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INTRODUCTION

Gender still plays a significant role in organizing professions, occupations
and workplaces across a number of late-capitalist economies (Acker 2004,
2012; Bloksgaard 2011; Haynes 2012; Huppatz 2009, 2012; Kantola 2008;
Pacholok 2009). The profession of attorney¹ (adwokatura) is an example of an
old profession which has been internationally identified as a masculine territ-
ory that is hostile to women (Brockman 2001; Epstein 1993; Hagan, Kay 1995;
Sommerlad 2016). Historically, while candidates to the profession were care-
fully selected among others in terms of gender (Friedrichs 2006), the formal
exclusion of women and thus overt gender discrimination is no longer possible.
Yet, women’s entry into law professions was accompanied by differential pro-
fessional expectations. For example, female lawyers were expected to contrib-
ute with their unique perspective on lawyering, characterized by collaboration
and emphatics (Epstein 1993; Gilligan 1982; Menkel-Meadow 1985, 2005).
Gender as a source of potential for women’s agency across occupations and
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¹ The profession of attorney is referred to as a legal profession or legal practice in the inter-
national literature. In Poland, to be able to practice law with the title of attorney, one needs to
have, besides a master’s degree in law, a completed attorney apprenticeship, combined with prac-
tical training, and must have undertaken the Bar exam. However, some groups of lawyers can
be exempt from the obligation of the Bar exam or/and attorney apprenticeship (see Nascimbene
2009: 98).
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work environments has become particularly relevant in late capitalism, with
a flexible and service-oriented economy in which emotions as a tacit type of
labour are widely utilized (Archer 2000; Bolton 2005; Salmela, Mayer 2009).
The profession of attorney is one of the top legal bastions, which remains

highly stratified, specifically in terms of gender. Women continue to experi-
ence barriers and constraints, specifically as they approach job positions and
legal specialties that are characterized by greater prestige, authority and in-
fluence. The absence of women from the upper echelons of law firms and the
profession itself indicates that women are included in the profession in exclu-
sionary ways (Bagust 2012; Bolton, Muzio 2007; Pinnington, Sandberg 2013).
Exclusion often takes the form of subtle and hidden processes that rest upon
certain assumptions around work commitment and professional roles. While
these processes might be similar across cultures, there are also important dif-
ferences due to the impact of national variations in the organization of legal
education and the legal profession.²
Women attorneys in Poland have been the subject of only limited research

attention (i.e. Choroszewicz 2014a, 2014b, 2015; Fuszara 2003, 2005; Sza-
franiec 1982). While women constitute only about one-third of all Polish at-
torneys,³ their share varies between 19 and 41 percent across regional cham-
bers of the Bar (Choroszewicz 2014a: 237). Women have been involved in the
profession of attorney since 1925 (Burakowski 1976: 20). Despite the ongo-
ing boom in the number of female law students and graduates and more re-
cently female attorney apprentices, women’s presence in private practice and
in the leading institutions of the Polish Bar⁴ in Poland has improved only mar-
ginally in the last two decades (Choroszewicz 2014a; Fuszara 2003: 373). For
example, after 1989, Polish female attorneys benefited from the lucrative pro-
fessional status of independent law practitioners, whose numbers were strictly
regulated by the profession itself. However, with the growing number of law-
yers and their increasing employment within law firms, women attorneys may
find themselves in new occupational circumstances. Moreover, women’s parti-
cipation in the work force in Poland has not received much legislative support
compared to other countries, which is attributed to the high rate of women
who stay at home full time with children as a result of expensive and not read-
ily available childcare (EIGE 2013; Plantenga, Remery 2010; Plomien 2009).
The employment of nannies and additional housework help is a solution that

² Lawyers’ education and qualification are still very highly related to national jurisdictions,
which impedes lawyers’ mobility in search of better career opportunities.
³ The last available official statistics are from 2009.
⁴ The profession of attorney is organized around association membership. The leading regu-

latory and representative body is the Supreme Council of the Bar (Naczelna Rada Adwokacka),
which is the national umbrella association for all 24 regional chambers of the Bar (Okręgowe Rady
Adwokackie).



