings indicate that more prestigious work and positions are 
accompanied with more responsibility and liability which has its implications for 
personal life, particularly in service-based professions. This seems increasingly to 
concern attorneys and lawyers whose work is orientated towards clients. due to 
that, the interviewees of this study highlight that they need to keep in touch with 
their clients systematically even though the case itself does not require that, but 
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it is what is expected by their influential clients who want to feel their authority 
over the attorneys’ services. As a result, some clients demand the involvement in 
their legal matters of not only any associate attorney but specifically a law firm 
partner. 
 Furthermore, some Finnish and Polish interviewees argue that they can hardly 
ever really leave their work completely or go for holidays without thinking about 
work. This is probably easier for associate attorneys employed at law firms who 
are not directly responsible for entire cases, but only for a specific aspect of a case. 
By contrast, going on holidays is particularly challenging for law firms’ partners 
and solo practitioners who are directly responsible for reporting to clients on the 
progress of their legal matters. These interviewees unanimously agree that they 
need to schedule their holidays far in advance. Polish interviewees who practice 
law as solo practitioners and Finnish interviewees who work as law firm partners 
in large law firms argue as follows:

When I am on holiday, I try to cut myself off from this life here but it is not 100 % possible. 
This is why this is a total profession if someone takes it seriously [P].

 Even if you are on vacation the possibility that you can really cut yourself off from emails 
and phone calls does not really exist for that long a period [F].

Nonetheless, some interviewees claim that it is never certain whether it will be 
possible for them to go on the holidays they have planned. At the last moment, 
they might still need to cancel it due to unexpected complications or the need to 
be on-call. Solo practitioners appear still in better-off positions, because as own 
employers they can make their professional decisions independently compared to 
law firms’ partners who need to take into account the possibly negative implica-
tions of their decisions on their firms’ profits.  

Additionally, Polish interviewees argue that they dislike being obliged to take 
ex officio cases50 due to the costs of work and time they need to invest in them and 
which are not fully retrieved by the State Treasury. The interviewees complain 
that they could earn much more if they could devote this time to their own cases, 
the fees of which greatly exceed the fees received from the State Treasury for ex 
officio cases. The Polish interviewees report that the number of ex officio cases 
can vary up to 30 - 40 cases annually per attorney. Therefore, some women attor-
neys claim to delegate ex officio cases to their apprentices in order to give them 
the chance to acquire legal experience. This way they release themselves from 
unrewarding legal work. Others, who need to cope with ex officio cases on their 
own as they do not have apprentices, tend to consider ex officio cases as their pro 
bono work. A Polish solo practitioner argues:

50 An ex officio case is a noncriminal case such as civil, family or labour law cases to which an attorney 
is appointed by a court out of all the members of the local Bar Association. Any member of the Bar can 
be appointed in an ex officio case depending on his or her field of expertise etc. The costs of ex officio 
cases are paid for by the State Treasury or by the party which loses the case (Bojarski 2003, 17-19)
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Every month I get some ex officio cases which are very poorly rewarded. We get minimal fees 
for them (…) regardless of how much work or how many visits to the court they require. If I 
am not able to be present at court I need to send a replacement and the costs of an apprentice 
are 2-3 times higher than the fee of such a case so there is no monetary gain in such cases; 
only expenses. So I treat them as my pro bono work [P].

Another Polish interviewee claims that she dislikes working on ex officio cases 
not only due to the nature of the cases, but also due to the specific type of clients 
of ex officio cases. Therefore, it seems that the dislike towards ex office cases is 
linked to the low status of clients of these cases who usually do not contribute 
positively to the attorneys’ professional reputation or position. As a Polish solo 
practitioner comments:

Certainly ex officio cases are problematic. This is something I really dislike and according 
to my experience these clients are not really mentally healthy or it is only my bad luck. 
These cases are a priori unwinnable. I think of these cases as a waste of time and money 
[P].

In Finland also attorneys may receive cases from the Legal Aid Office which are 
paid by the state. However, the system of payments appears to be more finan-
cially rewarding compared to the situation in Poland and therefore, the Finnish 
interviewees appreciate these ex officio cases as a part of their regular income. 
The fees are calculated in relation to working hours spent on a case51. Although 
they are still lower compared to fees of legal services charged by attorneys in 
the private sector, for small law firms in Finland, these ex officio cases guarantee 
a stable income. The lawyers and law offices know that they will get a certain 
amount of money for those cases. As one Finnish interviewee from a small law 
firm admits:

Basically it is kind of safe that we are not dependent on that what our client pays or not but 
the fee is lot less [F].

In addition, the court’s disapprobation of absences and limited flexibility in trial dead-
lines or arrangements have been mentioned by some Finnish and Polish inter-
viewees who practice law as solo practitioners. The interviewees emphasise that 
it is particularly troublesome for attorneys who are mothers, because they can 
face difficulties organising replacements to assist them in their legal work in 
the case of motherhood. In this respect, a few interviewees comment that it is 
easier to get some compassion from clients than from the legal institutions with 
regard to varying family situations. As one solo practitioner reports about her 
experiences: 

51 In Finland, the fee for ex officio cases is 100 Euros per hour.  
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I had to go myself [to the court] and then I was still breastfeeding. I left some milk with the 
nanny but it turned out that all the witnesses were present at the court and they were go-
ing to be questioned and the judge did not want to hear that I could not stay for the whole 
trial and it was my problem [to cope with this]. So I needed to organise the help of my ap-
prentice. I was lucky to have one at that time. She had some information about the case (…) 
So I had to go home, feed the baby and came back to the court. However, the judge was still 
dissatisfied that I had disturbed the trial [with my leaving and coming back] although I did 
everything I could in order to make the trail continue (…) Fulfilling childcare duties is seen 
as ‘unprofessional’ for the court [P].

Strict court deadlines are the reason for specifically Polish interviewees to need 
to be present at hearings and trials soon after having given birth. This reflects 
ignorance towards women’s life experiences in the organisation of a profession 
which lacks solutions in case of parenthood. It has never been an issue for male 
attorneys and despite the passage of time, it appears that parenthood has not 
yet received enough attention in the structures of the legal profession. This as-
pect affects male and female attorneys differentially, particularly if one assumes 
that individuals predominantly responsible for childcare may face the need to 
re-arrange trials. The situation becomes even more acute for these individuals 
who work as solo practitioners and at the same time are more prone to family 
responsibilities. In the light of empirical data, the situation seems more often to 
concern interviewees who work as solo practitioners in both countries. In addi-
tion, it still seems to concern women attorneys who practice as solo practitioners 
more frequently, because they appear to face greater challenges to combine a 
demanding career with family life. This can be overcome to a greater extent by 
Finnish attorneys who have greater flexibility due to being allowed to be em-
ployed on a work contract. Regarding Polish women attorneys, they more rarely 
have the opportunity to be employed by other law firms and therefore, they need 
more often to establish their own sole practices and employ temporarily attorney 
apprentices to assist them in their professional work. It, however, requires addi-
tional financial investments. In this regard, other lawyers and attorneys who are 
employed on work contracts are seen to be in a better position. They can use the 
help of their colleagues to substitute them in emergency cases. These challenges 
are also familiar to Finnish female solo practitioners as they are linked with the 
less advantageous status of self-employed attorneys. This is probably the reason 
why Finnish women attorneys are less likely to practice law as solo practitioners. 

Finally, some Polish interviewees complain that their parental roles are not 
recognised in their professional work by the legal system and the organisation 
of the profession. Put simply, the organisation of the legal profession in Poland is 
characterised by the lack of solutions to accommodate parental responsibilities. Polish 
interviewees who are solo practitioners are in particular need to secure their fi-
nancial situation in case of motherhood in advance. The empirical data indicates 
that the shortage of solutions in the case of attorneys’ motherhood is the concern of 
women attorneys’ membership. For instance, a few Polish interviewees complain 
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about the lack of reflection of maternity leave in the Bar’s regulations regarding 
the payment of union membership. She claims that the professional and financial 
situation of female solo practitioners is already disadvantageous enough during 
maternity leaves. They do not get any maternity allowance unless they buy extra 
voluntary sick payment beforehand. This is perceived as an extra financial burden 
that causes some inconveniences as one Polish solo practitioner comments:

If we pay extra voluntary sick payment we get maternity benefits. It means we get 80 % of the 
amount we are secured for and for this period [maternity leave] we do not pay our insurance 
premium to the social security system [ZUS] which is then paid by the state. But that is it [P].

However, on the top of everything they are still asked to pay the union subscrip-
tion and the waiver can only be granted on an individual basis. The same inter-
viewee recalls her effort to have her union subscriptions waived and how the Bar 
asked her husband to acquit this payment: 

If we want to be released from paying union subscriptions we need to apply individually 
for it. It does not occur automatically but it is made on individual request which, however, is 
not always positively considered. In my case, they, for example, asked whether my husband 
could pay my union subscription for me and I answered that ‘if my husband is obliged to pay 
for my child while I cannot work he is certainly not obliged to pay my union subscription’ 
so they granted it to me very magnanimously for 3 months. I was on maternity leave for 4 
months, so I received it for a shorter period [P].

This suggests that the Bar in Poland may particularly be resistant to acknowledge 
the needs and interests of their female members unless women attorneys struggle 
for their recognition. Polish interviewees seem to experience parenting responsi-
bilities as an individual issue that they need to solve by themselves. It only sug-
gests that the organisation of the legal profession in Poland is still strongly based 
on traditionally male modes of work and life experience seen as gender neutral. 
Some Polish interviewees recognise the need for change so that the structures of 
the profession would accommodate women’s multiple roles. Indeed, it appears 
that some Polish women attorneys take the initiative to take up some actions in 
order to demand some changes in the structures of their profession for the inclu-
sion of their life experience. A Polish solo practitioner refers to the recent success-
ful actions undertaken by women attorneys to improve the situation as follows:

 
Since recently we [women attorneys] are entitled to absence in the court due to children’s 
sickness if we produce a doctor’s note. In addition, I do not need to submit payments to the social 
security system [ZUS] for the period I am on leave due to children’s sickness. (…) Previously it 
was not possible to take such leave at all. Furthermore, we do not have any parental leave which 
we could devote to our children unless we suspend or wind up our economic activity which in 
reality means professional suicide for solo practitioners because you lose your position in the 
market and your clients and this way, also in the working continuity [Polish solo practitioner].
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This lack of solutions to accommodate parental responsibilities makes some 
Polish women attorneys to believe that they need to cope with it on an individual 
basis and with accordance to their own resources. However, at the same time, 
these examples can be interpreted as evidence about women’s increasing visibil-
ity and influence in the professional community (cf. Epstein 1993). For example, 
Epstein (1993, 247-261) in her landmark study on American women lawyers found 
out that women’s silent status in the legal profession originated from their rather 
limited role in the professional community due to their family obligations and 
their delegation to low-ranking committees. The findings of this study, however, 
show some positive development with regard to Polish women attorneys’ grow-
ing activity in the area of the inclusion of their needs and life experience at the 
level of the professional community. Nonetheless, as one Polish interviewee aptly 
observes, there is still no formal or informal initiative within the professional 
community to engage in issues which are specifically relevant to women attor-
neys, particularly if they are single parents. By contrast, according to one Polish 
informant there are such initiatives to support for example retired attorneys. This 
shows that women’s awareness of their disadvantageous professional status, due 
to the ignorance of their life experience and needs in the structures of the legal 
profession and the Bar’s actions, is increasing. 

Taken together, this section indicates that the respondents’ and interviewees’ 
dissatisfaction of a legal career partly originates from the inadequate recognition 
of women attorneys’ interests in the structures of the legal profession. This, in 
turn, can be speculated to be the consequence of the still insufficient representa-
tion of women in positions which provide means to improve their professional 
status. Otherwise, women may continue to be professionally marginalised if they 
appear unable or unwilling to comply with the commonly accepted professional 
norms, requirements and working standards. Further analysis reveals some in-
sights into the issue of how women endeavour to positively influence their pro-
fessional status. 

4.4 woMen’s atteMPt to redeFine Career suCCess 

4.4.1 women’s subjective assessment of career success
In this study the analysis of career success departures from the subjective per-
ception of women attorneys on their success. The starting point of the discussion 
on women attorneys’ career success comprises the respondents’ positive reaction 
towards own career success measured on the seven-point scale ranging from 
“completely unsuccessful” (1) to “completely successful” (7). Subsequently, the 
respondents’ responses have been merged into three main categories, “unsuc-
cessful” (1), “neither unsuccessful nor successful” (2) and “successful” (3) (see 
Figure 13.). 

In the light of the empirical data, the majority of Finnish and Polish respond-
ents perceive their career as successful. Nevertheless, the Finnish respondents 
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tend to feel more satisfied with their career success compared to their Polish 
counterparts (87.4 % vs. 70.4 %). In addition, more Polish respondents perceive 
their careers as unsuccessful compared to their Finnish counterparts (8.9 % vs. 
2.1 %). These initial findings reveal that, as in the case of career satisfaction, there 
appears to be an association between two variables: the nationality of the re-
spondent and their assessment of their perceived career success. In the light of 
the quantitative data, Finnish respondents are more likely to consider their career 
as successful. 

Figure 13. Subjective assessment of perceived career success of women attorneys 
by nationality, in %, 2010. 

χ2 = 14.361, df = 2, p = 0.001 

These results appear to be interesting particularly due to the differences in the 
respondents’ professional situations and positions. Regardless of the Finnish and 
Polish respondents’ work position, they tend to perceive their career as success-
ful52. It may, therefore, be speculated that both Finnish and Polish respondents 
feel successful with their careers although they are more likely to be underrepre-
sented in the positions of power and authority and they work for less prestigious 
clients. As Heinz et al. (2005, 81-97) point out, legal work in large law firms is more 
prestigious within the profession due to, for example, the wealth of their clients. 
Specific groups of clients are identified as contributing to the perception of a suc-

52 The cross-tabulation was run on the dependable variable “perceived career success” and independent 
variable “work position”, it shows no association between these variables. 
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cessful career in legal practice (Bennett 2001; Heinz et al. 2005). For this reason, 
the relatively high shares of respondents of both nationalities who perceive their 
careers as successful, despite disparities in terms of work positions and types 
of practice, suggest the different attitudes of the respondents towards success. It 
indicates the need for further investigation into the Finnish and Polish respond-
ents’ conceptualisation of success. The need for a closer look at the definition of 
success was pointed out by Menkel-Meadow as particularly relevant in research 
on women lawyers. She claims that “[t]o the extent that success in the profession 
is measured almost exclusively by participation in the elite but not modal form of 
practice, conventional sociological assumptions of prestige and success serve as 
the ‘objective’ measure of women’s progress. But what if women defined success 
and satisfaction differently?” (Menkel-Meadow 1989, 307)

Some scholars following traditional career patterns as an initial point of de-
parture have studied women’s careers in terms of their orderliness (see e.g. Blair-
Loy 1999; Sullivan 1999). They have distinguished two main strands of women’s 
careers characterised by more and less ordered career patterns which O’Neil 
and Bilimoria refer to as “ordered” or “emergent” career patterns (O’Neil and 
Bilimoria 2005b, 173). The former pattern, defined as a “stable, predictable move-
ment through organisational hierarchies, is strategically planned and executed, 
reflective of choiceful learning opportunities, and may involve long term plan-
ning to accommodate other life roles” (O’Neil and Bilimoria 2005b, 173). By con-
trast, the latter career pattern “reflects a more reactive than proactive series of job/
career moves, unexpected twists and turns, serendipitous events, interruptions 
for non-career activities, and may be designed to accommodate aspects of one’s 
life other than traditional work” (O’Neil and Bilimoria 2005b, 173). In reference 
to it, it has been noticed that “women have traditionally had less orderly careers 
because they have followed their husbands’ career paths, they have had family 
and domestic responsibilities” (White 1995, 6). 

Nowadays, however, in the light of current changes in the labour market, 
ordered careers are not considered anymore as the main career patterns (see 
e.g. Young and Collin 2000). Probably due to the instability inherent in the cur-
rent labour markets which affects both women and men, the alternative career 
patterns have increasingly gained the recognition of scholars (e.g. Arthur and 
Rousseau 1996). That is why, the number of studies that explore the individ-
ual perspective on the conceptualisation of success are growing as there is a 
need for less rigid concepts of success. However, this approach to success poses 
more challenges to its assessment and comparison across groups and countries 
(Walker & Brown 2004). This is also becoming increasingly relevant for profes-
sionals, as instability progressively affects professional contexts such as legal 
practice. Consequently, the following sections undertake a closer examination 
of the Finnish and Polish interviewees’ conceptualisation of success with the 
application of interview data.  
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4.4.2 negotiating between objective and subjective success
The empirical data indicate that Finnish and Polish interviewees make distinc-
tions between different conceptualisations of success. They argue that people can 
have different perspectives on their success and therefore also career goals which 
underlie their own success. In this regard, the interviewees’ rhetoric on success 
demonstrates that career success has lost its universal meaning. The following 
comments appear to be indicative of it: 

What kind of success do you mean? [F] 

I think that everyone has their own way of measuring what success is. (…) I think it is the 
same with everything, some people might consider that when you are a partner at... [the 
name of law firm] or ... [the name of law firm] then you are a successful lawyer, but it is their 
opinion [F].

(...) but when you think on personal level there are many types of success [F].

The afore-mentioned comments come from Finnish interviewees with well-es-
tablished legal careers who reached the upper echelons of their large law firms. 
Subsequently, one of them left the firm to work in a smaller law practice. 

Nowadays even professionals such as attorneys have the opportunity of draw-
ing from the wider spectrum of career choices. Career does not necessarily consist 
only of linear upward move on the promotion ladder but also accommodates 
more horizontal moves referred to as “alternative career tracks” (Arthur and 
Rousseau 1996). For instance, attorneys can move within and across different law 
professions as well as different law firms in the pursuit of their legal careers. This 
diversity of possible career paths and choices creates the illusion of the availabil-
ity of success to everyone as well as the equality of career choices. Nonetheless, 
the empirical data indicate that Finnish and Polish interviewees negotiate their 
own success against and along the dominant definition of success inherent in the 
attorneys’ field of activity. They acquire the knowledge of it and eventually em-
brace it during their legal education and in the course of their professional work. 
Bennett argues that all law students “become trapped in the hierarchy of suc-
cess and failure: winning cases, making partners, gaining and keeping clients…
And they become trapped in the pure intensity of it, the constant pressure of the 
lawyer’s life to work harder and harder and concentrate more and more to gain 
the advantage it takes to win, an intensity so pronounced and consuming that 
in many cases the other parts of one’s life are left to wither sometimes to vanish 
completely” (Bennett 2001, 4). Consequently, the particular understanding of pro-
fessional success appears to be shared among attorneys and therefore the Finnish 
and Polish interviewees appear to feel pressure to achieve it. 

For instance, for some interviewees, success is argued to come along with a 
highly challenging case which might be subsequently reflected in financial suc-
cess and prestige. To illustrate, a Polish solo practitioner claims:
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We continuously wait for the most challenging and important case but right now, success 
means to me winning a challenging case. For example, I have recently won a case that no-
body wanted to take as they thought it was an unwinnable case [P].

The specific definition of such a professional success is provided by some other 
interviewees who at the same time contrast it with other definitions of success. 
Although professionally Finnish and Polish interviewees feel the pressure to 
comply with success measured in terms of financial income, prestige and recog-
nition, nonetheless on a personal level they do not necessarily want to sacrifice 
all what it takes. To illustrate, a Polish solo practitioner argues: 

In the profession I guess there are two indicators of success: money in the sense of earning 
a lot and a good brand in the field…but you are not able to have personal success in a large 
law firm. Family satisfaction is not possible there. There is no point deluding oneself, per-
sonal success is impossible there. If you want to have real professional and financial success, 
it is accompanied by problems in your personal life, because there is just no time for it [P]. 

Therefore, the application of a common operational definition of success appears 
to be problematic in the interviewees’ comments due to the diversity of career 
choices and paths characteristic for legal practice. Nonetheless, the Finnish and 
Polish interviewees appear to be subject to its pressure, probably due to its deep 
inherence in the structures of the profession. In addition, it seems that these 
interviewees construct their own personal definitions of success in relation to 
this professional success which in this study is referred to as “objective suc-
cess”. Objective success is assessed in terms of external indicators such as income 
and work position (Mayrhofer et al. 2008, 295). This model of success is seen as 
predominantly available to attorneys in large law firms, because their working 
environments are characterised by clear career steps. These are not necessarily 
possible to find in all smaller law offices which usually embody less hierarchical 
structures. This is probably the reason for the interviewees to express diversi-
fied attitudes towards objective success as they pursue their legal careers in 
various types and sizes of law firms. In this respect, not all of them espouse 
the perspective of assessing their success in terms of strictly external measures. 
Consequently, it seems that the interviewees’ work environment appears to have 
some implications on their attitudes towards objective success. The findings of 
this study show that there are emerging two dominant attitudes towards objec-
tive success among Finnish and Polish interviewees, specifically the affirmative 
attitude and resistant attitude.

The affirmative attitude is particularly observed among Finnish and Polish in-
terviewees who work in middle-sized and large law firms. As majority of Finnish 
interviewees worked in large law firms at the time of interview, this attitude is 
more common among them than among Polish interviewees. By contrast, the 
majority of Polish interviewees worked in solo or joint practices at the time of 
interview. The majority of Finnish and a few of Polish interviewees from middle-
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sized and large law firms refer fairly affirmatively or at least neutrally to objective 
success. Sometimes they even admit that they have achieved it. At the same time, 
they refuse to perceive their success exclusively in objective terms. Instead, they 
change the flow of their rhetoric into a discussion on personal success. It suggests 
that these interviewees do strive for the acknowledgement of the success they 
achieve as partners or being on the partnership track, but they do not want to 
give the impression that it is the only thing that matters for them. Still, they feel 
particularly comfortable with their career achievements with regard to objective 
success. This seems to affect positively also their personal success. To illustrate, 
two Finnish interviewees emphasise their affirmative attitudes toward objective 
success as follows:

Obviously it is the partnership, I think it is something (…) but on the personal level I cannot 
really measure success based on some titles or salaries [F].

If as a woman you get to the top, it means you are a top and an expert [F].

Some studies (e.g. Korman et al. 1981 in Mayrhofer et al. 2008, 300) made an at-
tempt to study the relationship between objective and subjective success. The 
frequent assumption is the one-way interdependence originating from objective 
towards subjective success. According to it, individuals feel subjectively success-
ful in their career due to objective career outcomes (Judge et al. 1995). It can be 
the case in this study, especially in the light of the empirical data that indicate 
that the Finnish and Polish interviewees from large law firms are more subject 
to the external measures of success prevalent in their organisational structures. 
Consequently, objective accomplishments may be relevant for women’s assess-
ment of their success. However, the empirical data do not support it fully as there 
are also other interviewees of both nationalities who perceive their careers as 
successful despite shortcoming in terms of objective success. For this reason, the 
assumption about a two-way interdependence between objective and subjective 
successes (see e.g. Arthur et al. 2005) is seen as more relevant for the interviewees 
included in this study.  

In addition, among the interviewees with an affirmative attitude towards ob-
jective success, there is a remarkable difference between the Finnish and Polish 
interviewees. The Polish interviewees underline the sacrifices the objective suc-
cess requires from them with regard to family life. To illustrate, a Polish partner 
in a large law firm says: 

When I think about women attorneys who did boost their careers in international law firms 
and been made a partner, the majority of them do not have own families [P].

She herself has a child and is considering having a second child. In relation to 
that, she is aware of the possible detrimental consequences of having another 
child on her career prospects in the current firm. Therefore, having her own law 
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firm remains an alternative for her in case of possible difficulties in her current 
workplace with regard to a successful combination of both career and family life. 
This example, seen in the context of other examples of Polish interviewees who 
ended their work with large law firms after having children, suggests that in 
Poland objective success for attorneys is still built upon the conflict between the 
professional and private spheres. In this respect, family life still seems to have 
negative consequences on the Polish interviewees’ opportunities for objective 
success, particularly in middle-sized and large law firms. 

It may also be the reason why objective success appears more frequently as 
a negative notion in the comments of Polish interviewees who experience great-
er limitations in the professional sphere due to their family responsibilities. 
Consequently, Polish interviewees comprise the majority among the interview-
ees who express a resistant attitude towards objective success. It is also linked to 
the fact that this attitude appears to be particularly popular among Finnish and 
Polish interviewees from small law firms and among solo practitioners. Polish in-
terviewees comprise the majority among this group of interviewees. However, this 
attitude is also found to be characteristic for some Finnish interviewees who also 
deny the importance of objective success understood in terms of financial profit 
or winning legal cases. Instead, they admit that they are content with their, pos-
sibly recognised as minor in their field of activity, success. They reveal that at the 
moment they need to invest more in their family life due to the young age of their 
children and for example their husband’s frequent business trips. This attitude 
appears to be particularly common among the Finnish interviewees with a spouse 
with a more demanding career. Additionally, it also concerns interviewees who 
are single parents. The following comments by two Finnish interviewees from 
small law firms present their relatively resistant attitude towards objective success:

Success is not important for me. The way I think about success is (…) Even though I lose 
the case, sometimes someone needs to lose it and if my clients can live with it so that they 
understand it, it is OK – it is a success. I have done everything I could. Then I am happy, it 
does not come from the money or elsewhere [F].

There is still time for success; first family life and then maybe success [F].

Some of these interviewees appear to receive less assistance in housework and 
childcare from their spouses. due to that, they make a choice to temporarily with-
draw themselves from intensive professional activity. Nonetheless, they continue 
to pursue a legal career, but they do not work at full capacity. Consequently, they 
feel that they are not able to invest as much time and energy as the achievement 
of objective success requires. Still, they appear content with the situation. It par-
ticularly concerns the few Finnish interviewees belonging to this group who feel 
capable of reviving their careers later. 

The situation seems to differ for some of Polish interviewees who express 
more negative attitudes towards objective success. They tend to highlight the fact 



  109

that objective success excludes the opportunity for other success. For example, a 
Polish solo practitioner who worked for a large law firm but she left the workplace 
after having a child, argues:

In a large law firm you pursue a career in terms of big profits and hierarchical progress but 
it depends what you are aiming for. Personal success is not possible to achieve in a big law 
firm. There will be always problems with personal life because there is simply not enough 
time for it [P].

Another Polish interviewee, also a solo practitioner who has a child of school age 
emphasises the price of objective success in terms of unsatisfying compromises 
and lack of time for family life and particularly her own children. To illustrate, 
she says:

I do what I enjoy most. I do not need to go for rotten compromises so that I have time to see 
my child growing up and participate in her life.  (…) It does not need to mean someone who 
has the most money or is on the front pages of magazines [P].

In relation to these last comments, it appears that the negative attitudes of the 
Polish interviewees towards objective success originate from its costs with regard 
to personal and family life. In other words, they experience a greater conflict be-
tween the requirements of objective success in relation to their current personal 
situation. The conflict appears to be particularly acute for the Polish interview-
ees who aspire to achieve objective career success, but due to their personal life 
they have experienced limited career opportunities within some law firms. These 
findings correspond to the results of Walsh’s (2012) study on English and Welsh 
women solicitors. She found out that even women lawyers with strong career 
aspirations do not necessarily want to give up on a balanced life which embraces 
both career and family life (Walsh 2012). In addition, women reported that their 
opportunities for promotions are limited by the law firms’ culture with regard to 
work-life fit and the availability of flexible working arrangements (Walsh 2012). 
This study suggests that this is particularly relevant for Polish interviewees of 
this study who in order to achieve objective success are expected to do it at the 
expense of their personal life. 

Taken together, the interviewees’ resistant attitude towards objective success 
originates from their greater compromises between personal and objective suc-
cesses. As professionals they seem to feel pressure to comply with the profes-
sional expectations of success, but they do not want to do it by withdrawing 
from family life. In this respect, it appears that the interviewees’ attitude towards 
objective success depends partly on their actual opportunities for achieving it. 
In addition, the empirical data indicate that the interviewees’ positive or neu-
tral attitudes towards objective success originate from women’s greater sense of 
agency in the pursuit of it. The majority of these interviewees are comprised of 
Finnish interviewees who feel less externally constrained in their career choices 
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compared to their Polish counterparts. The other interviewees who feel that in 
order to achieve objective success they need to compromise their personal life, 
values and goals demonstrate a more resistant attitude to it. The majority of the 
latter category is comprised of Polish interviewees. Finally, the empirical evidence 
suggests that the interviewees’ workplace contributes to their attitudes. In this 
respect, the interviewees from middle-sized and large law firms appear to attach 
higher importance to objective success. It results in their rather affirmative atti-
tude to it. It is probably linked with the fact that they pursue their careers in work-
places inculcated with a striving for objective success. Subsequently, they more 
frequently interiorise it as their own goal as well. By contrast, the interviewees 
from less hierarchical workplaces are not directly motivated by external indica-
tors of success. The career evolvement is less tangible for them and therefore, they 
may more willingly prioritise personal success. 

All in all, the interviewees of this study refrain from seeing their career suc-
cess purely in objective terms characterised by climbing the pyramid of organi-
sational hierarchy, salary and prestige. Instead both Finnish and Polish inter-
viewees opt in favour of more diverse indicators of success applying to their 
professional and personal life. In other words, a striving for balance between 
objective and subjective aspects of success emerges from the interviewees’ com-
ments. These findings are in line with other studies (e.g. Hewlett and Luce 2005) 
that emphasise that women more rarely perceive powerful positions in terms of 
their explicit career goals. By contrast, they may prioritise other values such as, 
for example, flexibility and authenticity (Hewlett and Luce 2005, 5). Nonetheless, 
the empirical evidence of this study indicates that objective success seems to be 
important for all Finnish and Polish interviewees who seek for professional legiti-
macy in their field of activity which is still, to a great extent, granted on the basis 
of objective measures. At the same time, these interviewees construct their own 
personal definitions of success which are linked to their current professional and 
personal situations. O’Neil and Bilimoria (2005a) noticed that women’s success is 
located somewhere at the juncture of professional and non-professional spheres. 
This is seen as relevant for the interviewees of this study whose indicators of 
success embrace goals originating from both professional and personal life. This 
issue is elaborated in the following section. 

4.4.3 multi-dimensional model of career success 
The interviewees’ diversified attitudes towards objective success suggest their 
resistance to the prevalent definition of a successful career inherent in their field 
of professional activity. In relation to that, the Finnish and Polish interviewees 
appear to advocate for more attainable models of success in order to release the 
notion of success from its rigorous meaning. For this reason, this section explores 
the conceptualisation of career success from the perspective of the Finnish and 
Polish women attorneys covered by this study. 

In the light of the empirical evidence, career success appears as a multi-di-
mensional concept that embraces both external and internal criteria. The analysis 
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reveals that the interviewees’ understanding of career success comprises three 
integral dimensions of success, specifically symbolic, economic and personal. 
The symbolic dimension builds upon the professional prestige and recognition 
acquired among colleagues, other groups of lawyers and clients. The economic 
dimension expresses financial success. Finally, the personal dimension encom-
passes personal fulfilment and achievement as well as the compatibility of a ca-
reer and personal life (see Figure 14.). The external criteria cover prestige, recogni-
tion and financial income. In addition, the internal criteria cover the fulfilment of 
individually defined goals, expectations and work-life fit. 

Figure 14. Multi-dimenstional model of women attorneys’ career success.

symbolic level: prestige and recognition among clients and among 
other law professionals 
In the light of the data, prestige and recognition appear to be crucial components 
of the interviewees’ success as all interviewees mention it. It is acquired in rela-
tion to other law professionals, colleagues and clients. As one Finnish interviewee 
from a large law firm affirms: “there is no success without clients”. Clients are 
specifically the recipients of attorneys’ legal advice. due to that, their satisfaction 
with the legal service may imply that they will come back when they need legal 
assistance regarding other legal matters. In addition, their satisfaction can result 
in them recommending a particular attorney to their family members, colleagues 
or friends. In this respect, recommendations are reviewed by the interviewees 
as the highest indicator of success, because they are interpreted by them as the 
positive acknowledgement by clients of their professional competence as well as 
professional conduct. To illustrate, some interviewees reply to the question about 
the indicators of success as follows:

 I think recommendations are one sign of it [success] [F].
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So I guess if they [clients] call you back you can call it success (…) when you get really good 
feedback from a client (…) because my work is not about winning cases or making big deals, 
it is just everyday assisting in whatever they have on their desk or the problems they face in 
their everyday life. So here you cannot really talk about winning and losing things because 
the nature of the work is so different [F].

 When someone calls and tells me that I was recommended to him/her by someone else and 
they want me to work for them. This is the biggest complement I can get. This is also what 
I see as a measure of success. So the clients’ satisfaction with my work is also a success [P].

In this respect, the positive feedback and returning clients are indicators for the 
interviewees that their efforts have gained recognition. It seems particularly 
important for the interviewees whose legal work does not include the repre-
sentation of clients’ interests in the court and therefore, it cannot be assessed in 
terms of winning or losing cases. Additionally, the recognition among clients 
appears to be particularly important for the Polish interviewees who argue that 
sometimes it is the only way to obtain clients as Polish attorneys are not allowed 
to advertise their legal services (Nascimbene 2009, 177). Furthermore, Polish in-
terviewees pinpoint that Polish clients are particularly distrustful of searching 
for lawyers online and therefore search for recommendations of lawyers from 
their relatives, friends or acquaintances. The significance of the recommenda-
tion system has also been mentioned by some Finnish interviewees although 
they appear to take an active role in advertising their legal services as they are 
allowed to do so. 

In relation to this importance of the recommendation system specifically in 
Poland, some of the Polish interviewees perceive efficient cooperation with a cli-
ent as a small success. Particularly the interviewees working as solo practitioners 
emphasise how pivotal it is to build a trusting relation with clients who some-
times come with wary attitudes. For this reason, for some interviewees gaining 
their clients’ trust is viewed in terms of success, especially if they have a shortage 
of clients and therefore each client counts. The interviewees argue during the 
interviews as follows:

You ask about success, so I consider it not only winning a case but also when the cooperation 
with a client goes well as a success. This is a success as well [P].
 
Success is when the legal procedure for a particular client goes well and it does not necessar-
ily mean that the clients win their case because sometimes it is impossible. However, if the 
client came for help and received it and is satisfied, then it is my success [P].

Additionally, Finnish and Polish interviewees highlight the importance of a pos-
itive reputation among colleagues and other law professionals. The following 
comments are indicative of it:
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I measure success by the appreciation of colleagues or by the fact that your colleagues per-
ceived you as a professional in the field you practice. And it applies both to your colleagues 
in your firm and to colleagues within your profession. (…) But to me it is how your colleagues 
value your expertise and work and also your ethics. How you behave with clients and your 
colleagues and what kind of representative of your profession you are [F].

For an attorney in criminal law, success would be the positive opinion of judges because at-
torneys in criminal cases are dependent on them and they present their arguments and work 
in front of them. So everything depends on them (…) so the image of a good, reliable, honest 
and hardworking attorney (…) being recognised as such, is for me success [P].

The afore-mentioned comments indicate that a good reputation among both col-
leagues and other group of lawyers, with whom attorneys need to interact in 
their legal work, is particularly crucial. For the interviewees from large law firms 
it might sometimes be more important to be recognised for their competence 
among colleagues with whom they cooperate on a daily basis. By contrast, to 
the interviewees from small law offices it appears more essential to be recog-
nised by, above all judges, because the cases they deal with often end up in court. 
during court trials, the interviewees of both nationalities argue that it is easier 
to complete their legal work when a judge has a positive opinion of them. In this 
respect, the interviewees’ striving for recognition among clients and other law 
professionals appears to be a crucial factor of attorneys’ professional activity, but 
probably also among other professional groups. It can also result in recommenda-
tions within and outside of the professional community.  

economic level: financial success
Financial success also appears in the Finnish and Polish interviewees’ comments 
on success. However, the interviewees restrain from perceiving it as a goal in 
itself, but rather as an instrument to have a decent, comfortable life as well as 
also, in the case of solo practitioners, to cover the costs of their own law practice. 
Although the interviewees restrain from measuring their career success purely 
in terms of financial profits, nonetheless they do not completely deny the im-
portance of financial rewards for their legal work. These findings indicate that, 
similar to Sturges’ study (1999) on women managers, the Finnish and Polish in-
terviewees of this study review financial success more in terms of its utility than 
status in itself. The following comments present these views:

Of course salary is important in the sense of fulfilling the life needs you have and maintain 
a family but it does not matter for me with regard to success. Success is a good feeling that 
I have done a good job and my work is appreciated by my colleagues and judges, gives me 
satisfaction and that I am doing something important in my life [F].

