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Anyone still questioning whether women 
can reach the top in Latin America need 
only look to Chile’s elections to allay  

their fears.
“Already, the impact of Ms Bachelet’s election 

as president is noticeable,” says Magdalena Enei, 
general counsel for Total in Chile. “I think women 
here have become more able to express concerns 
and opinions – its probably unconscious, but we 
feel more validated. The simple knowledge that 
women hold such positions of power makes us feel 
more able to speak our minds.”

Of course, the hours and other requirements 
of politics fit well enough with female success. 
How about law? Are Latin America’s leading firms 
engineered for female advancement? To find out, 
LATINLAWYER identified 40 women lawyers who 
have risen to the top and asked their opinion. By 
profiling a slice of the talented women succeeding 
now in Latin American law – and there are 
thousands – we hope to provide insight into how 
far the profession has come, and how far it needs 
to go.

We also asked the LATINLAWYER 250 firms 
to tell us how many women were employed, at 
partner and associate level. We invited responses 
from the leading firms based inside the region. 
Of these, seventy per cent, and all major firms, 
responded to this survey, fairly evenly spread 
throughout the jurisdictions. 

According to our research, 47 per cent of 
associates in law firms across the region are women. 
This reflects the fact that for many years, women 
have made up at least half of law school graduates, 
and in many countries more than that. But at 
partner level the proportion of women drops to 16 
per cent. The proportion of women equity partners 
is even lower. 

LATINLAWYER last gathered similar 
information four years ago, so we are in a good 
position to assess whether the region is changing. 
Back then we found that 41 per cent of associates 
and 12 per cent of partners were women. So 
women are finding more, and better, opportunities 
open to them in Latin America as time goes on. 

The picture that emerged for Latin America 
is common to much of the global legal profession. 
In the US last year 43 per cent of associates were 
women, and 17 per cent of partners, according to 
the American Bar Association. A similar study by 
the Law Society of Scotland showed that even in a 

batch of respondents, which was nearly 60 per cent 
women, only 20 per cent of those were partners. 
This compares with 60 per cent of the male 
respondents to the society’s survey.

The picture of course varies hugely within 
Latin America. The table below shows what 
percentage of partners and associates are women 
in each country. Compared to four years ago, most 
have made some progress, in line with the region-
wide figures. 

It would not surprise anyone familiar with 
the region to see that Brazil stands out as one 
of the most open jurisdictions in Latin America. 
“I believe the woman lawyer is quite valued in 
Brazil,” says Regina Lynch of Xavier, Bernardes, 
Bragança, Sociedade de Advogados. “I myself must 
say that only on very few and rare occasions I felt 
discriminated either by my peers or by the firm’s 
clients.” Firms in Bolivia, Uruguay and Paraguay 
have also shown themselves to be very open to 
women in the profession. 

Meanwhile Venezuela, Colombia and Central 
America are making great strides towards equality 
between the sexes. Most of our respondents 
from those countries felt that not only had they 
experienced little or no discrimination, but that the 
upper echelons of business and the law were very 
receptive to women. 

In other jurisdictions, women have fewer 
opportunities. In Argentina, nearly half of associates 
are women, but this falls to 12 per cent at partner 
level. Peru, Mexico and Ecuador fare even worse, 
with women partners making up around 8 per cent 
of the total. 

In Chile, a traditionally conservative country, 
this falls to 2 per cent. “One of the realities that 
we female lawyers have to face is the fact that it 
is harder for us to get to a leading position within 
Chilean firms,” says Patricia Nuñez of Nuñez, 
Muñoz y Cía. “In fact, in general, there are just few 
female lawyers partners in the main law firms.”

Of course, even these figures mask great variation 
between firms. Generally speaking, bigger and more 
traditional firms, especially in those jurisdictions 
where women have struggled, have even fewer 
women partners. “The big law firms in Chile are very 
traditional, partly because lawyers are in general very 
conservative – and this so far has ensured that they 
have stayed boys’ clubs,” says Magdalena Enei. At the 
five biggest firms the country, which have 77 partners 
between them, two are women. 

Less traditional firms have found inequality 
less of a problem. “Tozzini, Freire, Teixeira e Silva 
Advogados is a young firm, and so does not have 
an institutional bias,” Moira Huggard-Caine points 
out. “Its principles and culture – and the very good 
results its women lawyers produce – have ensured 
we are a very balanced firm.” Gómez-Pinzón 
Abogados in Colombia is another example of a 
new firm making more progress when it comes to 
hiring and promoting women. 

Of course this trend is far from universal. 
In some large and old firms, even in traditional 
countries, women are very well represented. Estudio 
Beccar Varela in Argentina was established in 1897 
and is now the fourth largest firm in the country, 
but 60 per cent of their associates and over a quarter 
of partners are women. Goodrich, Riquelme y 
Asociados beats most of its fellow Mexican firms 
hands down, with women forming 41 per cent of its 
associates and 22 per cent of its partners; but it is in 
the top 10 largest firms and was established in 1934.

Likewise, the Baker & McKenzie offices 
throughout the region are often more balanced 
than local firms, although they are often the biggest 
and very well established. The US influence is 
undoubtedly a benefit here, although the firm has 
implemented specific policies to recruit and retain 
women, such as its “productive permanence policy 
programme for female lawyers” in Mexico. 

Perhaps Moira Huggard-Caine gets to the 
truth of the matter when she talks of a firm’s 
“principles and culture”. In some firms, the culture 
is very tied to their position in the market and to 
its traditions. Others, independently of when they 

the glass ceiling
The male domination of the legal profession in Latin America is certainly fading – but 
how fast? Clare Bolton spoke to leading women lawyers in the region to guage how 
much progress has been made. 