WOMEN’S SENSE-MAKING OF OPPORTUNITY STRUCTURES 115

professional women in Poland use to mitigate work-life conflict (Choroszewicz
2014a; Rollnik-Sadowska 2010; Wóycicka 2009).
This article contributes to the body of knowledge on gender inequality in

the profession of attorney in Poland, with insights into the ways in which
women attorneys make sense of their differential opportunity structures. The
topic is specifically relevant today because of the intensification of competi-
tion in the Polish labour market for legal services, which is due, among other
things, to the rising number of attorneys and the vanishing of jurisdictional
differences between attorneys and legal counsels⁵ (Mrowczynski 2016). Not
only have legal counsels broadened their scope of legal jurisdiction, but attor-
neys are also increasingly providing legal services to corporate clients (Fuszara
2005). Both professions are also growing significantly in terms of the num-
ber of members. Nevertheless, there continues to exist institutional division
between the two professions, which is justified by the differences in the stat-
utes and code of ethics. Polish attorneys are still excluded from employment
relationships and are not allowed to advertise their legal services, which are
regarded as the reasons for the rather low proportion of women among attor-
neys (Fuszara 2005). Female attorneys have limited rights to maternity leave
and are often required to continue paying the costs linked to their solo prac-
tices and Bar membership⁶ while caring for their new-borns (Choroszewicz
2014a: 99–102). Ignorance regarding the challenges facing women in private
law practice may result in an exodus of women from the profession of attorney
to other law professions, the very phenomenon that plagues the profession in
other countries (Kay, Alarie, Adjei 2013, 2016).
The analysis presented in this paper demonstrates the ways in which wo-

men attorneys make sense of their career opportunities while trying to recon-
cile the often conflicting expectations and roles of professional and personal
lives. They navigate their careers within highly competitive male-dominated
professional structures that evaluate women’s and men’s contributions in an
unequal manner. The analysis draws on Joan Acker’s theory of gendered or-
ganizations and a narrative approach to the analysis of interview data with
15 Polish female attorneys who practice law as members of the Warsaw Cham-
ber of the Bar. The article makes a number of contributions to the existing body
of research on the persistence of gender inequality among attorneys in Poland
as well as in male-dominated professions in general. However, the key contri-
bution is the insight into the shared, albeit varied, reality of female attorneys’

⁵ One of the remnants of the socialist past is the division of the Polish legal profession into
two self-regulated professions: attorneys (adwokaci) and legal counsels (radcy prawni). Originally,
attorneys were licensed private-practice lawyers who provided legal services to individual clients,
and legal counsels, as a professional group, were established during the communist dictatorship
to work exclusively in state organizations (Mrowczynski 2016; Fuszara 2005).
⁶ Since last year, women attorneys can apply for a six-month suspension from the payment of

the Bar membership.
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professional and personal lives. The findings identify four gendering processes
that venture from the structure of the profession of attorney and the social
mechanism of work-life conflict in Poland. The analysis also demonstrates the
diverse ways in which women experience, confront and make sense of the gen-
dering processes identified, which are influenced by women’s social standing,
family situation and career stage. Women are not only the passive victims of
these processes; they also actively engage with the processes to exert agency
in their pursuit of a legal career.

GENDERED ORGANIZATION AND WOMEN’S SENSE-MAKING
OF OPPORTUNITY STRUCTURES

The article draws on the influential framework of Joan Acker (1990, 1992)
to analyze the legal profession as an example of gendered organization, the
structure and culture of which disadvantage women professionally. This disad-
vantage originates from the normative and hidden assumptions instilled in its
processes, working ideals and expectations, which do not necessarily fit with
women’s life experiences and the expectations placed on women in society
(Brockman 2001; Epstein 2007; Meyerson, Fletcher 2000).
I consider Acker’s framework especially useful to the analysis of gender in-

equality in traditionally male-dominated professions, such as the profession of
attorney, as most of the barriers that persist against professional women are
often subtle and informal. The gender bias is deeply entrenched in the working
culture and professional ideals, which are shared and woven into the fabric of
lawyers’ identity and organization of legal work. This bias might be difficult
to challenge when the processes causing it are not made visible (Meyerson,
Fletcher 2000). Even those women who are impacted by it might feel pres-
sure to deny its existence and to look for reasons elsewhere, for example, in
themselves (Biese, Choroszewicz 2018). Acker’s approach redirects the focus
of the analysis from individual women towards processes that lie at the heart of
hidden forms of gender discrimination. Acker (1990: 146–147) distinguishes
five interacting processes that produce and sustain gender differences and hier-
archies: gendered symbols and images, gendered identities, gendered division
of labour, gendered interaction and processes for creating and conceptualizing
social structures.
In this article, I focus specifically on the first two processes, which stood out