And of course people like to talk about the money and I do not think someone can say that 
money is never important but if you only did this job for the money, I do not think you would 
last too long (…) [F].
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Certainly this profession gives financial satisfaction without any doubt. I would be a hypo-
crite if I said that I would be ready to work for free. I do work in order to earn money. 
However, I would not be able to work only for money [P].

These interviewees’ responses regarding orientation towards financial rewards 
correspond with the perspective on professional work which is reviewed not only 
in terms of economic activity that ensures survival but also as “a major way of 
expressing and developing oneself and a source of social recognition” (Mayrhofer 
et al. 2008, 296). This view is particularly relevant for knowledge and expertise 
groups whose professional activity provides them with personal fulfilment. 
Consequently, the financial rewards that usually accompany prestigious profes-
sional activity might be diminished in the rhetoric of professionals who do not 
necessarily view their work predominantly as a means of survival. These groups 
might be more likely to prioritise the intangible aspects of their professional work.

Nonetheless, a few Polish interviewees underline that it is important that the 
subjective satisfaction from their legal work is accompanied by financial success. 
In this respect, these interviewees indicate the link between subjective satisfac-
tion and financial success. To illustrate, the interviewees argue as follows: 

Of course I also wish for financial success but maybe this will come in a few years. Because it 
is also important that financial profit accompanies subjective satisfaction. However, it is not 
the most important although it would be useful. I did not start to work and be an attorney 
in order to earn a fortune but to be sufficiently independent [P].

(…) and of course some kind of financial success, because it is important that financial ben-
efits accompany subjective satisfaction (…) However, I am satisfied with my salary. I think 
that for someone who has two small children I cannot work at full capacity. But I have a 
salary comparable to my husband’s [P].

The afore-mentioned comments of Polish interviewees seen in the context of their 
other comments on financial profit suggest that financial success is of significant 
importance to the Polish solo practitioners covered in this study, particularly if 
they are the main providers of income for their family. In addition, it guarantees 
them the security of their solo practices and provides them with professional in-
dependence. The great importance of financial success for the Polish interviewees 
who practice law as solo practitioners may indicate that it is still a troublesome 
issue for some of them, particularly if they have spouses with lower incomes. 
On the other hand, the fairly humble expectations of some Finnish and Polish 
interviewees towards their financial success may partly originate from the fact 
that in general attorneys comprise a professional group which is considered to 
earn fairly decent salaries53 appropriate to their years of their experience, legal 

53  On average, the starting salary of a Finnish lawyer in the private sector is 3 560 € per month and 
it increases respectively according to years of experience (AKAVA, 2009, 47). Regarding Poland, the 
average salary of a lawyer in the private sector is 1 360 € per month, for a woman 1 321 € and for a 
man 1 400 € (GUS 2008, 83).  
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specialisation and the size of the law firm. In addition, they also tend to have 
spouses with relatively demanding careers who provide a more or less similar 
amount of income to their households (see Appendix 1, Table 5.).  

Taken together, these findings on financial success indicate that external 
measures of success become increasingly important for the professional women 
of this study as long as they allow for simultaneous achievement of personal suc-
cess. If they appear to be contradictory, the interviewees tend to attach more value 
to internal criteria of success viewed in terms of personal recognition, accom-
plishment, achievement and balance (Sturges 1999). In this respect, these findings 
are in accord with earlier studies which propose a more personal perspective to 
women’s professional success (e.g. Kirchmeyer 1998, 2002; Buttner and Moore 
1997; Powell and Mainiero 1992; Sturges 1999). 

personal level: accomplishment and personal achievement
At the personal level the Finnish and Polish interviewees appear to struggle for 
the recognition of their values in the subjective indicators of success. For exam-
ple, some respondents endeavour to perceive their success in self-defined terms 
as follows: 

Yes [I feel successful] in the sense that I meet my own goals. You can always have more clients 
and bigger cases and things like that so there is always something to improve. You need to 
be hungry in this sense [F].

I organise everything in the way to achieve my goals. When I accomplish them then I am 
satisfied. If I do not achieve them, I try even harder to succeed in it [P].

In relation to that, Hall (2002, 153) noticed a clear distinction between self-defined 
and externally defined goals which do not necessarily need to be linked to each 
other. Someone, for example, can be perceived as successful in others’ eyes, but 
not necessarily in their own, because of the fact that, for example, the personal 
goal was different to what was achieved. It brings about Hewlett’s study (2005) of 
successful women who were seen as professionally successful but in mid-age they 
felt personally unsuccessful due to the fact that their careers caused the derailing 
of their personal goals. They planned to have both a career and a family, but they 
let their careers dominate their lives and when they noticed it, it was often too late 
to build a family life (Hewlett 2005). Nonetheless, self-defined goals can be also 
in line with objective goals linked to the objectives of professional work such as 
winning a challenging case which contributes positively to an attorneys’ career. 
The goal accomplishment has particular meaning for women as it is the source 
of women’s feelings of being good at their work (Sturges 1999, 242). In this sense, 
the respondents refer to success understood as professional growth enhanced by 
professional challenge and acquisition of new knowledge in the course of profes-
sional experience.  
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Success means winning the case even though it is a miserable case….those are the biggest 
successes [P].

In addition, this achievement can be linked to another dimension of accomplish-
ment, specifically personal achievement derived from meaningful work (see 
Sturges 1999, 243). Some interviewees claim that they acquire particular personal 
fulfilment from their professional activity, particularly if they experience diverse 
career opportunities without external limitations (see cf. Walsh 2012). In this re-
spect, both the Finnish and Polish interviewees link their personal success with 
the challenge they acquire in their work as well as the “agentic” feeling of having 
control over the fulfilment of their goals. These goals seem to originate from the 
interviewees’ individual needs, aspirations and motivations. Hall (2002, 152) lists 
a range of conditions which, if fulfilled, lead to subjective success based on goal 
achievement. The interviewees’ goals appear to comply with them as they tend 
to set their own realistic goals and persistently move towards their fulfilment 
through their own actions. 

All the Finnish and Polish interviewees share strong work orientation and 
feelings of fulfilment gained from work. In this respect, no differences in cross-
cultural perspective are seen with regard to the interviewees’ personal interests 
in the legal work. O’Neil et al. (2004, 478) refer to the importance of an internal 
career locus for women, that is, “a belief that one is responsible for one’s own 
career success and in charge of creating and managing one’s future career”. In 
this respect, the Finnish and Polish interviewees review their agency in terms 
of the fulfilment of subjective goals. For instance, one Polish solo practitioner 
explains her greater sense of accomplishment compared to her former profession 
as follows:

From the perspective of a former in-house counsel I need to say that here this feeling of 
success is greater due to the work done for one’s own clients (...) satisfaction that you have 
come up with something, with a solution (...) that you have found something in our legal 
system [P].

In addition, the interviewees of this study also strive for the recognition of their 
colleagues and clients as being good at their work followed by positive feedback 
and recommendations from clients. These comments are indicative of it: 

I measure success in terms of the appreciation of colleagues or that your colleagues perceive 
you as a professional in the field you practice [F].

According to me, it [a success] is the clients’ satisfaction, their good opinion. A success is 
then when, for example, someone calls and tells me that I was recommended by this or that 
person. Then I know it is my own personal success [P].
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In this respect, some of the Finnish and Polish interviewees’ comments reflect 
the elements of women’s aspiration described by Fels (2004). She argues that with 
regard to their career goals women more often want to feel that they are doing 
something important and be recognised for their good work than to work in order 
to gain positions of power and authority. In her extensive work on women’s am-
bition, Fels (2004) highlights women’s habitual disposition, that is, women have 
been brought up to value more intangible signs of success than big money and 
power. In addition, she argues that in order to keep their ambition and motiva-
tion for career advancement high, women need their skills and qualifications to 
be recognised in the workplace (Fels 2004, 9-10). Otherwise their ambition might 
be undermined and consequently may be negatively reflected on their profes-
sional performance. As Hewlett and Luce explain “[a]s women’s ambitions stall, 
they are perceived as less committed, they no longer get the best assignments, 
and this lowers their ambition further” (Hewlett and Luce 2005, 7). These find-
ings on women’s ambition echoes Sturges’ (1999) remarks on women’s strivings 
for personal recognition as being competent at their work. She found out in her 
study that women managers across distinguished categories were more likely to 
define success in terms of personal recognition of competence in a certain area 
of work (Sturges 1999, 243). This sheds some light on the career choices made by 
some, particularly Polish, interviewees who lost interest in work for law firms in 
which their career advancement was hindered.

personal level: compatibility of career and personal life 
At the personal level, women tend to value the need for integrity emphasised in 
the priority given to the compatibility of their career and personal life. As both 
Finnish and Polish respondents seem, at least to some extent, to juggle their ca-
reers and family lives, thus, one of the indicators of success is a successful com-
bination of women’s multiple roles. This corresponds with other studies which 
highlight the relational orientation of women in the search for the best fit in their 
career choices based on the interconnectedness of the professional and private 
spheres (Mainiero and Sullivan 2005; O’Neil et al. 2008). This is well explained 
by one Polish interviewee who works as a law firm partner: 

For me success is that I can work professionally, and I can do charity work because I still 
do that and I do it fairly intensively. Moreover, that I can simultaneously be a happy wife, 
not yet mother but I hope also to be a mother at some point and I would like to be able to 
“carry it” along with my work. So that my child would not feel bad that its mum is at work 
again and she is constantly at work and therefore, my child would not be able to see me [P].

In this respect, some interviewees identify their personal success with having 
enough time for family life so that the private sphere is not suppressed by pro-
fessional requirements. The distinctions made by some interviewees between 
objective and personal success suggests that it is still challenging for some women 
attorneys to combine both these spheres and successfully juggle multiple roles. 
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As one Polish solo practitioner argues:

In a large law firm you pursue a career in terms of big profit and hierarchical progress but 
it depends what you are going for. Personal success is not possible to achieve in a large law 
firm. There will always be problems with one’s personal life because there is simply not 
enough time for it [P].

The conflict appears to be more acute in the family models and environments 
where women are still associated with greater family responsibilities. This find-
ing is in accord with Walsh’s (2012) study on women lawyers’ career aspirations 
and perceptions of their opportunities for promotion. She found that women 
lawyers’ perceptions of their career prospects are, to some extent, also influ-
enced by gender relations within the family and its implications for their op-
portunities within organisational structures (Walsh 2012, 524). In this respect, 
particularly Polish interviewees appear to be assigned with the role of principal 
caregiver within their families. Even the external help of nannies, grandparents 
and the use of kindergartens do not seem to eliminate their greater burden 
linked to the need to organise childcare and housework. Consequently, Polish 
interviewees more frequently need to make career choices which provide them 
with more control over their own time and career so that they can combine 
professional activity with caring responsibilities better. Therefore, some Polish 
solo practitioners admit that their career decisions have been affected by greater 
family responsibilities. The decisions they make in the face of the need for more 
flexibility and control over their own time are well illustrated by some of the 
Polish interviewees: 

I have my own solo practice here which I established intentionally (…) this is also a kind of 
success….but maybe in 10 years we will see it more clearly. At the moment I have a small 
child and it is the priority for me. (…) So if my child gets sick and I need to stay with it at 
home, I stay [P].

I became a solo practitioner in order to be mobile and self-dependent so that I could decide 
about my working hours myself. Otherwise, I would not be able to take care of the home and 
look after our daughter to the extent I feel is decent. Certainly, it would be possible only to be 
occupied by work but then unfortunately my family life would suffer because my husband 
is also a professional and he has his work from early morning to late evening. Two spouses 
are not able to work intensively for 10 hours daily because who would then take care of a 
house and, first of all, of a child? [P].

The afore-mentioned comments indicate that it is more likely for Polish inter-
viewees to opt for an independent solo practice if they strive for more flexibility 
and a balanced life. Nonetheless, the desire for more control over one’s own life 
and career also appears to be of value for some Finnish interviewees. However, 
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they are more likely to claim that they are provided with enough flexibility and 
control. For instance, a Finnish interviewee who works as partner in a large law 
firm explains as follows: 

But on the personal level I cannot measure success based on some titles or salaries, I think 
it is also a question of how I deal with my life; that I have the ability to control it. I think it is 
a part of success that I am in charge of it and not someone else [F].

As the data show personal success covers the compatibility between career and 
personal life for the Finnish and Polish interviewees. Consequently, in the name 
of it, they seem to be ready temporarily to redress their career aspirations for 
objective success. As one Finnish respondent from a small law firm explains: 

I think maybe they have been more successful in their careers because they have worked 
much more than me, but of course it is so that if you work more, you learn more and you will 
be more successful. It is natural and for me it is no problem. I am satisfied with the success I 
have (…) So now you understand my situation – I cannot work so much, I have to limit myself 
and the family is more important for me. Of course work is important and I also want to be 
successful in work but I think I have so many years ahead of me that I can do more work 
when the children are older [F].

The comment suggests that as long as the interviewees feel the agency in mak-
ing particular career decisions, they are content with them unless these deci-
sions are explicitly imposed on them by the limiting structures of their work-
places. In this respect, Höpfl and Atkinson (2000, 134) aptly notice that women 
are more likely to see their success in terms of having control over own career, 
professional growth and work-life consistency. In the light of the empirical data 
of this study, this perspective also appears to be relevant for the success of the 
Finnish and Polish interviewees covered by this research. Even if some inter-
viewees expose strong career aspirations, they wish it to come with some bal-
ance between their professional and private spheres. Consequently, the findings 
of this study show that in order to understand women attorneys’ careers, it is 
necessary to go beyond the traditional career model and cover factors com-
ing also from the private sphere as women’s careers are seen as more complex 
than the traditional career model assumes. As demonstrated by this and other 
studies, professional women tend to review their careers and success in terms 
of “success-in-life” (cf. Hall 2002, 11; O’Neil 2003 in Bilimoria 2005, 13; Sturges 
1999) as it touches upon the negotiations between different dimensions of suc-
cess which are internally interconnected.  
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4.5 Juggling a legal Career and FaMily liFe in 
Finland and Poland

4.5.1 Childcare and housework 
Many studies on women’s careers point out that women’s careers are constructed 
upon the interdependence between professional and private spheres (e.g Evetts 
2000; O’Neil 2003; O’Neil and Bilimoria 2005; O’Neil at al. 2008). In the light of 
these studies, the influences of personal life are central to women’s career advance-
ment and success. These influences are seen as a source of complexity in women’s 
careers, because their outcomes are, amongst others, moderated by women’s socio-
cultural background and contextual factors. Therefore, their implications are no 
longer easily scrutinised in the generalisations about the negative impact of family 
responsibilities on women’s careers (cf. Larwood and Gutek 1987; Melamed 1995). 
The generalised assumption about this negative impact can mask the emerging 
diversity among women attorneys within and across the studied countries. 

The analysis of survey data suggests that the combination of a legal career and 
motherhood appears to be particularly challenging for Polish respondents who 
work as associates or partners in large law firms compared to solo practitioners. 
This conclusion is prompted by the fact that two-third of Polish respondents with 
children work as solo practitioners. By contrast, the share of Finnish respondents 
with children appears to be relatively equal among all work positions (see Table 9.). 

Table 9. Women attorneys with children by work position and nationality, in %, 
2010. 

Finnish (n=86) Polish (n=115) 
Work position Solo practitioner 31.4 62.9 

Associate in a law firm 33.7 14.3 

Partner in a law firm 34.9 22.9 

Total 100 % 100 %

χ2 = 19.782, df = 2, p = .000 

The further analyses show considerable disparities in the number of children 
between Finnish and Polish respondents with children (see Figure 15.). Whereas 
the majority of Finnish respondents tend to have at least two children, a major-
ity of their Polish counterparts tend to have one child. In addition, more Finnish 
women attorneys have more than two children compared to their Polish counter-
parts (20.5 % vs. 5.8 %). These findings comply with the general pattern observed 
among Finnish women and expressed in the lack of direct negative association 
between women’s educational level and the number of children (Cantillon and 
Bosch 2002). On the basis of these results, it is possible to infer that the involve-
ment of Finnish respondents in demanding professional work does not neces-
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sarily result in a lower number of children. By contrast, the negative association 
between women’s work position and the number of children appears to be salient 
for Polish respondents.  

Figure 15. Women attorneys with children by number of children and by nationa-
lity, in %, 2010. 

χ2 = 24.221, df = 4, p = .000 

In addition, Polish respondents tend to spend more time weekly on household 
and child rearing activities than their Finnish counterparts (24h vs. 14h, see Table 
10.). It can partly originate from the fact that their male spouses54 participate less 
in housework and childcare compared to the spouses of Finnish respondents. 
Thus, the empirical data show that while Polish respondents spend an average of 
24 hours per week on housework and childcare, their spouses spend 13 hours. In 
comparison, Finnish respondents spend on housework and childcare on average 
about 14 hours and their male spouses 10 hours. Consequently, in the light of this 
data, Polish respondents, although they have fewer children, seem to spend more 
time on housework and childcare than the Finnish respondents. These findings 
are also supported by the further investigation presented in Table 11. Among the 
respondents with children, two-thirds of Finnish respondents and one-third of 
Polish respondents spend up to 11 hours on housework and childcare weekly (see 
Table 11.). The majority of Polish respondents spend on these activities more than 
11 hours per week. 

54 In this thesis, the term “spouse” covers respondents’ spouses, partners with whom respondents are 
in consensual unions as well as former spouses.
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Table 10. Hours spent per week on housework and child rearing by women attor-
neys and their spouses by nationality, 2010.  

Mean Median Maximum Minimum 
Finnish attorneys 

(n=126)

14 h 10 h 59 h 1 h

Polish attorneys 

(n=167) 

24 h 20 h 70 h 2 h

Finnish spouses  

(n=96)

10 h 7 h 45 h 0

Polish spouses 

(n=124)

13 h 10 h 49 h 0

Table 11. Housework and child rearing carried out by women attorneys in hours 
per week, by nationality, in %, 2010.  

Finnish (n=126) Polish (n=167)
Housework and child 

rearing in hours

< 11 66.7 35.7

11-20 19.2 28.6

21-30 10 15

30 < 4.2 20.7

TOTAL 100 % 100 %

χ2 = 29.542, df = 3, p = .000 

Additionally, Finnish and Polish respondents tend to use external help to assist 
them with housework and childcare which can embrace both paid and unpaid 
help such as, for example, the help of the relatives or private nannies (see Table 
12.). The data suggest that the usage of hired help is more common among Polish 
than Finnish respondents (76.8 % vs. 56.7 %). It is noticed that the share of Polish 
respondents who use hired help exceeds the number of respondents with chil-
dren (136 vs. 115). 
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Table 12. External help in housework and child rearing, by nationality, in %, 2010. 

Nationality of a respondent 
Finnish (n=127) Polish (n=176)

Do you have any 

external help doing 

household work and/

or caring for children 

(paid or unpaid e.g. 

relatives)

No 43.3 23.2 

Yes 56.7 

(n = 72)

76.8 

(n = 136)

TOTAL 100 % 100 %

χ2 = 13.886, df = 1, p = .000

The survey data indicate that although in general both Finnish and Polish re-
spondents spend more time on family responsibilities (i.e. housework and child 
rearing) than their male spouses, the Polish respondents appear to be particularly 
burdened with it. In addition, the use of external help by some of Polish respond-
ents who do not have children suggests that it is a part of a wider phenomenon in 
Poland essential to support professional activity of women (see Wόycicka 2009, 
113). These findings also gain validity in the light of the interview data. The issue 
of greater family responsibilities has been particularly salient among Polish inter-
viewees, particularly with regard to childcare. The interview data indicate that 
although Polish interviewees are engaged in the intensive professional activity 
as attorneys, they still remain in charge of the majority of the arrangements with 
regard to child rearing. Therefore, they seem to use a patchwork of childcare ar-
rangements in order to limit the amount of time spent on family responsibilities. 
It is reflected in the following comments of Polish interviewees: 

When I worked there [in a large international law firm] I even had two nannies so that I could 
balance everything [professional work and family life] (…) Even today I go back home and 
I laugh that my second shift is beginning. Nowadays it might be an exaggeration to say so, 
because there are nannies and cleaners, but someone has to arrange with the nanny what 
time she is picking up my child from the kindergarten, what she is going to do, clean etc. So 
someone has to have control of it to know where she is, what she does, where she is when 
she is away and when she has time off [P].

All girls [women attorneys] who have children have a whole system of assistance from nan-
nies, grandmothers, aunts etc. I know myself how it works. My mum does not live in Warsaw, 
so it is always a problem, but practically she is here every time I need her, she just jumps 
on a train and comes here when I need her. I also have a great nanny; I do not know how I 
could cope with everything without all these people. Here you have to have a whole system 
of childcare to be prepared for all eventualities [P].
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In the light of the data presented, Polish respondents and interviewees appear 
to be negatively affected by the traditional family model which is still prevalent 
in Poland (i.e. Plomien 2006; Matysiak 2009). It is characterised by women being 
mainly responsible for household chores and childcare. due to the lack of suf-
ficient provision of public childcare in Poland (European Institute for Gender 
Equality 2011; Plomien 2009), the Polish respondents and interviewees tend to 
limit their family responsibilities by having a fewer children, the use of a patch-
work of childcare options as well as external help with housework in order to 
maximise time available for professional activity. This is also relevant for the 
Finnish respondents but to a lesser degree, probably due to the greater engage-
ment of their spouses in family life and public childcare facilities provided by the 
state (see e.g. European Institute for Gender Equality 2011). 

The disparities in family models appear to influence the positions of women 
attorneys in this study. While in Finland the prevalent family model is consid-
ered to be “dual breadwinner/external care model” (Pfau-Effinger 2002, 2004 in 
Wόycicka 2009, 100), in Poland professionally active women tend to form the 
so-called “modernized male breadwinner model” (Wόycicka 2009, 100). It means 
that division of housework and child rearing is more equally distributed be-
tween both Finnish spouses who are professionally active. In addition, a part of 
the responsibility for childcare is partly shifted to external public institutions 
(Pfau-Effinger 2002, 2004). In Poland, by contrast, even professional women are 
still responsible for the majority of housework and childcare. Consequently, pro-
fessional women in Poland are also more exposed to the tensions resulting from 
juggling a economic activity and family life.  As Wόycicka (2009, 107) points out, 
women in Poland use, if possible, the help of relatives or hire external help to re-
lease themselves from household burden. This is reflected in the interview data 
which suggest that the professional activity of Polish interviewees is not neces-
sarily accompanied by prominent changes in the traditional division of domestic 
work within family. As a result, it can contribute negatively to women’s attempts 
to juggle a career and personal life, particularly as due to the increasing distances 
between their families and relatives professional women in Poland can, to lesser 
extent, rely on the help of relatives. Therefore, in the light of studies professionally 
active women from bigger cities in Poland are nowadays more likely to rely on 
private childcare arrangements and cleaning services (Wόycicka 2009, 113). The 
topic is continued in the following section via an investigation of family structure 
and work-life reconciliation policies in Finland and Poland.  

4.5.2 Family structures and work-life reconciliation policies
This section provides more insight into the family structure prevalent among 
Finnish and Polish interviewees as relevant for women’s careers. In relation to 
that, some studies advocate for analyses of the influence of women’s spouses on 
the careers of highly achieving women (e.g. O’Neil and Bilimoria 2005a, 2005b; 
Välimäki et al. 2009; White et al. 1997). According to these studies, the role of 
spouses can have a negative as well as positive impact on women’s careers. On 
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one hand, the male spouse can limit the women’s career choices, particularly if 
women’s careers are overshadowed by men’s careers. White et al. (1997) presents 
the example of mobility when women are expected to follow their spouses’ career 
paths. However, as Välimäki et al. (2009, 609) show in their study on the role of 
female managers’ spouses in Finland, male spouses can also contribute posi-
tively to women’s career by providing women with professional encouragement, 
psychological support, social status as well as financial security and finally with 
participation in housework (Välimäki et al. 2009). Consequently, they conclude 
that more equal gender roles among spouses not only increase women’s opportu-
nities in attaining managerial positions, but they also contribute positively to the 
women’s sense of career success and satisfaction (Välimäki et al. 2009). 

These findings are observed to be relevant to the careers of some Finnish and 
Polish interviewees. The analysis of empirical data shows that the Finnish and 
Polish interviewees who are characterised by an affirmative attitude to career 
success and have reached the upper echelons of their law firms appear to be in-
volved in relationships with more fluid gender roles. For example, a few Finnish 
and Polish interviewees emphasise the importance of their spouse’s participation 
in the household and childcare on a more equal basis:

I do not find it difficult [to reconcile work-life] but it requires a lot of flexibility and of course 
it probably also requires some understanding on the home side that you really share all the 
work with the family and you cannot do everything, I cannot do everything because then 
it would not work, but if you are both doing it, it is quite OK and of course some external 
help will also help when needed…it is mostly a question of arranging the practicalities and 
it requires some energy just to do it, because sometimes there is a lot of juggling to make a 
timetable work [F, partner in large law firm].
 
I was on maternity leave from mid-June but I worked on the case whenever I could find some 
hours to do it and then my husband was left with… [child] for a week in…[month] when she 
was about four months old and it was a bit scary but it went well. (…) And then in November I 
actually started my maternity leave as a whole but then I came back to work at the beginning 
of March. So compared to typical Finnish maternity leave I was home for a short time and 
then my husband stayed home for over a year [F, co-partner in a joint practice].

Obviously a suitable man who is able to share the responsibilities is very important. A baby 
sitter unfortunately also or actually fortunately – without these I would never have coped 
here (...) during the week I can work from 9 to 16. On Tuesdays and Fridays when I have my 
shift here I stay here as long as needed as clients come. For example, today they may come 
until 8.00 pm. So on those two days my husband comes from work earlier and he takes the 
children from the nanny. The two other days it is me who comes earlier from work about 
16-17 and I let the nanny go home and on those days I work less because I also need to do 
the shopping and so on [P, a solo practitioner].
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At the same time, these interviewees also pinpoint the need for external help in 
housework and child rearing. This suggests that while family structure plays a 
crucial role, additional assistance is also necessary in both countries to support 
dual career families. In this respect, the availability of good quality and afford-
able childcare can positively influence the careers of professional women in both 
countries by liberating them from household and some part of caring responsi-
bilities. If supported by the actions of the state in the generation of family-friendly 
policies, it provides an opportunity for both spouses to negotiate more flexibly 
their family roles and career interests within the family. Thus, the availability 
of childcare facilities combined with effective work-life reconciliation policies, 
particularly in terms of maternity, paternity and parental leaves, provides both 
spouses with the opportunity for more fluid gender roles which benefit women’s 
career opportunities. 

In this regard, the more fluid gender roles among Finnish interviewees and 
their spouses appear to correspond with a more favourable atmosphere in Finland 
with regard to work-life reconciliation. It is reflected in the greater number of fa-
thers taking paternity and parental leaves, partly due to more fluid arrangements 
of these leaves55 complemented by the public childcare provision for children 
under 3 years as well as between 3 years and mandatory school age (European 
Institute for Gender Equality 2011). 

The empirical data suggest that the Finnish respondents and interviewees 
receive more assistance from their spouses who participate more in housework 
and childcare responsibilities. They are also more likely to make career decisions 
in the course of negotiation with their life spouses. Consequently, the Finnish in-
terviewees emphasise the support of their spouses in family life which facilitates 
their pursuit of a legal career. As a result, the Finnish interviewees seem to have 
more opportunities to comply with the expectations of their law firms so that they 
can opt for a career in a highly competitive working environment. Thus, equally 
importantly, demanding careers of both spouses seem to contribute to more fluid 
gender roles among many of the Finnish respondents and interviewees and their 
spouses. The survey data indicate that the majority of Finnish respondents con-
tribute about half or more to their household income (see Apendix 1., Table 6.). 
This can also contribute positively to the more fluid gender roles observed among 
Finnish respondents 

The majority of Polish interviewees also emphasise the need of the spouse’s 
assistance in housework and childcare, although it seems to remain at the level 
of a wish. In the light of empirical data, a more equal division of housework 
and childcare only appears to work in the case of a single Polish interviewee. 
The possible reason for that may be that the majority of the Polish respondents’ 
spouses appear to have slightly more demanding – and therefore probably less 

55 Finland is characterised by more efficient policies in terms of work-life reconciliation. Maternity 
leave lasts 105 days or four months. Afterwards mothers can take parental leave that lasts 6 months. 
The parental leave can be shared with the spouse. In addition, the paternal leave lasts 54 working days 
or 9 weeks or 3 weeks of paternity leave and additionally four weeks of so-called “daddy month” (see 
more http://www.kela.fi/web/en/paternal-leave). 
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flexible – careers (see Appendix 1, Table 4.). This might be the reason why Polish 
interviewees point out that in addition to having a demanding career, they are 
still ascribed with larger family responsibilities compared to their male spouses. 
The Polish interviewees explain their traditional family model as follows: 

Today my younger child is sick so I needed to cancel all my meetings, so it means I am al-
ready losing income. What is more, my husband expects me to take care of such emergency 
cases and days when the children are sick, the babysitter is sick and grandmother is sick 
because I do not have a work contract with set hours of work. And because he has secure 
work and indicated working hours which means he does not have such flexibility in working 
hours, he thinks I will do it [P].

My husband also works in a corporation but he is not a lawyer. Nevertheless, he has similar 
working conditions and requirements in regard of, for example, working hours. But still 
all visits at the doctor and shopping for our child are my responsibility. He does the food 
shopping but otherwise I am in charge of taking care of buying clothes for our child, and 
arranging childcare with nanny and kindergarten [P].

In the light of interview data, the less advantageous professional position of 
Polish interviewees in pursuing their careers seems partly to be linked to the 
lesser assistance they obtain from their spouses in housework and childcare. As 
a result, they need to cope with a less advantageous professional situation and 
greater family responsibilities on an individual basis in order to combine a career 
and family. 

Nonetheless, the empirical data suggest that both Finnish and Polish inter-
viewees who work in solo practices or small law firms appear to have spouses 
with more demanding and less flexible careers. It can suggest that the traditional 
gender roles among the interviewees and their spouses may lead to women opt-
ing for a legal career within a less rule bound work environment with more 
professional autonomy and control over working time. In relation to that, it can 
be argued that some interviewees’ career choices appear to be constrained by 
their spouse’s more challenging career. This results in the interviewees being in 
charge of most housework and childcare which requires their less rigid career 
paths. However, in these cases, the interviewees seem to be provided with relative 
financial security which allows them to have more flexibility to concentrate on 
developing their independent solo practice according to their own interests and 
time without financial pressure. Still, this appears to be more frequently relevant 
for Polish interviewees. As one Polish interviewee argues:

For now I have a small baby and this is a priority for me. If I want to go for a long weekend 
I can leave on Wednesday because it only depends on me, I mean I make own rules (…) my 
income is like sine wave. There are months when I earn a lot so it is very nice and motivating. 
Although in my case it does not have any impact on our level of living because my husband 
is able to maintain our family [P].
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These findings indicate that the traditional family model still seems to be prevalent 
among Polish interviewees and their spouses and it consequently obscures wom-
en’s opportunities within their profession as the women feel motivated to make 
career choices that allow the combining of greater family responsibilities. In addi-
tion, these choices are made in the general atmosphere of the work-family conflict 
in Poland characterised by insufficient childcare provision. It is supported by vari-
ous “women’s privileges” in their working life due to their honourable role within 
the family and expressed in prolonged maternity and parental leaves addressed 
primarily to women and consequently used by women56 (Plomien 2009; European 
Institute for Gender Equality 2011). As a result, the disadvantaged situation of wom-
en in the labour market in Poland corresponds with men’s disadvantaged situation 
in family57 (Plomien 2009). As noticed in a report by the European Commission, 
men need to be forced by special inducements in order to make use of their rights 
to paternity and maternal leave (European Institute for Gender Equality 2011). 

4.6 ConCluding reMarks

In this chapter, several important findings on women attorneys’ careers in Finland 
and Poland have been demonstrated. First of all, the findings of this study have 
refuted the stereotype of unhappy lawyers (but cf. Monahan and Swanson 2009) 
and instead have exposed the paradox of contented women attorneys, specifically 
explicit for Polish interviewees and respondents. The great majority of Finnish 
and Polish respondents have appeared to be satisfied with their legal careers 
although they are overrepresented in the type of practices and positions which 
are inherent with less prestige, authority and power. In general, however, the 
evidence taken as a whole leans in the direction of Polish interviewees being less 
satisfied with their careers. The Polish respondents and interviewees have also 
listed more sources of dissatisfaction that originate more from career context 
than career content. The interview data have shown that the respondents’ sat-
isfaction predominantly originates from the aspects inherent in the character of 
legal career characterised by professional autonomy, professional commitment to 
public service manifested in the opportunities to help people, and the intellectual 
challenge and variety of legal work responsibilities. In this respect, both Finnish 

56 The new modification to the maternity leave in Poland provides women with the possibility of 
prolonging maternity leave up to 1 year. The leave is entitled to be taken by both parents under the 
condition that the first 14 weeks are exclusively reserved for the mother; the rest can be shared between 
the spouses. However, in the case when a woman decides to stay the whole year she is automatically 
entitled to maternity allowance at the level of 80% of her salary. If she decides to use only a 6-month 
period of maternity leave she is entitled to the full maternity allowance (100% of their salary before 
the pregnancy period). If afterwards she decides to prolong her maternity leave for the remaining 6 
months, she is entitled to maternity leave at the level of 60% of her salary (see rodzicielski.gov.pl). 
57 Fatherly leave (“urlop ojcowski”) was introduced in Poland in 2010 with duration of 1 week. From 
2012 it was prolonged to 2 weeks. According to statistics, only 1 out of 100 eligible fathers (who work 
in work contracts) took advantage of it in 2010 (see http://www.prawo.egospodarka.pl/65761,Urlop-
tacierzynski,1,34,3.html). However, the recent statistics shows that the number of fathers who take 
fatherly leave is continuously increasing (see http://wiadomosci.gazeta.pl/wiadomosci/1,114873,1328
5386,Kobiety_zarabiaja__mezczyzni_ida_na_tacierzynski_.html). 
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and Polish interviewees appear to draw on the intrinsic and shared values of the 
profession in deriving and sustain their career satisfaction. 

In addition, survey data have also indicated that there is a significant differ-
ence in subjective assessment of success between the Finnish and Polish respond-
ents. More Finnish respondents perceive their career as successful compared to 
their Polish counterparts. However, further analysis has shown that the achieved 
multi-dimensional model of success appears to consist of similar indicators for 
both Finnish and Polish women attorneys. Specifically, both Finnish and Polish 
interviewees have abstained from perceiving success in purely objective terms. 
Instead, personal achievement and fulfilment as well as compatibility of career 
and personal life appear to be central to the interviewees’ understanding of suc-
cess.  

As a result, the chapter has shown that the disparities in the level of career 
satisfaction and success between the Finnish and Polish respondents appear to 
originate from differential contextual factors which seem to condition the Polish 
interviewees to make greater trade-offs between a legal career and personal life. 
These do not necessarily have to be made by Finnish interviewees, partly due to 
more fluid gender roles and more efficient work-life reconciliation policies preva-
lent in Finland. Consequently, the differential career choices of Finnish and Polish 
interviewees originate from the contextual factors that influence their opportuni-
ties to participate in highly competitive working environments. In addition, the 
empirical data indicate that the competitive potential of Finnish and Polish inter-
viewees in their profession stems from the support of male spouses in housework 
and childcare, additional assistance in childcare and housework, the availability 
of good-quality and affordable childcare provision as well as efficient work-life 
reconciliation policies. In all these terms the Polish respondents and interviewees 
appear to fall short which is negatively reflected in their career choices and op-
portunities. Finally, this chapter has demonstrated that women’s career choices 
reflect their striving for professional autonomy. It is particularly salient in case 
of Polish interviewees.

Taken together, these findings are consistent with other studies on success-
ful and high achieving women (see e.g. Gersick and Kram 2002; Lirio et al. 2007) 
which pinpoint the shortcoming of the prevalent traditional career model for the 
research on women’s careers. The Finnish and Polish interviewees tend to abstain 
from perceiving success in purely objective terms. Instead, their model of suc-
cess consists of both external and internal criteria which comprise three integral 
dimensions of success. 

