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Scaling the Rainbow – The Future for
Women and Business Development
By Carol Frohlinger, founder, Negotiating Women,
Inc., and Margot B. Schonholz, partner, Willkie
Farr & Gallagher LLP

Introduction
It is beyond dispute that the legal profession has
undergone a seismic structural shift since 2007.
Firms are facing shrinking demand for services,
increased competition and clients under internal
pressure to demand more for less. In order to
retain existing business, no less capture new
business in today’s uncharted legal market, firms
and individual lawyers must be innovative — not a
trait ascribed to many firms or lawyers.
An inventive strategy is to unleash the latent
business generation power of women partners
and counsel. This is particularly timely since
clients are regularly focused on gender
composition of their outside legal teams 1 and inhouse decision makers are increasingly women. 2
Currently, women partners (equity and nonequity) are credited with originations at only 50%
of the numbers men report. 3 According to a
recent national survey, 84% of firms responding
had two or fewer women on the “top ten”
rainmaker list. 4 So what is preventing women
from realizing their business development
potential, and how can these obstacles be
overcome?
Some blame the women themselves — they
are not willing to get out there 24/7 to do what it
takes, 5 are reluctant to ask for business, 6 and do
not have the “correct” skills. This misguided
focus, which is solely on “fixing” women, obscures
a growth opportunity for firms. There is a market
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driven need to develop programs and systems to
enable women to make rain (a difficult task for
many lawyers, male or female), despite deepseated systemic issues that create hurdles.
A pragmatic approach to helping women generate
revenue is to identify relevant market factors that
leverage the strengths women bring to business
development as well as pervasive factors that
disadvantage them as a starting point and to build
from there. The approach we take is grounded in:
1. Proven strategies and techniques
appropriate for sophisticated business to
business "buying decisions" tailored to meet
the needs of law firms in today's economic
climate;
2. Principles of negotiation essential to
enhancing trust and loyalty between
lawyers and their clients;
3. An understanding of second generation
gender issues 7 (“SGGI”). These are the
powerful yet often unexamined barriers
women face that arise from either cultural
beliefs about gender (gender stereotypes) or
embedded workplace structures, practices,
and patterns of interaction that
inadvertently favor men. Because they are
so subtle, SGGI are difficult to address and
remedy — they are "the way things are;"
and
4. The adult learning principle that practice is
required to build skill; knowledge alone is
not enough.
In this article, we discuss the components of the
Women Partners' Business Development
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Program we developed as well as how we
negotiated the commitment of resources required
to implement it successfully. It is our hope that
sharing the research behind our approach and the
methodology we used will position others to help
their firms build business in a new way.
The business case could not be more clear — it is
time to invest in women as rainmakers.

Launching the Program
The program we developed consists of three
highly interactive full group sessions (each running
approximately five to six hours and separated by a
month) and individual meetings between each
participant and a trained coach before each group
session. The individual meetings are designed to
uncover each attorney’s business development
goals and to offer guidance regarding challenges
that may impede progress.

The Obstacle
Getting buy-in
The way in which law firms traditionally operate
discourages participation in long-term non-billable
investment activities. The model is based on the
billable hour as the basis for production of
revenue, and compensation systems reward
short-term revenue generation. Couple these
factors with the mystery surrounding business
development and skepticism about a womanfocused program, and we encountered our first
obstacle to surmount.
Our Approach
In order to succeed, the program requires a major
commitment from firm leadership and
participants. How did we obtain those
commitments?
After developing a general outline of the program
and discussing it with certain members of firm
management, the co-chairs of the firm’s women’s
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initiative surveyed the women partners to gauge
their interest in participating and willingness to
devote the time and effort required. Not all
women partners aspire to be rainmakers; some
prefer to practice law as service partners working
on client matters sourced by another partner.
Women who did not have the requisite
motivation to develop business were discouraged
from participating in the program. Although
business development knowledge and skill can
certainly be acquired through the use of specially
developed tools, commitment to do what it takes
to develop business is an individual choice.
The result of this outreach was overwhelmingly
positive. We then made the business case to the
firm’s executive committee to obtain funding for
the program. We highlighted the benefits for the
firm, not just the individual participants. These
included participants obtaining skills to help
practice groups develop and refine their
marketing plans, cross-selling opportunities
among participating partners, better integration
of lateral partners, and a more conscious
approach to selling business to women clients.
A critical step in the process was the rollout
meeting for the program. There, the firm’s cochairs addressed the group of participants about
the firm’s excitement about and encouragement
for the program. Management buy-in, not just
financially, but by attending this meeting and
requesting updates on the program progress was
key.