as especially salient among the Polish interviewees. These two processes allow
for an examination of the ways in which women subjectively make sense of the
choices within the structures of this male-dominated profession. Yet, gender-
ing processes are never purely constraining, but they also enable individuals
to engage with them through these individuals’ interpretations of these pro-
cesses (Choroszewicz 2016). Archer’s (2000) argument, that individuals ex-
ercise agency when they reflect on their structural conditions, brings together
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discussion on structure and agency. The discussion helps to situate women’s
experiences within the contextual settings of their personal and occupational
lives. Women engage and confront gendering processes when they give mean-
ing to their own experiences of constraints and opportunities, which in turn
influence their strategies to cope with the disadvantageous structures of the
profession. Their abilities to interact with these structures are linked to their
perception of possessed resources and thus choices within the given circum-
stances. For example, the processes that produce gendered images and iden-
tity impact women’s different interpretations of career choices and the legal
specialties available to them as female attorneys. Thus, women may perceive
certain legal specialties and work environments as more compatible with their
life experience, skills and attributes (Choroszewicz 2014a; 2014b; Hearn et al.
2016: 55–56; Pinnington, Sandberg 2013). They can also be channelled by their
employers, colleagues and clients into certain tasks and jobs that are perceived
as more appropriate for them as female attorneys (Bolton, Muzio 2007; Pierce
2010). Nevertheless, these women’s presence across the gamut of legal special-
ties suggests that it is less about universal structures that hold women back
in their career progress and more about the ways in which women make sense
of their circumstances and opportunity structures in relation to their social
standing, family situation and career stage. Thus, gender emerges as a poten-
tial source for action that individuals “practice” or “do” in relation to a cultural
repertoire of gendered scripts that are available to them in their contexts (Mar-
tin 2003; Poggio 2006). Women may draw less or more reflexively on a class
of gendered practices available to them in certain social and work contexts to
enhance their career choices.

DATA AND METHOD

The article is based on a doctoral study inwhich the focus of analysis was the
professional status and career choices of female attorneys in Finland and Po-
land (Choroszewicz 2014a). The study applied a mixed-methods design to the
analysis of statistics, survey responses and 25 semi-structured interviews with
Finnish and Polish female attorneys. This article is based on the analysis of in-
terview data with 15 Polish female attorneys who are members of the Warsaw
Chamber of the Bar (Okręgowa Iza Adwokacka w Warszawie), which is the
largest and the most rapidly growing regional chamber. The interviews lasted
between 40 minutes and 2.5 hours. The recruitment of interviewees took place
though a survey in which the respondents were asked to provide their email ad-
dresses if they agreed to participate in a follow-up interview. The interviewees
differed in terms of age, career phase and family situation (Table 1).
The method of analysis used was the narrative approach, which rests on the

assumption that individuals construct their narratives within a particular con-
text that must be examined in order to understand what lies behind their nar-
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rated experiences (Polkinghorne 1988). It is through narratives that individuals
make sense and add meaning to their experiences, which can be discerned by
a critical examination of the content of the interviewees’ narratives (Polking-
horne 1988). The analysis was guided by the leading research question: what
processes disadvantage female attorneys in pursuing a legal career in Poland?
The processes were identified and examined with the application of Acker’s
framework of gendered organization. This framework enabled an identifica-
tion and description of four processes emerging from the interview data. As
the fieldwork turned out to have only limited outreach in explaining women’s
diverse engagements with those processes, other theoretical perspectives (i.e.
Archer 2000; Martin 2003) were applied to better capture the dynamics of wo-
men’s agency within social and professional contexts.
The data analysis was organized in three phases. First, I read the 15 tran-

scripts to select the passages relating to women’s career disadvantages. Second,
I applied Acker’s typology of five gendering processes to the reading of the se-
lected passages, which lead to their organization under two categories of pro-
cesses: gendered images and identity. Third, the passages were analyzed with
regard to their content and the women’s responses to them. The final results
are divided into four processes that are described in the next section.

PROCESS 1: PROFESSIONALLY COMMITTED WOMEN
ARE NOT LIMITED BY THEIR FAMILY LIFE

Gendered differences and hierarchies can be produced and reproduced
through certain beliefs, practices and expectations, which are considered in-
trinsic to professional roles. These include, for example, long working hours,
face time and the ability to prioritize work over family life, which may function
as indicators of lawyers’ work commitment and productivity in the eyes of em-
ployers, colleagues and clients (Moen, Kelly, Hill 2011: 72). These indicators
originate from the historical division of household work, which was primar-
ily the domain of women (Meyerson, Fletcher 2000: 129). Traditionally, men
have had more opportunities to fit into these requirements due to their lim-
ited roles in household work and caregiving. By contrast, these requirements
continue to be more problematic for women and thus impose more difficult
choices on them in terms of career and family (Mossman 1994).
Work-family conflict continues to disadvantage female lawyers in their ca-

reer advancement across cultures (e.g. Bacik, Drew 2006; Pinnington, Sandberg
2013; Walsh 2012). It appears also salient to the interviewees. The numerous
interviewee accounts point to the expectation that, as attorneys, they should
be capable to devote unlimited time to their professional roles. In order to fit
into this expectation, the interviewees feel pressure to supress their maternal
roles so that their responsibilities in the area of home and family appear in-
visible and thus irrelevant to their work and career. This expectation is deeply
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Table 1

The main characteristics of the interviewees

No. Type of law practice
Current job
position

Age
Work

experience
(yrs.)