Country % female 
partners

% female 
associates

Argentina 12 45

Bolivia 30 52

Brazil 24 45

Central America 22 47

Chile 2 28

Colombia 18 52

Ecuador 9 22

Mexico 8 35

Paraguay 21 57

Peru 7 36

Uruguay 32 48

Venezuela 22 56
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were founded, have been able to implement a 
truly modern way of working – which of course 
includes equality of opportunity. 

A juggling act
But even given this variation across the region and 
between the culture of firms, women are consistently 
under-represented at partner level. How do we 
account for the discrepancy in the figures between 
the partner and associate stages? All of the firms we 
spoke to insist on equality of opportunity, painting a 
picture of a meritocracy in which talent can achieve 
anything. Indeed, many of the women profiled here 
say they have not felt any discrimination in their 
careers based on their sex. 

Perhaps all that is needed is time. “The main 
reason Brazilian firms still have more male partners 
than female is that it takes time for the successive 
generations of talented women to work their 
way up the career ladder, as the practice of law 
until some years ago was a predominantly male 
profession,” says Huggard-Caine.

The fact that the picture has changed in 
only four years certainly backs up Huggard-
Caine’s opinion, and few would argue that as 
time goes on the disproportion will improve. But 
the US has seen significant numbers of women 
graduating from law school for over 40 years, and 
inequality is still evident there. “The percentage 
of female partners and CEOs (in Latin America 

and elsewhere) tells us a lot about the situation 
of women,” says Eugenia González of Goodrich 
Riquelme y Asociados in Mexico. “It may not 
be deliberate discrimination, but something is 
obviously interfering between talented women and 
positions of power.”  

This idea of implicit discrimination – rather 
than explicit chauvinism – goes a long way towards 
explaining why over 80 per cent of partners are 
men. “I believe that women have to demonstrate 
that they really are interested in their professional 
careers, and may need to prove their abilities more 
clearly than men in order to be taken seriously 
– which may mean they will have to work harder,” 
says Lourdes Suayfeta, who set up her own firm 

Magdalena Enei
Legal director for Total Gas y Electricidad 
Chile, and general counsel for Gasoducto 
GasAndes in Chile and Argentina
Age: 47

Enei has worked in her current roles for six 
years. Prior to that she worked in Empresa 
Nacional del Petróleo, a state-owned company 
concentrating on developing agreements 
with foreign investors to explore for 
hydrocarbons in Chile, and later she worked 
in its international affiliate SIPETROL, which 
invested abroad with the same purpose. She 
has also worked in the private sector advising 
small and medium-sized oil companies in 
their investments in Latin America in the 
commencement of the deregulation process.  

Have you faced discrimination in your career?
Fortunately, no – I have always worked with 
groups of people who felt it was important to 
have women involved, even if this was not an 
explicit policy. I’ve also always worked in diverse 
and integrated teams. But this is out of luck, I am 
aware that many of my colleges have experienced 
discrimination, especially when it comes to salaries 
and compensation.

Do you think that’s the same across the  
legal profession?
In private practice you simply don’t see many 
senior women partners in law firms in Chile, and 
it is even rarer for them to be equity partners. 
So women progressing up the ladder in private 
practice often have to either stay forever, and 
never make as much money as their male peers, or 
branch off and set up their own small firm. 

What skills do women lawyers typically have 
that men don’t?

Women tend to communicate better, and give 
straightforward advice. I also know if I see a 
woman leading a team from a law firm, then she 
is extremely well-qualified and intelligent, simply 
because she will have had to work incredibly hard, 
and achieve a great deal, to get where she is. But 
I think the most important thing is that women 
tend to be less concerned about themselves and 
their careers, and more focused on achieving the 
best results for the matter in hand. From a client’s 
perspective, that’s great.

How do you make this perspective known?
I think as a corporate counsel, it is important to 
acknowledge good work done for the company. 
So, for example, if I knew that during a deal the 
bulk of the work, the inventive and important 
work, was done by a woman senior associate rather 
than her (probably) male partner, then I would 
tell the business people who was responsible 
for solving the problem we faced. And I would 
strengthen the communication and address issues 
directly with her. 

Do you support the role of women in law in 
any other ways? 
I’m involved in plans to implement a mentoring 
programme for young women in law.  We have yet 
to begin the scheme, but I’m positive about it. I 
do mentor within my team as well, but not really 
along gender lines; we’re very integrated and that 
kind of policy has never seemed necessary. 

Did you have any women role models in  
your career?
No, not really, although I did come to realise very 
early on in my career that the women in high 
positions in law were very well prepared. Like 
most women I didn’t really planned my career, I 
worked very hard and just took the opportunities 
that were offered. This is an important aspect 
that younger women are changing now, they are 
planning and controlling the changes in their 
careers. Awareness is an area we will tackle in our 
mentoring programme.

Do you think you’re a role model for others?
I have been told so occasionally, yes. But if I have 
a lesson to teach, I would like it to be that you 
shouldn’t resign just to conciliate work and a 
family. I have five children and a job I enjoy. But 
you also have to figure out what you want before 
you can achieve it: I knew I wanted a family as 
well as a career, and so gave up an opportunity to 
work in the US because doing that would have 
put too great an emphasis on the work side of the 
equation. What can seem like sacrifices can also be 
seen as positive choices to get what you want. 

The traditional image of Chile is as a 
traditional, patriarchal society. How do you 
reconcile that with the developments you have 
just described?
In this aspect Chile is not as traditional as everyone 
thinks. Of course, we have just elected a woman 
president – and a woman who has led a life quite 
far from what is normally viewed as traditional. 
And now half her cabinet is female. That simply 
couldn’t have happened in a country as old-
fashioned as Chile is perceived to be. 