The Rainmaker Identity
Recent research 8 on personality characteristics of
lawyers who generate business shows that
rainmakers are more likely to seek dominance,
become consumed by their work, effectively
manage teams and take risks. These personality
characteristics are traditional “male”
characteristics, making it more difficult for women
to see themselves as rainmakers. In addition, new
research 9 shows that women do not receive the
same amount of support from their firms as do
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their male colleagues, making their business
development success dependent on their own
personality traits and activities.

The Obstacles
A question of fit
Because of historical male dominance in the
rainmaking space, it is more difficult for women to
be seen by others as expert at business
development; it is also difficult for many women
to see themselves in this role. 10 The mental
picture of a rainmaker is as an independent,
assertive and decisive power broker to whom the
usual rules do not apply. These traits are not
considered feminine; rather, women are thought
to be communal — friendly, unselfish, care-taking.
If a woman is assertive, she will likely be perceived
as aggressive instead and what appears selfconfident or entrepreneurial in a man often looks
arrogant, or self-promoting in a woman. 11 This
SGGI is referred to as the double bind; this
"dammed if you do, doomed if you
don't" 12dilemma discourages many women from
making the effort required to build a book of
business.
A lack of role models
This is exacerbated by the fact that there are so
few women rainmakers as role models. It is hard
to learn how to be successful at business
development unless one sees successful women
rainmakers demonstrate what works for them.
Observing not just one, but a number of role
models, affords women the opportunity to assess
various styles, approaches and activities to
determine which to adopt and which to avoid.

Our Approach
Believing one can be successful at generating
business requires self-reflection. We begin by
providing participants with an opportunity to
analyze where they currently are in relation to
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three essential components of business
development success:
1. Knowledge of the right business development
activities to do as well as a snapshot of their
current skill level at performing them;
2. Efficiency of their current business
development process — this is an important
issue for many women because there are so
many demands on their time; 13 and,
3. Engagement level, i.e., how eager (or not) are
they to do what is necessary to develop
business.
An online self-assessment 14 provides participants
with the individualized, written feedback they
need to determine where to begin to build more
business. The self-assessment is followed by an
online tool that guides them to:


Develop a profile of their practice: elements
include identifying their "ideal client", tracking
their business results historically as well as
forecasting future business results given
market conditions; and



Inventory the types of business development
activities they are currently doing as well as
the frequency with which they perform them
to provide a benchmark for measuring
program results. 15

The good news is that the women participating in
the program are often pleasantly surprised by the
results — they find they are doing many of the
right things. This recognition encourages them to
view themselves as having the ability to develop
business.
Participants then create a detailed business plan
blueprint informed by the previous work they
have completed and supported by extensive
research about how effective business
development plans must be structured. The
blueprint charts a specific course of action
implementable in manageable chunks over time,
again reinforcing the belief that developing a
rainmaker identity is a real possibility for those
who choose it and are willing to work at it.
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The Need for Grittiness
“Grittiness” has been defined as "...the tendency
to sustain interest in and effort toward very longterm goals". 16 Women need true grit to develop
business. 17