With/without
children

1. solo practice in a shared
office and with shared
administrative staff

solo practitioner 41 7.5 2

2. small law firm owner 34 5 —

3. solo practice solo practitioner 51 12 1

4. corporate firm partner 40 9 1

5. solo practice solo practitioner 31 4 1

6. solo practice in a shared
office and with shared
administrative staff

solo practitioner 35 3 2

7. small law firm associate 33 4 2

8. solo practice, small law
firm

solo practitioner and
associate

31 3 —

9. corporate firm partner 40 11 —

10. solo and joint practices solo practitioner and
co-partner

42 7 —

11. solo practice in a shared
office and with shared
administrative staff

solo practitioner 81 51 1

12. solo practice solo practitioner em-
ploying apprentice

40 11 1

13. solo practice solo practitioner 61 34 2

14. small law firm attorney apprentice 30 4 —

15. solo practice, shared of-
fice

solo practitioner 33 6 1

Based on own research.

instilled in the role of being an attorney, so women may see it as obvious and
natural. It may also go unnoticed until it is identified. For example, during the
interview, an interviewee has described strategies that she had used to hide her
pregnancy and her caregiving responsibilities to avoid possible misconceptions
from her clients about her work commitment. It has been in the interview that
she has realized the assumptions behind her actions:

Honestly, I have to admit that as long as it was possible, I tried to hide my bump. I know it
is awful, but for example I often did not stand at the table. The client would come in, but
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I did everything possible to avoid standing. 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
[…] There is also no need to inform them that you have small children because I don’t 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 flexible enough, and there will be problems; so I try
not to talk about it […]” I know it might sound irrational to say this, but I have always
thought that for clients, professional women have no personal life. So if I am late arriving
somewhere, I try not to say that it is due to the children. I prefer to figure something else out
[as an excuse]. [6]

The expectation that, as committed attorneys, they should not be limited
by their caregiving responsibilities pressures women to appear to their clients,
employers and colleagues to be as flexible as their male colleagues. Balancing
work and family demands is a struggle that the interviewees need to cope with
on an individual basis. For instance, they do not feel professionally comfortable
to take a longer than 3–4-month maternity leave even though they are legally
eligible for a year-long leave. One of them, who owns a small law firm which
employs predominantly female lawyers, comments on the issue of maternity
leaves as follows:

If she [a female attorney on maternity leave] is sensible, she will limit her maternity
leave so that she does not lose contact with reality in the legal sense. Unfortunately, after
a year’s break without intensive contact with legal acts and regulations, I think that it is
difficult to come back to this profession because the regulations are in constant flux […]
and unfortunately, these are the requirements and the nature of this profession. [2]

The interviewees who took maternity leave argue that while on leave, they
had to continue to work on a part-time basis to keep their solo practices alive.
Acting as an attorney implies considerable uncertainty in terms of, for example,
the duration of legal cases. Even if they try to finalize their cases before the birth
of their children, it is not always possible. Court appointments are strict and of-
ten impossible to change (see Choroszewicz 2014a: 94–100). When they work
as solo practitioners, they often do not have anyone to take on their cases. Even
if they could, their reputation would be on the line, and they would carry the
responsibility for work done by someone else. If they had enough experienced
and trusted attorney apprentices or colleagues, they would perhaps ask them
for help. Otherwise, many of them feel that they have no choice but to juggle
the new role of being a mother and the professional role of an attorney, as the
following quotes demonstrate:

I gave birth to my daughter on one day, and ten days later, I needed to be present for a court
case. Later on, I managed to find a replacement, but then [four months later] I needed to
go to court again. [7]

When I, for example, began maternity leave, I had to organise someone to take on my cli-
ent responsibilities. But it is often also the case that during maternity leave, we are still
professionally active to the extent that it is possible. For example, we work at night, or we
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organize someone to care for 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 court if needed. In reality,
it is not possible to leave all of that and take maternity leave. [1]

Still, women who work as solo practitioners or in small joint practices re-
port having greater autonomy and control over the combing of work and family
life compared to their colleagues who work for bigger law firms. As solo prac-
titioners, they can decide on how many and what type of cases they accept
and how they organize their work. By contrast, women working for bigger law
firms, are expected to be capable of organizing their family life around work
demands. The childless interviewees are aware of the difficulties they might
face once they have children:

I do not know if I will be able to do it in the future, especially if I 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. So there is the question of whether it will be possible to combine
children with my work. But I guess it is a common dilemma familiar to every woman in this
profession […] and I think that this is the problem in this professionwhen you have children
and you want to work at full capacity; it is just impossible. [8]