Building on these findings, the next chapter applies Bourdieu’s and 
Bourdieusian approaches for an investigation into how the Finnish and Polish 
respondents and interviewees compete for professional legitimacy specifically in 
relation to the prevalent rules, norms and values entrenched in the structure of 
their field of professional activity. This perspective helps to elucidate the emerg-
ing diversity among women attorneys with regard to their legal careers and com-
petitiveness as attorneys. 
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5 Women´s attempts to 
challenge legal structures

“There are many young women who come to this field but still nowadays there are very 
few who stay in practice for the whole of their lives and especially when they have young 
children and work in large law firms where there is business law. So there are still very few 
women compared to men.” [P, partner in large law firm]
 
“(…) to be able to listen and pick up the most relevant things as the clients will say a lot about 
their lives (…) to be able to evaluate the person so that you get a rapport with the clients 
because I have so many different clients and some want me to handle the cases in a very 
mathematical way and to have it explained this way and others want to have discussions and 
a kind of therapy, so to serve each client how they want according to their needs and what 
they want (…) to recognise what kind of the person it is and what she/he needs and then to 
approach the client in order to keep him or her happy” [F, small office]

This chapter concentrates on the analysis of informal dimensions of profes-
sional closure in the field of legal assistance. For this reason, Bourdieu’s ana-
lytical concepts presented in section 2.3 – specifically field, habitus and capital 
– are now applied in order to investigate the sources of distinctions as char-
acteristic for Finnish and Polish women attorneys. In Bourdieu’s framework, 
attorneys’ habitual dispositions orient attorneys in the field towards such a 
use of capital as will lead to maximise their benefits and simultaneously their 
domination over co-competitors in the field. The focus is on the positions and 
dispositions of women attorneys in relation to the vectors of professional pres-
tige, authority and power inherent in the field. Thus, the analyses concentrate 
on the identification of these resources which act as a symbolic capital and 
therefore as a particular source of distinction operating in the field of legal 
assistance. The inquiry embraces, firstly, women attorneys’ orientation in the 
field in relation to the professional ideals, norms and values inculcated in the 
professional activity of attorneys and seen as fundamental for successful per-
formance. Secondly, this chapter concentrates on the forms of capital on which 
women base their competitiveness. For this reason, the concept of gendered 
agency is introduced in order to encapsulate the social experience of gender 
embodied in the habitual dispositions of women attorneys and manifested 
in their career orientation and choices within the professional field. The ap-
plication of the concept makes it possible to dissect the ways in which women 
use and negotiate their legal positions in relation to their social positions and 
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possessed capital. This way the chapter attempts to demonstrate how effective 
women are in their ability to realise their goals and advance their interests in 
the field of legal assistance.

5.1 woMen attorneys within the Field oF legal 
assistanCe  

5.1.1 Grasping the relational: attorneys and other actors 
The field of legal assistance is here conceptualised as a space of interactions 
between different individual lawyers and group of lawyers who have quali-
fications to provide legal advice for financial compensation. Legal advice is, 
then, a commodity which lawyers produce with the application of their legal 
knowledge on the substance and procedures of the law. Participation in the 
field is voluntary. Lawyers enter the field via the acquisition of the required 
educational and professional credentials. The educational credentials can dif-
fer slightly for various groups of lawyers. As a consequence of these creden-
tials, different groups of lawyers occupy different positions in the field such 
as, for example, attorneys, legal advisers and legal counsels. Nonetheless, they 
voluntarily commit themselves to the logic of the field, its rules and interests 
by their participation in the provision of legal advice to individuals who seek 
legal help. 

In this respect, attorneys are only one professional group of several which is 
engaged in the competition taking place in the frames of the field of legal assis-
tance (see Figure 16.). The function of this community is to ensure the monopoly 
for the provision of legal advice by carefully selected recruits. Usually the pro-
fessional community is based on exclusive membership in order to have control 
over the number of legitimised members and their quality of work (Cotterrell 
1992, 183). Access to the legal profession is regulated by the leading institution 
in Finland and Poland, respectively the Finnish Bar Association and the Polish 
Bar Council. These two institutions regulate the community of attorneys, define 
professional codes of behaviour and supervise attorneys’ professional conduct. 
Attorneys are submitted to the code of professional ethics as constituted by the 
Finnish Bar Association and the Polish Bar Council. Thus, these two institutions 
are seen as guardians of attorneys’ ethical participation in the competition for the 
monopoly to provide legal advice. 
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Figure 16. Interrelations in the field of legal assistance. 

In the light of empirical data, it appears that the Bar membership can both restrict 
and benefit women attorneys’ positions in the competition. First of all, the pro-
fessional ethos and higher educational credentials can advance their opportuni-
ties in the field. It is reflected in the Finnish and Polish interviewees’ comments. 
In this respect, due to their additional professional credentials obtained in the 
course of acquiring attorney qualifications, the interviewees feel more legitimacy 
to provide legal advice. Therefore, their position in the field of legal assistance 
can be viewed as stronger than other groups of lawyers. The symbolically higher 
social status of attorneys within the field and exclusive character of the profession 
of attorney also appear to contribute positively to the social position of women 
attorneys in society. It seems that the Finnish and Polish interviewees are aware 
of their higher position which provides them with a greater amount of power 
compared to other groups of lawyers. In this regard, women attempt to exercise 
their power in order to strengthen their own positions in the field of legal as-
sistance. For instance, they refer to the distinctive character of the profession 
of attorney which they perceive as originating from the professional ethos and 
their higher professional qualifications. By doing so, they aim to highlight their 
greater legitimacy to provide legal advice in contrast to other groups of lawyers 
such as legal advisers or in-house counsels. In order to illustrate it, two inter-
viewees’ comments presented in section 4.3.1 are also mentioned here in slightly 
elaborated forms: 
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I made my decision to become an attorney instead of a legal counsel due to the higher pres-
tige of the former. I have always perceived the profession of attorney as more prestigious 
(…) although I also knew that it is difficult to obtain admission to an attorney apprenticeship 
[Polish corporate attorney].

But I think it is a great profession, it is an old profession, and to me the title attorney means 
a lot and I am proud that I am not just a lawyer but I am an attorney because that brings 
some history and kind of professional pride in what you do and it kind of also gives you 
expectations that you have to follow certain rules of behaviour that society expects of you 
[Finnish corporate attorney].

These comments indicate that the interviewees share common conceptions about 
their professional roles and position which become part of their identity. It takes 
places through professional socialisation during which attorney apprentices in-
ternalise the professional codes of behaviour and perceptions as well as knowl-
edge about their own position as attorneys within the field and society. Thornton 
(1996, 80) refers to a disciplinary regime generated by law schools which partici-
pate in the process of moulding law students and later attorney apprentices into 
the field. It also seems to be relevant for the Finnish and Polish interviewees of 
this study who internalise a professional ethos which guides them in the field.  

It seems to be particularly strong among the Polish interviewees who argue that 
due to their higher professional credentials, they provide legal advice of better qual-
ity compared to other group of lawyers. In addition, the Polish interviewees make 
distinctions between attorneys who gain attorney qualifications through an attor-
ney apprenticeship and others who acquire their attorney qualifications through 
other law profession. The latter are accused of missing the firm foundations of 
professional conduct and therefore, they are shown as more prone to actions which 
can disadvantage the whole professional community of attorneys. For example, a 
Polish solo practitioner explains her choice to become an attorney as follows:  

Actually I cannot imagine what other legal profession you can switch to as an attorney 
(…) becoming a prosecutor profession is perceived as degradation (…) If someone wants to 
pursue a career they do not decide to become a judge (…) This is a profession [attorney] of 
public trust, we have strict rules of professional ethics but it is violated so often (...) there are 
many attorneys who came from other professions who are ‘without roots’ and I would say 
they are very primitive ones (...) there are many examples of unprofessional behaviour [P]. 

In the light of the afore-mentioned comment, attorneys who take the opportunity 
to enter the profession without the obligation of taking the bar exam or partici-
pation in an attorney apprenticeship are presented as more prone to unethical 
conduct. It suggests that there may be some in-group distinctions even among 
attorneys depending on how they acquired the title of attorney58. The issue seems 

58 See section 1.2.2 for more information on the set of educational and professional requirements of 
attorneys. 
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to be particularly acute among the Polish interviewees, probably due to recent 
modifications in the system of recruitment to attorney apprenticeships. As a re-
sult, nowadays about 3 000 new apprentices are admitted to attorney apprentice-
ships in Poland annually59 and consequently the legal profession has started to 
lose its elite character. 

These changes appear to be interpreted negatively by experienced attorneys 
who entered the field during the old, strictly regulated system of recruitment. It 
is reflected in the comments of some Polish interviewees who criticise the cur-
rent state entrance exam for its inefficiency in selecting the proper candidates for 
attorney apprentices. For example, they argue that: 

Today the system of exams is unsuitable (…) the candidates should be considered in terms 
of their skills and personality features for this profession. The current written exam cannot 
do that…you need to see the person, talk with him/her. It is not enough that s/he answers 
properly or guesses the right answers…you need to see the person, how the person behaves 
and whether the person is skilful in terms of speech [P].

The Polish interviewees present various arguments for illustrating the ineffi-
ciency of the new method of recruitment. Some draw on mythical virtues of 
candidates that are seen as possible to detect only during the face-to face contact 
of a candidate and examiners. during this contact, the examiners are argued to 
have the opportunity to notice whether a candidate has the natural propensi-
ties to become an attorney. Others highlight the importance of appropriate legal 
training provided by the attorney apprenticeship as essential for candidates for 
attorneys in order to be able to conduct their professional work well. drawing on 
these arguments,  experienced attorneys seem to use their dominant position in 
the field in order to contest the legitimacy of newcomers. The following example 
is indicative of it:  

The changes that have happened regarding the training of apprentices (…) in my time ap-
prentices were trained very well and they had to pass the exam (…) today there are cases of 
lawyers, for example, who after 3 years of practice as a judge enrol themselves as attorneys. 
This is not good, because these people, no matter how good and talented they are, need to 
go through the whole process of legal education meant for attorney candidates; they need 
to learn certain things [P].

59 The increase in the number of attorney apprentices is a result of the reform in the professional 
training of attorneys and other group of lawyers. The reform was initiated in order to give the 
opportunity to a broader number of law graduates to access the profession of attorney. Until 2005 the 
number of attorneys was regulated by the Bar which had the main responsibility for recruitment of 
apprentices and attorneys. As a result, the number of those who were accepted to attorney apprentices 
was very small. Some respondents mentioned such numbers as 50 apprentices in the Warsaw chamber 
compared to the current number of about 1 000 apprentices accepted annually. As a result, since 2005 
the admission method has changed and the Polish Bar Council is no longer able to limit the number 
of attorneys by regulating access to attorney apprenticeship. The state entrance exam to attorney 
apprenticeship, supervised by the Ministry of Justice, was fully introduced in 2009 and resulted in 
greater number of attorney apprentices (Bojarski 2003, 58-69; Śliwa 2010, 17). 
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Nonetheless, the competition in the field of legal assistance increases not only in 
Poland, but also in Finland due to similar processes that involve an intensification 
of the rivalry among attorneys and between attorneys and other group of lawyers. 
It is additionally heightened by the disappearance of external barriers towards 
the field of legal assistance as well as to the profession of attorney. Law schools 
are expanding and their number increases60. They educate more lawyers who are 
no longer so carefully selected with regard to certain profile and background of 
the candidates. In relation to that, experienced lawyers and attorneys may feel 
that their dominant position in the field is being endangered due to the increasing 
number of newcomers to the field who become rapidly qualified to provide legal 
advice. Therefore, the Finnish and Polish interviewees who belong to the genera-
tion of experienced attorneys endeavour to secure and maintain their dominant 
positions in the field by exercising symbolic violence over newcomers in order to 
contest their professional competence. 

The conflict seems to be particularly acute in Poland as the Polish interviewees 
appear to compete with other numerous groups of lawyers for similar clients. 
However, they experience limited demand for their legal assistance. For exam-
ple, some Polish interviewees make the remark that Polish people are unaware 
in what situations they need to turn for help to lawyers. As a result, attorneys 
sometimes need to deal with legal issues that have been improperly handled due 
to the lack of legal assistance. Consequently, some Polish interviewees complain 
that some clients delay their visits to attorneys’ offices until the situation gets 
miserable and then they expect attorneys to solve their legal problems. As one 
Polish solo practitioner puts it:

Some clients are very infuriating. It might originate from the fact that when they approach 
attorneys for legal aid, it is the end of world for them. (…) People are not accustomed to asking 
attorneys or legal counsels for legal advice unless they are really in trouble [P].

In relation to that, it appears unsurprising that Polish interviewees tend so clearly 
to highlight their legitimacy to provide legal advice and express critical attitudes 
both towards other lawyers and attorneys. They appear to experience particularly 
negatively the increasing competition in the limited demand for legal assistance. 
Consequently, they feel less secure with regard to their professional positions. This 
feeling of insecurity may even be intensified due to attorneys’ proneness to supervi-
sion by the Bar. In this respect, attorneys not only benefit from their Bar membership, 
but the membership obliges them to comply with the certain rules issued by the Bar. 
 The empirical evidence shows that some interviewees may experience this obli-
gation of compliance as constraining their competitive potential compared to other 
groups of lawyers. It seems to be particularly relevant for Polish interviewees who 
work as solo practitioners. They seem to experience negatively some of the Bar’s 
rules such as the prohibition of advertising and working on employment contracts. 

60 In 2013 the fourth Finnish university (University of Eastern Finland) received accreditation to 
educate lawyers. 
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For example, according to the code of ethics issued by the Polish Bar Council, the 
advertising practices of attorneys are considered as “contrary to the dignity of the 
profession are prohibited by the Code of Professional Ethics” (Nascimbene 2009, 
177). This prohibition appears to be controversial as it is not relevant for other groups 
of lawyers who are also entitled to provide legal advice. In relation to that, some 
interviewees see this as unfair, particularly as some attorneys work in law firms 
with other lawyers who are allowed to advertise their legal services. In this way, 
these attorneys also benefit from other lawyers’ right to advertise. Consequently, 
the prohibition mainly concerns some attorneys who do not work or cooperate 
with other lawyers and law firms. Thus, the Bar’s rules might reflect particularly 
negatively for Polish solo practitioners’ professional activity. As one of them argues: 

I do not obtain clients by the use of illegal methods; I do not advertise my services or propose 
them to potential clients. But there are firms on the market which advertise their services 
(...) there are certain rules regarding the accepted forms of advertising such as you can keep 
the information about your practice but nothing else. These other firms obtain clients us-
ing illegal forms of advertising. Besides, some attorneys cooperate with legal counsels who 
can advertise their services (...) and this is unfair (...) these firms all produce brochures and 
advertise their services but there are also attorneys working there [P].

The afore-mentioned comment suggests that the prohibition creates a hostile at-
mosphere in the field of legal assistance in Poland. Subsequently, lawyers do not 
trust each other and question other lawyers’ and attorneys’ professional conduct. 
For example, they perceive their competing methods as dubious, because they 
bypass the ban on advertising. A similar situation is observed with regard to the 
prohibition from working according to any form of employed positions issued 
by the Polish Bar Council. due to that, Polish attorneys are obliged to remain in-
dependent law practitioners and therefore they are not allowed to be employed 
by law firms. However, also this prohibition appears to be bypassed by some at-
torneys and their firms by the use of some kind of “quasi work contracts” which 
allow some attorneys to sell their legal services to law firms as independent con-
tractors. As two Polish solo practitioners explain:

We may not be employed by firms; this is imposed on us by the Bar. However, many attorneys 
are employed on so-called cooperation contracts which are in fact work contracts despite 
their different name. I used to work like that [P].

They [attorneys] join prestigious attorneys who have their own solo practices or other law 
firms (…) those attorneys or firms delegate some cases to them and they pay some kind of 
salary to these attorneys once a month. They still have own practice but in reality they work 
under the name of this other firm or attorney. In my case I knew from the beginning that I 
wanted to work under my own name, explicitly under my own name, so I started my own 
solo practice. Certainly I had doubts whether it would work out, but I did not want to do 
anything for anyone else [P].
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This practice also raises controversy among other attorneys in terms of its ethics. 
In this respect, both examples demonstrate how some rules of the Bar in Poland 
are negatively experienced by some of the Polish interviewees, particularly those 
who are negatively affected by them. This negative influence predominantly con-
cerns Polish solo practitioners who feel to particularly be disadvantaged by them 
compared to other attorneys. Consequently, the conflict among Polish attorneys 
as well as attorneys and other groups of lawyers is increasing. The situation ap-
pears to be different in Finland where such rules do not exist. Finnish attorneys 
can be employed by law firms and since 1996 they have the right to advertise their 
legal services. It provides them with similar methods for competition with other 
groups of lawyers as well as attorneys themselves. Therefore, Finnish attorneys 
do not experience such salient inequalities among themselves in their adherence 
to the rules and supervision of the Bar. 

In addition, the empirical data suggest that the atmosphere of distrust and 
hostility among Polish lawyers in the field of legal assistance is only aggravated 
by the emergence of new groups of lawyers who are entitled to provide legal 
advices for lower fees61. Furthermore, there is also an ongoing discussion on a 
possible merger between the professions of attorney and legal counsel. Polish at-
torneys appear to be particularly averse to this idea (Sendecki 2007). Their resist-
ance seems to originate from their fear that their dominant position in the field 
is going to be endangered by a merger of both professions, particularly as the 
number of legal counsels (26 050 in 2008) is greater than the number of attorneys 
(9 696 in 2009). As one Polish solo practitioner explains: 

Attorneys still have wider professional qualifications and due to that legal counsels opted 
for the merger with us, but since they started to receive some of our obligations such as ex 
officio cases, they lost interest. I think it is good since they want to get our all qualifications 
and rights, so they should know what it means because they only wanted to get all the posi-
tive sides of our profession but not the unpleasant responsibilities [P]. 

Finally, the prominent difference emerging between the Finnish and Polish inter-
viewees who practice law as solo practitioners is that while in Finland it seems 
to be the interviewees’ own choice to establish a solo practice; in Poland women 
seem to be implicitly pushed to independent practice due to, amongst others, the 
prohibition to be employed on work contracts and their often restricted career op-
portunities in law firms in Poland. In this respect, some Polish interviewees imply 
that they are doubly disadvantaged firstly, by the general limitations imposed on all 
Polish attorneys by the Polish Bar Council and secondly, due to being less preferable 
employees. One could argue that they could still decide to sell their legal services 
to other law firms as independent contractors. It is an option that many women 
attorneys seem to choose as well, but then they need to comply with the working 

61 For example a new group of legal advisers is emerging in Poland. They are law graduates without any 
additional legal training, so they practice law outside the legal profession as lawyers without a vocational 
title (Śliwa 2010, 5). Śliwa also adds that these legal advisers’ scope of activity remains unclear.
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norms prevalent in these law firms. due to that, as the previous chapter has shown 
an independent solo practice appears to be more beneficial for Polish interviewees 
with greater family responsibilities as it provides them with more flexibility and au-
tonomy over their own working schedules and time as well as career advancement. 

All in all, these comparative analyses in the positions of Finnish and Polish 
interviewees within the field of legal assistance in their countries presents some 
emerging differences with regard to their professional situations. Although the 
status of attorneys is seen as beneficial for the interviewees in both countries, 
Polish interviewees feel more restricted in terms of the rules issued by the Bar in 
the methods for rivalry in the field. In this respect, the actions of the Polish Bar 
Council may be interpreted as contributing to the differential position of Polish 
attorneys. It appears to be particularly sound in case of Polish interviewees who 
work as solo practitioners. The empirical data show that even slight differences 
in the organisation of the legal profession and the rules issued by the Bar in the 
studied countries shapes the differentiated context for the interviewees’ profes-
sional activity. In Finland and Poland solo practitioners and attorneys from small 
law offices are subject to greater extent to the supervision of the Bar compared to 
attorneys employed by middle-sized and large law firms. Gorman and Sandefur 
(2011) aptly observe that the importance of professional community decreases for 
all groups of knowledge-based professionals in favour of the importance of the 
organisations which employ them. Consequently, the findings of this study show 
that a similar trend emerges as relevant for Finnish and Polish attorneys due to 
the establishing of middle-sized and large law firms. The next section elaborates 
on this aspect with regard to professional respectability.

5.1.2 professional respectability as a source and function of distinction 
and power 
The field of legal assistance appears to be divided internally on the basis of a di-
vision of legal labour into different positions. Lipstadt (2010, 398) describes these 
positions as formal jobs, tasks and roles which can be taken by specific individu-
als if they possess the necessary capital. Taking on these positions provides their 
holders with the authority to exercise power over other agents in the field. As 
these positions differ in terms of the required capital and the amount of power 
they provide their holders with, the field is inherent with unequal power relations 
among individual attorneys and other lawyers. 

This section tackles the particular dimension of lawyers’ differentiation, that 
is, the professional respectability of attorneys. It is considered to correspond to 
Bourdieu’s symbolic capital (1986) seen as recognition of agents’ educational cre-
dentials and professional competence as appropriate to the field of their activity. 
According to Bourdieu, symbolic capital is particularly desired by agents as it 
provides them with authority and power to strengthen their positions in the field. 

In this respect, professional respectability is a powerful form of capital, because 
it provides grounds to draw distinctions among members of the same and differ-
ent social groups. Sandefur (2001, 383) explains that it is “accorded to someone by 
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virtue of a position in a certain role or as the practitioner of particular tasks”. In 
addition, she lists the most prominent characteristics of prestigious roles, that is, 
the authority and power to direct as well as affect others, the independence from 
others’ control and finally the level of craftiness and sophistication (Sandefur 2001, 
383). In other words, the professional respectability expresses the social recogni-
tion of lawyers’ talents, credentials, and competence in relation to the professional 
values and ideals. Lastly, the professional respectability ensures the agents’ domi-
nant position in the field, because it is efficious for its holders to enlarge their op-
portunities within the field due to the authority and power it involves. 

In the field of legal assistance the internal distinctions among lawyers origi-
nate from the fact that different groups of lawyers as well as individual lawyers 
occupy certain positions which differentially correspond to the values and ide-
als of the professional community. Sandefur (2001) discusses the distribution of 
prestige among lawyers as linked to either its extrinsic or intristic determinants 
such as the type of clients served or the legal specialisation. 

In this study, I focus on professional respectability as a continuous process 
that covers many stages62 (see Figure 17.). Analogically to Sabour’s analysis of 
respectability in Academia (see Sabour 2001, 77-80), the lawyers’ acquisition of 
respectability is underlyed by at least three main stages which are determined by 
the simultanous influence of many factors of both extrinsic and intristic nature. 
At the centre of prestige accruement lie the disparities in the portfolio of capital 
with which law graduates enter the field of legal assistance. In this respect, the 
acquisition of professional respectability is to some extent a function of initial 
capital differentiation which shapes its further accruement. 

Figure 17. The process of acquisition of respectability in the field of legal assistance. 

62 1. gaining access to the field as law graduates – 2. practicing law – 3. practicing law as attorney 
apprentices – 4. acquiring attorney qualifications – 5. acquiring recognition among clients and 
colleagues – 6. acquiring recognition among other law professionals – 7. recognition as an expert in 
the field. Basic respectability includes stages 1-5, advanced respectability 5, highest respectability 6-7. 
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The empirical evidence indicates that there are three critical points in the at-
torneys’ process of accruement of professional respectability, specifically basic, 
advanced and highest respectability.  

1. Basic respectability 
It is accrued by attorney apprentices when they gain the title of attorney-at-law 
which is in itself a source of nobility for its holders. It originates from the rela-
tively high social status of attorneys in Finnish and Polish society. For example, a 
Finnish interviewee from a small law firm who works in the legal specialisation 
of Family Law observes: 

I think the status of an attorney in general is still quite high, for example, if I go somewhere 
and say that ‘I am an attorney’ so I can see the impression I have made on my audience [F].

The afore-mentioned comment suggests that basic respectability appears to be 
available to all members of the profession of attorney. It is not linked to work 
position, legal specialisation or type of practice. It seems to be equally granted to 
all attorneys and therefore, the individual contribution to it at this level is rather 
low. In addition, at this stage the interviewees seem to have a limited amount of 
authority and power over their own position and career choices. Althouhg the 
interviewees may decide about their workplace, but still they usually need the 
assistance of more experienced colleagues, supervisors, mentors in order to ad-
vance their careers and increase their career opportunities. In this respect, they 
have little authority to influence their own work profile, legal specialisation, work 
responsibilities, type of clients served. It particularly concerns interviewees in 
middle-sized and large law firms in which the career advancement has a highly 
hierarchical character which requires from novice attorneys the compliance with 
certain professional expectations. At the beginning of their career paths, they 
are rather invisible in their organisations. Therefore, they compete with other 
junior associates in order to make themselves visible and this way, to get the op-
portunity to work directly with clients. Consequently, at this stage, they are also 
more vulnerable to positive or negative influences originating from other spheres 
of their life. 

2. Advanced respectability 
The advanced respectability provides its holders with more influence over the 
organisation of work in terms of work responsibilities, legal specialisation and 
clients. It manifests itself slightly differently in different types of law firms. The 
following comments are indicative of the increase in influence and power for 
more experienced interviewees who appear to enter the level of advanced re-
spectability:

Actually I create the quantity and quality of my work, I also decide about the type of cases 
I deal with (…) [Polish solo practitioner].
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Now I have more impact on what is on my table and what to give to someone else. But if 
you are the youngest, papers just arrive on your desk, and you are not able to pass them on 
anywhere else [Finnish law firm partner].

The comments illustrate the way how increase in professional respectability 
positively influences some of the Finnish and Polish interviewees with regard to 
greater flexibility and career choices. This way they might have more authority 
to delegate their own work to others due to their higher reputation and prestige 
among colleagues and clients. This can also influence positively women attor-
neys’ attempts to combine a rewarding career and a fulfilling personal life due 
to their greater authority at the workplace and in the field. In this respect, the 
advanced level of respectability provides the interviewees with more autonomy 
over their own lives and therefore, in the light of some studies it is particularly 
important to women professionals (see e.g. Caven 2004). 

3. Highest respectability 
The highest respectability appears only to be available to a narrow group of at-
torneys who are extensively recognised among their colleagues, other group of 
lawyers, clients and society in general. This small group of attorneys not only pos-
sesses power over their own position, profile of work and authority in their own 
workplaces, but they are also in a position to influence the field of legal assistance 
in general. Their respectability is built upon recognition of their expert knowledge 
and professional competence across the whole field and beyond it. According to 
Bourdieu, the highest respectability provides legitimacy not only to determine 
one’s own position but also the position of others in the field as well as to give, 
for example, the interpretation of law (Bourdieu 1987). In the case of attorneys it 
manifests itself, for instance, in the legitimacy to charge higher fees for their own 
legal advice in order to eliminate undesired groups of clients who are unable to 
afford them. Thus, the similar legal service can be sold according to different fees 
depending on the prestige of an attorney. A Polish solo practitioner explains how 
professional respectability can easily be convertible into economic capital:  

In Warsaw legal advice ranges between 150-250 PLN for a private person and I have not 
heard of anyone taking less than that. On the other hand, the experts can even charge about 
3 000 PLN for it but now I am talking about average prices. It lasts about 45-60min [P].

In this respect, it yields the unlimited authority for its holders to maintain their 
dominant position in the field by dictating the rules of their own involvement in 
the competition. due to that, the empirical evidence indicates that this level of 
respectability can be particularly valuable to women attorneys, because it pro-
vides them with recognition and authority which is not so easily diminishable 
by their family responsibilities or culturally shaped ideas about gender roles. A 
Polish interviewee indicates the privileged position of some women attorneys 
who become recognised as top experts in their legal specialisations as follows: 
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I know two examples of women attorneys who limited their professional activity to a large 
extent in the first months after having their children and afterwards they had the chance to 
come back. But they are very good experts and this might play a role in why they got these 
possibilities and why the law firms they worked for wanted to keep them and therefore they 
received these possibilities. But in the case of an average woman attorney such conditions 
are pretty impossible to get as far as I am concerned [P]. 

In this respect, the situation of these women attorneys seem to be particularly 
advantageous, because they are quality attorneys that law firms compete for. 
Their professional position is, then, not so easily affected by gender stereotypes 
or social inequalities. In addition, as experts they have more control over their 
careers and life. Therefore, they may also have greater opportunities for compat-
ibility of career and personal life. 

However, the process of acquiring respectability differs greatly depending on 
the type of practice. Attorneys employed in middle-sized and large law firms have 
the whole hierarchical ladder to climb before they gain the possibility to have di-
rect contact with clients and therefore gain legitimacy which exceeds the frames 
of their own law firm. due to the hierarchical structure of their firms, they, firstly, 
need to prove their legal skills and gain legitimacy in the eyes of their colleagues 
and supervisors. Thus, the career advancement of corporate attorneys is argued 
to have a highly hierarchical character, because they need to follow certain steps 
and fulfil certain requirements (Hagan and Kay 1995; Heinz and Laumann 1982; 
Heinz et al. 2005). Large law firms commanding rich resources are seen to be 
particularly advantageous in some certain legal specialisations. For example a 
Finnish interviewee from a large law firm claims as follows:

When you work within transactions it is essential to work in a large law firm if you want 
to be good lawyer in this area. You need to work on the biggest transactions and it is just 
the way it is, because these firms get the most challenging cases and the most difficult ones 
and you will not make a name unless you work for them. And in order to be able to work on 
these cases you need to have a team which is sufficiently large. Sometimes you know you 
can have 20 or more lawyers working for the project and in a small firm you just do not have 
these resources [F].

The comment implies the increasing complexity of legal work which requires a 
range of specialists to work together in order to solve an extremely demanding 
legal matter. In this respect, Heinz et al. (2005, 96) pinpoint that the majority of 
the most prestigious work is shifted to large, often international, law firms which 
have teams of lawyers and other specialists at their command to solve complex 
legal cases. Nonetheless, only few of those who work in these law firms obtains 
opportunities to make it to the upper echelons. 

By contrast, attorneys working in small law firms and solo practitioners usu-
ally start to work directly with individual clients from the very beginning of their 
careers. Still, in order to succeed they seem to need to have greater cultural, social 
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and economic resources to overcome the initial difficulties linked to practicing law 
in small law offices. Nevertheless, they argue that even there is always something to 
improve. For example, one Polish interviewee underlines her striving for excellence: 

 Concerning the degree of difficulty of the cases we get, there are actually no ready solutions 
for it. We always need to figure out something new in order to solve it. Even with regard 
to standard cases we tend to question the previous solutions and instead look for new ap-
proaches and maybe more efficient ones [P].

These empirical findings touch upon the division created by some scholars con-
cerning the legal profession, namely into traditional and business-orientated 
law practices (Bennett 2001; Friedrichs 2006). These two main streams of law 
offices differ greatly in their target group of clients, law specialisations, profes-
sional authonomy, styles of lawyering as well as lawyers’ income and prestige. 
Traditionally attorneys used to practice law in solo practices and small law firms, 
but with the globalised economy large law firms started to flourish in the 1990s 
in both Finland and Poland (Silius 2003a; Fuszara 2003). For instance, in Poland a 
drastic change occurred after the political changes in 1989. After 1989, Polish attor-
neys were given the possibility of establishing their own practices or co-practices 
on the basis of their own preferences. Suddently they received more flexibility 
regarding practicing their profession than they had during the socialistic system 
(Fuszara 2003). In addition, a small number of attorneys still work in co-operatives 
which were particularly popular in Poland during the previous political system 
when attorneys had to belong to co-operatives in order to be able to practice law 
with the title of attorney-at-law (Fuszara 2003, 380). 

Taken together, the division of lawyers with respect to professional esteem is 
linked to transformations affecting the lawyers’ work. Some attorneys participate 
in this competition on an individual basis and some others participate as a part of a 
bigger entity such as a team within law firms. Generally attorneys employed in all 
kinds of law firms possess less prestige and power compared to solo practitioners 
or co-partners of joint practices. The latter are characterised by more influence over 
their own positions which is among others linked to the type of clients, legal spe-
cialisation and size of law firm. Specifically the relevance of the last factor seems to 
be increasing due to the differences in the hierarchical structure across law firms 
which, in turn, determine lawyers’ autonomy. Thus, disparities in professional re-
spectability are underpinned by a variety of inequalities among attorneys in terms 
of, for example, financial rewards, prestige, career opportunities, social status, 
work-related time pressures, power and authority, stress level and opportunities 
for initiative (Hagan and Kay 1995; Friedrichs 2006; Heinz et al. 2005; Heinz and 
Laumann 1982; Kay and Gorman 2006). They are also stratified in terms of the 
prestige of law firms, incomes, professional autonomy, and lifestyle and identity 
(Friedrichs 2006, 190). Attorneys take on different positions among themselves 
which are ascribed with varying degrees of professional prestige and authority as 
well as different capital required for embarking on them. In this regard, the initial 



144

portfolio of capital the attorneys enter the field of legal assistance with appears to 
play a significant role for their successful performance within it. The next section 
elaborates on the initial sources of distinctions observed among attorneys.

5.1.3 The source of differentiation among women attorneys: habitus 
and capital
Attorneys form a very specific group of lawyers and professional community. 
However, it is essential to make a distinction between the profession of attorney 
and attorneys as a professional group in order to embrace heterogeneity of the 
group and in this way to escape the danger of concealing the differences exist-
ing among individual attorneys. Bourdieu and Wacquant point out an analytical 
threat linked to the application of the notion of profession used to describe, for 
example, the group of attorneys:

“The notion of profession is all the more dangerous because it has, as always in such cases, 
all appearance of neutrality in its favour (…) To speak of ‘profession’ is to fasten on a true 
reality, onto a set of people who bear the same name (they are all ‘lawyers’ for instance); they 
are endowed with a roughly equivalent economic status, and, more importantly, they are 
organised into ‘professional associations’ endowed with a code of ethics, collective bodies 
that define rules for admission, etc. ‘Profession’ is a folk concept which has been uncritically 
smuggled into scientific language and which imports into it a whole social unconscious. It 
is the social product of a historical work of construction of a group and of a representation of 
groups that has surreptitiously slipped into the science of this very group” (Bourdieu and 
Wacquant 1992, 242-243). 

In Bourdieu’s sense, thus, attorneys pose a heterogeneous group of professionals 
who might be located at different positions within the internal structures of the 
field of legal assistance despite having similar educational credentials. Their dif-
ferential positions within the field appear to be associated with the disparities 
among attorneys with regard to, for example, gender, social class, and ethnicity, 
to mention but a few. These forms of differentiation can have implications for the 
array of possibilities available to attorneys’ within the field as they imply differ-
ences in resources referred to as capital differentiations. Generally speaking, all 
possible differences among attorneys may result in their differences with regard 
to resources. Attorneys, then, differ in terms of their capital which results in a 
different style of game-playing reflected in their actual place in the field. 

Candidates for attorneys start to differentiate professionally long before they 
become attorneys. It may be linked to both their social trajectory as well as pro-
fessional socialisation. For instance their law schools may symbolically mark the 
quality of their legal qualification and training. Furthermore, some start to ac-
quire professional experience even during their basic legal education63 whereas 

63 Basic legal education is understood here as the completion of Master of Studies in Law. It comprises 
the basis requirements for participation in the field of legal assistance and allows for the continuation 
of studies and for legal training. 



  145

others invest intensively in their legal education in order to build a theoretical 
basis for the future practice of law. In addition, Bennett (2001, 93-94) notices that 
law students differ during their legal education not only in terms of demographic 
characteristics but also in terms of interests and life goals. These differences tend 
to be reflected later in their career choices and paths.

during legal studies, law students are subject to professional socialisation 
which makes them acquainted with the codes of anticipated behaviour, percep-
tion and values characteristic for different groups of lawyers and their field 
of professional activity. Speaking in Bourdieu’s terms, they acquire particular 
schema of orientation referred to by Bourdieu as habitus that fits the particular 
social field. The process of the acquisition of professionally desired patterns of 
behaviour, thoughts, values and norms takes places both on conscious as well 
as unconscious levels. In the light of it, candidates for attorneys obtain a shared 
meaning about their professional role in the course of their legal education and 
work experience. In Poland, additionally, attorney apprentices have to complete 
attorney apprenticeship in order to be able to take the bar exam. The bar exam 
is a passport to practicing law with the title of “attorney-at-law”. This way they 
are also seen as legitimised members of the Bar Association as the title they have 
obtained symbolises that they have acquired the essential knowledge, skills 
and competence associated with the position of attorneys in the field of legal 
assistance. 