The Obstacles
Visibility matters
Regardless of whether a woman sees herself as a
rainmaker, the reality is that it is harder for
women to develop business than it is for men. Ingroup/out-group research 18 shows that women
are often excluded from informal networks, which
channel referrals. According to one study
surveying women attorneys about business
development, referrals account for approximately
35% of new business. 19
Since getting a referral involves someone else
putting his/her own credibility on the line, it
follows that they do not necessarily come easily.
It is not that referrals are intentionally withheld
from women. Referrals result from relationships
built over time, often nurtured on the golf course.
Women are often not playing that same course.
Participating in pitch meetings and panel "beauty
contests" are also situations where women are
often left out. 20 Why? Most firms do not have
established policies that govern who is included; it
is left to the discretion of whomever has the
relationship with the potential client. That tends
to be a white man who rounds up the "usual
suspects" — other white men with whom he has
shared the thrill of victory or the agony of defeat.
These are the people top of mind, those he knows
and trusts. He does not mean to be exclusionary,
but a woman who has not participated in other
pitches with him is not even on the radar. 21
In addition, women are expected to and often do
invisible work—work that contributes to the
organization's success but does not get much, if
any, notice or recognition. Consequently, it is
neither highly valued nor rewarded. 22
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In a business development setting, invisible work
can play out in different ways. If a woman is
fortunate enough to be invited to participate in a
pitch, she may be asked (explicitly or tacitly) to
take up the administrative and logistical tasks.
That may involve organizing the planning
meetings, preparing the deck and customizing
associated glossy handouts, as well as catching up
those team members who may have missed a
preparation meeting because of more pressing
matters. If the business development task
involves responding to client Requests for
Proposals 23, the woman on the team may be
tasked with getting information and coordinating
with the marketing department to make sure the
proposal gets done well and in a timely manner.
Congeniality matters
Many firms have origination credit policies that
are neither coherent nor transparent. If women
want credit for the work they bring in as part of a
team, they are put in the awkward position of
having to initiate conversations that can invite
backlash because their behavior violates
behavioral norms. On the other hand, if they wait
for others to "do the right thing" and allocate
credit fairly, they will probably be waiting a long
time. According to a recent study, a shocking 30%
of women partners reported that they had been
threatened, bullied or intimidated to back down in
a dispute over origination credit. 24 Many women
come to the realization that time devoted to
business development is better spent sourcing
and cultivating their own client relationships. 25
Although this is desirable from an individual
partner’s point of view, it may be a missed
opportunity for firms to cement relationships with
clients in a variety of areas, making it much less
likely that the client will move its business to
another firm.
Many women work as "service partners" 26 on
client matters sourced by another partner. As a
consequence, they do not control the client
relationship. One study surveying women
attorneys about business development reported
Page | 4
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that the women attributed most new business
(57%) as coming from existing clients. 27 Women,
therefore, are at a distinct disadvantage unless
they negotiate with the relationship partner for a
share of the billing credit. But to do so might be
considered "ungrateful" given the billable hours
that the partner has enabled them to work. After
all, billable hours are also meaningful when it
comes to compensation decisions; it is risky to put
them on the line.

Our Approach
To deal effectively with the challenges described
above, women partners must be gritty when it
comes to business development. Using the
University of Pennsylvania's Grit Survey and
Optimism Test 28 as a basis, participants generally
discuss their reactions to their scores in the group
session (no one is asked to reveal her individual
scores) as well as the link between grit, mindset 29
and optimism with business development success.
We also acknowledge the reality that successful
rainmakers are excellent at networking in a
variety of ways. We differentiate strategic
networking from the usual forms that networking
takes — either a scatter-shot effort (for example,
collecting business cards at events while drinking
bad chardonnay and failing to follow-up because
no authentic connection was established) or,
alternatively, a "take no prisoners" approach that
encourages networking focused only on the
networker's unilateral needs (sometimes called,
"working the room").
Women are often reluctant to engage in these
kinds of networking because they experience
them as inauthentic and uncomfortable. We
redefine networking to include reciprocity and
real connection; we find that this reframing makes
it more likely that women will engage in it. We
encourage an examination of three network
components: internal, external and personal
networks to assess what elements of each is
working well and what needs to be improved.
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Our focus is pragmatic — given that the goal is
generating new business, one question is whether
the network is large enough? 30 Another question
is who is in the network? What gaps exist
currently and what steps can be taken to close
them? How can the relationships with those in
the network be strengthened? We introduce
tools 31 developed to help participants increase
the number and quality of referrals they receive,
emphasizing the need to build strong reciprocal
relationships.
We tackle the thorny issue of invisible work using
a three step process. The first step is to identify
the invisible work one is routinely performing that
takes time away from independently developing
business. Identifying invisible work is not done in
isolation but is considered as one factor among
others that may not be yielding the desired results
including speaking on panels or writing.
Embedded in a one-to-one coaching conversation
and again in a group discussion of what to start
doing, continue doing or stop doing is guidance
that helps women recognize that they should
make a conscious decision to take on invisible
work (or not) rather than simply allow it to be
imposed on them. Clearly, there is a requirement
that one must do her fair share for the team. At
the same time, a woman should not be unfairly
burdened with tasks that are not rewarded with
anything more than a perfunctory thank you (if
she is lucky) and the opportunity to do these
things again and again because she does them so
well. Using a negotiation framework, we offer
women the tools to manage situations like these
in a way that is personally authentic and culturally
compatible.