What action should be taken? 
A lot has been said about positive discrimination, 
for example, to incorporate more women into 
the boards of state-owned companies. I think 
this would be a step in the right direction. The 
state needs to take more action, to encourage 
positive discrimination – yes, that could be seen as 
discrimination against men, but if we want change 
in one decade, not five, then firmer action needs 
to be taken. Having women in high-level positions 
has benefits for society and its overall economic 
growth. For example, having more women in 
high-level political positions, and more involved 
in the public and private sector, has brought to 
discussion and regulation high-cost social problems 
such us intra-family violence, abortion, divorce 
etc. It is not a coincidence that only now more 
women hold more positions of power worldwide, 
issues that affect them directly are being discussed 
as global problems.
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Suayfeta Consultores SC in Mexico in 2003. 
“Men’s interest in their professional career is taken 
for granted, and there is no need for them to 
demonstrate it.”

“I think women have to work harder than 
men, not only in Latin America, but everywhere 
in the world,” agrees Gloria Alvarado, founding 
partner of Alvarado y Asociados in Nicaragua. “We 
as women have had to work harder to have our 
role as professionals recognised.”

An obvious barrier to equal promotion is, of 
course, family. Juggling children and a career is 
difficult, and in Latin America particularly, childcare 
falls to the women. Lilian Zelaya Panting of Arias 
& Muñoz gives voice to a very common opinion 

among the women we interviewed. “I feel that 
in the workplace, equal effort is expected from 
men and women,” she says.  “What is difficult for 
females in the law in El Salvador, and Latin America 
generally, is the double role of housewife and 
professional attorney. This requires women to work 
harder than men, not a notion of a double standard 
operating solely within the professional world.”

The double role causes many women to 
sidestep the rat race. “Some women prefer to 
climb the ladder slowly but surely,” says Huggard-
Caine in Brazil. “They want time for other things 
in life than just work.” It could be women’s own 
preferences that dictate the disproportion in the 
top levels of the legal profession. “Men and women 

tend to have a different perspective on ambition 
– women are sometimes less willing to put in the 
hours just to make partner,” says Roxana Kahale of 
Beretta Kahale Godoy in Argentina. 

Faced with choosing between family life  
and work, traditionally women have chosen family, 
whereas men, the breadwinners, have chosen 
work. These societal norms make it hard for 
companies and firms to adapt themselves to the 
changing workforce and offer completely equal 
opportunities.

An adaptable profession?
A common reaction for women lawyers, when 
this juggling act of home and work seems 

Roxana Kahale 
Founding partner
Beretta Kahale Godoy, Argentina

Kahale, 40, co-founded her firm in July 
2000. Prior to that she worked at Basilico 
Fernandez Madero Duggan for eight years, 
two as a partner, and before that at Baker & 
McKenzie. Although a young firm, Beretta 
Kahale Godoy has gained significant ground 
in Argentina, not least because of the 
reputations of its founders. Kahale focuses on 
M&A and antitrust, particularly in the energy 
sector and is also active in other areas such 
as retail, pharmaceutical companies and 
broadcasting. 

Have you faced discrimination?
Certainly. I graduated top of my class, did an 
LLM at New York University, but when I started 
applying for jobs was told,:“Your CV is excellent, 
but we’re not hiring women.” I have also been 
paid less than male colleagues doing the same 
work in previous firms. Things are changing –  
it is less difficult for a woman associate to get  
a job these days. Partnership, however, is a 
different matter. 

How different is the picture between firms?
The more traditional firms are still boys’ clubs. 
For example, when I was a young associate, a 
male partner in this kind of firm told me that in 
my interaction with clients, I “should be more 
like a flight attendant”, meaning that I should 
smile more and be more attentive. He wouldn’t 
have said that to a man. 

Is it changing?
Definitely – in the 1990s in Argentina there 
was a huge increase in international business, 
which really helped to change perspectives. 

Also all young associates, regardless of gender, 
are conscious of the need for a balance between 
work and life – that’s a generational issue, I think, 
which is helping to change law firms. But also 
young men in their 20s and 30s are more used to 
having a woman boss, which was unheard of for 
the older generation. They’re also more likely to 
have mothers who worked and raised a family, so 
it seems normal to them. That’s absolutely key for 
changing perceptions.

Do stereotypes help or hinder?
I think women battle against being stereotyped 
in two directions: if we are tough, then we’re 
being aggressive. If we are softer, then we are too 
nurturing. In the same situations men, however, 
are called aggressive, or mediatory. It’s a hard 
balance to strike. There’s another dimension to 
this – a handsome man will, if anything, only be 
helped in his career by his looks. But a beautiful 
woman is often thought stupid. I think I would 
always advise women not to lose their essence 
as a woman in anything they do. But ‘damsel in 
distress’ behaviour won’t get you anywhere, either. 

Do you consider gender when mentoring 
your associates?
I think that mentoring is essential for the 
partner–associate relationship, and I use different 
techniques for men and women. I would be 
more likely to use reality checks to pull up men 
associates sharply when they’ve made a mistake, 
whereas I am more delicate with women. But 
these are just different routes to the same result.

What about within the partnership? Does 
gender play a role?
Perhaps I take on a more nurturing and 
monitoring role than my partners. But that’s no 
bad thing – it is the essence of partnership to 
have a balance of skills, and use those differences 
for the good of the firm. 

What other skills do women have which can 
help them in law?
When I see a woman across the deal table, I often 

find that negotiating deals is easier. Women tend 
to be less egotistical, less confrontational and more 
willing to prioritise finding a solution. They’re 
very thorough and tough, of course, but more 
likely to work with the other parties towards the 
close of the deal. Women also tend to be better 
project managers and better at multi-tasking. 