Legal education, thus, plays a significant role in the adaptation of new mem-
bers into the competition for provision of legal advices according to professional 
ethics and ethos. In the course of their legal education, the initial professional 
working experience and attorney apprenticeship or other types of apprentice-
ship64 women attorneys learn about their legal position as attorneys within the 
field of legal assistance. Although the path to legal practice differs slightly in 
Finland and Poland (e.g. Nascimbene 2009, 98, 170), there are still common re-
quirements. For example, a candidate wishing to join the profession of attorney 
needs to pass the bar exam but prior to that they are required not only to acquire 
the title of Master of Law but also to participate in attorney-specified work assign-
ments for a certain period of time65. during that time, they are assumed to acquire 
a practical sense of attorneys’ nature of work, the code of ethics as well as skills 
and competence. Thus, the goal of legal education is to equip law students with 
a firm foundation of professional roles and conduct. Thornton (1996, 80) refers to 
a disciplinary regime generated by law schools which participate in the process 
of inducting law students and attorney apprentices into the rules and properties 
of the field. As they interiorise the professional ethos, responsibility and behav-
iour codes, being an attorney becomes a part of their identity which influences 

64 This varies according to the organisation of legal education in both countries. In Poland, there are 
separate paths of advanced legal education for every law profession while in Finland, it is based more 
on particular work experience and exam completion.  
65 The difference in the path to qualification as an attorney between Finland and Poland originates from 
the fact that Finnish attorneys learn the craft of their profession during pure professional practice in law 
firms. In Poland the attorney training starts with a state entrance exam for an attorney apprenticeship 
which lasts 3 years. It comprises lectures and a practical internship (for more see Śliwa 2010, 19). 
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unconsciously the way they think and act. Some of empirical data highlight the 
interviewees’ strong professional identification and resulting from it a sense of 
obligation to comply to certain professional rules. This strong sense of profes-
sional community among the Finnish and Polish interviewees originates from a 
professional ethos of attorneys formed during legal education and the necessary 
professional practice in attorney-related responsibilities. The ethos and attorneys’ 
social status appears to be rooted in attorneys’ commitment to public service (e.g. 
Bennett 2001). The ethos also covers the fact that attorneys are subject to a profes-
sional code of ethics which is also reflected in the interviewees’ comments. For 
example a Finnish interviewee makes a brief remark on the importance of ethical 
behaviour in their activities:  

You have to be very high in ethics because in this profession you come across various busi-
ness opportunities and you might be subject to the desire to do something in order to sup-
port clients’ business. At that moment, you risk compromising yourself if you do that. You 
need to be very high in morals it is what I think…when you know a lot you might want to use 
it and you can succeed in the short run but in the long run you lose…it is what I personally 
think and I think I am pretty right from looking around, seeing what has happened to my 
colleagues [Finnish corporate attorney]. 

The empirical data indicate that the field-related forms of behaviour and percep-
tion become deeply inculcated in the attorneys’ mind and bodies to the extent 
that they become their second nature. Bourdieu (1987, 1990a, 12) argues that these 
habitual dispositions are so strong that they orient agents towards acting “inten-
tionally without intentions” in their field of activity. This however can differ to 
some extent for female law students and female lawyers. Some scholars argue that 
female law students are exposed to a greater change in the process of professional 
socialisation in order to acquire the shared conceptions about practicing law as 
attorneys. In other words, they need to learn how to behave and “to think like a 
practicing lawyer” (see Vandevelde 1996). Kay and Gorman (2008, 301) mention in 
their literature review on women lawyers that women come to law schools with 
values and perceptions different to the ones cultivated in the legal profession 
and expressed in the competitive, adversarial and analytical norms of the field 
of legal assistance.66 

Professional socialisation may modify, to a great extent, the former experiences 
of individuals as members of other groups based on such divisions as gender, 
nationality, ethnicity, social class, sexuality and others. The dispositions regard-
ing their membership in the field of legal assistance are built upon the earlier 
experiences of individuals. due to that, attorneys can differ greatly in terms of 
their professional goals and activities as their habitus has been developed under 
differentiated pre-conditions and affected by different experiences although they 
have completed the same law school and acquired similar professional compe-

66 This issue is elaborated in section 5.3.1 in relation to gendered dispositions possibly included in 
women attorneys’ habitus. 
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tence. Thus, all life experiences influence attorneys’ schema which orients them in 
their style of pursuing a legal career in accordance with the capital they possess. In 
relation to that, Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992, 107) pinpoint that it is not only the 
knowledge of the particular field that is considered as a particular type of powerful 
resource but also the individuals’ knowledge of the world that shape attorneys’ and 
other lawyers’ orientation in the field of legal assistance. Habitus expresses “the 
strategy-generating principle enabling agents to cope with unforeseen and ever-
changing situations… a system of lasting and transposable dispositions which, 
integrating past experiences, functions at every moment as a matrix of perceptions, 
appreciations and actions and makes possible the achievement of infinitely diver-
sified tasks” (Bourdieu 1977 cited in Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992, 18). Thus in 
professional terms the perfect alignment between agents’ habitus and their field of 
activity is expressed in the agents’ orientation towards best possible career choices 
taking into consideration the given opportunities (Bourdieu 1990a, 64). 

However, the range of possible moves not only depends on the ability of at-
torney to recognise the codes of anticipated behaviour, values and resources, but 
also on the initial portfolio of capital the agents enter the field with. It appears 
to constitute the basis for their career choices and further capital accruement. As 
Mayrhofer et al. (2004, 874-5) claim “[e]very individual … has got a unique port-
folio of capitals. The genetic dispositions when entering life, the social context 
one is born into and the interplay between these two provide a starting point for 
the development of capitals in general”. dinovitzer et al. (2007, 42) add that the 
“segmentation of lawyers into separate spheres begins early in their careers, and 
that it is related to patterns of stratification”. Attorneys’ participation in the field 
of legal assistance on different bases and in different practice settings and types 
of law firms depends, foremost, on their field-related resources which embrace 
their legal education as well as their experience which constitute the professional 
qualifications and competence of a lawyer. These are seen as grounded in cultural 
and social capital (Hagan and Kay 1995, 29; Kay and Gorman 2008). Consequently, 
the further investigation proceeds into the analyses of the respondents’ and in-
terviewees’ resources in relation to their career choices. 

5.2 CoMing to terMs with ProFessional ideals

5.2.1 projecting appropriate professional persona
The legal profession has recently undergone many changes in both countries 
(Fuszara 2003; Silius 2003a). The number of attorneys as well as other lawyers has 
been continuously increasing and the profession has also become more accessible 
to both men and women from different social origins. The profession is gradually 
losing its elite character as recruits are no longer so carefully selected on the basis 
of their social origins and gender. For example, Macdonald (1995, 136) explains 
that professional closure used to be underpinned by the belief in natural talent 
and dispositions of only some candidates. Regarding attorneys, historically the 
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profession of attorney was reserved for white middle class men (e.g. Friedrichs 
2006). Therefore it was less accessible to women and males of other social and 
ethnic origins who did not correspond with the capital profile seen as appropriate 
for the representatives of the legal profession. 

Spencer and Podmore (1987) studied the marginalisation of women in the 
English legal profession with regard to the strongly pronounced male character 
of the profession. For instance, women solicitors were pictured by their male 
colleagues rather as sexual objects who were seen as too emotional and just not 
tough enough to act as lawyers. decades later, it is not acceptable any longer to 
deprive women of their right to become attorneys or other lawyers. Nonetheless, 
the increasingly inclusive character of legal education does not necessarily bridge 
the distinctions inherent within the profession. due to that, the importance of 
informal dimensions of distinctions and exclusions are increasing. In relation 
to this, the gender filter appears to be the most troublesome to overcome (Leiper 
2006, 41). It seems to originate from the structures and culture of the legal profes-
sion which still appear to be inherent with some norms, values and characteristics 
which are more in line with men’s than women’s life cycle. This can, in turn, 
continue to underlie the less advantageous career opportunities for women in 
the field of legal assistance. 

Bourdieu (2001) in his work on male dominance in the labour market, noticed 
that some prestigious professions and positions are still less accessible to women 
due to the male qualities inherent in them which are perceived by its members as 
gender neutral. Therefore, women may face particular challenges to gain access 
to these professions or positions and career paths. Regarding the profession of 
attorney, women nowadays do not necessarily face challenges in gaining access 
to law schools and subsequently the profession itself. However, obstacles may 
appear when they aim to advance their career in order to embark on positions 
that are characterised by more prestige, authority and ultimately more power. In 
relation to that, the empirical evidence shows that some interviewees appear to 
be professionally disadvantaged due to the symbolic value of masculinity still 
inherent in some areas of legal work. For example, one Polish interviewee makes 
a remark which indicates that male attorneys may sometimes attract more chal-
lenging and therefore probably better financially rewarding cases: 

In general, the business is very male. We have been thinking for a long time about getting a 
man here, because I am convinced that if we had a male co-partner we would receive differ-
ent kinds of cases and we would have more interesting cases. I have even suggested to my 
co-partner that we need a male co-partner [P].

In addition, some other Polish interviewees argue that some clients still perceive 
male attorneys as possessing greater professional competence. For example, one 
Polish interviewee explains how she copes with clients who feel the need to check 
her legal advice with another attorney, preferably a male attorney: 
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Even today if I need some help, for example with some clients, I ask my male colleagues to 
cooperate with me or if I see really strong resistance from the client, so then I let him go to 
some male attorney who will tell him the same thing (…) Recently I had at least two clients 
who needed to check my advice with male attorneys and afterwards they decided to work 
with me (…) this is the group of people [male colleagues to whom she sends resistant clients] 
I always talk with and to whom I can always call, they are not only attorneys. They are my 
friends from university [P].

The afore-mentioned two comments suggest that some areas of legal work in 
Poland may still favour men attorneys. Nonetheless, the empirical data show that 
the Polish interviewees do not become discouraged by it. Instead, they mobilise 
their resources in order to prove their professional competence by, for example, 
sending the clients to male colleagues whom they trust in order for them to con-
firm their words. In this way, they build upon their professional networks which 
embrace also male colleagues to use them to prove their professional credentials 
in front of clients. 

However, both latter comments of the Polish interviewees show that they 
sometimes still need to comply with the fact that for some clients the gender of 
attorneys still matters for the assessment of professional competence. In relation 
to that, Bourdieu points out that every field is characterised by “the gentle invis-
ible form of violence which is never recognised as such, and is not so much un-
dergone as chosen, the violence of credit, confidence, obligation, personal loyalty, 
hospitality, gifts, gratitude, piety” (Bourdieu 1977, 192). The empirical evidence 
suggests that some interviewees appear to be subject to symbolic violence in a 
way that they may feel pressure to live up to the historically constructed image of 
the appropriate professional persona of an attorney. This image appears to cover 
features that do not necessarily originate from legal education but are matter of 
personality and natural talent. For example, some Finnish and Polish interview-
ees refer to an innate inclination that individuals need to possess in order to 
successfully perform as attorneys. The following comments of corporate women 
attorneys are indicative of it: 

If one is sometimes ready to work at full capacity this means not just from 8.00 am -4.00 
pm and to be an idealist who works sometimes for idealistic reasons (…) In my opinion it 
is a great profession which gives lots of satisfaction but you need to have some ‘desirable 
features’ for it [P].  

You need to have certain drive and spirit [for this profession] because if you really like what 
you are doing then you will find the time and energy [F].
 
It does not matter if you are a woman or a man but the personality needs to be a perfect 
match (…) [F].
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The comments show that the interviewees tend to downplay the importance of 
gender for their own successful performance as attorneys. A similar trend was 
noticed in Silius’ (2003a) study on Finnish women lawyers in the 1980s as well 
as recently in studies on other groups of professional women in Finland (e.g. 
Husso and Hirvonen 2012). Still, these comments also expose the belief prevalent 
particularly among the Finnish interviewees that acting as an attorney is not for 
everyone, but only for extremely motivated and devoted people. In this respect, 
they refer to a particular orientation which appears to be innate only to some 
individuals who, therefore, are more likely to perform successfully. This suggests 
that these interviewees are subject to symbolic violence which manifests itself by 
women’s strong belief in the fair distribution of awards in relation to one’s talent, 
career devotion and motivation as well as hard work. An interviewee expresses 
her belief as follows:

So everyone has a possibility to achieve them [promotions and partnership level] if they 
work hard enough but of course it depends on your legal specialisation, sometimes if you 
hit the jackpot you are just lucky [F].

Taking into consideration that these comments come from the interviewees from 
middle-sized and large law firms, it can be then speculated that the law practice 
in these work environments is associated with a stronger belief in the fair dis-
tribution of career opportunities across all employees. Successful performance, 
therefore, appears to be linked more to merits and hard work than gender. Similar 
findings were reported by some other studies on women in organisations (i.e. 
Sealy 2010; Simpson et al. 2010). due to that it seems that the discourse of equal 
opportunities and merits is deeply inherent in the organisational structures of 
middle-sized and large law firms. Consequently, the interviewees who work in 
such organisations tend to interiorise it so that they feel pressure to comply with 
the anticipated forms of behaviour and perception if they wish to perform well. 
In this regard, they may be considered to be influenced by the symbolic violence 
which their field of activity exerts on them. The symbolic violence embraces a cer-
tain orientation and behaviour perceived as “obvious” and “natural” for particu-
lar work environments. Therefore, it makes women to believe that the “proper” 
thing to do is to adapt to the intensive work schedules and the priority of eco-
nomic profits prevalent in their workplaces. In order to survive in the expanding 
economy and linked with it a highly competitive environment, the interviewees 
seem to be subject to pressure to acquire commercial orientation. Bennett (2001) 
notices that the business paradigm is particularly strong in large law firms where 
it overshadows other professional ideals such as commitment to public service. 
This implies for attorneys to be ready to engage in the competition with each 
other and other lawyers to become precious assets to their workplaces which is 
predominantly measured in terms of generated profits. It is reflected in the com-
ments of Finnish and Polish interviewees from large law firms. For example, a 
Finnish interviewee explains the basis for promotion as follows: 
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Everyone gets there [to the partnership level] if they have basic capabilities but of course 
there are differences. If you are good at selling and you are bringing in lots of money of 
course you will be promoted faster – that is just a natural law. This is business and eventu-
ally partners want someone from their main pocket [F].

The symbolic violence of the field makes women believe that if they only manage 
and want to make the effort, they have equal opportunities for achieving these 
promotions. The empirical data reflect that the interviewees from large law firms 
internalise to a greater extent this dominant perspective which puts the blame for 
women’s absence in the upper echelons of law firms on the women themselves. For 
this reason, women attorneys are shown as making choices which are motivated 
by their different values, interests and priorities. For example, some Finnish and 
Polish interviewees from large law firms justify the absence of women from top 
positions as follows:

It is demanding in the sense of combining family and work. I think that many women make 
this choice, because they are not willing to make that effort. I am not saying that it would 
be any more difficult for any woman to succeed, I think that ‘yes, probably in some areas’ 
but generally in Finland we have quite equal opportunities, it is really all about your own 
willingness and attitude, if you want to do it you are able to. And I think women more often 
just want less and are satisfied with less [F].

This is a matter of choice in regard to what you want to do. Women can succeed here to the 
same extent as men [in the legal practice], for example, in terms of financial success if we 
talk about it in these terms. Also women, like men, can achieve prestigious success. They 
can have many various cases, but probably different cases. This is why maybe, according 
to the rankings, more men attorneys are seen as experts. This is maybe due to the fact that 
men are in charge of those spectacular strategic projects, because they are better at them [P].

It is not only women lawyers but the generation younger than me (…) who are graduating 
from law school, they value free time more than putting all their effort into a career and 
pursuing something there. And I guess that is more in women even though it is a genera-
tional thing [F]. 

The comments indicate that women attorneys are given the opportunity to suc-
ceed on male conditions which are seen as gender neutral. However, Thornton 
(1996, 139) notices these demands are more based on male values and working 
norms. Thus, working for large law firms “is subject to disciplinary practices that 
are a far cry from the claimed independence and autonomy of the past. The filling 
in of time sheets and the need to generate specific levels of income signify the 
most notorious manifestation of control” (Thornton 1996, 149). The same culture 
of conformity and rule of submission to the organisational hierarchy contributes 
to the myth of equal career choices and opportunities as there is less tolerance to 
those who question the rules of the competition, particularly at the beginning of 
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their careers. The normalisation of long working hours and flexibility dependent 
on current workload is particularly inherent in some workplaces. Some inter-
viewees seem to succeed in complying with these expectations, particularly when 
they do not have children or they receive enough assistance in childcare and 
housework from their spouses, other members of family or paid external help. In 
relation to these, Mossman’s (1994) remark referring to the context of pressures 
in which women’s choices regarding work and life are taken seems to be still 
relevant. She argues that these pressures are not necessarily faced by women’s 
male colleagues, because they touch upon the reconciliation of professional and 
family lives (Mossman 1994, 73). In this respect, women attorneys’ choices are 
assessed without being considered in what set of circumstances they are taken. 

The individualistic perspective dominant in legal practice was reported by 
earlier studies (e.g. Rhode 2003, 3-21). Rantalaiho (1997, 28) notices that “women’s 
individuality still has to be reconciled with social ties and responsibilities in daily 
life”. In this respect, women’s choices are made in circumstances not always of 
their choice (Lewis and Simpson 2010). Their choices are more likely to be the 
product of professional activity in gendered contexts and gendered expectations 
towards women and men employers or employees. Acker argues that “[I]nvis-
ibility is increased by the belief that organisational policies and practices are 
gender neutral. Organisations make rules, explicit or implicit, about such things 
as attendance on the job, behaviour at work and commitment to the organisation. 
These apply to everyone; they are apparently gender neutral. Often, however, 
such rules and the actual practices through which they are enforced assume a 
male worker who has minimal commitments outside the workplace. Those who 
cannot, or who are assumed to be unable to, abide by the rules are seen as less 
suitable for certain jobs and responsibility” (Acker 1997, x). 

In addition, the projection of appropriate persona seems to embrace particular 
emotional dispositions and attitude towards professional role and personal life 
experiences. Leiper (2006, 21) aptly notices that women’s historical exclusion from 
legal work was rooted in the belief that women were less prone to abstract think-
ing and legal judgments. The reason for it was perceived as originating from their 
family role (Macdonald 1995, 136-137). Heinz et al. (2005, 80) claim that originally 
lawyers used to value a peculiar kind of professional autonomy which concen-
trated on freedom from contamination of legal reasoning by non-legal aspects 
of everyday life or emotions. Among some particular bastions of legal work the 
psychological distance from clients and their cases represents professional purity. 
This is also preached by some interviewees who underline the need for emotional 
distance from the clients’ legal matters: 

This profession is mentally damning. I always repeat that it is forbidden to have an emotional 
attitude to the cases you work on. Attorneys like doctors should not get engaged emotionally. 
All should be run professionally, but attorneys cannot get engaged emotionally. Otherwise 
you would get divorced 10 times a month. You cannot do that, you cannot get engaged 
emotionally [P].
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 I kind of developed a good system not to get involved emotionally, we have many, many 
such cases (…) so I kind of try to shut down my mind and concentrate on the case and handle 
the legal way and of course talk to the client so that he or she will get also the help which 
they need but I will not go there emotionally… it is difficult but it is the matter of the practice 
to get it developed, at the beginning it was more difficult [F].

We need to concentrate on our clients and get a real connection with them but at the same 
time keep our distance and not get involved in the case so that we can behave profession-
ally in the court and have real professional disputes and negotiations with the other party 
in the court [F].

By contrast, some other Finnish and Polish interviewees argue that some emo-
tional engagement is needed and appropriate. Therefore, it seems that the inter-
viewees’ attitude towards professional purity can vary depending on the differ-
ent types of clients and legal specialisations. In relation to that, Heinz at al. (2005, 
80) notice that work with individual clients is ascribed with less prestige as it does 
not only draw on legal reasoning but also on emotional work. In this perspec-
tive, work for large law firms is considered more prestigious, because these work 
environments are perceived as “the lawyers’ creation…the muck of feelings and 
will is omitted from it ab initio” (Abbott 1981 in Heinz et al. 2005, 80 original ital-
ics). due to that, they believed to be free from contamination by non-legal aspects. 

The empirical data indicate that even solo practitioners are affected by this 
perspective. For example, some interviewees admit to sometimes feel unprofes-
sional when they allow some elements of their personal life to encroach into 
their professional sphere despite of clients’ increasing understanding towards 
the interference of family matters with lawyers’ professional work. For instance, 
some Finnish and Polish interviewees claim that nowadays their clients are more 
understanding about their absences due to family reasons. Nonetheless, some 
empirical data suggest that particularly Polish interviewees are still reluctant to 
demand visibility for their life experience in order not to be accused of unprofes-
sional conduct. For example, a Polish solo practitioner illustrates her strategy to 
hide her pregnancy from her clients as follows:

Honestly, I have to admit that as long as it was possible I tried to hide my bump [during preg-
nancy]. I know it is awful but for example often I did not stand up from the table. The client 
came in but I did everything in order not to stand up. The secretary knew that she needed to 
bring me the documents when I called her in so that nobody could see my stomach (…) For 
sure it is more convenient when the pregnancy is not visible and you do not need to explain 
it to clients (…) also there is no need to inform that you have small children, because I do not 
think it is anyone’s business to know that and also because then someone may think ‘Oh, small 
children, so she might not be available or not flexible enough and there will be problems’ so 
I try not to talk about it (…) I know it might sound irrational to say but I have always thought 
that for clients professional women have no personal life. So I try not to say if I am late arriving 
somewhere that it is due to the children, I prefer to figure out something else [as an excuse] [P].
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In addition, the empirical evidence suggests that sometimes women attorneys’ 
failure to succeed is linked to their lacking some essential dispositions of char-
acter such as a streak of arrogance and self-confidence to demand acknowledge-
ment for their own work. For example, some Finnish interviewees in senior po-
sitions point out that women’s modesty can be a reason for their slower career 
advancement. The following comments are indicative of it: 

I think it is also one thing where women are different than men…we are not so aggressive 
to put ourselves forward compared to young men, we take cases we can handle and we can 
be used by others as a helping hand. I think it is not so typical for a woman to understand 
at the early stage that they must be much more cunning. (…) very often men let women do 
the work but they do not tell the clients who was actually working on their case…taking the 
credit and being visible [F].
 
This is still a kind of old-fashioned and business-orientated field. I mean nobody will bring 
you anything just for a good heart. It sounds a bit cold, but I mean you need to be a bit of 
arrogant ...of course...not at any cost, I mean putting aside your colleagues, or… or… or play-
ing a nasty game, I do not like that but I think people should be louder and more… more say 
what they want and deserve from their perspective [F].

In the light of these comments, women attorneys seem to be encouraged to es-
pouse features which are traditionally associated with men, however, with some 
limitations. The quotations also reveal that the Finnish interviewees seem to be 
knowledgeable about differential professional expectations towards them as 
women. due to that, they feel that they are not given full legitimacy to use ste-
reotypically masculine lawyering styles based on, for example, aggressiveness. 
Instead, women attorneys appear to be expected to strike a happy medium be-
tween behaviour that brings effect in the field of legal assistance and behaviour 
that is suitable for them as women attorneys. Thornton in her study on Australian 
women lawyers, came to similar conclusions that it is not legitimised for women 
to draw on behaviour against the archetypal feminine nature, such as arrogance 
and aggressiveness although these seem to be efficious in the legal profession 
(Thornton 1996, 172). According to the empirical data of this study, it might be the 
reason why some interviewees refrain from portraying themselves as strongly 
career-orientated67. Instead, some interviewees attempt to comply with the inter-
nalised professional expectations according to which they are expected to take 
care of good relations with their colleagues. 

Finally, the image of the professional attorney embraces a certain attitude to-
wards personal life and therefore also career orientation. The idea of progression 

67 This refers to the Finnish interviewee’s comment which is cited in the further part of this section (i.e 
“I have not been extremely career-orientated, hmmm I had kids and you know it took 13 years from 
my graduation to become a partner. I mean it could have been a shorter period if I have been very 
aggressive and you know pushy but I did not have to do it that way (…) here you can have also your 
own pace for getting a partnership, it can be slower but you need to be important for the company 
and clients [F]).



  155

is then ideally perceived as central to the agents’ orientation in the field of legal 
assistance. In accordance with that, women attorneys’ habitus formed during 
professional socialisation is anticipated to orient them towards prestigious and 
therefore powerful legal specialisations as well as work positions. In this sense, 
the knowledge of the field is reflected in unintentionally strategic moves in line 
with the hierarchical system within the field. The aim is not, for example, to have 
a career as all lawyers have some kind of career, but “[t]he struggle is therefore 
more about what sort of career the individual may make and about reaching a 
more favourable position within the field” (Iellatchitch et al. 2003, 733). 

Careers are seen as a sequence of different positions taken by the individuals 
within the field of legal assistance on the basis of individual capital. Regarding 
attorneys, they can opt for a career evolving within small, middle-sized or large 
law firms; others establish their own solo practices; some others transfer from the 
private to the public sector or vice versa. Thus, there are many career opportuni-
ties within the field of legal assistance which are influenced by the individual 
agents’ moves within the field. Taking on a specific position can have a long-
standing influence on attorneys’ careers as each position provides individuals 
with differential amounts of power which, in turn, influences the structure of 
opportunities for the next move in the field to some extent. The range of possible 
moves depends on the respondents’ ability to recognise and comply with the 
codes of anticipated behaviour, values and resources. One of them concerns the 
superiority of the professional career above personal life which corresponds to 
a traditional male model of career. The scholars of women’s careers in organisa-
tions point out that in the organisational realities male workers are still used as 
the norms (e.g. O’Neil et al. 2008). Thus, women may be implicitly encouraged to 
remain childless and continuously accommodate their personal lives to profes-
sional careers if they want to climb the hierarchical ladder of their workplaces 
(White 1995). For example, one Polish interviewee recalls the reaction of her su-
perior when she fell pregnant:

My superior was such a person, anyway a very wonderful person, who taught me most 
of what I know and can do. during the attorney apprenticeship they have not taught me 
anything, but she [the superior] has taught me a lot…but she was a childless person (…) 
she was very disappointed with me when I got pregnant and she said that in this case she 
did not want me to work and wanted me to go on sick leave (…) I guess it was due to the 
shock and disappointment, I do not know why they expected that I would not get pregnant. 
When I took up the work position, I did not plan to get pregnant, but after three years it 
changed [P].

The superiority of professional requirements of career over personal life seems 
to be particularly pronounced in the middle-sized and large law firms. Therefore 
taking the examples of the promotional path of interviewees from large law firms, 
they appear to continuously need to accommodate personal and family demands 
into professional demands of career by, for example, shortening career breaks or 
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using maternity leave for professional growth. Thus, some Finnish interviewees 
seem to be assessed in terms of their commitment to the firm and career on 
the basis of their behaviour during their maternity leave. For example, Finnish 
interviewees argued that during their maternity leave, they were offered differ-
ent opportunities for being up-dated on work issues or investing in professional 
growth. These comments are indicative of it:

Of course those who you really see are developed and are developing and so… those firms 
will probably offer all sorts of that without even being needed to ask for it, because those 
individuals are still quite rare and they are not that easy to find. Therefore, the firms are 
definitely interested in doing everything, also during family leaves, so that these people 
come back. It is seen as completely normal that you are away for certain time…so they [the 
firms] are really supportive [F].

When you are way during the time of maternity leave… but the key issue here is, and 
again it is up to your own priorities. If you are really interested and you know that you 
want to come back to your work, our firm does what they have always done and gave me 
a laptop during that time and free access to my e-mails. I was not working on any client-
related assignments but I read my e-mails every day just to follow, sometimes few times a 
day and then again after a few days, but because there are a lot of internal managements 
and internal things and during one year in any work a lot happens. So I was never away in 
the sense that I felt I was away because I was fully aware of what was happening here [F]. 

In Finland, thus, it does not seem to be about staying childless, but instead about 
continuing professional activity during the whole process of child rearing. A 
study on Canadian women lawyers found out that women’s chances for partner-
ship prospects increase after a speedy return from childbirth which was treated 
as a sufficient indicator of their commitment to their careers (Kay and Hagan 
1998). Also the empirical evidence of this study may suggest a similar tenden-
cy that women’s prompt return from maternity leaves increases their chances 
for promotion to the position of a law firm partner. The data show that all four 
Finnish interviewees who were made a partner in their law firms spent a rela-
tively short time on maternity leave or, in case of longer breaks, they used part of 
these breaks for professional growth. In addition, they were all made a partner 
some years following the birth of their last child. Therefore, it can be argued that 
women’s usage of maternity and parental leaves can still be used to some extent 
for the assessment of their career commitment. Nonetheless, the insufficient data 
on this issue precludes the making of any generalisations on that issue. There is, 
however, one prominent comment which suggests a negative association between 
maternity and parental leaves and career advancement. A Finnish interviewee 
from a large law firm explains her slower career advancement due to, amongst 
others, having children. In this respect, having children is shown as being equal 
to not being very career-orientated. She explains as follows:
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I have not been extremely career-orientated, hmmm I had kids and you know it took 13 years 
from my graduation to become a partner. I mean it could have been a shorter period if I have 
been very aggressive and you know pushy but I did not have to do it that way (…) here you 
can have also your own pace for getting a partnership, it can be slower but you need to be 
important for the company and clients [F].

This indicates that women’s proneness to greater family responsibilities linked 
to their possible motherhood can be still inherent with negative implications. As 
Thornton (1996, 143) puts it “[m]otherhood (…) is still perceived to be the quintes-
sential private condition for a woman, which is incompatible with the masculin-
ist norm of the ‘autonomous’ subject, dedicated to service of the firm”. Thus, the 
family life of professionals can be accepted as long as it does not restrict women 
attorneys’ flexibility and availability to the law firm and clients. Specifically cor-
porate women attorneys are still expected to comply to the pattern of male bread-
winner with housewife and therefore, to the priority of the professional sphere 
over the private sphere (Reichman & Sterling 2002, 948). The clash between both 
spheres is particularly seen in large law firms which are to a greater extent than 
ever motivated by business rules and submission to clients’ desires. This makes 
attorneys’ flexibility a valuable commodity in the globalised economy. 

In Poland even female law firm partners can never be sure how their personal 
decisions with regard to family expansion will be seen in their workplaces and 
subsequently how they will affect their careers. They seem to live in a more in-
secure situation compared to their Finnish counterparts. In this regard, Polish 
women attorneys seem to be more subject to their firm’s particular expectations 
and therefore also the field’s symbolic violence. The female employees or even em-
ployers (e.g. women partners) may never be sure of the security of their employ-
ment, particularly as in accordance with the professional code of conduct they are 
not allowed to be employed on work contracts, but rather on cooperation contracts 
which probably facilitates ending their cooperation contracts. Firms do not have 
the same obligations towards contractors as they do to employees. Thus, in the 
case of Polish women partners, the security of their position in a law firm is only 
guaranteed by their importance to the firm reflected in the profit they generate. 

I coped very well, although I do not know whether I will cope so well for years. I do not 
know that, I have no idea. My child is still small. I do cope well, but if, for example, we have 
a second child I do not know how it will work, and maybe they may lay off me. I hope not, 
because I have my own work which I have control of and nobody sticks their nose into, so 
as long as everything works nobody will say a word to me (…) the ugly truth is that you are 
only valuable to the corporation as long as you are profitable [P].

Young attorneys in Poland are obliged to conform to the rules of the game in 
order to gain recognition and build up their own prestige. Otherwise, they are 
easily replaceable by other young attorneys. It is particularly common due to the 
increasing number of attorney apprentices and limited capacity of their absorp-
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tion by the legal market in Poland. As a result, women attorneys entering some 
law firms are from the very beginning in a more demanding position due to 
the properties of the competition. The requirement of the upward career path 
common for middle-sized and large law firms turns out to clash with desires for 
work-life balance. The tensions appear particularly strongly when a woman’s 
life starts not only to comprise of her career but also her family. This example of 
Polish women attorneys shows that also the general gender order contribute, in 
this case negatively, to women’s professional status. 

The individualist perspective, which is so strong among attorneys, is per-
ceived as gender neutral in terms of the same requirements posed for both 
women and men. In this respect, it is not taken into consideration that women 
and men may depart from differentiated social positions. This issue refers to 
the concern articulated by Schultz (2003) and brought to light in Hagan and 
Kay (2007, 52). Organisational policies and practices as well as distribution of 
rewards and support may produce an unintentional gender impact due to wom-
en’s and men’s differentiated social circumstances (Kay and Gorman 2008, 305). 
The different career choices of some interviewees indicate that the opportuni-
ties offered by law firms are not tailored for individuals who have a life outside 
the workplace, especially if this life embraces a family. The corporate attorneys 
argue as follows:

There are also many other factors such as, for example, that women are still to a greater 
extent committed to the household burden. I know examples of my female colleagues who 
as long as they did not have a family or particularly any children were able to devote them-
selves without limitations to their professional work [P].
 
As young people we were very equal when we were at university and before we had chil-
dren, we have our own careers and support each other and what happens when small chil-
dren appear? The mother stays at home and the father works all day around the clock [F].

By contrast, interviewees employed in small law firms and solo practitioners do 
not appear to be prone to such strong belief in equal opportunities. Their practices 
are more heterogeneous in terms of professional activity which lacks the exact 
career patterns and the external indicators of professional growth. Consequently, 
these attorneys are also less subject to such strong disciplinary practices. Some 
respondents from small law firms or sole practices seem to make their career 
choices in accordance with greater family responsibilities. They, specifically, 
choose more independent careers with more control over own lives so that they 
can better combine the professional and private spheres and decide about their 
working schedules themselves. In the light of this empirical data, the Finnish and 
Polish interviewees who are not willing to give up their professional autonomy 
and independence in favour of career opportunities offered by large law firms, 
they opt for self-motivated and self-monitored professional growth as solo prac-
titioners and employees of small law firms. However, in practice it brings own 
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drawbacks as solo practitioners and attorneys of small law firms are particularly 
exposed to stress linked to the professional responsibility and liability for their 
work. This is partly combined with the fact that from the very beginning they 
work on their own reputation and carry direct credit for own work. They hardly 
ever have an institution to hide behind in case of clients’ dissatisfaction and com-
plaints which in their case are managed by the Bar Associations. In addition, 
they have to earn enough money to cover the cost of own practice and invest in 
possible secretarial assistance. Thus, in any case the economic profits appear to 
be increasingly important for all attorneys due to their involvement in a highly 
competitive environment. Therefore, also solo practitioners need to give priority 
to their professional careers, although they might feel less external pressure to 
do that. However, they stay professionally active during their maternity leaves as 
sometimes they are not able to organise a replacement for themselves during the 
time of absence or they do not want to lose professional credibility in the eyes’ 
of their clients. 

I gave birth to my daughter on one day and ten days later I needed to be present at a court 
case. Later on, I managed to find a replacement but then [four months later] I needed to go 
to the court again [P].

When I, for example, began maternity leave I had to organise someone to take my respon-
sibilities for clients. But it is often also the case that during maternity leave we are still pro-
fessionally active to the extent it is possible. For example, we work at night or we organise 
someone who will take care of the child from time to time so that we can work. Maybe we 
are not working and available full-time but we meet clients and go to the court if needed. In 
reality, it is not possible to leave all of that and take maternity leave [P].

Thus, it appears that in any case women attorneys tend to feel the pressure to fit 
into the professional image of attorney without family responsibilities. In order 
to gain legitimacy, they need to suppress their family responsibilities to be able 
to conform to the main rules of the field which make them adjust their personal 
life and plans towards the requirements of professional activity. Kay and Gorman 
(2008, 310, 315) claim in their literature review on women lawyers that “firms hold 
men and women to different standards in evaluating their skills, social networks, 
and cultural dispositions (…) The legal labour market rewards men and women 
differently. Gender disparities abound”. In this respect, the studies continue to 
demonstrate that women need to be better than or even twice as good as men in 
the legal profession in order to become partners, because behind the facade of 
equal choices and opportunities are hidden higher professional requirements 
towards women attorneys, which are particularly persistent in organisations (Kay 
and Hagan 1998; Thornton 1996, 142; Kay and Gorman 2008, 310). Regarding this 
matter, the respondents of this study give a subtle hint about the availability of 
top position in law firms to “exceptional” than “average” women attorneys. A 
Finnish interview who works as a partner in a large law firm concludes as follows:
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If a woman gets to the top, it means she is really good [F].

This indicates that there is still “less room at the top” (Hagan and Kay 1995, 25) for 
women attorneys also in Finnish law firms. Consequently, the Finnish and Polish 
interviewees feel pressure to comply with the appropriate professional persona 
that is inherent to the field of legal assistance. Their idea of the professional at-
torney draws on learnt presumption about that what is considered to guarantee 
successful performance. 