The above-mentioned concern is also prevalent in the accounts of inter-
viewees who work as partners in law firms, as they feel torn between work and
family demands. The expectation of making their family life invisible results in
women’s sense of insecurity once their families grow. The women report feel-
ing that they need to be specifically indispensable to their workplaces so that
their maternal role does not undermine their professional status. The pressure
to be indispensable seems to continue or even increase after they achieve senior
positions:

I coped very well, although I do not knowwhether I will cope so well for years onwards. 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 me off. I hope
not because I have my own work, which I have control of, and nobody sticks their nose into
it. 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. [4]

With the growth of their families, their maternal role and caregiving re-
sponsibilities grow, while at work, their expectation remains comparable to
those of their male colleagues who carry very limited caregiving responsibil-
ities and can thus devote 10–15 hours a day to their professional role. The
interviewees feel a sense of loneliness in the face of their work-life conflict,
which they need to solve on individual basis. They do not feel that they are
in a position to negotiate more flexible gender roles in their homes due to the
prevalence of the traditional family model in contemporary Poland and the lack
of recognition of fathers’ caregiving rights and responsibilities (Choroszewicz
2014a). They feel torn between the work they like and the family life that is
important to them. This conflict limits women’s career choices, as they feel
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limited agency to change the situation when they work for bigger law firms. As
these firms do not offer them solutions that can assuage the work-life conflict,
they opt for their own solo practices:

I stopped working with that law firm because I could not promise them that I would be
so flexible and that they would be able to count on me in every situation they wished, and
I didn’t know whether it would be possible to do so in my situation [due to by second
pregnancy], and now I see it would have been impossible to be so flexible. [7]

It was the optimal choice for me, as at the moment of coming back [from abroad], I had
a small child who needed my time, and I had to organize 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 4.00 p.m. when she is at home
and has lunch I can then be with her, talk to her and do homework together. So my practice
is only now kind of taking off. [12]

Independent solo practices or small joint practices comprising colleagues
who understand their needs and life situations are the solutions women de-
velop to decrease work-life conflict and avoid misconceptions about their work
commitment (Biese, Choroszewicz 2018). In addition, in the early stage of their
career, the interviewees may decide to work simultaneously for bigger law of-
fices and their own solo practice so that they could have other career options
available when they have children and are no longer capable of living up to the
law firms’ working conditions. Thus, the interviewees in this study exercise
their agency by developing forms of work organization that provide them with
alternative options.

PROCESS 2: MEN ARE ATTRIBUTED GREATER AUTHORITY

Gendered organization may also be sustained through the higher level of
symbolic value attached to masculine assumptions around notions of author-
ity, competence and expertise, which are instilled in the professional culture
and structures (McCall 1992; McNay 1999). Becoming a professional is a dy-
namic process that includes doing a masculine gender, that it, acquiring and
exposing the attributes and patterns of behaviour that are socially associated
with masculinity (Davies 1996). Men can be seen as more competent and com-
mitted workers or professionals by virtue of being male (Bourdieu 2001).
The interviewees who work in bigger law firms and in legal specialties like

litigation, criminal or corporate law, admit that these work environments are
occupied by more men; consequently, women may face more challenges with
regards to the acquisition of work experience in these areas. Three interviewees
also notice that their male colleagues receive more interesting and challenging
legal cases. However, instead of seeing this as discrimination, they focus on
developing strategies to overcome this disadvantage. For instance, one of the
interviewees who works as a partner in a law firm acknowledges that her male



WOMEN’S SENSE-MAKING OF OPPORTUNITY STRUCTURES 123

colleagues are more visible in the rankings of lawyers as they tend to lead more
strategic projects. She has made herself indispensable to the firm through her
work on smaller projects that provide her with greater flexibility in terms of
working time. She is content with her job situation as she does not need to
work around the clock like her male colleagues.
Two other interviewees have developed their own strategies to cope with

the symbolic value of masculinity. An interviewee who has a joint practice with
another female attorney argues that she insists on acquiring a male partner to
their joint practice in order to attract more interesting legal 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 dif-
ferent kinds of cases and that we would have more interesting cases. I have even suggested
to my co-partner that we need a male co-partner. [10]

I would say that men more easily attract clients and that it is easier for them to de-
mand higher payments for their services. They also have greater emotional distance to the
cases. [1]

The third interviewee notices that some of her clients doubt her legal advice
and that they need confirmation from male attorneys. Thus, she draws on her
professional contacts from law studies to collaborate with male lawyers whom
she trusts and to whom she sends clients who require a second opinion on her
legal advice.