Do you consider gender when putting 
together a deal team?
No. The only way gender comes into play is 
considering associates’ family commitments and 
availability to travel.

What networking opportunities are there  
for women? 
The women’s interest group of the IBA is making 
a difference – particularly because the IBA, in 
Latin America at least, is still male-dominated. 
None of the heads of committees for Latin 
America are women, and I think the IBA should 
lead in mentoring across the community of law. 

Are more traditional networking opportunities 
closed to women?
Well, I don’t play golf with clients! But I don’t 
think that’s very important – a good lawyer will 
find other ways to forge a relationship with a 
client. An interesting aspect of this is how spouses 
help in networking – of course traditionally, the 
leading (male) lawyers would be supported by 
their wives, domestically and professionally. Now 
those roles are reversing too – often husbands 
help their wives to network with clients. 

What advice would you give to a young 
woman associate?
Think positive – I have always been taught that 
I can achieve whatever I want, and have applied 
that to my career. Sitting back and thinking: ‘Oh 
what a shame, law firms are dominated by men’ 
isn’t going to get you what you want in life. Also, 
you have to believe that wanting a career and a 
family, and finding time for the things you enjoy, 
isn’t selfish. The sky’s the limit!
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“Life is easier for women as general counsels,” 
says Carmen Quijano of Santos y Quijano SC 
in Mexico. “This is partly, I think, because for 
some companies the general counsel is not a top-
level management position and so they face less 
sexism. Also, a general counsel role requires great 
organisational skills, which women tend to be 
better at.”

But family considerations again play a significant 
role. “Being in-house requires fewer late nights, as 
the work and the stress to close a deal are often 
given to an external law firm,” she continues. 
“Also, companies – particularly subsidiaries of US 
companies – tend to have better maternity and 
equality policies than law firms.”

Accommodating the needs of a woman lawyer 
with children is tough for law firms, says Elisabeth 
Eljuri, co-founder of Macleod Dixon SC’s Venezuela 
office. Her office is very balanced between the sexes, 
but she notes: “To be completely honest, we’re 
a young firm – and the younger generations are 
more progressive in this area, far more.” The main 
problem the firm is (just beginning) to face is that 
“the schedule of a law firm means that giving lots of 
flexibility on time is difficult.” 

Clients expect 24-hour assistance, or their 
attorney to be in New York on very short notice, 
but dropping everything to jump on a plane is 
often impossible when you have a family. Time is 
an important factor in the longer term, too. “The 
amount of hours you have to work is a key barrier 
to partnership in a law firm,” says Kahale. “In some 
firms, there is a requirement that you put in the time, 
which is hard if you also have to look after a family.” 
Being less able to travel or work weekends can mean 
associates are given less interesting or high-profile 
deals to work on, which sets them back on the 
partnership track. 

One of the most common reactions to these 
difficulties among the women that want to stay in 
private practice is simply to ignore the issue. These 
women firmly advise young female associates to 
assume you will receive equal treatment – not only 
because it is your right, but because it is the best 
way to get it.

Other women react to the difficulty of juggling 
home and work by choosing an area of law with less 
pressured schedules. “There tend to be more women 
in family law, in environment, in general corporate, 
and in IP,” says Kahale. “I think that’s because, for 
example in IP, the work is more organised, more 
process-based, so you don’t often have the mad rush 
to close a deal. Cross-border capital markets work, in 
which top-level women are rare, is non-stop when 
it gets going.”

But the reaction of some women to a law firm’s 
inability to adapt and offer equal opportunities is 
more drastic: set up on your own. Over a quarter 
of the women we profile here have founded their 
own firm. Of course, they have done so for a variety 
of reasons, and Latin American law firms often split 
and merge across the board. But the high number 
of female founders also shows that law firms unable 

Carmen Quijano
Santos y Quijano SC

Quijano practises M&A, antitrust and general 
corporate law.

Why did you set up your own firm? 
I worked for 11 years at Von Wobeser y Sierra in 
Mexico. It’s a very traditional firm, like many in 
Mexico, and although there are lots of woman 
associates there are no female partners. I came to 
realise that although I may have been the woman 
most likely to make partner, I knew it just wouldn’t 
happen. The fact that I have two children was a 
barrier, I think. After my second child I worked 
part of the day at home and I got the feeling this 
was impeding my career. So I started to work 
freelance from home, doing work for old clients. 
Then, in March 2004, my old partner, Luis Santos 
Jiménez left the firm and asked me to join him in 
setting up this one.

Have you faced discrimination in your career?
Yes, certainly. Women find it far more difficult 
than men to reach the top positions in Mexico, 
especially after having children. The policy is that 
law firms are open, because half of all lawyers are 
women, but there are so few women partners. 
Law school graduates have been near 50 per cent 
for some time now and I believe it is time to do 
whatever is necessary to reach the same percentage 
at work and in leading position levels.

Is that discrimination from peers or clients?
It is from partners in law firms. They don’t like 
lawyers working from home, as they feel they 
have less control over the outcome. This can mean 
that women working flexitime get less work, or 
less interesting work, than others. Clients don’t 
care where the work is done, they only care that 
it is done well. In fact, during my time working 

freelance one of the firm’s clients asked me to 
work on a large deal they were planning, and it just 
wasn’t a problem with them that I was working 
from home. 

What about in other areas of the legal 
profession?
Women lawyers do find it easier to progress in-
house and in government, I think. In politics, as 
well, there is more equality – around 50 per cent 
of all congressional candidates in political parties 
are women and they do join together to promote 
equality. Women corporate lawyers are not  
unified in this way; there’s a stigma attached to 
female-only networking in Mexico, it is seen as 
overly feminist. 