5.2.2 projecting appropriate professional competence 
The professional competence of attorneys appears to lie in their ability to convert 
the legal regulations into reasoned argumentations (Leiper 2006, 31). In order to 
be able to do that the attorneys are considered to need to acquire a good command 
of legal regulations and formulas. In this respect, a Polish interviewee explains, 
the aim of the bar exam is not to test the candidates’ legal knowledge, but to test 
their ability to make practical applications of this knowledge: 

In the past, the bar exam had two stages. Firstly, we had a written exam and we needed to 
write an appeal on the basis of real documents. Secondly, there was an oral exam. We sat in 
front of a seven-person board and they posed us the questions, for example, “How will you 
solve this problem and how will you solve that problem?” On the basis of these answers it 
was seen whether the person knows what she/he is talking about, because you need to be 
able make some kind of sense out of these all legal regulations [P]

This practical application of legal knowledge appears to be the core of profession-
al competence for attorneys. As a former trial attorney comments on the objectives 
of law schools: “law students are taught to view critically and sceptically and to 
parse codes and cases for their limits and exceptions. They are also taught that 
aggressive advocacy is an essential tool for success as a lawyer” (Bennett 2001, 
3). These are argued to be possible to be developed only through professional 
training. A Finnish attorney from a small law firm explains the importance of 
training as follows: 

No matter how good you are, I do not think that any business will think that you are capable of 
handling the case. So I think it is almost impossible [to start your own solo practice straight af-
ter the completion of a Master’s degree]. How do you learn all the tricks used in this profession 
then? Even though you were a good student, practice is much more different than studies [F]. 

It explains why attorney apprentices need to spend a particular period of time 
acquiring professional experience in attorney- or lawyer-related work responsi-
bilities before they are able to take the bar exam. The importance of professional 
training seems to be increasing nowadays partly due to the expansion of provid-
ers of legal education in Finland and Poland. Law schools appear to be becoming 
less selective so that a law degree is nowadays becoming available to candidates 
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of various social origins. Nonetheless, the selection tightens in the later stages of 
a legal career, specifically when attorney apprentices search for opportunities to 
acquire practical training and advance their career. 

The empirical evidence shows that the decrease in external exclusionary 
mechanisms results in greater internal differentiations among attorneys and their 
opportunities in the legal market. To be precise, the employers become more 
selective with regard to their expectations from recruits in terms of flexibility, 
towards clients and firms, skills, and working hours. The attorney apprentices 
strive to obtain an opportunity to learn the art of lawyering from more experi-
enced colleagues and this way gain recognition in the field. They are aware that 
practical training provides an opportunity for their educational credentials to be 
recognised in the field of activity by other lawyers so that they can become visible 
in the field. However, it is no longer about having any practical training, but to 
undertake it in a prestigious law firm.  Consequently, it is becoming increasingly 
important for attorney apprentices to gain access to law firms with a good repu-
tation so that they can rely on a firm’s reputation at the beginning. Thus, novice 
attorneys are advised to search for their first work experience in a prestigious 
law firm, because initially their competence is going to be assessed through the 
reputation of their workplace. One Finnish interview explains the importance of 
starting one’s legal career in a suitable law firm: 

Therefore, I think that at the beginning of their careers young lawyers should find a law 
firm which has a good reputation because it helps to start the career (…) the way to learn 
the right way to act, otherwise if you do not know the rules, it can be very harmful to you 
and your clients [F].

In this regard, simultaneous practical work in a law firm has become an essential 
part of attorneys’ professional training. As Macdonald (1995, 30-31) notices “[T]
he professional’s possession of knowledge and expertise can be warranted by 
diplomas, certificates and degrees, but only up to a point. Thereafter, trust be-
comes extremely important and trust will be accorded to those whose outward 
appearance and manner fits in with the socially accepted standards of repute 
and respectability”. Therefore, attorney apprentices eventually need to show that 
they acquired the ability practically to apply their legal knowledge. In addition, 
nowadays other educational qualifications start to count for newcomers’ career 
opportunities in the field. For example, the interviewees from large law firms 
explain that they search for recruits with additional than purely professional 
competence and skills: 

They have to like this work, and if they do not, it shows in everything. Obviously, they 
have to have a good background so that they have studied these issues or they have been 
abroad, they would need to have quite good language skills especially English, probably 
some Swedish, cooperation skills and obviously you know ….everyone is working with 
computers, so basic computer skills, but that’s required in every profession today [F].
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In the light of the data, the large law firms seek individuals with not only a good 
command of legal knowledge but also language skills and possibly completed 
studies abroad. Without these credentials, the attorney apprentices seem to have 
limited career opportunities from the outset in the field of legal assistance. In 
addition, they look for recruits with initiative to invest in their own professional 
growth. The recruits usually start from the bottom of the hierarchy ladder, spe-
cifically if they have just completed their legal education or they are still in the 
process of doing so. In this respect, the recruits are given the opportunity to 
change their educational qualifications into professional competence but on the 
conditions of their employers and workplaces. This is the way how newcomers 
to the field are included in the process of being moulding into the logic of the 
field by the dominant agents who can directly benefits from the current state of 
the competition. due to their dominant position, the experienced attorneys can 
secure and maintain their positions in the field by exercising symbolic violence 
over newcomers. In this respect, symbolic violence seems also to be exercised on 
an individual basis by experienced attorneys and attorney apprentices. For exam-
ple, the former can place certain expectations on newcomers which, in turn, con-
tribute positively to their dominant positions. For instance, attorney apprentices 
may be used for adjunct work. For this reason, they can be desirable resources 
in law firms as they release experienced colleagues from repetitive and boring 
work responsibilities. As a result, experienced attorneys can concentrate on more 
important and prestigious tasks. For example, Finnish and Polish interviewees 
explain as follows:

You need to organise this work so that you are only occupied with the substance of this work 
but not with technical arrangements (…) in our profession it is not only that we wear our 
gown and we show off in court. The court verdict needs to be checked, it means someone 
must go to the court for its announcement, papers needs to be written, verdicts need to be 
picked up and many of these details that are crucial for the case but, I would say of a techni-
cal nature, must be done. These things are done by apprentices who, this way, get a chance 
to learn something but thanks to that we [experienced attorneys] have more time for the 
substance of attorney work (…) of course it has its financial costs [P].

We also look for the attitude of doing everything like starting by making coffee, making 
photocopies, taking documents somewhere or anything. We want people who are ready to 
do all kinds of work so that they do not expect that they are legal students and they will do 
legal work. In a small office we need to do everything [F].

Experienced attorneys are aware of their superior professional position that origi-
nates from the fact that even the most brilliant attorney apprentices need to ac-
quire work experience in order to be able to take the bar exam. Thus, attorney 
apprentices are expected to be grateful for work opportunities, particularly when 
the competition for acquiring first work experience is intensive. In addition, the 
newcomers’ knowledge, skills and competence may be questioned in order to 
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preserve the status quo between the dominant positions of experienced attorneys 
and usually young novice attorneys. For example, one Finnish interviewee com-
ments on the drawback of young age in this profession: 

When you are 23 and then you start working as an attorney in attorneys’ offices, you do 
not have children or anything...and the clients who are getting a divorce and fighting over 
their child’s custody are about 40. It is difficult for client to see this very young attorney as 
reliable so any life experience helps because you also need know life and have a perspective 
from different points of view not only from legal ones (…) I have seen in some cases when 
the person was very young, it is bit of difficult to have this experience and therefore, to be 
trusted. I see it that it is difficult for a fresh, young attorney to start to build, for example, a 
system of meeting for these young children [F].

However, attorney apprentices and novice attorneys are also observed to chal-
lenge their more experienced colleagues in order to gain credibility as legitimate 
members of the professional community. For this reason, they strive to revalu-
ate their young age and recent graduation from law schools into capital that is 
legitimised in the field. They highlight their wide and recently acquired legal 
knowledge and therefore their ability for innovative solutions to legal problems. 
These comments are indicative of it: 

As a young attorney I have very wide legal knowledge. It is so in this profession that in the 
course of experience the knowledge narrows down to some categories of cases and they 
have no idea what is going on in other areas. So in terms of theoretical knowledge young 
attorneys are well educated [P].

Some clients admit directly that they prefer young hard-working attorneys, because routine 
is an enemy of good work (…) so many clients have this idea that they want a young, ener-
getic and enthusiastic attorney [P].

Power seems to be inherent in the relations between experienced attorneys and 
their young colleagues. Both groups have their own interests. The former want to 
secure their dominant positions and the latter to gain legitimacy for their educa-
tional credentials as well as credibility in front of clients. The interviewees seem 
to use various resources in order to achieve these goals. Some of them appear to 
use particular types of educational capital such as additional degrees, diplomas 
or specialisations. For instance, two interviewees argue as follows:

Undoubtedly this doctoral degree will help me in my professional practice (…) undoubtedly 
for a woman attorney this title of doctor of Laws will help me to gain trust, especially in 
my legal specialisation, as I am exclusively occupied with criminal law. So it will mean I do 
not need to spend 2 hours in order to convince my clients that I know something, but they 
will see that I have this title of doctor of Laws so it will speak for itself, I think [Polish solo 
practitioner].
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So when you know something special, you possess knowledge of a niche area which you 
might not get from many lawyers, so then you are a desired specialist. So then you can get 
important clients and put the proper price for your services (…) You always need to try to 
find something valuable to offer to the clients so that we can offer something unusual to 
them [Finnish corporate attorney].

The comments show that the interviewees attach particular importance to contin-
uous professional growth. As the competition in the field intensifies some of the 
interviewees feel that they need to acquire additional professional qualifications 
in order to improve their competing chances, particularly in the legal specialisa-
tions in which the interviewees need to compete with men. To illustrate it, the first 
comment came from a Polish solo practitioner who specialises in criminal law. 
She argues that she feels that she sometimes needs to make more effort in order 
to gain credibility in front of her clients and in court. She is certain that a doctoral 
degree will release her from this effort. It suggests that educational credentials 
and diplomas are still recognised by the female interviewees as useful assets in 
their career. It appears to be particularly relevant for the Polish interviewees in 
solo practices who are more likely to rely on academic qualifications and titles as 
guarantees of their legal skills than on social connections. In relation to that, the 
studies indicate that educational credentials play an important role particularly 
in women’s access to senior management positions (i.e. Powell and Butterfield 
1994; Lortie-Lussier and Rinfret 2005, 619). The empirical evidence indicates that 
the importance of educational capital is not only increasing in small law firms, 
but also in large law firms. However, in the latter the emphasis appears to be on 
innovation and narrow specialisations as pinpointed in the second comment of 
a Finnish interviewee from a large law firm. Nonetheless, the studies on lawyers 
show that the importance of educational capital is higher for solo practitioners 
and attorneys of small law firms than in large law firms (Schultz 2003, xliv). In 
the latter, the social connections appear to play a greater role in career advance-
ment (Schultz 2003, xliv). Therefore, the further analysis approaches a discussion 
of the importance of both social and cultural capital for the interviewees’ legal 
careers. These two types of capital seem to be intertwined in their implications 
for women’s careers in this study.

5.2.3 projecting the right social connections and origins
Studies on lawyers’ legal careers often focus on the role of social capital in the 
attainment of prestigious positions (e.g. dinovitzer 2006; Kay and Hagan 2006). 
For instance, some research on lawyers indicates that women lawyers’ slower 
upward mobility is linked to their lower scores on measures of social capital (i.e. 
Seron 1996; Kay and Hagan 1998). Even nowadays, one of the reasons for women 
to fall short in their career advancement is reported to be their inferior access to 
professional networks and information which are still, to a great extent, based 
on male fraternities (Bacik et. al 2003; Bacik and drew 2006; Leiper 2006). For 
example, support of mentors is reported to be a significant contributor to the 
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hierarchical success of both women and men in different professions (Lortie-
Lusser and Rinfret 2005, 619). In the light of these studies, social capital appears 
to be a precious resource as it provides access to professionally valuable contacts, 
knowledge and competence. Therefore, studies continue to analyse the meaning 
of not only social capital but also cultural capital for career advancement in the 
legal profession. For example, the lower scoring on the measures of both kinds of 
capital explains part of the gender gap in the partnership opportunities in large 
law firms (Kay and Gorman 2008, 310; Kay and Hagan 1998).  

The concept of social capital applied in this study draws on Bourdieu’s (1986) 
definition. He conceptualises social capital as a network of relations and connec-
tions that can be utilised in a beneficial way (Bourdieu 1986, 248-249). In relation 
to that, this study examines the importance of this capital particularly in working 
life. It therefore analyses how Finnish and Polish respondents and interviewees 
use their networks of friends, acquaintances, colleagues and family members in 
their legal careers. The survey findings affirm the prominent role of social capital 
for the majority of Finnish and Polish respondents, specifically at the beginning 
of their legal careers. Social connections play some kind of role with regard to all 
the items mentioned in the survey question (see Table 13.). It seems to have the 
most important contribution both for Finnish and Polish respondents with regard 
to obtaining work-related information, advice and consultation. In addition, for 
the Finnish respondents, social connections appear to be particularly beneficial 
in terms of acquiring professional qualifications, enlarging their professional net-
work, advancing their career and acquiring new clients. The Finnish respondents 
tend to rely more often on themselves, relatives and friends/acquaintances at the 
beginning of their careers. In the course of their careers, their own role and the 
role of friends and relatives tend to decrease in favour of professional networks 
at the workplace. 

Regarding Polish respondents, they benefit from social capital mostly with 
regard to acquiring clients, first job and career advancement. Unlike the Finnish 
respondents, they rely to a greater extent on informal networks such as relatives 
and friends/acquaintances as well as patrons68. Patrons appear to play a moder-
ate role for Polish respondents compared to the rather small role of supervisors 
and colleagues, probably as majority of the Polish respondents completed their 
apprenticeship before 2009 when the change of the system of recruitment into the 
legal profession came to force. 

68 In Polish system of legal education, each attorney apprentice needs to find him/herself a patron who 
is supposed to supervise the apprentice’s professional growth and report it annually to the district 
Bar Council. The role of patron is seen nowadays to decrease due to the increasing number of attorney 
apprentices. The Polish respondents tend to argue that a patron played a significant role before the 
change of the system in 2005 as then patrons did not tend to have so many apprentices and their 
relations were closer, as apprentices usually worked in the offices of their patrons. Nowadays patrons 
often do not have much contact with their apprentices and see them only when they need to sign 
their papers. 
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Table 13. Respondents’ responses to the question “In your career as an attorney, 
who of these were most helpful in the following situation?” by nationality, in %, 
2010. 
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a) Getting one’s first job 0 6 3 16 18 4 53 100

b) Changing one’s place of work 1 6 10 4 9 8 62 100

c) Advancing one’s career 1 28 23 3 6 4 36 100

d) Acquiring professional quali-

fications 

2 43 23 5 4 2 22 100

e) Acquiring new clients 0 23 20 2 11 6 38 100

f) Enlarging one’s professional 

network 

0 12 38 3 11 2 34 100

g) Providing crucial information 

regarding work-related issues

1 20 47 3 6 6 18 100

h) Providing work-related consul-

tation and advice 

1 33 40 5 10 4 7 100

Polish respondents
a) Getting one’s first job 17 3 2 21 21 5 31 100

b) Changing the workplace 6 5 3 8 23 14 42 100

c) Advancing one’s career 20 12 3 12 10 10 32 100

d) Acquiring professional quali-

fications 

14 11 4 8 6 8 49 100

e) Acquiring new clients 8 6 8 8 25 16 30 100

f) Enlarging one’s professional 

network 

11 3 8 9 19 6 44 100

g) Providing crucial information 

regarding work-related issues

20 6 16 10 13 8 27 100

h) Providing work-related consul-

tation and advice

16 7 21 12 29 9 5 100

Although the Finnish respondents emphasise the importance of one’s own ini-
tiative in getting their first job and in changing their workplaces, the interview 
data show that they also benefit greatly from social capital in terms of these two 
items. Many of the Finnish interviewees have gained their current jobs on the 
basis of personal recommendations. This initial contradictory observation may 
represent a qualitative difference. The interview data suggest that the Finnish 
interviewees are particularly careful not to give overwhelming credit to the 
importance of social capital. Instead, they stress their own contribution in “be-
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ing lucky” to acquire rewarding connections and resources. The same tendency 
is observed among some Polish interviewees who underline their active role in 
acquiring and using social capital for professional benefit. These comments are 
indicative of this:

 I was lucky to have some people who guided me and maybe opened some doors that would 
not have been opened without them but on the other hand it is not like that, I mean if some-
one opens the door for you, you need to step in yourself and take the floor in order to prove 
your competence (…) because you always need help… you always need some little help and 
some little luck and then you do your work well [F].

I received an offer from a small practice and I decided that it would be good for me to change 
after 2 years working in a large law firm. (…). I went to this small law firm because I knew its 
owner. I did some pro bono work for him during my degree. He was satisfied with it and he 
decided that he wanted to have me in his office. I worked there for many years afterwards. 
Actually just a year ago I ended the cooperation and started to work at this firm. (…) they had 
been trying to talk me into working for this current firm for many years. I have known some 
people from here from my law degree and from our joint activities in the student board [P].

The interview data show that the importance of the personal recommendations 
of relatives, professors and other contacts matters, particularly in obtaining job 
at highly prestigious law firms. As one Polish interviewee from a large law firm 
emphasises:

So it was a personal recommendation which gave me the opportunity to meet the managing 
director and all the key partners of the firm. That sort of opened up the door. No doubt it 
is important that you have someone at a very early phase when you do not know anyone to 
say: ‘Well I know her, she is a very good person’ [P].

The disparities in the use of professional networks between the Finnish and 
Polish respondents are observed to partly originate from the differences in the 
types of law firms they work in. The Finnish respondents tend to practice in big-
ger law firms and therefore have more opportunities to build their social capital 
acquired at these workplaces. By contrast, the Polish respondents largely work in 
independent solo practices, thus they build their networks of contacts through 
active participation in student organisations or non-profit organisations or other 
activities such as pro bono work. This indicates that both Finnish and Polish inter-
viewees recognise the importance of the help of other parties who can contribute 
positively to career opportunities and advancement across all legal specialisa-
tions and types of law firms. Therefore, they make use of available possibilities 
to expand their social capital. For this reason, they may use individual tactics 
available in their particular situation in order to acquire precious contacts. Some 
interviewees describe their tactics in career advancement in accordance with the 
resources they had at that time as follows:
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In my case it all started so naturally that I did not even think about it much. Out of the blue 
I got an idea that I could continue doing for money what I used to do for free, (…) it started 
so that as a third year student of law I started to search for a job. I knew that it would not 
work so smoothly that when I graduate, I will complete an apprenticeship and then I will 
become a great lawyer. Even then, professional experience started to be important and the 
divisions between those who work and do not became visible. There was also the problem 
of finding workplaces, because nobody needed students unless as insurance agents (…) But 
once at my department I found some information that an association needed volunteers to 
help accident victims. This way I got there (…) I worked there as a volunteer and at some 
moment we established a civil-law partnership outside that association. (…) When I went to 
that association I did not know it would turn out like that. I was a volunteer there for many 
years and I still have my duties  there (…) and I do not deny that I counted on the fact that 
some of the people I meet there will later come back to me as my clients in this office [P].

There are always difficulties with acquiring clients at the beginning and it takes time before 
the business starts to accrue benefits, but it was easier for us, we had connections in the 
field we wanted to work with and with clients we had acquired earlier [during studies] [F].

I decided I would establish my own practice but of course it is difficult if you do not have the 
resources for it, i.e. lawyers in your family or a patron who helps you to get more acquainted 
with the profession and people. So at the beginning I started cooperation with a practice 
which was situated here but they have already moved out from here. Gradually I was gaining 
autonomy and independence and in 2005 I started my own solo practice [P].

Social connections and networks also appear to be essential for solo practitioners, 
particularly if they consider expanding their professional activity because they 
are considered sources of new clients and co-partners who can attract different 
groups of clients. The empirical evidence shows that the interviewees who decide 
to establish their own solo practices usually have had some prior experience in 
working in other law professions or law firms. This indicates that independent 
practice requires some prior foundations in terms of access to contacts and infor-
mation. Even voluntary activity in providing legal advices during law studies can 
turn out to be profitable in one’s legal career as a source of network of relations 
which can be later utilised in a beneficial way.

The interview data shed some light on the findings of survey data which dem-
onstrate that Polish respondents and interviewees rely in their career, to a greater 
extent, on informal contacts, consisting of friends and acquaintances acquired in 
law schools. It seems to originate partly from the independent character of their 
professional activity. These findings are also supported by the proportion of their 
close friends and acquaintances who work as lawyers (see Appendix 1, Figure 
6.). Specifically, about one-third of Polish respondents tend to have a close friend 
or an acquaintance who works as a lawyer. For example, a Polish interviewee 
explains her tactics for obtaining advice and consultation: 
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I have some people I contact when I need a piece of advice, because in this profession you 
cannot cope without consultation, it is just not possible. I have a few very close people who 
work in ‘factories’69 (…) so I consult them, because they do not mind it as there is no competi-
tion between us. They even send clients to me if some individual clients turn to them for help 
as they do not serve individual clients. They do not have the time and actually they are not 
allowed to serve them (…) For example, I have a friend in a large law firm whom I consult 
and she gives her opinion or she will go to more experienced colleagues who sometimes 
advise me on the phone. When I really cannot figure out anything myself and I think that 
‘I will not figure out anything anymore myself I need to contact someone ,́ then it happens 
that they advise me on the phone. I have not met them in person but I consult them from 
time to time [P].

In addition, some Polish interviewees benefit from their informal networks in or-
der to have both their own solo practice and simultaneously cooperate with other 
law firm. This is partly due to professional requirements which oblige Polish at-
torneys to be self-employed. Consequently, they establish their own solo practices 
and if they do not profit from them enough, they seek to undertake cooperation 
with other law firms which delegate some of their work and clients to them. This 
stratedy appears to be used by some Polish interviewees to acquire more contacts 
in the field and therefore to secure their own professional situation. Cooperation 
with a large law firm is particularly valuable from the perspective of acquiring new 
clients. In this respect, large law firms are used by solo practitioners as a source of 
clients and valuable contacts. It seems to be particularly important for Polish inter-
viewees as they are not allowed to advertise their professional activity. This ban 
on advertising limits their methods for competition in the field. Having both one’s 
own solo practice and cooperating with a law firm secures these interviewees’ 
professional position in case the cooperation with the firm ends. The Polish inter-
viewees argue that after all they will at least have their own solo practice and own 
clients. Thus, they will not need to start to build up their reputation from the very 
beginning. This is particularly important, because of the professional expectation 
imposed on attorneys in terms of flexibility and working time in Poland. Women 
attorneys can try to comply with them until certain point in their personal life in 
which this cooperation may start to involve too many trade-offs. 

In addition, the Polish interviewees underline that their successful perfor-
mance is to some extent dependent on their relations with other law professionals 
such as, for example, judges. This specifically concerns Polish solo practitioners 
who more frequently represent their clients’ interests in court. They argue that 
a good reputation among judges can help legal arguments to go through. For 
example, a Polish solo practitioner explains as follows:

I know who likes or dislikes me [among the judges] and it is very important because they are 
only people and they unconsciously make their decisions on other bases than on substance. 
(…) it is of course easier when I see that the judge is more favourable towards me [P].

69  A nickname for foreign corporate law firms used between lawyers. 
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In this respect, the empirical data show that social capital contributes positively 
to the interviewees’ position by generating trust with regard to their professional 
competence. It appears prominent in cases when different groups of lawyers are 
challenged by each other in their daily legal work. Thus, as Sarat and Felstiner 
(1995, 159) notice, professional qualifications are sometimes not enough to suc-
ceed. The findings show that the interviewees strive to improve their odds by get-
ting engaged in complex relations with other lawyers in order to gain legitimacy 
for their professional credentials and skills within the professional community 
as well as clients (Leiper 2006, 20).

In relation to that, social events appear to play a crucial role in acquiring pre-
cious professional contacts. However, the interview data indicate the Finnish and 
Polish interviewees’ dislike regarding some bonding activities that take place in 
the field. Also some earlier studies provided some evidence for women’s negative 
response to them. The prominent disadvantage was seen in the fact that these 
activities are usually undertaken outside working hours and therefore women 
were seen as facing more challenges to participate in them due to their greater 
family responsibilities (drew and Bacik 2006; Seron 1996). However, in the light 
of this study, time does not appear to be the main challenge for the interviewees’ 
participation in these bonding practices. Instead, the problem seems to concern 
the types of activities these bonding practices involve. For example, two Polish 
interviewees describe their dislike of them as follows:

I am an antisocial person, I cannot bear all these receptions where all participants smile to 
each other and nod ‘Yes, yes, chairman you are so wise’. I hate that, but mostly men partici-
pate in there. All these types of business meetings are mostly crowded by men. I feel bad 
there. I am not able to do that, I do not participate in those occasions. But it is also a source 
of acquiring clients [P].

So to say, I do not go with clients to drink vodka, but my male colleagues do that, but I have 
not done it in whole my life. This is a line I will never cross over from many reasons, but 
these kinds of practices are important in making business [P].

Thornton (1996) notices in her study of Australian women lawyers that some 
prominent bonding activities are based on the fraternal bonds of male lawyers 
and their male clients. Even though women lawyers are not directly excluded 
from participation in them, they may feel unwilling to participate in them due to 
the gendered practices underlying these bonding activities (Thornton 1996, 166-
177). The empirical data suggest that this appears to be relevant for some Polish 
interviewees who work in large law firms and legal specialisations that involve 
corporate clients. 

In addition, Schultz (2003, xliv) notices that while social capital and bonding 
activities are seen as particularly important in middle-sized and large law firms, 
their importance decreases in favour of other professional credentials in smaller 
law firms. This may shed some light on why women attorneys in Poland opt for 
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independent solo practices which does not require such intensive participation in 
socialising activities. Instead, they can spend more time on actual legal work and 
rely to a greater extent on educational qualifications. Regarding Finnish inter-
viewees, they appear to be more positive towards socialising activities practiced 
at their firms. Nonetheless, one Finnish interviewee makes a brief comment about 
the importance of politics in large law firms in her explanations for her transition 
from a large law firm to a small joint practice:

First of all, I needed to spend almost half of my time on administrative issues and not do-
ing actual work (…) I did not like this work for a big corporation with all that politics (…) I 
kind of wanted to simplify my life…and concentrate on the actual work not on everything 
around it [F].

These findings are in line with other studies on women in business which point 
out that women are reluctant to engage in activities which are contrary to their 
ideals of meritocracy (i.e. Sealy 2010). As Leiper (2006, 23) notices “[C]ultural am-
bivalence towards learned women is less pronounced now but it has not disap-
peared entirely from the legal profession. Until recently, professors, mentors, and 
judges have been predominantly male, and the hierarchies of many large law 
firms still reflect a strong male presence in senior positions”. Therefore, although 
women have gained full access to the legal profession, they can still face some 
challenges to draw on their full legitimacy as members of the community. This 
can concern patterns of bonding activities based on fraternal bonds of male at-
torneys and clients which do not necessarily appear to suit some of the Finnish 
and Polish interviewees. According to the findings of this study, these socialis-
ing activities are particularly negatively experienced by Polish interviewees who 
have experienced them working for bigger law firms. This can explain, then, why 
Polish women attorneys perceive their own solo practice as providing them with 
greater career opportunities. This suggests that their lack of interest in participa-
tion in bonding activities might have a negative influence on their opportunities 
in these law firms. Thus, they choose a solo practice where they seem to have 
more control over their own career prospects without pressures to participate in 
the activities they are not fond of. 

In addition, women may feel disadvantaged in large law firms due to the 
smaller number of women in senior positions who could engage in mentoring 
practices with their younger female colleagues. Some interviewees point out 
that as young lawyers they are dependent on their senior colleagues who are in 
charge of the distribution of legal cases and clients. They also undertake men-
toring activities with their younger colleagues. In relation to that, some studies 
indicate that the disadvantaged position of junior women lawyers originates 
from the observed tendency to rely on same-sex networks in acquiring sup-
port for career advancement (Thornton 1996; Gorman 2005, 2006; Chambliss & 
Uggen 2000). Gorman (2006) found out that the gender bias in favour of men 
being promoted decreases with the increase in the number of women partners 
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in the firm. Therefore, the lower number of women in positions of authority 
generates less encouragement and mentoring for the younger generation of 
women.

This study provides only some evidence about the formation of female bonds 
in Polish law firms. Some Polish interviewees argue that they rely on cooperation 
with other female lawyers due to their qualities. This suggests that the interview-
ees tend to advocate for recognition of women’s qualities by drawing increas-
ingly on female networking. These comments of Polish interviewees appear to 
be indicative of it:

Work goes better with women. (…) I think and according to my observations women are 
more capable of systematic work on smaller things. Women do not get angry if they are asked 
to do something which is less requiring in terms of intellectual demands. If I asked any of 
my girls to translate a contract into a foreign language she would have no problem with it 
and she does not respond that it is a job for a translator. Instead she says ‘There you go, I’ll 
do it’. If I ask any of them to answer some stupid messages, they answer it and do not try to 
discuss with me (…) I do not need any such tricks with women. We understand each other 
very well, we have a straightforward approach to cases. If there is something to be done, we 
just do it and nobody gets offended that it is a smaller or bigger challenge [P]. 

Yesterday I called my female colleague from another law firm who I would like to employ 
here in my team. She is a very smart girl [P].
  
We are 7 attorneys here, all women. Each of us has our own solo practice, but we share the 
cost of renting and secretarial assistance [P].

Here we work together as a co-working space, but each of us has her own solo practice. At 
the moment we are three women here (…) We are really a well-matching team. We often meet 
just to have a chat. We also have common projects. Recently as a co-working space we issued 
a common legal guidebook (…) We celebrate Christmas Eve together as well as Easter. We 
have many meetings just like that in order to be together and invite other people, keep con-
tact with other people, judges, prosecutors in order to keep these relations friendly, because 
these are often also people from university. It somehow helps [to keep contact with them] 
(…) if I have some problem I call a judge I know and I ask her what to do or to a prosecutor, 
of course it helps [P].

The above comments illustrate that the Polish interviewees recognise the profits 
originating from bonding practices with other women. due to that, they develop 
their own socialising and networking patterns which aim to strengthen their 
professional relations. Huppatz (2009, 57) in her study on women in feminised 
occupations argues that women “are creating conditions under which ‘female-
ness’ can act as capital”. In the light of this study, it may also begin to be relevant 
for women in male-dominated professions who abstain from the pressure to 
fit into existing professional structures and instead establish own patterns of 
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behaviour and bonding activities (cf. Brockman 2001). The increasing number 
of women among attorneys and other law professions in Finland and Poland 
probably fosters female bonding, especially when women see its beneficial in-
fluence on their careers. This initiative to rely upon female networks is more 
evident among Polish interviewees probably due to their greater challenges to 
comply with professional requirements and rules of fitting into the work of 
large law firms. Consequently, they may try to cope with their disadvantageous 
professional situation by developing counteractive practices which are more 
advantageous to them.  

Apart from social capital, also cultural capital can contribute positively to the 
interviewees’ career. According to Bourdieu (1986), family background contrib-
utes to children’s chances for professional achievements as it provides them with 
the necessary skills and knowledge to compete in the educational and labour 
markets. In this respect, cultural capital can be a source of embodied forms of 
dispositions in terms of professionally desired forms of behaviour, perception 
and orientation. In the light of Bourdieu’s theory (1986), for instance individuals 
originating from families with lawyer roots may unconsciously acquire profes-
sional competence which becomes their second nature as incorporated in the 
dispositions of mind and body. According to his theory, inherited cultural capital 
appears to be most valuable for individual success in a class-based society. Its 
importance decreases in societies with a weaker class hierarchy. 

The analysis of cultural capital covers the observations on family members 
working as lawyers as well as educational and professional profile of respond-
ents’ parents. Particularly family members may have a positive influence on law-
yers’ legal careers. The empirical evidence indicates that having a lawyer relative 
appears to be fairly common among the Finnish and Polish interviewees (see 
Figure 18.). Almost every second Finnish respondent tends to have a lawyer as 
a family member. However, Polish women attorneys are more likely to have a 
lawyer as parent (77 % vs 49 %). The mother of every fourth Polish respondent 
tends to be a lawyer and the father of every second tends to be a lawyer. Having a 
lawyer father is also common for Finnish respondents (41 %). In addition, having 
a lawyer among other family relatives was more common for Finnish respondents 
(68 % vs. 59 %).  
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Figure 18. Relatives of respondents working as lawyers by nationality, in %, 2010.

The interview data offer additional insights on the meaning of these initial ob-
servations. In the light of them, some interviewees appear to be better prepared 
for the intense competition in the field of legal assistance, specifically due to the 
embodied forms of dispositions being in line with attorney ethos and professional 
conduct. Their better odds originate from the fact that they are well-acquainted 
with the character of legal work and therefore seem to be more inclined to act 
intuitively as attorneys. In this respect, embodied cultural capital appears as more 
efficient compared to capital acquired in the course of professional socialisation. 
For example, the Finnish and Polish interviewees comment on the benefits origi-
nating from having a lawyer as parent. They argue as follows:

My dad established this firm and I had to see if it is the work I wanted to do and I saw when 
I was still a child, how much work he did and it is now a successful firm and I think it is so… 
so sad if there is nobody to continue with this firm. And in my family my grandmother’s dad 
was an attorney (…) and he had his own office and in my family there are lots of attorneys 
and lawyers in different fields, so I was raised to be an attorney. (…) But I could also have 
become someone else but I was so raised to be a lawyer that it was so… so in my mind when 
I was little. So I did not even particularly consider other possibilities [F].

To me some things concerning professional behaviour are self-evident, because I grew up in 
it. Therefore, I did not need to learn them during my studies, I just knew them. This is maybe 
also why I feel sometimes indignant by some unethical behaviour of other attorneys [from 
families without attorneys´ roots] (…) As far as I remember my family discussions around 
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the table almost always concerned law and legal issues (…) I am the seventh generation of 
lawyers in my family, so I did not have much choice (laugh). I think that family tradition has 
played a role here, because you grow up into it as a child. My four-year-old child also sits 
and says that he is writing a procedural statement [P].

These interviewees acquire this intuitiveness in the field through observing their 
parents working as lawyers in any law profession and by listening to family con-
versations which may touch upon legal issues. This applies to some informants 
who claim to be “raised to be attorneys” in the course of watching their parents 
practicing law and listening to their debates on legal issues. Some interviewees 
argue that a family tradition of lawyering have provided them with the knowl-
edge and skills which many of their colleagues do not have access to as it is not 
taught in law schools. Consequently, the knowledge that they acquire uncon-
sciously may later be easily convertible into the professional competence which 
yields power in the field of legal assistance.

In addition, the individuals whose parents have their own law firm seem to 
have an easier start as they do not need to look for a position in another law firm 
or consider establishing their own solo practice. They can work in the family 
firm which they may also inherit in the course of time. It is noticed to be par-
ticularly advantageous for some Finnish and Polish interviewees who decided 
to work in a family member’s law firm while being engaged in child rearing. In 
this regard, also the respondents’ spouses who work as lawyers in their own 
law firms may contribute positively to women attorneys’ career advancement. 
This solution facilitates a combination of a career and personal life for them 
without their being exposed to negative assumptions about their commitment 
to their career. due to that, they can continue to be engaged in legal work with-
out being penalised for having children. In this respect, when working for their 
own husband or father, they have more privileges as regards compatibility of 
career and family life without being stigmatised as uncommitted professionals. 
The empirical evidence suggests that it appears, to some extent, to be particu-
larly relevant for Polish respondents being married or cohabitating with their 
spouse (see Appendix 1, Tables 3. and 4.). Firstly, Polish respondents appear to 
have spouses with a more demanding but also socially and financially lucra-
tive careers compared to their Finnish counterparts which can be beneficial to 
women attorneys’ careers. Secondly, Polish respondents are also more likely to 
have a spouse who works as a lawyer. In addition, the survey data show that 43 
% of these Polish respondents who have a spouse as a lawyer tend to work with 
him in the same workplace (see Appendix 1, Table 3.). This can suggest that they 
together set up small law offices or they cooperate with their spouse’s firm as 
independent contractors who sell legal services to them. For example, Fuszara, 
in her paper on women lawyers in Poland, notices that a majority of small law 
offices in the Warsaw Chamber that list a combination of male and female at-
torneys is set up by married couples (Fuszara 2003, 383). The interview data of 
this study also provide some evidence to support this observation.
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In addition, the data suggest that having a lawyer among family members 
prepares offspring to be more independent in their future career. It appears that 
even though they do not necessarily inherit a law firm after a parent, they are 
more willing to start their own solo practice if they feel that their professional 
competence and credentials are not adequately recognised in the current work-
place. This disposition to invest in an independent solo practice is argued not to 
be possessed by everyone. As one Polish interviewee who changed from a large 
law firm to own solo practice pinpoints:

My mother was an attorney and she had her own law firm but she has not worked for a few 
years, the firm still exists but actually does not function anymore. There was nothing to 
continue, so I established my own practice (…) I have some friends I consult with if I need 
to, they work in large law firms and they say they admire me for my courage, because I 
managed to leave that firm. They would also like to do it, but as they say, they do not have 
enough courage [P].