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 a client, I will then let him go
to some male attorneys who will tell him the same thing […] Recently, I had at least two
clients who needed to check my advice with male attorneys and who decided to work with
me afterwards […] This is the group of people [male colleagues to whom she sends
resistant clients] I always talk with and who I can always call. [5]

Some interviewees appear to be specifically aware of being embedded
in professionally unequal circumstances compared to their male colleagues.
While they feel that their male colleagues are more likely to be attributed with
more credibility in their professional roles, they do not identify this as a barrier
or discrimination. Analogically to women in other male-dominated professions
(e.g. Kantola 2008: 217–220), they refrain from seeing themselves as passive
victims. Instead, they draw on their professional networks to find individual
solutions to overcome these structural problems. The solution requires that fe-
male attorneys build their professional networks to include male colleagues on
cases in which they need a masculine authority to affirm their professional cre-
dentials. However, their individual solutions do not solve the structural prob-
lem of masculine authority that lies in the formation of the legal profession
and operates as an invisible barrier against women’s career progression. While
women may acquire masculine attributes and patterns of behaviour through



124 MARTA CHOROSZEWICZ

legal education, job training and work experience, they can rarely escape the
limitations linked to the symbolic value of masculinity.

PROCESS 3: WOMEN NEED TO INVEST MORE
IN ACTIVITIES THAT GENERATE BUSINESS

Male advantage in a gendered organization is sustained by the greater value
assigned to activities performed by men, which is reflected in a system of as-
sessment, rewards and promotion (Acker 1990, 2012). This implies that if wo-
men want to enjoy equal career opportunities, they need to act more like men.
In the case of law firms, a recent body of research demonstrates that women’s
disadvantage regarding career progression is nowadays related to the so-called
rainmaking phenomenon, that is, an ability to bring in new clients to firms
(Sterling, Reichman 2016: 376).
The need for women to adopt a more masculine style of acting as attor-

neys is also evident in the interviewees’ responses about the different career
advancement possibilities for male and female lawyers. The interviewees who
practice corporate law have had experience collaborating with both male and
female lawyers and have had the opportunity to observe some differences in
terms of quality and style of work, diligence and activities. The interviewees in
leadership positions argue as follows:

Women are more disciplined and solicitous in their work, but they have difficulty priorit-
izing and thus organizing their work assignments. If I give three time-consuming tasks to
a woman, she will complete none of them. If I give them to a man, he will do all of them but
with poor quality. [2]

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 that requires less 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
would not respond that it is the 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 withme […] If there is something to be done, we just do it, and nobody gets offended
that it is a smaller or bigger challenge. [9]

While the women’s diligence and solicitousness make them sought-after
employees, these are insufficient for career progress towards the higher posi-
tions of law firms. For example, the female partner explains her understanding
of the reasons behind women’s slower career progression:

I think that women are very hard-working, and they put their heart in their cases and the
everyday administration of these cases so that they are on time with their work and that
the work is done according to standards and so on. Men seem to put less effort into it, but
they attract more attention to marketing activities such as presenting at conferences and
publishing and so on […] I see similar regularities in my own work. I usually prefer to
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concentrate on actual work in order to do what is required for projects instead of investing
extra time doing something that will bring more business for me in the future. [9]

While female attorneys appear to be increasingly recognized in the profes-
sion for some of their strengths in client service, it may generate an assumption
that women are more prone to work on smaller and less strategic projects and
client retention instead of investing their time in activities that attract new cli-
ents. The traditional masculinist structure and culture of the profession puts
the blame on women for not doing the work that is more visible and thus
more prestigious. However, research demonstrates the way in which the cur-
rent business model of law firms, with its emphasis on business generation,
disadvantages women in particular due to their limited access to social and
business networks compared to their male colleagues (Kay, Alarie, Adjei 2016;
Sterling, Reichman 2016).

PROCESS 4: WOMEN ARE MORE EMPHATIC

Gendered organization is also produced by different revaluations of female
and male attributes and skills. Gendered organization places greater value on
traits that are stereotypically associated with men, such as aggressiveness, as-
sertiveness, decisiveness and toughness (Meyerson, Fletcher 2000: 129). His-
torically, women in male-dominated professions have been torn between liv-
ing up to the ideal of a male professional while preserving their femininity in
their personal lives. Women infrequently legitimately display behaviour that
is against their archetypal feminine nature, such as arrogance and aggressive-
ness (Thornton 1996: 172). Instead, professional women in male-dominated
professions and leadership positions might need to be able to strike a happy
medium between the behaviour that generates effect in the field and behaviour
that is expected of them as women (Choroszewicz 2014a; Hearn et al. 2016;
Simpson, Ross-Smith, Lewis 2010). Thus, female lawyers might display more
aggressive behaviour in courtrooms but might be friendly and caring towards
office colleagues (Pierce 2010).
Some interviewees seem to be motivated in their professional roles by

their gendered life experience and skills. Therefore, guided by their gendered
identity, some interviewees feel entitled to display emotional input along
with the legal service, which is not necessarily expected from male attorneys
(Choroszewicz 2014a; Pierce 2010). Those interviewees argue that a broader
perspective on their professional roles means finding the best possible solu-
tions for the situation at hand:

I think it is easier for us [female attorneys] to reach an agreement because I very of-
ten invite both sides here to the office, and we discuss the conditions of, for example, di-
vorce or childcare plans […] Women here [in family law] very well realize their poten-
tial. [5]
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Two other interviewees who work with indigent clients feel particular le-
gitimacy in drawing on the emotional work that accompanies their day-to-day
working practices and client care. They refer to their gender-specific compet-
ence in rendering certain tasks as natural to them. They claim to come across
as compassionate and caring to their clients:

I work in a very specific legal area, namely, compensation lawsuits, which primarily deals
with traffic collisions and medical malpractice. This is like a tailor-made area for female
attorneys because these people are individual clients… here comes such an individual client
who needs to be taken care of in the literal sense. Sometimes, you also need to be a psycho-
logist as well as be able to send a person to particular social assistance offices and tell them
where andwhat needs to be arranged,what kind of documents/papers they need. I sometimes
have the impression that I need to provide them with some kind of full service. [6]

Women are more empathic, and it is easier for them to understand their clients and advise
them in these types of cases [family law] […] while male attorneys prefer to get tasks:
they get a case, go to court with it, win it, and this is it. Women have different attitudes to
these cases and devote more attention to them, and maybe this is why they are more often
occupied with them […] I do not think that this level of emotionality towards clients and
their cases is something unprofessional. I think it can even sometimes be very useful in order
to solve cases and present them in court in a proper way. [1]

By contrast, in male-dominated legal specialties, the interviewees feel
a greater need to navigate between traditionally male and female traits. As a fe-
male law firm partner explains:

I try not to use aggression because it is against my nature, but I am definitely combative and
use my own initiative; so I have all the features needed in this profession. If needed, I can
scold someone. But I try not to do it without a reason, and I do not treat it as the method of
my everyday work […] but I know both male and female colleagues who use it daily, and
they are perceived as bloodsuckers. There is also a category of clients who like it or search
for it in lawyers. [4]

Additionally, one interviewee who owns a small law office and exclusively
employs young women due to their diligence and solicitousness, explains that
she has never experienced career disadvantages due to gender stereotypes. In-
stead, she assures that there are advantages relating to gender stereotypes in
her legal specialty:

I have never experienced gender stereotypes as disadvantageous to me professionally. Cer-
tainly, we may hear from time to time sexist retorts and improper jokes, but personally, I do
not care about them […] It is a service-oriented profession, and I have noticed that men
derive pleasure from being served by an attractive female attorney who does what they tell
her to do. Our clients are all men, and I have an impression that they like it. They might
have some gender stereotypes, but I do not see reason to fight them, as they might also be
beneficial. [2]

The interviewees are aware that they chose a very demanding profession in
which they feel the need to navigate between traits that are stereotypically as-
sociated withmen andwomen. They also see differences across legal specialties
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in terms of the professional expectations of them as female attorneys, which
may have influenced their career choices. The interviewees who work as solo
practitioners feel motivated to draw on their gendered skills as women. In legal
work involving the provision of legal advice to clients in disadvantageous life
situations, they mobilize cultural assumptions around womanhood that oper-
ate as symbolic resources. This encourages them to opt for work environments
and legal specialties in which they can capitalize on their life experience and
skills.While this legitimizes women’s claims tomaster special expertise, it also
sustains the gendered division of legal work and gendered hierarchies within
the profession by assigning legal tasks and specialties as more appropriate for
women or men (Bolton, Muzio 2007; Choroszewicz 2014a).
Some interviewees are also engaged in joint activities with other female

lawyers, which provide them with greater professional visibility as solo prac-
titioners. This is specifically common among the interviewees from solo and
joint practices who provide legal services to individual clients and who have
greater autonomy to develop their own patterns of collaboration:

There are seven attorneys here, all women. Each of us has our own solo practice, but we share
the cost of renting and secretarial assistance. [1]

Here, we work together as a co-working space, but each of us has our own solo practice. At
the moment, there are three of us women here […]We are really a well-matched 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 contact 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 a prosecutor; of course it helps. [6]

Huppatz (2009: 57), in her study on women in feminized occupations, ar-
gues that women “are creating conditions under which ‘femaleness’ can act as
capital.” This study provides some evidence that it is also relevant for women
in the profession of attorney to abstain from the pressure to fit into existing
professional structures and, instead, to establish their own forms of organizing
and collaboration, which are more compatible with the interviewees’ life ex-
perience and situation. The interviewees’ accounts indicate that in some legal
specialties and work environments, women have greater sense of capacity to
make a resource out of their gendered life experiences.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