What have you learned from your experience? 
That you have to delegate. Before I had children, I 
used to do all the work myself, but when you are 
working partly from home, you can’t do that. But 
I think this is a positive for the team – everyone 
works harder, has more responsibility and 
commitment and feels more part of the team. 

Did you have any women role models?
No – because I didn’t know any female partners. 
A helpful piece of advice I received was to 
network with other women. A professor, Luz Elena 
Gutierrez de Velasco from the Interdisciplinary 
Women’s Programme of ‘El Colegio de Mexico’, 
also told me to always continue practising law for 
at least three hours a day when you’ve had children 
(after a few months off for maternity leave). I 
thought this was a good piece of advice – you have 
to keep doing what you want to do. 

What do Mexican firms need to do to change 
the situation?
They need to introduce flexitime schedules, and 
not discriminate against those who decide to take 
them up. But young people have a role here too 
– they have to prove these schedules are effective, 
and don’t result in substandard work. But at the end 
of the day, Mexican firms need to promote more 
women. 

overwhelming, is to move to a more amenable 
work setting. Corporations and governments in 
Latin America seem to have adapted more easily to 
the presence of women in the profession than law 
firms. “As in-house counsels, women have more 
opportunities to reach decision-making positions,” 
says Magdalena Enei, of Total in Chile. “I also 
think it is easier for women to be promoted in 
government.”

For example, women have traditionally done 
very well in the judiciary in Latin America. In Brazil, 
for example, the president of Brazil’s highest court, 
the Supremo Tribunal Federal, is a woman, Ellen 
Gracie. This is very different to the UK, where the 
Lord Chancellor has criticised the current system in 

which existing judges recommend new appointees. 
It has ensured, he says, a predominantly white, male, 
upper-class judiciary, which does not reflect the 
society it judges. But in Latin America the judiciary, 
like other areas of government, is more open. There 
is wide consensus that this is, as Roxana Kahale of 
Beretta Kahale Godoy in Argentina says, “because the 
timing and the holidays make it easier for working 
mothers.” 

There is also a growing number of women 
general counsel in Latin America. We profile a 
number of excellent lawyers here. Reports from 
private practice also indicate it is more and more 
common to have women clients, across a range  
of sectors. 
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to retain talented women will see a direct effect on 
the bottom line. 

Carmen Quijano left a major Mexican law firm 
to set up her own boutique, because she felt that as 
a woman, she would not make it to the partnership. 
“My old firm lost their investment in me,” she 
says. “Not only that, but I am now in competition 
with them. I highly respect my old firm – I learnt 
everything I know from them, and thank them for 
that – but now, we compete for clients.”

Of course, the bottom line of law firms is 
also affected by those women not profiled here 
– the ones who felt unable to return to work 
after having children. “I always try to respect 
women’s rights in recruitment and promotion,” says 
Quijano. “But this also is because I don’t want to 
lose money – if a talented lawyer leaves your firm 
you lose all the money you have invested in their 
training and development.” 

“Most of the ‘star’ associates in Colombia 

are women, but they will want to have children 
one day,” agrees Paula Samper of Gómez-Pinzón 
Abogados in Colombia.  “We, the partners of firms, 
have to realise that they can still be productive after 
that, or it is the firms that will suffer.”

She also reports that adapting to women has 
other benefits for firms. “Having women partners 
has given us an edge on our competitors in 
recruitment,” says Samper. “Associates can very 
easily see that here, it is possible to have a family 

Paula Samper
Partner
Gómez-Pinzón Abogados, Colombia

Samper, 39, co-founded Gómez-Pinzón 
Abogados in 1992, and was made a partner 
11 years ago. She began her career as a law 
clerk at Baker & McKenzie. She practises 
corporate, M&A and employment law, and 
co-ordinates the firm’s pro-bono work. 

Do women in Latin America have to work 
harder than men?
In Colombia, I think women have made a great 
deal of progress, perhaps more so than in other 
countries in Latin America – and this is across 
the board, in government, in banks, in business, 
and certainly in law. But there is still a difference 
and I think women do have to work harder than 
men. In part, this is because in Colombia women 
generally still run the home alongside working 
long hours. This is what I mean by working 
harder – we have to do both, home and work. 
Probably in more developed countries men 
have had to learn to take more responsibilities at 
home. 

Is that picture changing?
Yes – younger men are more civilised! Women 
are also more successful today – in fact there was 
a census recently in Colombia which showed that 
women are gaining recognition and often earning 
more than their husbands. 

What about in law firms?
I don’t think there is real discrimination in law 
firms in Colombia. However, some firms are only 
just beginning to accept the fact that women 
lawyers can have children and still be efficient 
and productive, and of course technology helps 
(we can work from home). But the initial 
experience of employing women in law firms 
was, for some firms, not a positive one; I’ve 
spoken to many managers of leading Colombian 
firms who complain about the fact that after 
seven years of training and productivity, women 

associates leave to have children because they 
feel their careers will not be the same. That is 
not the way it should happen – you have to 
allow women to come back, or you lose your 
investment in them.

How do you ensure this doesn’t happen in 
your firm?
I think perhaps our firm is a bit ahead of the 
game – we have two women partners, one 
with children and one currently expecting. Our 
associate team also has more women than men, 
and the more senior of those will have children 
soon. We expect to enable them to continue 
being productive and offer the possibility of 
working part-time from home. We also want 
to ensure women are able to continue earning 
their full salary as their peers do. So, working 
from the premise that we simply can’t afford to 
lose these people, we have a policy of giving a 
longer maternity leave than is required by law, 
and guaranteeing, not only the basic, but also 
other portions of their salary during that time. 
We don’t want them to feel discriminated against 
economically. Then, when they come back to 
work, they can also bill from home. 