In addition, the parents’ assistance may also embrace advisory, financial and psy-
chological support in the process of starting up one’s own firm which seems to have 
particular importance for some Polish interviewees. For example, a Polish inter-
viewee summarises the origins of her current independent solo practice as follows:

In this sense I had my backup built (…) But I remember that the first years were difficult, I 
remember the first year of my activity when it was based on my parents’ support as I did not 
even have the money to pay payments. It was a long process to develop my own practice [P].

Thus, the empirical data suggest that the importance of cultural capital under-
stood as a source of knowledge valuable in the area of legal work and a source of 
professional contacts appears to be greater in Poland. It is not only used in order 
to gain one’s first workplace, but predominantly to establish an independent solo 
practice or to acquire a more beneficial professional position for the time of child 
rearing and having a family. 

In addition, Polish respondents and interviewees also seem to benefit from 
having better educated parents in professions characterised by higher social status 
(see Tables 14. and 15.). For example, the empirical data show that Polish respond-
ents are more likely to have parents who are parliamentarians, senior officials and 
managers or professionals compared to Finnish counterparts. due to that, they 
may acquire dispositions which allow them to take more risks in their careers. 
This may influence their greater inclination to opt for an independent solo practice, 
particularly as they do not lose the privileges of employees as they are not eligible 
for them in any case. By contrast, the Finnish respondents and interviewees ap-
pear to comprise a more diverse group in terms of cultural capital measured by 
the education (see Appendix 1, Figures 4. and 5.) and occupation of their parents 
(see Tables 14. and 15.). The difference is particularly prominent in the case of 
mothers belonging to the first three most qualified occupational groups (45 % vs. 
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55 %). Among these the most popular occupations of mothers for the Finnish re-
spondents are technicians and working in middle management, and for the Polish 
respondents are mothers working as professionals (see Table 14). The differences in 
the occupations of fathers among respondents are smaller (see Table 15). Namely, 
63 % of Finnish and 67 % of Polish respondents tend to have fathers belonging to 
the first three most qualified occupational groups. Among these the most popular 
fathers’ occupations for Finnish respondents are parliamentarians, higher officials 
and managers, and for Polish respondents are professionals.

Table 14. Respondents’ mothers’ occupations by nationality, in %, 2010.  

Finnish Polish

Parliamentarians, senior officials and managers 6 9

Professionals 17 36

Technicians and middle management 22 10

Employees: office work, in service jobs and sales people 38 23

Industry employees and craftspeople
1 2

Business proprietors, owners or co-partners of a company
2 9

Housewives 8 9

Manual  workers  6 2

TOTAL 100 % 100 %

χ2 = 63.085, df = 7, p = .000 

Table 15. Respondents’ fathers’ occupations by nationality, in %, 2010. 

Finnish Polish

Parliamentarians, senior officials and managers 28 13

Professionals 18 44

Technicians and middle management 17 10

Employees: office work, in service jobs and sales people 8 13

Machine and device operators 2 2

Industry employees and craftspeople 7 5

Business proprietors, owners or co-partners of a company 6 8

Manual workers  12 3

Armed forces 2 2

TOTAL 100% 100%

χ2 = 45.440, df = 8, p = .000 
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These findings on the disparities among the Finnish and Polish respondents’ 
and interviewees’ in the volume of social and cultural capital contribute to the 
understanding of the respondents’ and interviewees’ differential career choices 
which are likely to be made in relation to the possessed resources. Nonetheless, 
it is essential to notice that it is not necessarily about having a specific volume 
of capital, but it is, foremost, about the ability to make proper use of this capital 
in the field. The greater cultural capital of Polish respondents does not directly 
contribute to better career prospects, because the meaning of lawyers’ capital is 
seen as moderated by certain contextual circumstances. Still, the data show that 
the cultural capital provides the women attorneys of this study with more career 
choices and sometimes better conditions for compatibility of a rewarding legal 
career and family life. 

Taken together, the inherited cultural capital seems to be more important in 
Poland than in Finland. In the latter, social capital appears to play more remarkable 
role. This observation can lead to speculation as to whether Poland is more affected 
by class divisions which obscure access to the profession of individuals who do 
not come from backgrounds which represent values corresponding to the values 
favoured in the field of legal assistance. despite of the mentioned recent changes in 
the recruitment of attorney apprentices in Poland, still, individuals from a family 
with a lawyer tradition have more resources for a successful legal career. In this 
respect, the greater importance of cultural capital for the Polish respondents’ legal 
career prospects reflects the more rigid structure of Polish society underpinned by 
stronger class and gender divisons compared to Finland.

5.3 gendered agenCy oF woMen attorneys

5.3.1 the contradictory tensions inherent in women’s habitus
The studies indicate that women are exposed to greater changes in their habitual 
cognitive processes during the professional socialisation than their male col-
leagues as they come to law schools with values and preferences which are more 
at odds compared to the norms of the legal practice (Weiss & Melling 1988, Kay 
and Gorman 2008, 301). This lack of perfect alignment between women’s habitus 
and the field of professional activity has been in the focus of feminist analyses 
of women’s agency (McLeod 2005, 12; McNay 1999, 2000; Lovell 2000; Moi 1999, 
Gardiner 1995). Crossley (2001, 85) argues that involvement in a certain field 
modifies habitus which, in turn, motivates the actions which sustain the field. 
Although all women attorneys are exposed to the influences of professional accul-
turation processes which subsequently shape their behaviour and perception, the 
degrees of these modifications are varied due to other experiences and the social 
trajectory of women as social agents in general (Schultz 2003, lii). For instance, 
Krais (2006, 121) argues that gender comes to life via habitus and therefore, it does 
not need to have a palpably limiting character. Instead, it can be imperceptible in 
the sense that it may orient women towards different career choices. 
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In order to gain some insights into the women attorneys’ dispositions of habi-
tus, the respondents were asked to express their opinions with regard to four 
statements. The aim of the questions was to detect the possible contradictory 
expectations originating from the social and professional fields (see Figures 19.-
22.). The only significant difference between the Finnish and Polish respondents 
concerns the statement “Even nowadays women have to choose what comes first: 
career or family” (Figure 19.). In this respect, the empirical data show that the 
choice might still be more acute for Polish respondents as three-fourths of them 
agree with the statement. Also, the majority of Finnish respondents agree with 
the statement. 

In addition, the Polish respondents are more likely to agree with the next state-
ment that “In order to facilitate for women achieving professional success, the 
gender roles need to change” (see Figure 20.). In the last two statements, specifi-
cally “Women have to work harder to succeed as an attorney” and “The special 
role of women in the family limits their professional growth”, the disparities 
between the Finnish and Polish respondents in their affirmative responses ap-
pear to be relatively small (see Figures 21. and 22.). However, it is remarkable that 
on all statements, the majority of respondents from both countries tend to agree 
with the statements. 

Figure 19. The respondents’ answers to the question concerning their habitual 
dispositions by nationality, in %, 2010.

χ2 = 13.345, df = 3, p = 0.004 
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Figure 20. The respondents’ answers to the question concerning their habitual 
dispositions by nationality, in %, 2010.

Figure 21. The respondents’ answers to the question concerning their habitual 
dispositions by nationality, in %, 2010. 
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Figure 22. The respondents’ answers to the question concerning their habitual 
dispositions by nationality, in %, 2010.

The general tendency emerging from these statements suggests that the differ-
entiated forces shape women’s agency within the field of legal assistance. They 
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extent, by family situation as women tend to search for such professional solutions 
which allow them to accommodate greater family responsibilities in their profes-
sional activity (Gatrell 2010, 210). However, these career choices are usually as-
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If you are not doing your business it is not adding value. Of course it is good experience, 
and every woman who has an opportunity to have children should take it, because what do 
you have when you grow old if you do not have children or especially grandchildren? (…) so 
when you have a possibility once or twice in your life to stay at home for over 1 year you just 
want to take it as a happy experience. But at the same it, of course, it means that men kind 
of get ahead of you in their careers, so then it takes longer for women to build a career [F].

I think the main issue is that it is a choice and it can be that you choose the profession when 
you are young. After some years your priorities change and then you think that it is not the 
best profession if you want to pick up your children from the kindergarten at 4.00 pm (…) 
kind of your family situation [that matters], of course this [profession] takes so much of your 
time and you need to have a supportive environment….here it is a kind of gender thing if 
you would be, for example, a single mother, then, I would think, it would be difficult so you 
need to kind of have the support network there [F].

Basically, both comments indicate that attorneys’ careers require long-lasting 
commitments. due to that, women’s engagement in family life can have negative 
consequences for women’s careers if it is followed by their temporal withdrawal 
or lesser commitment to career. In relation to that, Kay and Gorman (2008, 311) 
highlight that women find it difficult to show constant and long-lasting com-
mitment to their career if it is built at the expense of their family lives. Women’s 
agency is, then, seen as influenced also by the goals which are not in line with 
their professional roles (Kay and Hagan 1998). It is seen as a result of various 
necessities shaping women’s habitus expressed in their orientation towards life 
and career. The interviewees endeavour to mediate between their desire to fulfil 
the requirement of their professional career as well as social roles associated 
with family life. In Bourdieu’s sense, the career choices of women attorneys are 
then the products of their feelings for acting as attorneys within the field of le-
gal assistance taken into consideration the embodied structure of opportunities 
as well as recognition of rules of the competition. Habitus, then, “leads people 
to ‘choose’ the best match possible given the game they have at their disposal” 
(Bourdieu 1990, 64). However, due to the disparities among women in terms of 
their family situation, access to childcare facilities, and material situation, women 
differ within the same and across countries. In this respect, also the socio-cultural 
context of women’s decisions plays a role. 

As women attorneys, they need to deal with the greater family responsibilities 
that are socially ascribed to them and which they interiorise in their habitus.  The 
data demonstrate that the Finnish and Polish respondents and interviewees ap-
pear to show a strong orientation towards a balanced life build upon the compat-
ibility of career and personal life. In relation to that, Walsh (2012) in her study on 
English and Welsh women solicitors, found that all female lawyers demonstrate a 
strong orientation towards a balanced lifestyle, including her female respondents 
with strong career aspirations. Therefore, it may indicate that the issue of bal-
ance is a general aspect characteristic for professional women, regardless of the 
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level of their career aspirations and family status (but cf. Hakim 2000, 2002). The 
empirical evidence suggests that this orientation becomes a habit of women at-
torneys, which influences their career choices and agency within the field of legal 
assistance. In this regard, the interviewees seek legal careers which allow them 
to combine the professional and private spheres. Some of the interviewees also 
highlight the positive influence of family in drawing a line in the professional 
sphere. For example, two Finnish interviewees explain their orientation towards 
life and career as follows:

It is difficult to say ‘no’ to clients in order not to get too many cases and work and to be able 
to go home on time as planned; to put working limits but in this matter family life helps as 
you know, you need to stop working and be with your family [F].

 I am not a typical attorney here with regard to my working hours. It is so because I am 
mother and a single parent so I do not want to work in the evening or at weekends. Of course 
sometimes I have to, but I try to arrange it so that I am here from 8.00am till 4.00pm and it 
has been possible. (…) And that is quite exceptional because many other attorneys work long 
hours. (…) I also respect free time so much that I want to keep my working time in a human 
scale, I do not want to become like some of my male colleagues who do nothing but work [F].

Some studies pinpoint that the initial women’s strong career orientation turns 
into a desire for balance, characterised by a successful combination of multiple 
roles such as being professionals and mothers (Sturges 1999). This is particularly 
noticeable for Polish interviewees who, in the course of time, start to consider 
other possible career options which would ensure better opportunities for com-
patibility of career and family life. Thus, they review their professional choices in 
terms of conditions for better work-life integration. This seems to be much more 
challenging for Polish respondents who perceive it as a problem characteristic for 
all women attorneys in Poland: 

I do not know if I will be able to do it in the future especially if I am going to have children. 
At the moment I am newly married, but after 2 or 3 years I would like to have or I should 
like to think about having children and here is the question whether it will be possible to 
combine it with my work. But I guess it is a common dilemma familiar to every woman in 
this profession (…) I think this is the problem in this profession when you have children and 
you want to work at full capacity, it is just impossible [P].

Thus, women attorneys’ career choices are, to some extent, influenced by a striv-
ing for more flexibility and autonomy in order to balance the two spheres of life 
recognised to be of particular importance by the Finnish and Polish respond-
ents and interviewees. However, the legal practice appears still to be inherent 
with rather rigid requirements that underlie the definition of career commitment 
which is expressed in the priority of career over personal life. This can be par-
ticularly problematic to some Finnish and Polish respondents and interviewees, 
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because they are still ascribed with greater family responsibilities in relation to 
their male life spouses.70 As a result, the career choices of some Finnish and Polish 
interviewees’ appear to be made in accordance with their opportunities for a bal-
ance between career and personal life. 

Consequently, the Finnish and Polish interviewees appear to be constantly 
negotiating between professional and unprofessional behaviour, perceptions and 
dispositions. These negotiations draw on the learnt presumption about what is 
considered professional in their field of activity. They seem to be particularly 
acute for Polish interviewees whose life experiences and values seem to be re-
flected in the legal structures to a smaller extent. These result in stronger mas-
culine ideals inherent in the field of legal assistance in Poland which obscure the 
interviewees’ career choices as some areas of legal work still favour male virtues 
above women’s. 

5.3.2 women’s striving for professional autonomy in pursuit of a legal 
career
Studies on women lawyers point out women’s difficulties with achieving work-
life reconciliation. Particularly the legal profession is characterised by long hours’ 
culture and the need of career investments which often exceeds the regular work-
ing time (Bacik and drew 2006; Seron 1996). These professional requirements 
seen as necessary for career advancement may cause challenges for compatibility 
of career and personal life, particularly for women attorneys with children who 
are still prone to greater family responsibilities both in Finland and Poland (see 
section 4.5.1.). 

The empirical data show that the Finnish and Polish respondents of this study 
are subject to intensive professional activity. The majority of the Finnish and 
about half of the Polish respondents spend more than the statutory maximum 
working week indicates71 (see Figure 23.) on professional work72. Interestingly, 
only 34 % of Finnish and 40 % of Polish respondents work 21–40 hours per week. 
These findings demonstrate that professional activity plays one of the central 
roles in the Finnish and Polish respondents’ lives if measured by working time 
(cf. Mayrhofer et al. 2008). These results are in accordance with other studies on 
attorneys (e.g. Bacik et al. 2003; Bacik and drew 2006), especially if someone wants 
to succeed in this volatile and highly competitive environment. When linking 
these results with the previous analyses on respondents’ satisfaction with time 
spent at work73, it could be speculated that the respondents, if could choose, they 
would not spend so much time on professional activity, but it might be the neces-
sity of the intensive competition and their working environments. 

70 See sections 4.5.1 and 4.5.2.
71 More information on statutory maximum of working week in Jorge and Ortigão (2011, 13, 17).
72 The respondents were asked to give an estimate of approximate number of working hours per week. 
The variable covers tasks and responsibilities related to current work position done both at the office 
and home. 
73 See section 4.2. and Figure 8.
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Figure 23. Respondents’ working hours by nationality, in %, 2010. 

χ2 = 28.917, df = 3, p = .000
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In large law firms availability is of priority and there is no choice in this regard; either you 
conform to it or not [P].
 
It is not the case that I think that it is not a good profession, but I know that it is not the kind 
of work that you can leave at the office and go home and think about something else. But it 
is a lifestyle in a way [F].

In the light of the afore-mentioned comments, professional autonomy does not 
appear to be equally available to the interviewees from large law firms. They are 
particularly limited due to the strong pressure to be available to their prestigious 
clients and project deadlines. Thus, professional autonomy in large law firms 
appears to be distributed in accordance with the interviewees’ position within 
the internal hierarchy of their workplaces. However, even law firms’ partners are 
expected to care for the relations with their clients due to, as Heinz et al. (2005) 
notice, the wealth and prestige of these clients. Therefore, the clients’ expecta-
tions need to be respected. Consequently, the interviewees from large law firms 
need to comply with sometimes unpredictable and intensive working schedules 
which can be referred to as “work on demand” (Reichman & Sterling 2002, 949). It 
means that they need to be available to work when there is the need for it. Thus, 
the workload indicates when these interviewees may take time off. 

Unsurprisingly, these expectations cause difficulties for the interviewees with 
children who may have fewer opportunities to comply with these extensive ex-
pectations with regard to time flexibility. This is particularly relevant for the 
Polish interviewees who argue that their decisions to work as solo practitioners 
have been motivated by the urge for greater professional autonomy. The follow-
ing comments are indicative of it: 

We are self-employed and we work independently so we are in control of our time regarding 
what we do, how we work and when we have appointments, just the appointments in the 
court are not up to us but it is also sometimes possible to negotiate their dates [P].

As an attorney entrepreneur [solo practitioner] you are your own boss and you have your 
time at your own command so you can organise it as you wish with some exceptions regard-
ing court deadlines [P].

I started my own solo practice as I did not like working as an employee (…) I thought then 
that having one’s own solo practice gives more flexibility [P].

The findings indicate that solo practitioners and women attorneys in small law 
firms have more control over their working time compared to women attorneys 
from large law firms. For example, they are better able to separate their working 
hours from their leisure time. In the light of data, professional autonomy appears 
particularly important for Polish interviewees who face greater challenges to rec-
oncile their career and personal life, particularly if the latter covers family life. 
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Some Polish interviewees who used to work for large law firms resigned partly 
because of expectations about total devotion and availability to their workplaces. 
They could not always guarantee these, particularly due to the changes occurring 
in their family status. Consequently, Polish interviewees in their urge for profes-
sional autonomy, they may end cooperation with law firms in order to work for 
independent solo practices. The Polish interviewees explain their career choices 
as follows:

I stopped working with that law firm, because I could not promise them that I would be so 
flexible that they could count on me in every situation they wished me to be and I did not 
know whether it would be possible to do so in my situation [due to pregnancy] and now I 
see it would have been impossible anyway to be so flexible [P].

It was the optimal choice for me as at the moment of coming back [from abroad] I had a 
small child that needed my time and I had to organise everything. Now my daughter is older 
and more independent because these are her first years of school but she is still a child and 
she needs attention. So the kind of work I experienced earlier in the large law firm was not 
possible, because I prefer to limit my income so that about 4.00pm when she is at home and 
has lunch I can then be with her, talk with her and do her homework together. So now my 
practice is kind of just ticking over [P].

due to time limitations, women strive for more control over their own time and 
the flexibility to handle the workload. These results correspond to Mollon and 
Cohen’s (2001) findings on women’s transition from organisational careers to 
self-employment. They found out that entrepreneurship attracts women with its 
greater freedom and autonomy (Mallon and Cohen 2001, 219). In this respect, the 
Polish interviewees’ decision to have their own solo practice appears to express 
women’s desire for a more self-designed career. This desire seems to be stronger 
for the interviewees who experience limited flexibility in their current working en-
vironments. For this reason, the Polish interviewees seek working conditions and 
workplaces which provide them with enough freedom and autonomy to control 
their own working schedule. Therefore, they appear to be more likely to reject an 
organisational career. This also seems to be relevant for some Finnish interviewees, 
but to a lesser extent. Consequently, these findings are in accordance with other 
studies on women professionals which report that women tend to reject the tra-
ditional career paths within an organisation in order to have more influence and 
control over their own careers and lives (e.g. Fowler and Wilson 2004; Caven 2004). 

The differences in professional autonomy among solo practices and large law 
firms originate, amongst other things, from the fact that they are oriented to-
wards different types of clients and therefore to different legal specialisations.74 
In relation to that, the empirical data show that legal specialisations vary greatly 
in terms of professional autonomy understood as freedom from clients’ control 
over attorneys’ work as well as the ability to organise and control one’s own work 

74 This issue has briefly been explored in section 5.2.1 and the discussion is continued here as well.
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in terms of time, place and type of work. In this respect, there are more and less 
intensive legal specialisations. Some require intensive work for only a specific 
period of time, whereas others allow for more stable working schedule and hours. 
Therefore, even in large law firms, it is still possible to find legal specialisations 
with varying intensity of working schedules. This provides some interviewees 
with career options within the same workplace. A Finnish interviewee explains 
her career choices as follows: 

I did make some choices early on in my career, as a young lawyer I also worked in mergers 
and acquisitions but that is an area where if there is a big acquisition going on the days can 
be very, very long and I switched to a kind of work which allows me a bit more flexibility. 
Let’s say that normally clients do not need me after 17 o’clock in the evening and then if I 
prefer to write something in the evening it is basically up to me. I do not have to participate 
in conference calls or anything like that [F].

The comment indicates that Finnish and Polish interviewees recognise the dis-
parities in professional autonomy as well as the unwritten rules of professional 
conduct across legal specialisations despite being rooted in the same code of eth-
ics. Consequently, some interviewees appear to face another type of choice with 
regard to their careers, specifically less prestigious and less intensive legal special-
isations but more time for personal life or highly prestigious and demanding legal 
specialisation with fewer opportunities for work-life reconciliation. The data sug-
gest that at certain life moments or in specific family situations the first option be-
comes the more obvious for some interviewees. They opt, then, for choices which 
appear less rule-bound and therefore provide them with more control over their 
own careers and lives. Therefore, speaking in Bourdieu’s terms, the interviewees’ 
career choices are then the products of their desire to act as attorneys within their 
field of professional activity, taking into consideration the embodied structures of 
opportunities and career orientation. The disparities observed among the inter-
viewees indicate that these embodied structures of opportunities differ. 

The survey data indicate the diverse choices of Finnish and Polish respond-
ents with regard to legal specialisation (see Table 16). Nonetheless, the main pat-
tern appears to be common for respondents of both nationalities; specifically 
they practice law in the legal specialisations characterised by greater women’s 
representation as well as women’s interests in these areas such as family law and 
inheritance law. In addition, the other popular legal specialisations among survey 
respondents appear to be criminal law and process law as well as property law. 
The empirical evidence leans in the direction of Finnish respondents also being 
increasingly present in other legal specialisations such as corporate and labour 
laws. Therefore, these findings are in line with other studies which report that 
women lawyers are embarking on new, less female dominated segments of the 
legal market (e.g. Taber et al. 1988; Teitelbaum at al. 1991; Gorman 2005). In the 
light of the collected survey data, this seems to be particularly salient in the case 
of the Finnish respondents.
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Table 16. The respondents’ legal specialisation by nationality, in %, 2010. 

Legal specialisation* (N = 562) Finnish (N =126) Polish (N=173)

Constitutional Law and Public International Law 0.4 0.6

Administrative Law 6 5.2

Criminal Law and Process Law 15.7 28.7

Property Law 17.5 13.3

Family law and Inheritance Law 26.3 22.6

Labour Law 11.5 5.5

Commercial Law 1.8 15.9

Environmental Law 1.4 0.3

Corporate Law 11.5 4.9

Marketing Law 6.5 2.9

EU law 1.4 0

*Cross-tabulation with multiply response variable. Respondents could list up to four legal 
specialisations their legal work draws on. All the responses were summed up in one vari-
able. Subsequently the cross-tabulation was run on the multiple response variable and the 
nationality variable. The showed numbers indicate the percentage of Finnish and Polish 
respondents to take legal cases that belong to the particular legal specialisations.
  

Nonetheless, some interviewees point out that it is still more difficult for women 
to acquire expertise in the legal specialisations dominated by men. It may partly 
happen due to the mechanisms of “homosocial reproduction” as pointed out 
by Kanter (1977) in her prominent work on corporate management. Homosocial 
reproduction is diagnosed as present in the contemporary organisation of law 
firms as well (e.g. Thornton 1996; Gorman 2005, 2006). Simply put, homosocial 
reproduction is a mechanism of favouring and fostering the careers of same-
sex individuals (Thornton 1996, 179). It can be based on an unconscious inclina-
tion to support individuals who are more alike. According to empirical data, this 
mechanism appears to be experienced by some Polish interviewees who argue 
as follows: 

In my former law firm I was assigned with different kind of responsibilities. Men were as-
signed with more important cases, not due to their higher qualifications but because there 
were only men partners and it was easier for them to cooperate with other men although 
I do not know why and how. Although every client should be seen as similarly important, 
obviously there are more prosperous and less prosperous clients. So men were in charge of 
those bigger cases and women with smaller scale ones [P].
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It is much more difficult to acquire experience in a male-dominated area. I remember that 
during my training as an attorneys apprentice in the law firm occupied with criminal and 
economic cases, I was the only female apprentice. As far as I know, all the other apprentices 
in this law firm both before and after me were men. It was also that the lawyers of this firm 
chose men. (…) At the time our group of attorney apprentices was not numerous. My patron 
chose me to mentor as he had no other choice but me. (…) There are certain fields of expertise 
which are traditionally considered to require so called ‘guts’, and some kind of aggression 
is even desired. definitely in economic processes, fusions, takeovers in which negotiations 
are very intensive, also in criminal cases requiring some stronger personality features [P].

In the light of these comments, the lower share of women in specific legal spe-
cialisations, law practices and positions in Poland is negatively reflected on other 
women’s access to them. As women they may tend to receive less encouragement 
and mentoring in their career advancement. Thus, the empirical data suggest that 
the allocation of work and clients still depends to some extent on the fraternal 
bonds between male lawyers.75 In relation to that, the expectations and require-
ments inherent in some legal specialisations are, as Leiper (2006, 178) aptly notices 
“deeply entrenched in the masculine cultures that have shaped expectations for 
performance and promotion”. This thesis seems to be particularly relevant for 
some legal specialisations which favour specific types of orientation and commit-
ment. Thus, female lawyers need to expose them in order to gain recognition for 
their credentials and competence (Brockman 2001). It seems more frequently to 
concern legal work in large law firms in which the importance of professional au-
tonomy becomes particularly evident for the interviewees who attempt to fit into 
the expectations of the “ideal employee”. Otherwise, they risk being perceived as 
uncommitted professionals. 

5.3.3. The ambiguous function of flexible working arrangements for 
women’s legal careers
This study also investigates the function of flexible working arrangements in 
the field of legal assistance in Finland and Poland in terms of its meaning for the 
interviewees’ professional activity and career prospects. The availability and use 
of flexible working arrangements is often considered in terms of its contribution 
to the reconciliation of career and personal life. The assumption is that their use 
may enhance gender equality in the labour market. In addition, flexible work 
arrangements are found to contribute to companies’ success and the well-being 
of their employees (e.g. Nätti & Anttila 2012). In relation to that, some studies on 
women report that women feel limited if they do not have enough freedom in 
their working schedule and their commitment to career is assessed predomi-
nantly in terms of time spent at the office (e.g. Cornelius and Skinner 2008). For 
example, in Cornelius and Skinner’s (2008) study the female respondents argue 
that they could perform well even in senior positions if they had more flexibil-
ity in terms of working hours, locations, methods and styles. In this regard, the 

75 For more see section 5.2.3.
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availability of flexible working arrangements is considered to bridge the need 
for women to choose between family and career, but instead it makes possible to 
have both (Shapiro et al. 2007).

The empirical data suggest that the flexible working arrangements theoreti-
cally exist in both countries, but they are not necessarily practically applied in 
the same way and to the same extent in both countries (cf. Plantenga and Remery 
2010). For example, a Polish interviewee working in a large law firm argues:

Telework is possible but not full-time, of course it is possible to work from home; I work 
from home from time to time. I have access to my work email from my home computer. So 
people do work from home but according to my experience it mostly concerns women who 
have small children and need to be at home. Later, it happens that they put their children 
to sleep and still work afterwards because it is the only possibility for her to catch up on the 
hours they spend with their children during the day. So in these cases telework is used. But 
in principle people work in offices. I also know that my male colleagues use email at home, 
but it is difficult to stay whether they do that because of staying home with children. I even 
have one co-partner who works relatively often from home, but it is not due to children, but 
other reasons [P].

The afore-mentioned comment illustrates that while in principle telework as well 
as other flexible working arrangements are available in Poland, they are not really 
used by the Polish interviewees. In addition, there is no particular encouragement 
for it. Furthermore, the interviewee pinpoints the difference between women and 
men attorneys with regard to the use of telework. While the former use it in order 
to catch up on working time due to time spent with children or/and on childcare, 
the latter use it to increase their working time. This suggests that full-time work 
at the office is still seen as a working norm in law firms in Poland. The other non-
standard working forms such as part-time work and a shortened working week 
are not even mentioned by the Polish interviewees as an alternative unless they 
work in independent solo or joint law practices. These findings correspond to the 
trends observed in Poland with regard to the low practical availability of flexible 
working arrangements (Plomien 2009; Plantenga and Remery 2010). In addition, 
Plomien (2009, 147) notices that in the policy discourse flexible work is mainly 
addressed to women, which can only contribute to women’s weaker position in 
the labour market. Nonetheless, flexible working arrangements do not seem to 
be a widespread option in the Polish interviewees’ workplaces. Consequently, 
it appears to contribute to work-life imbalance for Polish interviewees who face 
particular challenges in combining the sometimes contrasting responsibilities of 
a career and personal life. 

In Finland, the interviewees claim that they are able to use flexible work-
ing arrangements not only due to childcare responsibilities. Still, the flexible 
time appears to be particularly applicable to mothers and addressed to moth-
ers. Therefore, despite the Finnish interviewees appear to have greater access 
to solutions that contribute positively to their reconciliation of career and life, 



192

the use of them by women do not necessarily benefit their career prospects. The 
ambiguous influence of flexible working arrangements for women attorneys’ 
careers in Finland is demonstrated in the following Finnish interviewees’ com-
ments:  

We have young women mothers as partners in our transaction department running big 
projects with very small children and they are doing perfectly fine. Whereas some other who 
have smaller children they want to move from one group to another in order to control their 
schedule better or they want to have a four-day working week and longer weekends. So I 
really think it depends on the individual and their personality and how you handle things. 
Because we have women lawyers, it is funny as only women lawyers who have young kids 
and only work for four days or we have mothers or parents with small kids working full time 
but then they ask for a transfer or they still do what they are doing before they had children. 
But there are no men attorneys doing four-day weeks or asking to change their group when 
their children were born [F]. 

It [flexible working arrangements] has probably helped women more in the sense that they 
were more often the ones who took care and picked up the kids from day-care, now it is 
possible to do it and continue working later [F].

I have seen my colleagues have done it in different ways, so there is no rule. I guess it is more 
than when you are a partner in a firm, then you make more arrangements in order to have 
someone else look after your baby so you focus on the business more. For example, in our 
law firm young women lawyers – even when they are good lawyers and I know they would 
make a good partner – still want to stay at home as long as possible (…) the mother stays at 
home and the father works all day round, all 24 hours per day [F].

The availability of flexible working arrangements for women attorneys in Finland 
seems to correspond with their general use by employees in Finland. A report 
by the European Commission on the use of flexible work in Europe shows that a 
little more than half of employees in Finland draw on some kind of flexibility in 
their working time (Plantenga and Remery 2009, 8). However, as in the case of the 
Polish interviewees, they seem to be particularly addressed to women in order to 
assist them to shoulder both professional and family burdens. Nousiainen and 
Niemi-Kiesiläinen (2001) aptly notice that their use can therefore have a nega-
tive influence on women’s careers, because they reinforce the social approval 
for women to escape into the private sphere. According to them, women’s use 
of work-life reconciliation policies such as flexible working arrangements may 
contribute to the disadvantageous position of women in the labour market. If 
they are predominantly addressed to women, they put them in the position of 
“others” who do not follow the prevailing working patterns and norms. This only 
reinforces the prevailing working norms in the legal practice, particularly in large 
law firms in Finland and Poland. In this respect, the uninterrupted career model 
continues to be seen as the highest manifestation of career commitment in the 
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field of legal assistance in both countries. It is still expected that career-orientated 
lawyers, regardless whether women or men, will comply with them and subse-
quently properly rewarded for it. Although some deviations from this dominant 
model are increasingly available for attorneys and particularly women attorneys, 
their use may imply negative implications for their legal careers unless they are 
followed by intensive professional activity aimed at catching up on the backlog in 
legal work caused by possible interruptions in one’s career. In this regard, in the 
light of the data, continuous investment in one’s career appears to be a necessity 
for a legal career in both countries. The following comments from the Finnish and 
Polish interviewees’ are indicative of this attitude:

It is something [to be up-to-date about the changes in the field] that you have to be doing 
if you have been away, you need to study what has happened in-between, you have to be 
active and get your position back, not by competing internally but just being good at what 
you do [F].

If she [a woman attorney on maternity leave] is sensible, she will limit her maternity leave 
so that she does not lose the contact with legal reality. Unfortunately after a year’s break 
without intensive contact with legal acts and regulations, according to me it is difficult to 
come back to this profession because the regulations are in constant flux (…) unfortunately 
these are the requirements and the nature of this profession [P].

Consequently, any breaks in professional activity, but particularly maternity and 
parental leaves, seem to be imbued with a detrimental influence on career pros-
pects in the field of legal assistance. This influence can still vary in accordance 
with the law firm culture and legal specialisation. It seems, therefore, that the 
interviewees are trapped in the double bind of their professional contexts. On 
the one hand, they are offered flexible working arrangements in order to recon-
cile their careers and private lives. On the other hand, if they make use of them, 
they risk being considered as not enough committed professionals. In order to 
perform successfully in their field, they are under pressure to adjust to the antici-
pated patterns of career commitment. Thus, they are still faced with the need to 
prioritise one sphere over the other in their choices in terms of whether or how 
to draw on flexible time or work-life reconciliation policies. Thus, women who 
want to advance their careers as attorneys seem to be resistant to take time off 
even though they are officially entitled and encouraged to make use of it. For this 
reason, Hewlett and Luce (2005, 8-9) emphasise the need for women’s collective 
enterprise to remove the stigma attached to flexible working arrangements so that 
both male and female employees could have opportunities for better compatibil-
ity of career and personal life. 

To conclude, the findings presented in this section show the relatively am-
biguous influence of flexible working arrangements on women’s legal careers in 
both countries despite the difference in their availability and popularity. Even 
though flexible work contributes positively to the reconciliation of work and life 
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for the Finnish and Polish interviewees, their use may bring about the effect of 
slowing down women’s career advancement. Thus, their use is not necessarily 
beneficial for their careers. Nonetheless, flexible working arrangements appear 
to play an important role for some interviewees in their urge for a combination of 
career and personal life. Therefore, the unavailability of flexible work contributes 
particularly negatively to women’s career opportunities as reflected in the career 
choices of Polish interviewees. 

5.4 drawing on gender as a sourCe oF CaPital 

5.4.1 Recognition of feminine capital in the field
The influx of women into law professions has resulted in a vast body of research 
aimed at studying women’s lawyering styles in order to answer the question of 
whether women bring about changes to the law (Menkel-Meadow 1985). Women 
were expected to contribute to the legal practice with their unique perspective on 
lawyering, characterised by collaboration and empathy (Menkel-Meadow 1985, 
2005). Menkel-Medow (1985) suggested, amongst others, that women’s disfavour 
towards the adversarial style of lawyering would result in a different approach 
based on more consideration of the interests of all parties. Gilligan, in her study 
on women’s different voice, argued that in their actions to resolve moral problems 
women are driven both by responsibility and care orientation (Gilligan 1982, 105). 
She referred to this approach as an “ethic of care” (Gilligan 1982). This essential-
ist position on women’s nature has resulted in assumptions that women lawyers 
would contribute with different perspectives on their professional roles. despite 
of variations found in women lawyers’ behaviour (e.g. Felstinger et al. 2003; 
Groot-van Leeuwen 2003), some studies defend the assumption about women’s 
lawyering styles based on different forms of values than originally associated 
with lawyering (i.e. Spencer and Podmore 1987; Sommerland 2003). 

In the previous section, it has been argued that that some interviewees tend 
to avoid the legal specialisations and law firms which do not allow them fully 
to draw on their life orientation and their competitive potential. Nonetheless, 
the data also contain some evidence that due to the changes affecting the field 
of legal assistance and legal work, women lawyers have appeared to be increas-
ingly in demand by clients of law firms. The empirical data suggest that the 
intensifying competition in the market has imposed on law firms the need to 
differentiate on the basis of, for example, types and quality of offered services. 
This has motivated firms to search for new competence which may benefit their 
position in the market, particularly in the offering of legal services. Women law-
yers have become valuable and appreciated employees of law firms, particularly 
sought after in Finnish law firms. For this reason, Finnish law firms strive to live 
up to market expectations by hiring more women lawyers. As one interviewee 
comments:  
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Every office tries to find female lawyer because it attracts clients who want to choose between 
women and men attorneys [F].