Gender Neutral Sales Process and Tools

Regardless of gender, certain sales processes and
tools commonly used in business have not been
adopted by many law firms. Given the need for a
new law firm paradigm, firms should consider
applying these historically successful processes
and tools to their businesses.
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The Obstacle
"Sales" is not what lawyers do
The contrast between the traditional view of the
practice of law — as a profession — and the
modern definition of it as an "industry" requires a
fresh look at the business development process.
Even today, many firms are unable to differentiate
marketing strategies and tactics from business
development activities. Law firm leaders,
although often painfully aware of the need to
increase revenue, are often unsure of how to
adapt proven sales processes used by business to
their firms. Relevant management practices
(including coaching, sponsorship and appropriate
communication), meaningful measurement and
tracking systems, and well-designed reward and
recognition systems are absent in most firms.
Our Approach
Recognizing that the leadership commitment
required to support the organizational change
described above is more aspirational than
attainable, we instead focus on what the
individual can do herself. We de-bunk the myth
that selling is something only done by people
wearing plaid jackets at used car lots by reframing
it as solving client problems. We introduce a
number of tools to support a rigorous planning
process for initial client acquisition as well as
ongoing relationship growth. We also discuss how
participants can leverage these tools and
processes to lead business development
strategies for targeted clients more broadly at the
practice group and firm levels as appropriate.
The group sessions are highly interactive and
incorporate a great deal of practice as demanded
by experiential learning principles. 32 Participants
practice describing their ideal client, using
"engaging introductions" 33 and asking for business
opportunities. Using a proven meeting
management model, participants use their own
upcoming prospective client meetings to apply the
model and associated skills through role-play.
These simulations are video-taped, and
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participants receive feedback from their
colleagues in session as well as in individual
coaching sessions. A second simulation, using
case studies, enables participants to practice a
collaborative meeting management model and
skills in a team pitch situation. We also discuss
strengths women tend to bring to business
development to reinforce their use.
As ongoing sustainment strategies, we initiate
peer coaching and monthly group breakfasts to
continue the work of this program. Peer coaching
teams are arranged to bring together partners
from different practice groups and seniority. The
goal of these groups is to invest the time and
effort to collaborate on continued skill building
and collectively generating business
opportunities. The monthly group breakfasts
bring together all the participants and counsel in
various formats to discuss business development
tactics and issues identified by two partners who
set the agenda for each meeting. Responsibility
for organizing and running the breakfasts rotates
among partners.

Conclusion
By any definition, this program was an unqualified
success. What’s good for women has been good
for business. The women partners who
participated have been able quickly to garner
additional revenue and have organized
themselves as an effective business development
cohort. We are confident that the relationships
built during the program will continue to grow
over time, and the outcome will be enhanced
engagement as well as increased business.
As importantly, the program and ongoing
sustainment efforts have focused the participants
and the firm on reframing the definition of
“success” of business development efforts.
Although instant revenue generation has been
welcome, long term sustained efforts to build and
support internal referral networks, to serve
existing firm clients in new areas and additional
ways, and to tap senior resources to aid younger
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colleagues in their business development efforts
have also been recognized as important
achievements.
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Scaling the Rainbow: The Future for Women and Business Development

Description of Tools Used in the Program


Business Development Self-Assessment
Participants complete an online assessment that provides them individualized, written feedback across
three dimensions of business development success criteria:
•

knowledge of the right business development activities to do as well as how to do them

•

engagement level, i.e., how eager (or not) are they to do what is necessary to develop business

•

efficiency; this is an important issue for many women because there are so many demands on
their time



Grit Survey and Optimism Test Scores
Available at the U Penn Authentic Happiness site. Although individual results are not shared at the group
session, participants do discuss their reactions to their scores as well as the links between grit, mindset
and optimism with business development success.



Practice and Activity Inventory
Participants complete a 25 question online tool that guides them to:
•

develop a profile of their practice; elements include identifying their "ideal client", tracking their
business results historically and forecasting future business outcomes

•

inventory the types of business development activities they are currently doing as well as the
frequency with which they do them to provide a benchmark for measuring results



Business Development Blueprint
Participants complete a detailed business plan informed by the previous work they have completed and
supported by extensive research about how effective business development plans must be structured



Engaging Introduction Kit
Using an innovative approach rooted in the belief that an effective "engaging introduction" is situational,
participants prepare, get feedback on and practice one or more engaging introductions.



Internal Referral Map
This tool is designed to help participants to increase the number and quality of referrals they receive from
people within the firm as a result of strong reciprocal relationships.



External Referral Map
This tool is designed to help participants to increase the number and quality of referrals they receive from
people outside the firm as a result of strong reciprocal relationships.



Decision Maker Map Kit
This tool is designed to help participants to navigate their present and future clients' highly complex
decision-making process for the purchase of legal services.



Meeting Planning Worksheet
This tool is designed to help participants plan a one-on-one or small group meeting with a particular client
or prospective client or referral source. It can be prepared by one individual or used as part of a team
planning session.



Account Strategy Worksheet
This tool is designed to help participants plan an overall business development strategy for a particular
client or prospective client or to plan an approach to win a particular piece of work. It can be prepared by
one individual or used as part of a team planning session.

© 2014, Carol Frohlinger and Margot B. Schonholtz

Page | 11