One opinion is that firms which pay their 
associates on a lockstep basis are more 
equitable (for lawyers on maternity leave) 
than firms that pay on an eat-what-you-kill 
basis. Do you agree? 
I think lockstep is an easy way for firms to ensure 
all associates of a certain level are paid the same. 
Our compensation system is always under review, 
and we would consider lockstep. But I’m not sure 
it suits all firms in Latin America. Once again, the 
important issue is to allow women lawyers in the 
years they devote to family, to  
gain an equitable compensation and not feel 
pushed aside.

Are male lawyers paid more than female 
lawyers in Colombia?
I don’t think so, at least not at the general 
associate level, and certainly not in the legal 
profession in general. Lawyers – associates, 
partners, even firms – are very young in 
Colombia. I was made a partner at 30, and most 
associates in our firm are currently 26 or 27. At 
that stage of life, we see that women are often 

more productive than men – they are very 
organised, very competitive, and above all, very 
good – and so earn more. It is at the partner level 
that you will probably start seeing a difference. 
I think women partners have a proportionally 
lower income, at least during the family-intense 
years. 

Are women better at this kind of work? 
Perhaps. I think women are more organised, a 
nd better at any work which requires an 
emotional intelligence. For example, if we  
had a deal which involved a family-run  
company in dispute, my partners would look 
to me, because they recognise I negotiate and 
resolve these kinds of matters better than they 
could or wish to do. Men excel in more objective 
matters and financial deals. But this is why there 
should be more women partners – because 
partnership is about using different skills for the 
good of the firm.

How important are female role models?
I didn’t have one, so I didn’t think it was 
important. But I was the first woman to make 
partner in the firm, and the first to have 
children, so I think I have become one for our 
younger lawyers. It’s a little scary, as it is a big 
responsibility! During hiring, I’ve interviewed 
female attorneys who have said,:“I want to work 
for this firm because it has female partners and 
because you have successfully combined work 
and family.” I sincerely hope I can meet their 
expectations and open new paths for them. 

So role models are important in firms,  
for firms?
Yes, in some of the other larger firms in Bogotá, 
there are no women partners, in others only one, 
and that’s an issue in recruitment. However this 
is not going to be of any use if we are not fully 
committed to offering them a long-term career 
with the possibility of professional and economic 
success being clear when they decide to have  
a family. 

What should law firms do to change this?
They need to become modern. In some, their 
culture is more suited to the last century – times 
change, and they have to realise that, or they’ll 
lose their best talent.
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and be elected to the partnership, and they want 
to work for us.” In a society in which at least half 
of all law school graduates are women, recruitment 
and retention is vital. 

So how to do law firms across the region 
speed up the rate of change? We also asked the 
LATINLAWYER 250 firms for details of the 
maternity package they offer women. Just over 
half offer the statutory minimum, and around 40 
per cent offer either more than that or a flexible 
package. Some admitted to offering less than 
statutory requirements, or said that their financial 
relationship with lawyers meant they did not have 
to (if associates are self-employed, for example). 

The fact a significant number of firms have 
acknowledged the need for flexibility is important. 
Extending that flexibility to after a woman comes 
back to work is also vital. Allowing mothers to 
work from home and to work flexitime will enable 
talented associates to continue being productive 

and contributing to the firm after children. 
“I prefer having a 50/50 split between 

men and women in my firm, to get the best of 
both worlds,” says Lourdes Suayfeta of Suayfeta 
Consultores in Mexico. “We have different schemes 
for allowing mothers to work on a project by 
project basis, in which they decide how much 
work they are able to handle considering their 
other responsibilities at home.”

Making the paradigm shift to including this 
idea into your firm’s policies may be difficult, but 
it is possible. “I assume that my women associates 
working on flexible schedules or from home are 
going to continue to deliver consistently top-quality 
work, and they do,” says Elizabeth Eljuri of Macleod 
Dixon SC in Venezuela. “Losing control on the 
associate’s schedule is an issue for some managers, 
but I think if you have excellent professionals who 
have proven themselves over the years, you have to 
trust them to continue delivering the goods.”

Compensation
But the biggest problem for many women on 
maternity leave or working reduced schedules 
is compensation. “It is because lawyers, not 
surprisingly, get paid on billable hours,” says Paula 
Samper of Gómez-Pinzón Abogados. “Women 
taking time off for children generally only get the 
basic salary, which is something we want to change, 
because we think they should be able to earn the 
extra portion of their salary as their peers do.” 

Women can face economic discrimination 
throughout their career. “At my previous firm I 
received an income which was not in line with my 
responsibilities and tasks,” says one lawyer. “I saw 
that the partners believed that women should be 
paid less because in their particular view, women 
‘do not support their families as men do’.” 

Most of our respondents said they had not 
faced discrimination of this kind, and the firms we 
spoke to said there is no discrepancy in pay. But 

Elisabeth Eljuri 
International partner
Macleod Dixon - Caracas 
Age: 36

Eljuri stands out as a leading woman lawyer, 
not only in Venezuela but in the region as 
a whole, and worldwide. She started her 
career in Baker & McKenzie, and moved 
to Despacho de Abogados Miembros de 
Macleod Dixon, SC over eight years ago 
to co-found the Venezuela office. She now 
heads the corporate and oil and gas practices 
there, and was the first woman partner to 
serve in one of the international firm’s two 
management committees worldwide – and to 
her knowledge the youngest.

Do women in Latin America have to work 
harder than men?
In general, I think so. In Venezuela, that is 
sometimes true, particularly so in law firms, 
which tend to be male dominated at the partner 
level. In the judiciary and academia, however, 
there are probably more women than men, and 
we’ve had at least five female Supreme Court 
judges and many women in senior positions. But 
there is still some level of discrimination in some 
law firms that may simply be the result of our 
overall social environment in Venezuela – in my 
experience, women have to be excellent rather 
than just good. If they are the latter, they tend to 
get overlooked. 