The increasing popularity of women lawyers is seen to be linked to the exposure 
of the field of legal assistance to business rules which emphasise the importance 
of the relationship between service providers and their clients. Haynes (2012) no-
tices in her article on gendered identities in professional service firms that these 
relationships are nowadays more long-lasting and relational. Therefore, the skills 
which facilitate interactions with clients become sought after in law firms. The 
central position of clients in the legal work of the interviewees is highlighted in 
the following comment of a Finnish interviewee from a large law firm:

 It is not that you are an attorney and you are sitting in your office and you are waiting for 
clients. And it is not like because I am an attorney and I am a very, very respectable person 
and everyone will come to me of course and then I tell them that I am an attorney and this 
is how I do it and this is the price for what I do; take it or leave it. It is not like that anymore. 
It’s like you really need to go after them [the clients] and try to find out and study what they 
do and what they might need and really tailor the service to them in order to convince them 
that it will be very useful for you [F].

Clients appear to be gaining more influence over attorneys’ legal work, par-
ticularly in legal specialisations and the types of law firms which deal with 
wealthy and therefore prestigious clients. due to this symbolic power of clients, 
it becomes crucial to keep clients satisfied so that they will come back with 
other legal cases and recommend firms’ services to their friends and relatives. 
The assumption is that a specific group of lawyers usually generates a similar 
profile of clients so the clients’ status determines the quality of offered services 
(Heinz et al. 2005). 

In addition, the interviewees from large law firms tend to emphasise that cli-
ents’ expectations are constantly increasing and therefore the interviewees feel 
pressure to offer something exceptional to their clients. They feel particularly 
obliged to pay special attention to the needs of their most prestigious and power-
ful clients who contribute significantly to their profits. In this respect, the services 
offered to clients may differ in quality in accordance with the clients’ prestige. 
These comments appear indicative of it:

 All clients would want that [to be able to reach their attorneys in the evenings] and you need 
to let some do that (…) Some [clients] like, for some reasons, to contact us in the evenings, so 
as I said you need to let some of them do that and you should not let others do it [P].

Well you need to be available to the client whenever they need you basically and it varies a 
lot depending on what kind of law you practice (…) Because as attorney or being in a business 
life…you jump when the paying clients tell you to jump [F].
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It seems to be particularly crucial to keep the most prestigious and prospective 
clients satisfied who are, therefore, offered more privileges. The importance of 
keeping good relations with clients appears to be increasing respectively to the 
status of clients in society. This seems to correspond to the findings of Heinz et 
al. (2005, 97) in their study on Chicago lawyers that “the distribution of prestige 
reflects respect for service to powerful clients who provide opportunities for both 
the exercise of arcane skills and a substantial income… the legal profession is ori-
ented toward service to wealth and power”. This is why, particularly the Finnish 
and Polish interviewees from large law firms feel the pressure to fulfil the wishes 
of their prestigious and wealthy clients, because their feedback has an enormous 
influence on the attorneys’ chances for promotion. As Heinz et al. (2005) notice 
the disparities in prestige attached to different clients, legal specialisations and 
types of practices are sources of inequality among lawyers. 

All professional groups in the field of legal assistance are exposed to cut-
throat competition on both an individual and corporate basis. The competition 
takes place among law firms, teams within law firms, as well as individual law-
yers themselves. This competition intensifies with clients’ awareness of their im-
portance to law firms’, which is used by clients to demand special treatment. In 
this respect, also the expectations towards law firms and lawyers are increasing 
and they require the mobilisation of various kinds of skills and capacities in or-
der to succeed. At one end of the legal practice, there are solo practitioners and 
attorneys from small law firms who tend to compete for individual clients. They 
usually have quite wide legal profiles in order to be able to serve enough clients 
who come with a variety of legal matters. It is noticed that the large part of Finnish 
and Polish markets is still comprised of small law offices which try to adapt to 
the changing structures of the legal market and the increasing competition. Some 
Finnish and Polish interviewees appear to favour this traditional segment of legal 
work due to the still strong authority of attorneys in these legal segments. At the 
other end, there are middle-sized and large law firms with their lawyers whose 
services are oriented towards national and transnational corporate bodies. The 
emergence of these firms has influenced the need for lawyers’ specialisation and 
the adoption of a commercial style of lawyering which is slowly starting to domi-
nate the traditional approach cultivated by solo practices and small law firms. 
For example, the data indicate that Finnish solo practitioners and attorneys from 
small law firms also tend to specialise in order to be more competitive. By con-
trast, in Poland there are still numerous groups of non-specialist lawyers due to 
the specificity of the legal market. 

These current changes affecting the field of legal assistance and the increas-
ing importance of the lawyer-client relationship have attracted more attention to 
skills associated with femininity which have been historically neglected. Hewlett 
and Luce (2005, 6) argue that the priorities of women in working life such as 
women’s ability to associate with people, the freedom to be themselves at work, 
the opportunity to be flexible with their schedules and to be able to give back to 
the community through their work take different perspective on professional 
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work. The next section focuses on some forms of capital associated with feminin-
ity which appear to be currently extremely sought after in legal work.  

5.4.2 Forms of feminine capital sought after in law firms
So far it has been argued that the encroachment of business into legal work and 
the growing competition pose on lawyers more demands in terms of their skills, 
competence and qualities. The basis of competition in the field appears to shift 
from the traditional set or professional competence based on predominantly le-
gal knowledge and reasoning towards as regarded as soft skills, quality of legal 
service, client satisfaction and reputation. As two Finnish interviewees from large 
law firms argue: 

It is not enough, when you are an attorney to know the law but you also need to know about 
marketing, you need to know about the business, you need to understand it. You need to be 
really good with people…I mean understanding different demands and how people react 
and really change your approach with different clients and you need to be flexible with that 
and you need to know how people work [F].

 You can have wide legal knowledge and therefore, be a good lawyer, but if you do not have 
the ability to talk with people, you will gain nothing from this profession. The contact with 
people is crucial here, because a client has to trust me and I need to earn this trust through 
my contact with this person [P].

In the search of new skills and abilities to enhance competition, the attributes 
associated with hegemonic ideals of femininity have become acknowledged as 
powerful capital in the field of legal assistance. These skills appear to be particu-
larly beneficial in interactions with clients in order to, as Huppatz (2012, 179) aptly 
notices, “anticipate clients’ desires and feelings”. Thus, nowadays the lawyers are 
particularly encouraged or even required to draw on their interpersonal skills (i.e. 
social, cooperation and communication skills) and emotional work to provide the 
best possible service to the clients. This new perspective on legal work has opened 
an opportunity for women attorneys to benefit from culturally formed gendered 
expectations. The advantageous influence of feminine positions has been studied 
in female-dominated occupations such as the beauty industry, nursing, social 
work and others (e.g. Huppatz 2009; Black 2004). Nonetheless, as argued here, 
the culturally formed feminine dispositions, which have also been acquired to 
some extent by women attorneys, appear to be increasingly beneficial for women’s 
professional positions in the field of legal assistance. 

The abilities to comfort clients and convince them about the security of their 
interests are becoming increasingly utilised in the field of legal assistance in or-
der to earn clients’ trust and loyalty. In this regard, the value of being a flexible 
attorney who is able to recognise clients’ needs and expectations has become 
acknowledged as necessary for creating a trustful relation with clients. For this 
reason, women’s capacities in the area of communication and cooperation and 



198

the ethic of care gain recognition as beneficial in selling legal advice and retain-
ing the regular long-term clientele. The data illustrate that the interviewees feel 
particularly legitimised to utilise their natural predispositions in the recognition 
of clients’ needs through careful listening and picking up the most essential 
facts from conversations with clients. This is reflected in the comments of the 
interviewees:

And of course lawyers need to be sociable, meaning good communicators because it is actu-
ally our most important tool is language; written and spoken language, you need to be very 
good at communicating in order to be certain that you got the message through and also to 
be able to collect all the information, all the relevant and specific data and the information 
that you need from the client to be certain that you covered the things [F]. 

(…) to be able to listen and pick up the most relevant things as the clients will tell a lot about 
their lives (…) to be able to evaluate the person so that you get a rapport with the clients be-
cause I have so many different clients and some want to handle the case in a very mathematic 
way and have to have it explained in this way and somebody else wants to have discussion 
and this kind of therapy so to serve each client as they want according to their needs and 
what they want (…) to recognise what kind of the person it is and what she/he needs and 
then to approach the client in order to keep him or her happy [F].

In addition, the prominence of interpersonal skills acquires a new meaning in the 
face of the emergence of large law firms which favour lawyers with narrow legal 
specialisations. As law firms increasingly employ a variety of specialists, in both 
countries the interviewees emphasise that it is becoming essential to have a flex-
ible and social-oriented personality in order to be able to connect with various 
specialists. This is seen as the basis for successful cooperation which is particu-
larly essential in large law firms characterised by legal work performed by teams. 
Consequently, law firms seek candidates who are equipped with good coopera-
tive skills in order to be able to work as a part of a team. Teamwork is commonly 
used as it allows for the exchange and sharing of the knowledge required in 
the most challenging legal cases delegated to these law firms. In this respect, 
interpersonal skills are seen as enhancing not only a good rapport with clients 
but also with colleagues, in order to create an efficient work team. The following 
comments are seen as indicative of it: 

Today it is more teamwork than it was before and one reason for that is that every legal area 
has become so much more specialised and you need at least in transaction where I work, you 
need an expert of each individual area in the team in order to be able to handle the cases. 
And the reason for that is that of course we do not get the most ordinary cases, we get the 
most difficult ones to handle and this is where you have to build the team which can meet 
those needs [F].  
For sure it is satisfying to have a well-integrated team (…) and it is my contribution to make 
this team work by managing it well [P].
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Also emotional work appears to be integrated into the interviewees’ working 
practices. Nonetheless, the findings indicate that the interviewees feel particular 
legitimacy to draw on emotions in only some legal specialisations. Pierce (2010, 
181) notices that in legal specialisations in which lawyers provide legal advice for 
weak and disadvantaged clients, they are expected to display an emotional input 
which is not necessarily expected from male attorneys (Pierce 2010, 181). It is also 
reflected in some interviewees’ comments: 

I work in a very specific legal area, namely compensation lawsuits, predominantly with 
regard to traffic collisions and medical malpractice. This seems to be a tailored-made area 
for women attorneys, because these people are individual clients… here we deal with an in-
dividual client who needs to be taken care of in its literal meaning. Sometimes you also need 
to be a psychologist as well as be able to send a person to particular social care offices and tell 
them where and what needs to be arranged; what kind of documents or papers. I sometimes 
have the impression that I need to provide them with some kind of full service [P].

It is women attorneys who have these cases [family law cases], handle them more properly 
and also I think women give more of this therapy and talking help to the client which I think 
they also need [F].
 
If an attorney works with family law cases, she/he needs to be a bit of a psychologist, to have 
some of those skills in order to cope with it. As a family does not only function in its legal 
form but also in the practical sense, you need to know about bringing up children, house-
work etc. If someone comes with this kind of case to an attorney people expect that you will 
listen to them and to understand them [F].

The Finnish and Polish interviewees’ comments illustrate that they believe they 
have the necessary predispositions to provide their clients with this particular 
type of care. This is argued to be related to the emotional dispositions of their 
habitus (McCall 1992; Huppatz 2009). Therefore, it may also feel “natural” for 
some interviewees to provide their clients with the psychological support. In re-
lation to that, Rhode (2003, 7) points out that “particular groups of women under 
particular social conditions practice their professions based on different expecta-
tions and experiences than men”. It appears to be relevant for some interviewees. 
They seem to utilise the culturally accepted feminine style of lawyering based 
on both legal and psychological assistance. This style seems to be particularly ap-
plicable in legal specialisations which provide legal advice to weak and disadvan-
taged clients. As Silius (1992, 318) aptly noticed in her study on Finnish women 
lawyers, some women view their professional roles in terms of a mission aimed 
at helping others, usually the weak and disadvantaged in society. This seems to 
comply with the professional ethos of attorneys as committed to public service 
in order to bring about social change and help disadvantaged members of soci-
ety (Bennett 2001; Friedrichs 2006, 187-188). The care for the underprivileged has 
been particularly seen as characteristic attributes of women attorneys (Lentz and 
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Laband 1995). It is also reflected in the interview data in some interviewees’ desire 
to serve clients who are in specific need. Some Finnish and Polish interviewees 
particularly emphasise their altruistic orientation in legal work as follows:

I would even say it is our obligation [to do pro bono work] because there are so many bad 
things happening in this world (…) if you have achieved a lot in your life you have a good 
opportunity to give something to others (…) [F].

I learnt from my older colleagues with whom I used to work that you always need to have 
a case you work on not for money but in order to help someone. After all, it is a profession 
aimed at helping people even though nowadays it is mainly treated in terms of services. 
Therefore, one cannot forget that it is also about helping people and it is always good to 
have such a pro-bono case [P]. 

In addition, in these legal areas the interviewees feel legitimacy to draw on their 
life experience. These, in turn, can contribute positively to their professional posi-
tion within these specific legal specialisations. They can, therefore, benefit pro-
fessionally from their practical knowledge and experience in the area of family 
life. In the same legal specialisations, the interviewees seem to be particularly 
motivated in their professional conduct by an ethic of care which manifests itself 
in the interview material as follows:

I think it is easier for us [women] to reach an agreement because I very often invite both sides 
here to the office and we discuss the conditions of, for example, divorce or childcare plans 
(…) Women realise their potential very well in this respect [P].

Sarat and Felstiner (1995) argue in their study on American divorce lawyers that 
women lawyers take a broad perspective on their professional role in specific 
legal areas. They refer to their professional roles as “counsellors for the situa-
tion” (Sarat and Felstiner 1995, 144). It is found to be relevant for some Finnish 
and Polish interviewees who provide legal advice to individual clients who come 
to them with legal matters that touch upon the issues of everyday life. In these 
situations, the interviewees feel entitled to act as mediators trying to work out 
the best possible solution for the situation rather than treating it as a battlefield 
where there is only one winner. 

This indicates that some interviewees draw on gendered professional expecta-
tions in the area of care and emotional work in order to highlight their legitimacy 
in the field of legal assistance. For example, pro bono work appears to be particu-
larly important for solo practitioners as through it they can gain more visibility 
among a wider audience which can be a source of potential clients.  The benefits 
of pro bono work are also recognised in large law firms. In this respect, it can 
provide women lawyers with perceptible contacts enhancing their professional 
activity. Therefore, the women’s altruistic orientation can also improve their posi-
tion within their law firms. The devotion to pro bono work seems to be used by 
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some interviewees as a competing method in order to be recognised as valuable 
to law firms, particularly as the commitment to public service is nowadays used 
in law firms’ rankings as an extra criterion of competition. This opens up a spec-
trum for female attorneys who in this study appear to be particularly motivated in 
their legal work by the drive to help people. Some Finnish and Polish interviewees 
explain how pro bono work is organised within their firms: 

The firm has a commitment to do a certain amount of pro-bono work and we do that. (…) 
But that is sort of done within the firms but it is not like you do something individually and 
not in the name of the firm. Typically you do it in the name of the firm, and this is of course 
part of what we do [F].

It is rare that the law firm as a whole is engaged in pro bono work, because honestly speak-
ing someone needs to be making money so that someone else can do some pro bono work. 
Generally it is like this, at least in our firm, every one of us tries to do something pro bono 
even just for the sake of ordinary human decency. In other firms there are employees who 
are in charge of pro bono work but honestly they are sustained by the rest of firm. The rest 
of the firm earns money so that they could work pro bono (…) It is my own decision that I do 
pro bono work if I keep our key clients satisfied. This is my business that I stay one or two 
hours longer at work or come to work on Saturday or work at home on it [P]. 

Through the pro bono work, the interviewees can contribute to the reputation 
of the firm and in this way to their own value and visibility in the firm. In this 
regard, some interviewees can deploy altruistic orientation as a form of strategy 
to improve their own position in the field.  

The empirical evidence presented in this section indicates that the interview-
ees’ agency in the field of legal assistance seems to be informed by gendered 
expectations towards them as professionals which can, to some extent, benefit 
their professional position. The interviewees feel recognised for their gendered 
capital perceived as intrinsic to womanhood (Black 2004). This capital encom-
passes, amongst others, interpersonal skills, emotional work and altruistic ori-
entation. These features are particularly valuable in certain legal specialisations. 
The knowledge of it orients the interviewees towards career choices in which 
they can realise these capacities. Thus, women attorneys can be seen as “capital 
accumulating subjects” (Lovell 2000, 22) which means that they have “an inclina-
tion and an ability to play the game” (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992, 118). 

Taken together, there is still room for an investigation of potential and varia-
tion immanent in women’s lawyering styles as it is noticed that the interviewees 
differ in how they draw on the attributes they are acknowledged of. For example, 
some interviewees appear to feel more entitled to carry out emotional work which 
provides them with profits, as it corresponds to the clients’ expectations or fulfil-
ment of organisational requirements. In this regard, femininity appears to be a 
flexible set of attributes that can be acquired and performed if the occupational 
environment favours or demands it (Huppatz 2012, 180). A similar tendency is 
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observed among the Finnish and Polish interviewees of this study who appear to 
draw on the qualities associated with femininity in relation to their knowledge 
about how they can benefit from them in their specific specialisation and work-
ing environments. 

5.5 ConCluding reMarks 

This chapter has concentrated on an analysis of the positions and dispositions 
of women attorneys of this study within the structures, norms and rules of the 
field of legal assistance. Women’s competitive potential has been examined in 
relation to what is expected for successful performance in the field. The findings 
have shown that both social class and gender are still powerful sources of capital 
differentiation influencing cultural, social and economic resources of women at-
torneys. 

The empirical evidence has shown that both the Finnish and Polish respond-
ents and interviewees try to come to terms with the professional ideals, values, 
norms inherent explicitly and implicitly in the field of legal assistance by drawing 
on legitimised forms of capital such as their legal knowledge, professional com-
petence, social connections and networking. These resources have been defined 
as still the most efficacious sources of distinctions in relation to the acquisition of 
professional respectability which provides its holders with authority, influence 
and power. Nonetheless, the findings have also indicated that women’s resources 
and therefore women’s competitive potential differs within and across the stud-
ied countries. 

The chapter has demonstrated that although women have gained equal access 
to the field of legal assistance through the accruement of formal educational cre-
dentials, the informal mechanisms of closure continue to disadvantage women’s 
professional status. For example, the findings indicate that women attorneys are 
exposed to the symbolic violence of the field which is particularly strong in the 
organisational structures of middle-sized and large law firms in Finland and 
Poland. These work environments are characterised by less tolerance to those 
who question professional expectations and the myth of equal career opportuni-
ties which function as forms of domination inflicted upon women. As a result, 
the interviewees feel pressure to adapt to the dominant culture of legal practice 
that is prevalent in the field in order to gain access to the most prestigious posi-
tions and legal specialisations which ensure the successful legal career. Some of 
the interviewees, particularly those from large law firms in Finland and Poland, 
appear to naturalise the expectations, dispositions, connections and orientation 
prevalent and necessary for a successful legal career. Other interviewees that 
practice law in less rule-binding types of practices, specifically in solo practices 
and small law firms, they are less subject to the symbolic violence of the field. 
Some of these interviewees opt for work in smaller law firms as they do not want 
or are unable to follow career paths that are professionally favoured in the field. 
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The analyses have indicated that this pressure seems to be more acute to 
Polish interviewees, who are, to a greater extent, in comparison to their Finnish 
counterparts, influenced by more contradictory tensions originating from social 
and professional environments. As attorneys, the Polish interviewees need to live 
up to working expectations and norms based on male life circles. Here again the 
difference in the professional autonomy between Finnish and Polish interviewees 
has been highlighted, alike in the previous chapter, as the key issue to women’s 
career prospects in the field. In order to acquire more flexibility and control over 
their own careers, some of the Polish interviewees opt for independent or joint 
law practices. The different career choices of some interviewees indicate that the 
opportunities offered by law firms are not necessarily tailored to individuals 
who have a life outside of the workplace, especially if this life embraces a family. 

Nonetheless, the empirical evidence indicates that some Finnish and Polish 
respondents and interviewees attempt to overcome their career limitations in 
the professional field by orienting themselves towards legal specialisations and 
types of practices in which they can draw to a greater extent on the capital at 
their disposal. Intuitively, the interviewees appear to opt for career choices which 
allow them to convert their recourses into symbolic capital. For example, the 
interviewees attempt instrumentally to use the capacities and skills which are 
regarded as intrinsic to womanhood operating as a cultural resource in the field 
of legal assistance. 

Finally, the chapter has demonstrated that while the interviewees tend to have 
more flexibility to draw on feminine capital in smaller law firms, nowadays there 
is increasing acceptance of feminine capital in large law firms as well. However, 
the efficiency of feminine capital to yield power varies across legal specialisations 
and law firms. The findings have shown that feminine capital is more recognised 
in Finland and therefore, the Finnish interviewees appear to have more agency in 
terms of career choices and opportunities compared to their Polish counterparts. 
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6 Conclusions: Managing
 Competitiveness

“Women’s voice speaks in more than one register: its expression depends heavily on the 
social circumstances and cross-cutting affiliations of the speaker, including not only gender 
but class, race, ethnicity, age, and sexual orientation”. (Rhode 2003, 6)

The increasing entry of women into traditionally male-dominated professions 
such as law and specifically the legal profession raises questions regarding wom-
en’s professional status and career opportunities as well as women’s impact on 
the structuring of these professions and professional work in particular. This 
study was launched to explore the following research questions: “How do Finnish 
and Polish women attorneys compete for field-related capital in the field of legal 
assistance?” and “How do Finnish and Polish women attorneys differ in terms of 
their resources for competition?”. In undertaking the challenge to answer these 
questions, I proposed to start it by contesting the classical perspective on career, 
success and professions in order to cover both objective and subjective aspects of 
women’s attitudes to their professional work. Subsequently, I applied Bourdieu’s 
theory of practice with its feminist development in order to examine the impli-
cations of both social class and gender on shaping women attorneys’ agency in 
the field of legal assistance. This concluding chapter summarises and discusses 
the final conclusions with regard to how Finnish and Polish women attorneys 
manage their competitiveness in this extremely competitive professional field. 
The managing of competitiveness is presented as consisting of three dimensions, 
specifically: managing career choices and personal life, managing sameness and 
difference, and managing variations in social structures.

6.1 Managing Career ChoiCes and Personal liFe

The study has shown that Finnish and Polish women attorneys appear to share a 
similar orientation towards the compatibility of a legal career and a personal life. 
The empirical evidence permits me to argue that women attorneys in both coun-
tries seek career choices and opportunities that allow them to combine a rewarding 
career with a fulfilling personal life. These findings echoes Walsh’s (2012) study on 
English and Welsh women solicitors. In her study, all female lawyers demonstrate 
a strong orientation towards a balanced lifestyle, including the women respond-
ents with strong career aspirations. This confirms that the issue of balance is of 
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cardinal importance to professional women, regardless of their career aspirations 
and family status (cf. Hakim 2000, 2002). However, many professional women, like 
the respondents and interviewees of this study, work in highly competitive profes-
sional environments in which the characteristics of the ideal employee still tend to 
be drawn on the traditionally male life cycle. Thus, the ability and willingness to 
make unrestricted career investments continues to be used as a dominant indicator 
of career commitment (Ridgeway 2011). It is particularly often used for the assess-
ment of specifically women’s career commitment which leads to women’s continu-
ous struggle with the contradiction between professional and personal life which 
is particularly deeply ingrained in the structures and culture of legal profession. 

The results of this study have shown that the pressures on personal life have 
not decreased with the disappearance of formal barriers for women to access legal 
profession in Finland and Poland. Instead, the growing number of women among 
attorneys has exposed the numerous challenges linked to the internal diversity of 
professionals and their career choices underpinned by informal practices of intra-
professional differentiation and exclusion. In this respect, the diversity of career 
choices within the field of legal assistance creates an apparent equality of career 
opportunities. Nonetheless, the career choices which allow for a balanced life 
are imbued with less authority and power as they are not in line with the domi-
nant orientation legitimised in this field ingrained with male working patterns. 
Therefore, in order to attain the most prestigious positions, women attorneys are 
still expected to integrate themselves into the professional and organisational 
structures tailored for men and their life cycle. This permits me to state that the 
importance of balanced life is not yet recognised in all legal specialisations and 
law firms, particularly in those ascribed with the highest level of prestige and 
power. Thus, it is not enough that women attorneys are formally granted equal 
career opportunities if the most desired and prestigious career choices are still 
built upon a traditional family model which defines the anticipated pattern of 
career commitment and therefore precludes a balanced life.

This permits to argue that many Finnish and Polish women attorneys con-
tinue to be disadvantaged in their professional environments due to the social 
expectations on their greater commitment to family responsibilities. The study 
has shown that it is particularly problematic to Finnish and Polish women attor-
neys who have limited access to solutions which can facilitate a suitable combina-
tion of both professional and family responsibilities. They are, then, more likely 
to submit themselves to the influence of the symbolic violence inherent in the 
field which is expressed in their range of career choices limited to professionally 
less favourable ones. The symbolic violence manifests itself either in women’s 
justification of these choices as “voluntary” and “free” or in the uncritical inter-
nalisation of being subject to higher moral standards in their professional choices. 
This subtle form of dominance is based on a denial of the relevance of social cir-
cumstances for women’s career choices and outcomes which only sanctions the 
gendered structuring of professional community of attorneys. In this respect, the 
study has shown that some Finnish and Polish women attorneys are exposed to 
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the same forms of domination identified for women lawyers in other countries 
(e.g. Epstein 1993) which still disadvantage their professional status. It is particu-
larly pertinent to Polish women attorneys, whose career choices are characterised 
by greater negotiations between career aspirations and a fulfilling personal life. 

In addition, the study has demonstrated that a majority of the Finnish and 
Polish respondents perceive their careers as successful but not necessarily in terms 
of objective indicators of success understood as a constant upward move on the 
hierarchical ladder which implies higher earnings, authority and power. Instead, 
the Finnish and Polish women attorneys see their careers and career success in 
a broader perspective not restricting them exclusively to the professional sphere, 
but as embracing both professional and non-professional spheres. This indicates 
that women attorneys’ success is not easily scrutinised in a single dimension of 
a traditional model of success. Therefore, this study contributes to the results of 
the earlier body of research proposing a more subjective perspective on women’s 
professional success (e.g. Kirchmeyer 1998, 2002; Buttner and Moore 1997; Powell 
and Mainiero 1992; Sturges 1999). Specifically, this study has indicated that women 
attorneys’ model of success relies on three integral dimensions which encompass 
personal achievement and fulfilment, compatibility of career and personal life, 
financial success, prestige and recognition. It has also shown that Finnish and 
Polish women attorneys are particularly committed to the intrinsic aspects of a 
legal career. These aspects become particularly important to women attorneys 
when they experience limitations with regard to extrinsic aspects of a legal career.

On the basis of these findings, I argue that Finnish and Polish women attor-
neys attempt to redefine the meaning of success in order to cover both objective 
and subjective aspects of career. Thus, their sense of success embraces their capac-
ity to successfully combine both spheres. If they experience being limited in that, 
it is negatively reflected on their sense of success. It is again particularly salient 
for Polish women attorneys whose efforts for professional success are more struc-
turally undercut. The findings pinpoint that Finnish and Polish women attorneys 
still pursue their legal careers in gendered social contexts which condition at least 
some of them to make trade-offs between objective and subjective aspects of ca-
reer and success. They are also similarly reluctant to opt for objective success at 
the expense of their private lives. Therefore, they may choose to stay in positions 
with lower levels of responsibility and prestige, or to choose paths which imply 
slower career progress in order to have a more balanced life. 

Finally, the findings have indicated that professional autonomy plays a cen-
tral aspect in women attorneys’ striving for a balanced life. It emerges as a pow-
erful resource which also contributes positively to women’s opportunities for 
professional success, because it provides them with legitimacy to control how 
and when they draw on their expertise knowledge. Overall, law firms in Finland 
provide their employees with greater autonomy compared to law firms in Poland. 
Nonetheless, the distribution of this autonomy still respects lawyers’ positions 
within the organisational hierarchy. In Poland, however, professional autonomy 
is on average less available to Polish women attorneys from large law firms who 
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are subject to less flexible working norms. Therefore, they are also faced with 
greater contradictions stemming from juggling the multiple roles of profession-
als, wives and mothers, because they are granted with less individual autonomy 
to take control over their work. As a result, Polish women attorneys tend to opt for 
independent solo or/and joint practices which provide them with more autonomy 
over their careers and lives in general. To conclude, women’s differentiated access 
to professional autonomy not only contributes negatively to women’s professional 
status, but it also increases inequality among professional women.

6.2 Managing saMeness and diFFerenCe

This study has demonstrated that both Finnish and Polish women attorneys are 
increasingly motivated in their professional activity by their gendered life experi-
ence, values and competence. It is expressed in women attorneys’ career choices 
which allow them to draw on the forms of capital associated with qualities re-
garded as intrinsic to womanhood. In this respect, women increasingly benefit 
from these gendered dispositions, referred to as feminine capital, which function 
as women’s assets in the field of legal assistance. These dispositions embrace in-
terpersonal, cooperation and emotional competence as well as altruistic orienta-
tion and are linked to the hegemonic ideals of femininity embodied by women. 

The empirical evidence has shown that feminine capital is becoming a power-
ful resource for women in male-dominated professional contexts such as the pro-
fession of attorney and the field of legal assistance. Therefore, I argue that Finnish 
and Polish women attorneys compete in the field of legal assistance by contribut-
ing and revaluating a different form of cultural capital based on a set of attributes 
traditionally ascribed to women. This standpoint was particularly popular in the 
1980s with Gilligan’s (1982) book In a Different Voice which brought into focus an 
essentialist perspective on women’s difference. However, the problem associated 
with Gilligan’s work was the possible stigmatisation of those speaking in a differ-
ent voice as subordinated in relation to the masculine model prevalent in society 
and across the legal profession (Bennett 2001, 105-112). At that time, there was a 
lack of recognition of the power stemming from values considered as feminine 
(Bennett 2001, 110). Nowadays the concept of power is no longer based exclusively 
on universal masculine power, but covers the diversity of powers stemming from a 
variety of masculine and feminine resources (Bennett 2001, 112). Thus the feminine 
features which used to be the basis of women’ exclusion from the legal profession 
as well as an obstacle to women’s career advancement are nowadays increasingly 
becoming re-valued for lawyers in the rapidly changing market of legal servic-
es. The exposure of the legal profession to business rules based on the priority 
of lawyer-client relations has contributed to the recognition of skills valuable to 
retain clients. Therefore, the feminine archetypal traits or, otherwise referred to 
as “soft skills”, have become desired and powerful resources which sustain the 
competition between individual lawyers as well as law firms. The current basis of 
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competition in the legal market appears to be shifting gradually from traditionally 
formulated competence based on predominantly professional purity, legal knowl-
edge and reasoning (cf. Abbott 1981) towards soft skills oriented towards clients. 
In this respect, the global economy utilises the hegemonic ideals of femininity 
which, I would argue, become gradually incorporated into the set of professional 
competence anticipated for attorneys and lawyers in general. This, in turn, benefits 
to some extent women attorneys’ agency in pursuit of their legal careers.  

Some Finnish and Polish women attorneys appear to be particularly aware of 
the assets they use to exercise power over other competitors in the field. For in-
stance, they choose legal specialisations which provide them with more flexibility 
to draw on the skills they are expected to possess. This is probably the reason why 
the segments of legal work are still, to a large extent, marked by a gendered divi-
sion of labour. The recognition of women’s assets also appears to be slowly per-
vading other, more male-dominated, legal specialisations such as corporate law. 
Therefore, I argue that women’s agency manifests itself through the conversion 
of women’s gendered dispositions into a powerful resource. In this way, Finnish 
and Polish women attorneys deploy their capacities and qualities as a bargaining 
chip in pursuit of their legal careers as they are seen as legitimate carriers of them. 
Thus, the notion of difference becomes beneficial for women attorneys who are 
perceived as sought-after employees due to their special contribution rooted in 
the differential professional expectations placed on women attorneys. 

Nonetheless, feminine capital as a new form of capital in the field of legal 
assistance is not equally efficient across all segments of the legal market. The 
study has shown that the re-evaluation of feminine capital depends on the set of 
circumstances regarding domestic, professional and organisational structures. 
Attributes associated with femininity appear as relatively strong symbolic capital 
in Finland. Thus, Finnish women attorneys appear to have more legitimacy to use 
and benefit from their assets across legal specialisations, work positions and law 
firms compared to their Polish colleagues. In Poland, feminine capital appears to 
have limited influence due to the hegemonic masculinity still strongly inherent 
in the structure and culture of the legal profession as well as the whole field of 
legal assistance. Consequently, Polish women attorneys can benefit the most from 
feminine capital if they work in small law firms or independent solo practices. 

In addition, the study has stressed that both social class and gender contrib-
ute to social inequalities in the professional context. Gender appears to inter-
act with social class in the capital differentiation for both Finnish and Polish 
women attorneys. Still, the study has demonstrated the remarkable difference 
in the importance of class and gender differences across these countries. The 
findings have pinpointed that gender and social origins particularly strongly 
influence women’s cultural, social and economic resources in Poland which are 
reflected in women’s career choices. Specifically, women attorneys from more 
privileged social backgrounds possess more self-confidence in their professional 
work, probably due to greater career options (e.g. independent solo practice, work 
for other law firms) and better material situation. Consequently, they appear less 
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burdened by the trade-offs between subjective and objective aspects of their ca-
reers, because of greater economic resources to balance a career and personal life. 
These disparities have been observed to be less prominent in the Finnish context 
although their relevance seems to increase with regard to women’s access to the 
professionally most prestigious positions. 

To summarise, the study has indicated that the notion of difference – although 
nowadays particularly beneficial for Finnish and Polish women attorneys – is not 
yet sufficient for women to reach the top positions in the field of legal assistance. 
Thus, the importance of feminine capital continues to decrease along with the 
movement towards more prestigious legal specialisations and work positions. 
These are still inherent with the forms of capital which originally correspond with 
men’s work experiences, values and norms (Acker 1997, x). Specifically, in women’s 
access to positions of authority and power, social capital appears to play a similarly 
key role in both Finland and Poland. The study has presented how social capital 
functions as a gendered resource in the field of legal assistance with respect to ac-
cess to wide social connections, professional networks and mentoring. These are 
still marked by gendered hierarchy reflected in the favouring of colleagues who 
are not only of similar backgrounds but also of the same gender. Thus, at a certain 
level of hierarchy the importance of “old” forms of symbolic capital associated 
with traditional male norms and values continues to dominate feminine capital. 
For this reason, the notion of sameness as the synonym of living up to male norms, 
values, resources and orientation is still prominent in the most prestigious legal 
specialisations, law firms and positions in the field of legal assistance. These are 
still strong bastions of masculine power in which the legitimised forms of cultural 
and social capital can be accompanied by feminine capital, but not completely sub-
stituted by it. Consequently, Finnish and Polish women attorneys, like the women 
leaders in the study by Simpson et al. (2010), are faced with the need to negotiate 
between sameness and difference in the pursuit of their legal careers. 

To conclude, the study has demonstrated how both Finnish and Polish women 
attorneys engage in activities to realise their capital and improve their career 
prospect. For example, they are active and flexible in acquiring contacts which 
provide them with professionally relevant information and advice as well as cli-
ents. It is again more striking in the case of Poland due to a stronger gendered 
hierarchy which motivates women to rely more on informal networks and con-
nections, especially if they work as solo practitioners. For instance, it is expressed 
in the preservation of informal contacts with colleagues from law schools. They 
are also more intensively engaged in the development of women’s patterns of 
cooperation, socialising and networking. It is to some extent present in Finland 
as well, but it does not seem to be of such importance compared to Poland. These 
results indicate that women attorneys recognise the benefits of feminine capital 
for their career advancement. The study prompts an intriguing question that 
needs to be examined in further research, specifically to what extent the revalu-
ation of feminine capital in the field of legal assistance (cf. Epstein 1993) provides 
women with the power to affect the field and the competition within it.
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6.3 Managing variations in soCial struCtures

The study has demonstrated how national variations in both the professional 
and domestic architecture of opportunities shape women attorneys’ differential 
career choices and outcomes in Finland and Poland. The results have highlighted 
that the professional and socio-cultural contexts moderate inequalities linked to 
gender and social class as sources of the capital differentiations. In this respect, 
Finnish and Polish women attorneys differ in terms of their resources for competi-
tion predominantly due to the contextual disparities between Finland and Poland 
with regard to the organisation of the legal profession, work-life reconciliation  
policies and flexible work arrangements, gender equality legislation, to mention 
a few. 