This article has analyzed the ways in which Polish female attorneys make
sense of their opportunities and disadvantages in the profession. The results
demonstrate that women are aware of the structural conditions under which
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they develop their careers, which are characterized by four co-existing and in-
teracting processes that they navigate in pursuit of a legal career in Poland.
According to these processes: professionally committed women are not lim-
ited by their family life; men are attributed greater authority; women need
to invest more in activities that generate business; and women are more em-
phatic. All four processes are related to the construction of professional im-
ages and identities that influence women’s spectrum of available career choices
and strategies. These processes rest on the clear division between work and
non-work spheres and asymmetrical assumptions surroundingmasculinity and
femininity, which continue to undermine women professionally, specifically in
male-dominated professions such as the profession of attorney. Additionally,
the post-socialist context of Poland puts female attorneys in particularly chal-
lenging situations due to traditional gender roles and norms, both in family
life and working life, as well as insufficient work-life reconciliation policies
(Choroszewicz 2014a; Plomien 2009). Even though women have been present
in the profession of attorney since 1925 (Burakowski 1976: 20), they still need
to navigate the competing pressures of professional and family life as well as
gendered expectations of them as female attorneys.
This study has also provided insights into the ways in which female attor-

neys manage their disadvantages in a male-dominated profession and how the
changes in the market for legal services may support professional women in
their claims to professional expertise. The identified processes do not under-
mine all interviewed women in their pursuit of a legal career in a universal
way. Women’s abilities to act upon the disadvantageous structures are related
to their social standing, family situation and career stage. Thus, women can
and are negotiating their career opportunities when they develop individual
strategies to manage the structural disadvantages inherent in the profession of
attorney in Poland. For instance, as they carry greater caregiving responsibilit-
ies compared to their male colleagues and spouses, they opt for work environ-
ments or legal specialties in which they feel greater flexibility to draw on their
gendered life experience and skills. Self-employment is not only a professional
obligation for them but also a conscious choice that they make to avoid negat-
ive misconceptions about their work commitment and to gain greater control
over combing work and family life. Thus, women in this study seek work envir-
onments and legal specialties in which they can exert more agency with regard
to their professional credibility. They also build their professional network in
the way that it benefits their careers.
Finally, the study has also demonstrated that in late capitalism, the male

gender is not the only source of capital (Acker 2004). Women in this study
make a resource out of their life experience, gender differences and hegemonic
ideas about womanhood to justify their claims to professional expertise and
to improve their career prospects. By doing so, they do not only develop their
own forms of organizing and collaboration, but they also negotiate their oppor-
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tunity structure with a use of a cultural repertoire of gendered scripts (Martin
2003). This echoes Rhode’s (2003: 7) apt observation that “particular groups
of women under particular social conditions practice their professions based
on different expectations and experiences than men.” Women as active and re-
flective agents turn the feminine gender into a source of professionally valuable
capital in the circumstances (both enabling and constraining) they confront.
Notwithstanding, the recognition of these resources across legal specialties is
not even, and thus, women might need to make career choices in terms of
work environment and legal specialty that could provide them with flexibility
to draw on the gendered skills that legitimize their claims to mastery in spe-
cial expertise. This, in turn, sustains the gendered classification of work and
tasks within the profession, which is specifically disadvantageous to women
who are more often attributed with work that is less financially and profes-
sionally rewarding. While it is beyond the scope of this article, future research
should examine male attorneys’ sense-making of opportunity structure to ac-
count for possible disparities among themwith regards to social standing, class
and age.
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Abstract

The article examines the ways in which womenmake sense of the opportunity struc-
tures inwhich they operate as female attorneys in Poland. The study applies Joan Acker’s
theory of gendered organization and a narrative approach to the analysis of interview
data with 15 Polish female attorneys who practice law and are members of the Warsaw
Chamber of the Bar. These women are pursuing their careers in a highly competitive
and still male-dominated profession. The results demonstrate the continuing struggle
of women to reconcile the often conflicting expectations and roles of professional and
personal lives. The findings point towards four gendering processes that venture from
the structure of the profession of attorney in Poland: professionally committed women
are not limited by their family life; women need to invest more in activities that attract
new clients; male attorneys are attributed greater authority; and women are more em-
pathic. These processes sustain gender inequalities in the profession of attorney as they
carry expectations of women to adapt to the existing professional structures in order
to access more equal career opportunities. However, by making sense of the shared ex-
periences of work-life conflict and of the feminine/masculine dichotomy, women exert
agency to their claims to professional expertise.

Key words: female attorneys, gendering processes, gender, the profession of attorney,
opportunity structure, Poland
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