Is that discrimination more or less in  
certain sectors?
I don’t think it differs. I works in the oil  
industry, among others, which is traditionally  
very male-dominated, and I don’t think I’ve  
seen more discrimination there than in other 
business areas. 

How else has being a woman worked in  
your favour?
As more women become general counsels, 
women lawyers in law firms will be able to 
develop more opportunities to network with 
them. I think being a woman has helped with 
male clients too. They tend to be more deferential 
and polite to women. Most international clients 
aren’t chauvinistic (although there is of course 
the occasional one), but still react to women in a 
different way.  Venezuelan clients are a mixed bag 
of both progressive and chauvinistic.  

Also, I have found being a woman means 
I get remembered more easily. For example, I 
spoke at a conference in Mexico a few years ago 
with about 600 delegates, and I was the only 
woman speaker in two days. Three years later, 
I met someone who remembered me from the 
conference, even down to the suit I was wearing. 
A male lawyer with the same credentials and 
speech just wouldn’t get that kind of recognition 
– they would blend in more.

Do clients care about gender diversity?
It’s not a question they ask. But then again my 
clients have hired a woman (me), so perhaps 
they don’t really need to ask. Sometimes equal 
opportunity issues come up in the discussion, but 
they are not emphasised in any significant way. 

Do women find it easier in-house or  
in government?
Absolutely. We work very hard at our firm to 
ensure that women who want to work here 
can do so, but companies (and governmental 
departments presumably) find it easier to 
implement things like flexible schedules or at  
least respect the regular work schedule more 
often (eg, weekends). 

Did you have a woman role model?
Not anyone specifically in the firm where I worked, 
but yes, in other women outside my profession. My 
mother until her recent retirement was a successful 
professional woman who always worked hard, and 
I drew inspiration from her. There were also more 
senior female lawyers I knew well, so I could see it 
could be done. I believe the associates in my firm 
can look at any of the female partners (there are 
three of us) and see that reaching the top is very 
possible for a woman too.  

Have you been told you’re a role model  
for others?
Yes, several times. Once I interviewed a woman 
for a junior associate position – quite a short 
interview, about 25 minutes, and we didn’t 
hire her. She was interviewed by another large 
Venezuelan firm a month later, and the partner in 
that firm called me after the interview to tell me 
she’d said I was her role model, even though we 
had met just once and for such a short time.  

What advice would you give to a young 
female associate?
To work hard and to always expect and insist 
upon equal treatment – but not preferential 
treatment. I always demand exactly the same from 
my male and female associates. 
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research by the American Bar Association shows 
that in the US, the average starting wage for a man 
straight out of law school was US$80,000. Women 
were paid on average US$14,000 less. In Scotland, 
women lawyers are paid 42 per cent less on average 
than men.

“Inequality like that has not been my 
experience, but we pay on a purely lock-step 
basis, so gender discrimination is not a factor,” 
says Francesca Lavin, a partner with Cleary 
Gottlieb Steen & Hamilton LLP’s Latin America 
team. “Firms which pay on an eat-what-you-kill 
basis, which is more common in Latin America, 
could find that discrimination is more prevalent.” 
LATINLAWYER’s survey earlier this year on how 
firms pay their partners shows that 37 per cent of 
firms use either eat-what-you-kill or a base salary 
plus performance structure. A further 39 per cent 
use some element of this in their compensation 
package. This can mean that a firm’s pay structure 
discriminates against women, without the partners 
intending this to happen.

“I work fewer hours than my men partners, 
because I have young children, and so earn less,” 
agrees Paula Samper. Elizabeth Eljuri thinks the 
situation is even more acute for associates: “Until a 
lawyer reaches the higher levels of a law practice, and 
her client group is large enough to ensure a strong 
income regardless of hours billed, financially taking 
time off to have a child might not be easy – but it is 
clearly supported by our firm and very possible.”

The economic division has another factor too. 
“There is a difference in the type of work women 
partners often do. For example, I do most of the 
pro-bono work for the firm, and lots of human 
resources work, far more than my male partners. 
I’m not complaining – I prefer it this way, because 
I love pro-bono work and I have more time to see 
my children. But, it means I get paid less,”  
says Samper. 

Clearly, ensuring that women are not 
discriminated against, economically or otherwise, 
is not an easy process for law firms. “Developing 
different paths in law firms – of counsel roles or 
non-equity partners – can help,” says Lavin. “But it 
is also important not to discriminate against those 
who choose reduced schedules.”

For some women, this is the main 
discrimination they have faced, if any. “I believe 
that both peers and clients tend to discriminate, 
not against women in general, but rather towards 
women with children,” says Erica Pedruzzi, senior 
legal counsel at Organizacion Techint – Tenaris 
in Argentina. “They are usually perceived as less 
committed than other women or men who do not 
have any family obligations.”

This could be because time and money are 
so intimately connected. “As long as law firms are 
based around the billable hour, both schedules and 
perceptions will always be difficult,” says Eljuri. 
“Of course, people are judged on more subjective 
aspects too, but the billable hour is the first 
criterion on which to assess lawyers, particularly 
associates, in a law firm.” 

But I don’t play golf
This discrimination and discrepancy in pay could 
also be because of the extra-curricular aspects of 
building a practice. “Women might have less time 
to spend on client development, or networking,” 
says Lavin. Eljuri agrees: “Many women (including 
me) don’t want to do the social side of the client 
relationship – the late drinks, the dinners – for 
many reasons, of which family is one.”

