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NLADA and the Legal Services Corporation are partnering to co-host several “national conversations” concerning diversity in the legal services community. Focusing on the impact of diversity issues within programs and within the client community, the purpose of the conversations is to identify the current diversity-related obstacles and issues facing the legal services community.  The events also provide an excellent opportunity for collaboration among NLADA, LSC and the community to develop practical strategies and steps to address critical considerations of gender, race, ethnicity, age, disability, sexual orientation and other aspects of diversity. The next discussion in the series is scheduled  to take place at NLADA’s Substantive Law Conference and follows on the heels of two highly successful events.

The first in the series of conversations took place at the NLADA/ABA Equal Justice Conference in San Diego, California this past March. The discussion at the March event focused on gender issues and was facilitated by Judy Perry Martinez of the New Orleans firm of Simon Peragine Smith & Redfearn. Randi Youells, LSC’s Vice President for Programs, recruited Martinez to facilitate the discussion because of the knowledge Martinez has amassed on the topic in her role as Chair of the American Bar Association’s Commission on Domestic Violence and through her participation in the ABA’s recent study of women in the legal profession. 

The discussion at the March event centered on the role of, and problems faced by, women as members of the legal services community. Among other topics, participants discussed factors that discourage or impede women from rising to positions of leadership, the perception of a glass ceiling within the legal services community and gender-based expectations women in the community encounter as they move into leadership positions. Participants also began to identify potential strategies for addressing these issues. 

On May 31 and June 1, over 40 equal justice advocates from across the country joined NLADA and LSC in Washington, DC for the second in the series of conversations. The two-day event covered a wider range of diversity issues than the March event, addressing issues relating to race, gender, ethnicity, disability, age and sexual orientation. The event, which was attended by a diverse group of advocates from LSC and non-LSC funded programs, challenged participants to identify diversity-related issues currently facing the legal services community and to brainstorm about potential strategies for addressing those issues.

The May-June event was facilitated by Deborah Howard and Yvonne Lamb of Karp Consulting Group, an organizational consulting firm with extensive experience facilitating conversations on diversity with lawyers and legal groups. During the first day, participants were led through a series of exercises to help identify diversity-related challenges facing the legal services community. To set the context for the discussion, participants were asked to consider the past, present and future of the legal services community by responding to a series of questions including (among others): (1) Who were/are/will be the key constituency groups? (2) What was/is/will be the demographic mix of our clients? (3) What kinds of people worked/work/will work for participants’ organizations? (4) What was/is/will be the organization’s approach to diversity? and (5) What were/are/will be the major diversity issues/concerns within the organization? Participants then engaged in a thoughtful discussion about the benefits and challenges of focusing, time, energy, attention and resources on diversity issues and initiatives. 

After identifying the benefits and challenges, the group was pushed to brainstorm about ways to maximize the benefits and overcome the challenges.  Having discussed how to maximize benefits and overcome challenges, participants were then asked to identify what they saw as the most critical internal and external diversity-related issues facing the legal services community. The group identified over 15 critical internal issues and more than 10 external issues. After identifying the critical issues, participants prioritized three internal issues and three external issues to focus on during day two of the conference. The internal issues selected were: (1) recruitment and retention of minorities; (2) recruitment and retention of diverse leadership/governance; and (3) withdrawal from discrimination-based advocacy.  The external issues selected were: (1) the lack of common definition/vision of diversity within the legal services community; (2) loss of trust among client communities because legal services providers are no longer dealing with race-based issues; and (3) ensuring that justice communities become diverse, inclusive and multiculturally competent, and creating cultures to impact a broader range of legal issues than they are now impacting (i.e., mental health, racial justice). 

The majority of the second day of the conference was devoted to brainstorming about potential strategies that national and local programs could implement to address internal and external issues. Both the March and May-June events generated extremely positive feedback from the participants. They said that the events provided opportunities to gather energy from one another and armed them with fresh ideas for approaching diversity-related issues.

In the next few months, NLADA and LSC plan to issue a joint report detailing the issues identified during the May-June conference and sharing the potential strategies identified by the group. In addition, NLADA and LSC plan to continue co-hosting discussions at national and regional events to gather more information about the diversity-related issues facing the legal services community and to continue to explore how NLADA, LSC and other national entities and local programs can collaborate to address the issues. As part of these discussions, NLADA and LSC will host sessions that emphasize the importance of valuing different aspects of diversity. In this regard, sessions at the Substantive Law Conference will focus on gender issues and issues impacting people of color. In addition to these sessions, NLADA and LSC plan to sponsor focused sessions addressing issues relating to sexual orientation, age, disability and other aspects of diversity at upcoming conferences. 