In Finland, the reproduction of social inequalities in the professional field 
of legal work is bridged to some extent by the more supportive socio-cultural 
context. The empirical evidence has indicated that Finnish women attorneys 
have more professional autonomy, firstly, to realise both their career aspirations 
and orientation towards a balanced life, and secondly, to draw flexibly on their 
resources. The distinctive feature of Finland is its relatively strong ideology of 
gender equality reflected in a considerable number of regulations, legislations, 
policies and equality institutions (e.g. Holli and Kantola 2007; Tuori and Silius 
2002). This has resulted in the greater inclusion of women in the labour market. It 
also concerns professional women in Finland who can to a greater extent advocate 
for the inclusion of other women as well as the revival of women’s life experi-
ences and values in the professional sphere. In such conditions, women’s competi-
tive potential can be more easily recognised. In this respect, women attorneys in 
Finland benefit greatly from the Finnish welfare state reflected in working time 
regulations and availability of flexible working arrangements, generous childcare 
provisions, and encouragement of men to take-up parental leave as well as gender 
equality initiatives. due to that, they have greater access to mechanisms facili-
tating a combination of a rewarding career with a fulfilling personal life, which 
are not always offered to their Polish counterparts unless they are sought-after 
experts. In their career efforts, Finnish women attorneys obtain the formal sup-
port of the state and organisations as well as from their spouses who participate 
in family life to a greater extent than Polish spouses. As a result, they feel more 
agency over their own career choices even though some of these choices are still 
made in accordance with socially shaped gendered expectations which are re-
flected in the smaller number of Finnish women attorneys in the upper echelons 
of law firms. 

Nonetheless, Finnish women attorneys also differ with regard to their access 
to informal support in the pursuit of a legal career. In order to reach the high-
est positions of law firms, they need to comply with professional expectations 
in terms of not only competence, skills, social and professional networks, but 
also in terms of the male model of career commitment. It requires a system of 
support, including formal work-life reconciliation policies and flexible working 
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arrangements, as well as equal access to career opportunities and mentoring in 
the workplace. They also need the support of their spouses at home and – when 
relevant – other members of their families. In this respect, empirical evidence has 
shown that not all Finnish women attorneys have equal access to all the resources 
necessary for professional success. This success always involves some trade-offs 
between career and personal life. Still, some Finnish women attorneys are less in-
clined to strive for purely professional success at the expense of their private lives. 

The afore-mentioned trade-offs appear to be particularly agonising for Polish 
women attorneys. In the light of the empirical evidence, women attorneys in 
Poland feel disadvantaged in their professional life due to their more demand-
ing roles in the family. Their involvement in family responsibilities and their 
orientation towards a balanced life are recognised in the structures of law firms 
to a lesser extent than in Finnish law firms. In addition, they are expected to 
show similarly complete commitment and loyalty to their firms as their male 
colleagues do. At the same time, Polish women attorneys do not obtain much sub-
stantial assistance from the Bar Association, Polish state or law firms in terms of 
mechanisms and policies that would bridge their disadvantageous professional 
positions. They are also under greater societal pressure to care for their families, 
which are still endowed with relatively traditional gender roles for the spouses. 
As a result, they are faced with the contradictory tensions of professional expecta-
tions to fit into the anticipated model of career commitment and, at the same time, 
to shoulder a greater role in the family. They are also more frequently perceived 
by their employers through their gender role in the family which is not yet con-
sidered a relevant issue for men attorneys. In this respect, women attorneys in 
Poland are disadvantaged by the wider social context characterised by traditional 
gender roles and cultural heritage which worships women’s caring role. The lack 
of sufficient work-life reconciliation policies and the low availability of flexible 
working arrangements pose structural limitations on women’s career choices and 
opportunities. 

In this way, Polish women attorneys are conditioned to opt for independent 
or joint law practices in order to avoid the acute trade-offs between a rewarding 
career and a fulfilling personal life posed by many law firms. In this respect, the 
conflict between the work and non-work spheres present in the Polish labour mar-
ket also has negative implications on the status of professional women in Poland 
(see e.g. Randstad 2011; Fuszara 2000b in Plomien 2006, 255). This also turned out 
to be relevant for Polish women attorneys, who, because of their greater family 
responsibilities and because of the less flexible working culture of law firms, are 
treated as less desirable professionals. On the basis of these findings, I argue that 
the insufficient gender equality and work-life reconciliation policies as well as the 
rigid career structures inherent in the profession of attorney and possibly in the 
whole field of legal assistance in Poland inhibit women attorneys’ competitive po-
tential. Consequently, through work in independent or joint solo practices, Polish 
women attorneys attempt to escape the limitations of career opportunities posed 
by some law firms. Their choices comply with the choices of many profession-
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ally active women in Poland who, through self-employment, endeavour to avoid 
unfair treatment in the labour market (Rollnik-Sadowska 2009). As sole practi-
tioners, Polish women attorneys are not dependent in terms of their professional 
growth and career advancement on supervisors or employers. They have more 
professional autonomy to draw on their life experiences, values, and professional 
competence as well as their orientation towards a more balanced life. 

In addition, due to the stronger hierarchies of gender and social class inherent 
in the Polish society, the individual differences in resources among Polish women 
attorneys have greater implications for their career opportunities. For this reason, 
Polish women attorneys attempt to improve their professional situation by reduc-
ing their family responsibilities. This is achieved in a twofold way. They limit the 
number of children they have, as well as the time spent on childcare and house-
work by receiving help from family members, using private childcare arrange-
ments as well as employing external help in housework. In this regard, the study 
has indicated that Polish women attorneys cope with the asymmetrical division 
of housework and childcare responsibilities on an individual basis and through 
individual resources which help them to overcome the lack of formal work-life 
reconciliation policies and flexible working arrangements. In this respect, the tra-
ditional divisions of labour and traditional beliefs about gender roles were shown 
to contribute negatively to Polish women attorneys’ professional opportunities by 
locating them in less advantageous professional positions. Nonetheless, the study 
has also suggested that some Polish women attorneys benefit professionally from 
having a spouse with a more demanding career. It appears to be particularly pro-
nounced for the interviewees with a spouse who works as a lawyer. This finding 
suggests that considerably more research should concentrate on the investigation 
of the role of spouses in relation to the professional women’s careers in Poland.   

Still, the study has presented the elements of similarity in respect of women 
attorneys’ access to the most prestigious legal specialisations and work positions 
in both countries. This demonstrates that although the Finnish societal context fa-
cilitates women’s employment and professional activity, its advantageous impact 
falls short when it comes to women’s status within the most prestigious work. 
It also concerns the professional status of women in the profession of attorney 
which, due to the long history of men’s dominance, is ingrained with stronger 
professional pressures with regard to working time, investments and career com-
mitment. Women entering these professional fields are, then, subject to the sym-
bolic violence which sets the norms of professional behaviour and commitment, 
particularly strongly when they attempt to gain access to the most prestigious 
positions in the field. This indicates that gender still operates as a relatively dura-
ble form of differentiation within the higher-level professional occupations such 
as law. It manifests itself in the women’s underrepresentation in the positions 
of greater status and pay. Thus, women attorneys’ appealing to their gendered 
dispositions yields limited benefits and therefore it only cements the gendered 
division of labour with the legal profession. Consequently, it can be speculated 
that it might be more efficient for women to appeal to diversity among women 
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in their flexibility to acquire qualities and competence stereotypically marked as 
feminine or masculine as a result of the needs of the legal work in general and 
the legal specialisation and the work environment in particular.

This study pinpoints that women attorneys also need more responsiveness 
from their organisations and employers in order to access positions of authority 
and power. This indicates a further spectrum for scientific inquiry on profes-
sional women in general and women attorneys and lawyers in particular with 
regard to how the variations at the workplace level contribute to women’s career 
opportunities, choices and outcomes. This study provides relatively moderate 
evidence of it. It is an intriguing question to ask due to the continuously increas-
ing number of large law firms in Finland and Poland which employ attorneys 
and other lawyers. At the same time, the scope of influences of Bar Associations 
over their members is gradually decreasing in favour of law firms which gain 
increasing power over lawyers’ on-job training, professional advancement and 
ethical conduct. Although the Bar Associations in Finland and Poland still hold 
some legitimacy to regulate the professional autonomy of attorneys in both coun-
tries, their supervising roles are greater over solo practitioners and attorneys of 
small law firms than attorneys employed in middle-sized or large law firms. As 
Finnish and Polish women attorneys are increasingly brought to account for their 
professional conduct to their employers and workplaces unless they work as in-
dependent practitioners, their career advancement and opportunities for a bal-
anced life progressively fall within the jurisdiction of law firms. Thus, law firms 
and employers acquire steadily more influence to grant rewards and promotions 
on the basis which may be more in line with organisational than with profes-
sional community’s goals. Consequently, it will be fruitful to examine how this 
increasing power of law firms over the lawyers’ career advancement, professional 
conduct and autonomy contributes to women lawyers’ professional status within 
and across these organisations.

Taken together, this research has explored and compared women attorneys’ 
competitiveness by accounting for the factors originating from national, pro-
fessional and individual levels of analysis. The study concludes that although 
women’s competitive advantage is not yet absolute across all segments of legal 
work, Finnish and Polish women attorneys gain more agency in the pursuit of 
their legal careers. By engaging in activities aimed at the creation of a positive 
context for the realisation of their competitive potential, they challenge the legal 
culture and structures. It could be therefore expected that Finnish and Polish 
women attorneys and lawyers will continue to subvert the gendered division of 
legal labour due to their increasing competitiveness. Nonetheless, the pace of this 
process does not depend exclusively on women themselves but also on their male 
colleagues, the professional community of attorneys and lawyers, law firms as 
well as the direction of global and local changes affecting lawyers’ working life.
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Appendices

aPPendix 1. Main CharaCteristiCs oF survey 
resPondents  

Table 1. Finnish respondents by membership in their regional bar chamber, 2010.
 

Frequency Percentage
Helsinki 95 74.8

Turku 9 7.1

Satakunta 2 1.6

Häme 7 5.5

Paijät-Häme 3 2.4

Eastern Finland 2 1.6

Central Finland 1 0.8

Vaasa 3 2.4

Oulu 5 3.9

Total 127 100 %

Table 2. Polish respondents by membership in their regional bar chamber, 2010. 

Frequency Percentage
Warsaw 90 50.8

Bielsko-Biała 3 1.7

Katowice 4 2.3

Kielce 4 2.3

Krakow 20 11.3

Łódź 13 7.3

Opole 1 .6

Poznań 11 6.2

Siedlce 1 .6

Szczecin 10 5.6

Wałbrzych 1 .6

Wrocław 12 6.8

Zielona Góra 7 4

Total 177 100 %
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Figure 1. Women attorneys by age group and nationality, in %, 2010. 

x2= 29.263, df = 4, p = .000 

Figure 2. Women attorneys by marital status and nationality, in %, 2010.

x2 = 10.053, df = 4, p = .04 
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Figure 3.  Women attorneys by current work position and nationality, in %, 2010. 

x2 = 55.381, df = 2, p = .000 

Figure 4. Respondents’ mothers’ levels of education by nationality, in %, 2010. 

x2 = 63.085, df = 4, p = .000 

*Post-secondary includes pre-vocational and vocational education 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

24

65

44

15

32

20
Solo-practitioner

Associate in a law firm

Partner in a law firm 

29

8
5

17

41

2
5

22

12

59

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

Finnish (n=127)

Polish (n=177)



  233

Figure 5. Respondents’ fathers’ levels of education by nationality, in %, 2010. 

x2 = 67.047, df = 4, p = .000 

*Post-secondary includes pre-vocational and vocational education 

Figure 6. Proportion of respondents’ close friends and acquaintances who work 
as lawyers by nationality, in %, 2010. 

x2 = 24,637, df = 5, p = .000 
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Table 3. Respondents’ spouses1 as a lawyer by nationality, in %, 2010. 

Finnish (n = 96) Polish (n = 124)
Yes 30* (41 % work in the same workplace) 50* (43 % work in the same workplace)

No 70 50

TOTAL 100 % 100 %

Table 4: The occupational category of respondents’ spouses by nationality, in %, 2010. 

Occupational category
Finnish 
(n=117)

Polish 
(n=150)

Parliamentarians, senior officials and managers 26 10

Professionals 28 62

Technicians and middle managements 28 8

Employees: office work, in service job and sales people* 7 2

Industry employees, craftspeople and other workers* 1 7

Business proprietors, owner or co-partners of a company 10 11

TOTAL 100 % 100 %

*Two categories were merged with others due to only few cases they covered

x2 = 56.398, df = 7, p = .000 

Table 5. Proportion of the household income women attorneys provide with their 
salary in %, by nationality, 2010. 

Finnish (n=127) Polish (n=175)
Very small 2 9

Less than half 18 19

About half 19 25

Over a half 27 14

Very large 11 9

Almost all 1 5

All 22 19

TOTAL 100 % 100 %

x2 = 18.302, df = 6, p = .006 

About one-fifth of Finnish and about one-third of Polish respondents contribute less than 
half of their household income. 18.9 % and 25.1 % contributes about half of it. 60 % of Finn-
ish and 45 % of Polish respondents contributes to their household income over half of it. 

1 In this thesis, the term “spouse” covers respondents’ spouses, partners with whom respondents are 
in consensual unions as well as former spouses. 
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aPPendix 2. interviewees’ CharaCteristiCs 

Table 1. The main characteristics of interviewees. 

Nr Nation-
ality 

Type of practice Current job 
position

Age Work 
experience in 
the �eld (yrs.)

Having 
children 

or not 
1. Finnish corporate firm associate 34 3 no
2. Finnish corporate firm Of Counsel 63 36  yes
3. Finnish small law firm associate 46 16 yes
4. Finnish corporate firm partner 40 11 yes
5. Finnish corporate firm partner 41 16 yes
6. Finnish middle-sized law firm junior associate 32 1 no
7. Finnish corporate law firm; small 

law firm

co-partner in a 

small law firm 

41 12.5 yes

8. Finnish small law firm associate 36 2 yes
9. Finnish small law firm associate 42 11 yes
10. Finnish small law firm co-partner 47 13 yes
11. Polish solo practice in a shared 

office and with shared 

administrative staff

solo practitioner 41 7.5 yes

12. Polish small law firm owner 34 5 no
13. Polish solo practice solo practitioner 51 12 yes
14. Polish corporate firm partner 40 9 yes
15. Polish solo practice solo practitioner 31 4 yes
16. Polish solo practice in a shared 

office and with shared 

administrative staff 

solo practitioner 35 3 yes

17. Polish small law firm associate 33 4 yes
18. Polish solo practice, small law firm solo practitioner 

and associate

31 3 no

19. Polish corporate firm partner 40 11 no
20. Polish solo practice and 

simultaneously joint 

practice 

solo practitioner 

and co-partner 

42 7 no

21. Polish solo practice in a shared 

office and with shared 

administrative staff

solo practitioner 81 51 yes

22. Polish solo practice solo practitioner 

employing 

apprentice

40 11 yes

23. Polish solo practice solo practitioner 61 34 yes
24. Polish small law firm attorney 

apprentice 

30 4 years as 

attorney 

apprentice

no

25. Polish solo practice, shared office solo practice 33 6 yes

1 “Of Counsel” is the title of the attorney who is employed by a law firm on other than full-time basis. 
In this case, it is used for a semi-retired partner of a law firm who is still partly professionally active 
and has more professional autonomy. The term may also imply particular relationship between Of 
Counsel and a law firm (see more http://www.gallaghersharp.com/useful_tools/LawyerCare.pdf). 
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aPPendix 3. the PoPulation oF Finnish woMen 
attorneys in 2012.

Local Chamber Total number of 
attorneys

Number 
of women

Share 
of women in %

01 - Helsinki area 1098 309 28 %

02 - Turku 171 43 25 %

03 - Satakunta 49 14 29 %

04 - Häme 151 40 26 %

05 - Päijät-Häme 39 15 38 %

06 - Kymi 42 6 14 %

07 - Mikkeli 25 6 24 %

08 – Eastern Finland 73 8 10 %

09 – Central Finland 49 10 20 %

10 - Vaasa 74 16 22 %

11 - Oulu 114 25 22 %

12 - Lapland 55 14 25 %

TOTAL 1940 506 26 %
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aPPendix 4. the PoPulation oF Polish woMen at-
torneys and attorney aPPrentiCes in 2009. 

Table 1. Share of women among attorneys according to their membership in local 
chamber, 20091. 

Nr
Local Bar 
Chamber

Total number of 
attorneys

Number of Women 
among attorneys

Women 
in %

1 Białystok 219 83 38 %

2 Bielsko-Biała 151 41 27 %

3 Bydgoszcz 209 65 31 %

4 Częstochowa 217   

5 Gdańsk 473 146 31 %

6 Katowice 672  

7 Kielce 230 69 30 %

8 Koszalin 121 32 26 %

9 Krakow 730 230 32 %

10 Lublin 390 138 35 %

11 Łodź 654 269 41 %

12 Olsztyn 136 46 34 %

13 Opole 147 28 19 %

14 Płock 161 55 34 %

15 Poznań 717 248 35 %

16 Radom 92   

17 Rzeszów 397 125 31 %

18 Siedlce 104 24 23 %

19 Szczecin 226 67 30 %

20 Toruń 204 57 28 %

21 Wałbrzych 214 72 34 %

22 Warsaw 2369 943 41 %

23 Wrocław 643 216 34 %

24 Zielona Góra 220 62 28 %

 TOTAL 9696 3016 31 %

Source: data provided by the National Congress of the Bar2. 

1 data registered at 30.09.2009. 
2 No information about women’s share among attorneys and apprentices in three local Bar Associations: 
Częstochowa, Katowice, Radom. 
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Table 2. Share of women attorney apprentices according to their membership in 
local chamber, 20091. 

Nr
Local Bar 
Chamber

Number of 
attorney 

apprentices

Number of women 
among attorney 

apprentices
Women 

in %

1 Białystok 85 43 51 %

2 Bielsko-Biała 29 18 62 %

3 Bydgoszcz 35 14 40 %

4 Częstochowa 57   

5 Gdańsk 170 71 42 %

6 Katowice 238  

7 Kielce 58 32 55 %

8 Koszalin 20 9 45 %

9 Krakow 249 119 48 %

10 Lublin 120 60 50 %

11 Łodź 165 85 52 %

12 Olsztyn 43 19 44 %

13 Opole 25 9 36 %

14 Płock 32 15 47 %

15 Poznań 220 119 54 %

16 Radom 25   

17 Rzeszów 130 56 43 %

18 Siedlce 21 8 38 %

19 Szczecin 77 38 49 %

20 Toruń 44 17 39 %

21 Wałbrzych 39 22 56 %

22 Warsaw 973 464 48 %

23 Wrocław 181 95 52 %

24 Zielona Góra 61 31 51 %

 TOTAL 3111 1344  43 %

Source: data provided by the National Congress of the Bar2.

 

1 data registered at 30.09.2009. 
2 No information about women’s share among attorneys and apprentices in three local Bar Associations: 
Częstochowa, Katowice, Radom. 
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aPPendix 5. english version oF the questionnaire

Joensuu, 12.04.2010

women lawyers’ worK and lIfe In fInland 
and poland

Dear respondent,

Quite little is known about women attorneys’ career and work experiences in 
Finland and Poland. The aim of this survey and related dissertation research car-
ried out at the University of Eastern Finland is to redress this shortcoming. The 
questionnaire focuses on women attorneys’ work, background, experiences and 
professional trajectory. The data will be used for a comparative study between 
Finland and Poland.

In order to get a general picture we send the questionnaires to all female at-
torneys from the two largest Finnish and Polish Bar Associations: Helsinki Bar 
Association and Warsaw Bar Association. We would kindly ask you, as the mem-
ber of one of afore-mentioned Bar Associations, to fill in the questionnaire. your 
answers are handled confidentially and respecting your privacy.  All the indi-
vidual information is removed from the data set and thus no individual can be 
identified in the research process or reports based on this survey.

your participation is invaluable since we aim to get the largest possible 
sample. Therefore, your participation will positively influence the reliability 
of research data. Please try to answer as accurately and completely as possible, 
keeping in mind that there are not right or wrong answers, but just differences in 
facts, experiences and opinions.

please return the questionnaire in the enclosed postage free envelope by 
6/21.05.2010.

For more information return to Marta Choroszewicz, MA, Researcher, email: 
marta.choroszewicz@uef.fi  or phone: +358-44-9160639.

Thank you in advance,

Marta Choroszewicz
University of Eastern Finland
Yliopistokatu 7
80101 Joensuu
Finland  
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I. educatIon and worK experIence

1. which law school did you graduate from? 
  _____________________

2. did you study abroad?
1 No
2 Yes, for less than one academic year
3 Yes, for exactly one academic year
4 Yes, for longer than one academic year

3. have you graduated from abroad?
1 No   
2 Yes

4. Do you speak fluently in any foreign languages?
1   No  V  GO TO QUESTION 5
2   Yes, I speak fluently in ________ foreign languages (number of 
languages)

Y
    

 
4A. If yes, do you use it/them in your current work?
1   No   
2   Yes, seldom  
3   Yes, sometimes 
4   Yes, often  

5. How many years in total did it take you to obtain a diploma of 
Master of Law and to accomplish attorney’s training? (Counted only 
active years of studies and training, excluding years of break in studies due 
to personal/financial reasons).
______ years

6. How many years (in total) have you been working as an attorney? 
(Counted from the year you passed the bar exam)
_____  years
7. In how many law firms did you work during your career as an at-

torney?
_________ law firms
8. In your career as an attorney were you ever promoted to a higher 

level position with more job responsibility or prestige?
1   No never
2   Yes, I was promoted _________times
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II. current posItIon and worKplace

9. In what form of the law firm do you work in?
1  Solo practice
2  Partnership company
3  Limited partnership company
4  Limited  company/corporation
5  Other

10. Which one out of the following describes best your current work po-
sition?
1 Solo practitioner    
2   Associate in an attorney’s or In-House advisor’s firm 
3   Associate in a common attorney firm
4   Partner in a law firm  
5   Other, where_____________________    

 
11. How many lawyers work in the same law firm with you? How many 

of them are women? Please give the exact number of them.
_____ lawyers, of which are women ______

12. How many years have you been working at the current law firm?
_____ years

13. Approximately how many hours per week do you work? By work we 
mean all tasks and responsibilities related to your current work position both at 
office and home if you tend also to take work home.
____ hours a week

14. In your current position what kind of clients do you mostly cope 
with?
1 Individual clients    
2  Agencies and business groups    
3 Public sector (e.g. governmental agencies)
4 Third sector (e.g. NGOs) 
5  Other, what kind___________________________

15. In your current work with what area of law are you most frequently 
occupied with? What kind of cases or matters do you generally han-
dle? In what field of law are you specialised in?
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________

16. Are you a patron to some trainees who are studying to become attor-
neys?
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1   No   V  GO TO QUESTION 17
2   Yes      

Y

16A. If yes, to how many trainees are you a patron? 
_________ trainees

17. Do you coordinate the work of any other lawyer or tell other lawyer 
what work to do?
1   No   V GO TO QUESTION 18
2   Yes 

Y

17A. If yes, the work of how many lawyers do you coordinate?
_______ lawyers

 
III. professIonal networK and pro Bono worK

18. how many of your friends and close acquaintances work as an attor-
ney or in other law professions?
1   None 
2   Some (A few)
3  More than some but less than half 
4 About half
5  Over a half
6 Almost all
7 All

19. In your career as an attorney, who of those were the most helpful in 
the following situations? 
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PLEASE MARK ONE NUMBER FOR EACH LINE AND AT THE END 
OF EACH LINE MARK THE GENDER OF THE PERSON M (=MAN) OR 
W (=WOMAN)

 
Patron Superior

Colle-
aque

Relative
Friend/

Acquaintance
Someone 

else
Nobody Gender

M lub W
Getting first 

job
1 2 3 4 5

6 7

Changing 

employer/

workplace

1 2 3 4 5

6 7

Advancing in 

the career
1 2 3 4 5

6 7

Developing 

professional 

qualifications 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Getting new 

clients
1 2 3 4 5

6 7

Enlarging 

professional 

network-

getting intro-

duce to other 

attorneys 

and lawyers

1 2 3 4 5

6 7

Providing you 

with crucial 

information 

regarding 

work-related 

issues

1 2 3 4 5

6 7

Providing 

you with 

work-related 

consultation 

and advice

1 2 3 4 5

6 7

Providing 

psychologi-

cal support 

regarding 

difficulties at 

work

1 2 3 4 5

6 7

Enhancing 

work and life 

reconciliation

1 2 3 4 5

6 7
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20. are you a member or participant in any association other than Bar 
association? 
1 No     
2 Yes, I am a passive member/participant   
3      Yes, I work/take part actively within my professional organisation 

 
21. Are you engaged in voluntary work related to your profession?
1 No     
2 Yes, occasionally    
3 Yes, regularly   

Iv. professIonal career 

22. For each of the following, please mark the number that describes 
the best how satisfied you are with particular elements of your career.

PLEASE MARK ONE NUMBER FOR EACH LINE

Comp-
letely 
dis-

satis�ed

Very 
dis-

satis�ed

Fairly 
dis-

satis�ed

Neither 
satis�ed
 nor dis-
satis�ed

Fairly 
satis-
�ed

Very 
satis-
�ed

Comp-
letely

satis�ed

Can’t 
decide

Salary 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Career progress 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Promotion oppor-

tunities
1 2 3 4 5

6 7 8

Work/life balance 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Area of speciality 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Autonomy over own 

work
1 2 3 4 5

6 7 8

Prestige and 

recognition  as an 

attorney

1 2 3 4 5

6 7 8

Work conditions 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Employment se-

curity
1 2 3 4 5

6 7 8

Training opportuni-

ties for professional 

growth 

1 2 3 4 5

6 7 8

the amount of time 

spent at work
1 2 3 4 5

6 7 8

Work atmosphere 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Influence on work 

organisation in cur-

rent law firm

1 2 3 4 5

6 7 8
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23. All things considered, how satisfied you are with your career? 
Please assess it on the scale of 1 to 7, where 1 means completely dissatisfied and 
7 means completely satisfied. 
1          2          3          4          5          6          7

24. all things considered, how do you assess your career success as an 
attorney?
Please assess it on the scale of 1to 7, where 1 means completely unsuccessful 
and 7 means completely successful. 
1          2          3          4          5          6          7

25. to what extent do you agree or disagree with the following 
definitions of a success?

PLEASE MARK ONE NUMBER FOR EACH LINE
SUCCESS IN AN ATTORNEY PROFESSION MEANS FOR YOU:

Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Agree

Strongly
agree

Can’t 
decide

a) High salary 1 2 3 4 8

b) Promotion in the hierarchy of 

a law firm
1 2 3 4 8

c) Enjoying work/life balance 1 2 3 4 8

d) Interesting work responsibili-

ties
1 2 3 4 8

e) Prestige in a law field (among 

colleagues)
1 2 3 4 8

f) Prestige among clients 1 2 3 4 8

g) Autonomy over own work 1 2 3 4 8

h) Employment security 1 2 3 4 8

  26. could you please indicate your average yearly salary including  
  the cash value of work-related bonuses?

__________________ 

  27. around how large a proportion of the household income do you 
  provide yourself?

1 Very small
2 Less than half
3 About half
4 Over a half
5 Very large
6 Almost all
7 All
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  28. have you ever met some serious obstacles (i.e. factors hindering  
  your career progression) in your career as attorney?

1  No, never   V GO TO QUESTION 29
2  Yes, seldom 
3  Yes, sometimes 
4  Yes, often

Y

  28A. Jeśli tak, które z poniższych czynników były źrόdłem tych 
  trudności lub problemów?

Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Agree

Strongly
agree

Does not 
apply

(a) Work organisation at the 

current practice
1 2 3 4 99

(b) Lack of consultation and 

advice
1 2 3 4 99

(c) Work/life imbalance 1 2 3 4 99

(d) Other attorneys/colleagues 1 2 3 4 99

  
  29. Did you ever encounter differential treatment in the following 
  situations because of your gender? Was it beneficial or detrimental?

  PLEASE MARK ONE NUMBER FOR EACH LINE 

Detrimental

Neither 
detrimental 

nor 
bene�cial

Bene�cial

Can’t 
decide

a) Recruitment 1 2 3 8

b) Salary 1 2 3 8

c) Promotions 1 2 3 8

d) Task assignments and cases handled 1 2 3 8

e) Autonomy over own work 1 2 3 8

f) Relations with colleagues and other lawyers 1 2 3 8

g) Relations with clients 1 2 3 8

h) Getting advice and consultation at work 1 2 3 8

i) Employment security 1 2 3 8
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  30. to what extent do you agree or disagree with the following opinions?

  PLEASE MARK ONE NUMBER FOR EACH LINE

Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Agree

Strongly
agree

Can’t 
decide

a) Women have to work harder to 

succeed as an attorney 
1 2 3 4 8

b) The work culture of legal prac-

tice does not support women’s 

success.

1 2 3 4 8

c) The structure of legal practice 

is male-dominated; even women 

without families face obstacles as 

they pursue their careers.

1 2 3 4 8

d) Even nowadays women have to 

choose what comes first career or 

family.

1 2 3 4 8

e) The special women’s role in a 

family constraints their profes-

sional growth.

1 2 3 4 8

In order to facilitate for women 

achieving a professional success, 

the gender roles need to change.

1 2 3 4 8

v. famIly and prersonal lIfe

  31. Please state how often you feel that…

PLEASE MARK ONE NUMBER FOR EACH LINE

Never
Hardly 

ever
Some-
times

Often Always
Can’t 

decide
Demands of your 

professional career

 interfere with your 

personal life?

1 2 3 4 5 8

Demands of personal 

life interfere

with your profes-

sional career? 

1 2 3 4 5 8
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 32. On the average, how many hours per week do you spend on  
 household work (e.g. cleaning, laundry, cooking, food shopping) and child  
 rising (e.g. taking care, delivery from and to childcare/hobbies, playing and  
 educating)? _______a week

33. On the average, how many hours per week do your partner spend  
 on household work (e.g. cleaning, laundry, cooking, food shopping) and  
 child rising (e.g. taking care, delivery from and to childcare/hobbies, playing  
 and educating)? _______a week

0 NO PARTNER

34. do you have any hired help (both paid and/or unpaid e.g. your relative) 
doing household work and/or caring for kid(s)? 

1  No  
2 Yes  V 34B How many hours per week? ____ hours

  35. do you have children?
1   No  V  GO TO QUESTION 36
2   Yes 
    
Y

  35a. If you have children, how many children do you have in total? 
  ______children, who were born in following years:
  ____;____;_____;_____;____

  35B. how many of them still live in the same household with you? 
  _______children

  35C. How long in total the period out of work lasted due to maternity 
  and parental leaves?
  __________years and ______ months

      V GO TO QUESTION 38

If you do not have chIldren...

  36. do you plan to have children in the future?
        1  No
        2  Yes

         8  CAN’T DECIDE
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  37. how important could be the anticipated challenges with the 
  reconciliation of work and life in your decision to not to have children
   or postpone having them?
        1  Extremly important
         2  Very important
        3  Somehow important
         4  Not important
         8   CAN’T DECIDE

vI. the famIly BacKground and personal 
InformatIon 

 38. what is your year of birth?
19__________

 39. what is your current marital status?
1 Never married     
2 Married or living with partner   
3 Separated 
4 Divorced   
5 Widowed       

 40. If you have (or had) a spouse/partner, what is (was) his occupation?  
 0  NO PARTNER
 1  Parlamentarians, higer officials and managers 
 2  Professionals (e.g. lawyer, doctor)  VGO TO QUESTION 40A
 3  Technicians and middle managements
 4  Office employees working mainly at a desk
 5  Employees in service job and sellers
 6  Farmers, gardeners, farmers and fishermen
 7  Industry employees and craftsmen
 8  Machine and devices operators 
 9  Armed forces
 10  Other, please specify___________________

  40A. Is (was) your spouse/partner an attorney/lawyer? 
  1  No  V GO TO QUESTION 41
  2  Yes

  40B. If yes, do (did) you work together? 
  1  No    
  2  Yes
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41. what is (was) the highest level of education obtained by your parents?
Mother Father
1 1 Primary

2 2 Vocational secondary school

3 3 Secondary school

4 4 Vocational post-secondary non-tertiary school

5 5 Tertiary school

6 6 Other, please specify______________________

42. what is/was the occupation of your parents?

Mother Father
1 1 Parlamentarians, higer officials and managers

2 2 Professionals (e.g. lawyer, doctor)

3 3 Technicians and middle managements

4 4 Office employees working mainly at a desk

5 5 Employees in service job and sellers

6 6 Farmers, gardeners, farmers and fishermen

7 7 Industry employees and craftsmen

8 8 Machine and devices operators

9 9 Armed forces

10 10 Other, please specify ______________________

 43. where did you grow you?
 1  Big city or its outskirts
 2  Medium sized city or its outskirts
 3  Small town
 4  Rural but not on a farm
 5  Big sized farm
 6 Small sized farm
 
 44. who of the following relatives was or is a lawyer?
 0 NOBOdY/ dOES NOT APPLY
 1  Mother        
 2  Father        
 3  Brother       
 4  Sister        
 5  Other relative, please specify_____________________   
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Thank you very much for participating in this survey on women attorneys in 
finland and poland. I hope that you have found it interesting. please feel free 
to include below any comments you might have.
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________

please put your completed QuestIonnaIre In the enclosed 
postage free envelope and drop It In the maIl.  
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aPPendix 6. the english version oF the interview 
ProtoCol 

BacKground InformatIon on career

How did it happen that you became an attorney? What possible factors influ-
enced your decision to become an attorney?

Could you describe how your career as an attorney started? (getting first job, 
changing workplace, acquiring clients and getting to know other lawyers)

did you have prior experience in working in the field of law before becoming an 
attorney? 

How did your career develop? What was its ‘turning point’? 

career

In general, do you remember with how many cases you have dealt with? What 
kind of cases? Could you estimate how many of them you won? What was your 
most successfully solved case? 

What is the importance of a field of expertise in attorney work? 

What is the most challenging aspect of your work? 

What do you think is the most rewarding aspect of your profession? 

What do you think is the least rewarding aspect of your profession? 

How do you acquire clients? 

How do you acquire a reputation as an attorney?

What is the meaning of mentoring/patronage in your profession?

Have you noticed any differences between women and men attorneys? (e.g. in 
their style of lawyering? 

career success and factors contrIButIng to It

How would you describe success as an attorney? What does it mean in your 
field? What do you think is the best indicator of success in your profession?
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How do you describe a successful attorney? 

What does success mean to you? How do you evaluate your success as an at-
torney?

What are your career expectations? What do you aim for?

What kind of personal characteristics you believe contribute to the achievement 
of career success as an attorney? 

What kind of professional characteristics you believe contribute to the achieve-
ment of career success as an attorney? 

What kind of social characteristics you believe contribute to the achievement of 
career success as an attorney? 

To what extent can attorneys themselves influence their career advancement and 
to what extent can other factors influence it?

What are the other factors that can contribute to attorneys’ careers?

worK envIronment

Are there aspects of work environment that can contribute, positively or nega-
tively, to success? (size of firm, field of expertise, type of practice, clients) 

do you cooperate with other attorneys and/or lawyers? How and when do you 
cooperate with them? do you usually cooperate with women or men attorneys/
lawyers?

do you feel that there are more men attorneys?

worK-lIfe relatIons

How does your personal life correspond to professional life? How do you organ-
ise your private and professional life?

do you go on holidays?

do you tend to work at home? 

What is the perception of maternity and parental leave in your profession?
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general QuestIons 

does gender matter in this profession? How?

Do you think there are aspects of the Finnish/Polish national context that help or 
hinder women’s careers in legal practice? What factors and how?

do you see any challenges which are common to women attorneys in Finland?

endIng QuestIons

If you could choose now whether to become an attorney or not, what would you 
choose and why? 

What would you advise to someone considering a career as attorney? (What does 
he/she need to be prepared for? Would you have different advice for women and men?) 

optIonal QuestIons

Why do you think there are so few women attorneys compared to, for example, 
legal aid officers? Do you see anything specific that keeps women out of this profession?

What are the external factors/people which/who have contributed substantially 
to your career? 

Is there a space for innovation in your work? 

What features do you look for in your future employees? 
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