Many traditional and informal networks are 
more closed to women, mainly because most 
top businessmen in Latin America are men. The 
representative cliché here, of course, is the golf 
game – but there is some truth at the bottom of 
the cliché. Importantly, these networks are in place 
not only between lawyers and clients, but within 
law firms too. “Women are often excluded from 
informal networks within law firms,” says Karen 
Mathis, president of the American Bar Association. 
“This exclusion causes a lack of client development 
experience, and the absence of suitable women role 
models.”

One way to sidestep these traditional networks 
is to find new ways to market your business and 
build your practice. “I think women need to 
learn how to market to women,” says Gabrielle 
Williamson, a partner at Heuking Kühn Lüer 
Wojtek in Germany and co-chair of the IBA’s 
women’s interest group. “You’re not going to play 
golf together, but there’s other things to do.” 

The women’s interest group is just one of 
a number of women-only networks set up to 
counterbalance those more informal ones only 
open to men. Yet in our research, we did not 
uncover any such network specific to Latin 
America. One explanation is the fear of seeming 
too radical. “Women corporate lawyers are not 
unified,” says Quijano. “There’s a stigma attached 
to female-only networking in Mexico, it is seen as 
overly feminist.”

Building more informal networks is one way 
to avoid this appearance of radicalisation. Taking 
advantage of the fact that women general counsels 
like working with women is one way of doing 
this. “I think women clients have a lot of respect 
for female partners in law firms (and show a lot 
of support), because they know how hard you’ve 
worked to get there, and they champion that,”  
says Eljuri.

“Perhaps communication and chemistry 
between us and the external counsel is easier, or 
more immediate, for me if the lawyer is a woman,” 
says Magdalena Enei in Chile. In this, the very 
scarcity of women could be a plus. “It could be 
because it is rare – most of the lawyers at the law 
firm we often work with at partner level are men 
and it is only in the last four years that I’m seeing 
more women in charge,” she says. 

A changing world
The good news is that it is becoming much less 
rare. “When I started working as a young lawyer, 
more than thirty-five years ago, sometimes clients 
were surprised to find a woman sitting behind the 

Clemencia Wolthers

Any talk of role models among Brazilian 
women lawyers produces one name from 
a variety of sources. Clemencia Wolthers 
has recently retired from Pinheiro Neto 
Advogados, a firm whose female partners 
now make up 30 per cent of the total. When 
Wolthers received her law diploma in 1970, 
however, the story was very different; she 
became the first female partner in Brazil. 
What is perhaps most remarkable about 
Wolthers, however, is not just that she was 
the first; rather that after just two years at the 
firm, in 1972, she simultaneously became 
the first managing partner. José Martins 
Pinheiro Neto handed the professional 
administration of the firm he had built 
over to her as he reduced his personal 
participation, and she became responsible 
for the style of service of one of the strongest 
law firms in Brazil.

Have you faced any discrimination in  
your career?
I never had any problems within the firm, 
although the fact that I was the only woman 
made some meetings more difficult. But the 
technical experience and knowledge which I 
developed during my time as a librarian in the 
law faculty of the University Catolica before 
qualifying as a lawyer, meant that any difficulty 
was negated.

Undoubtedly, this was due to the firm I 
worked in. José Martins Pinheiro Neto was 
always open-minded. It didn’t matter to him the 
sex or race of the candidate, only the professional 
quality. He wanted to employ the best. Pinheiro 
was my ‘mirror’, and an excellent lawyer and 
professional; I worked very closely with him. His 
attitude ensured that being a woman was never 
an issue in his firm. 

Has being a woman ever worked in  
your favour?
Without a doubt there are advantages to being 
a woman in the legal world. They participate in 
all transactions, and today a preference for female 
lawyers exists.

But there are many women who start  
their careers as lawyers, and then drop off  
after 10 years or so as a result of children.  
The family becomes more important than  
the professional aspirations.

Did you face any difficulties in that way?
Yes, although I am married and I have two 
children. But you have to work hard; that is 
the price you pay. I think juggling a career and 
children is more difficult in a large studio. In a 
small studio, you can take some time out and 
come back. Larger firms are more competitive.
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desk in a law firm,” says Juliana Viegas of Trench, 
Rossi e Watanabe Advogados in Brazil. “Nowadays, 
however, it is so common to find women lawyers, 
that clients are no longer surprised to deal with a 
woman when seeking legal advice.”

This is, in part, thanks to the achievements of 
those profiled here, many of whom have broken 
the mould and inspired the next generation. 
“The importance of seeing women in positions 
of power can’t be underestimated,” says Roxana 
Kahale. She says that Patricia López Aufranc, who 
became partner of Marval O’Farrell & Mairal in 
Argentina in 1987, was “an inspiration” to have 
achieved what she did. “To have reached that 
position in Argentina’s biggest firm, which at the 
time was very traditional, when there was very little 
international business in Argentina, shows that she 
must be so talented.”

Elizabeth Eljuri acknowledges that her very 
successful practice is seen as an example to follow. 
“Yes, I have been told I’m a role model several 
times,” she says. “People tend to create myths in 
law school and other places and some actually 
believe them I guess…”. Being a role model is a 
responsibility, but a positive one. 

The achievements of these role models profiled 
here are helping firms to change. “My personal 
experience has led me to believe that if a woman is 
good at her job, the firm will be flexible in order to 
keep her,” says Sandra Reed, senior partner of Pérez, 
Bustamante y Ponce Abogados in Ecuador. Most of 
the lawyers profiled here have children; the average 
among the women profiled here is 1.7 children, 
and two of the lawyers have five. Also, three of the 
lawyers we interviewed are pregnant with their first 
child. Their firms have realised that if the lawyers felt 
unable to come back to work after having children, 
their workplaces would have suffered for it. 

“If I have a lesson to teach, I would like it to 
be that you shouldn’t resign to conciliate work and 
a family – it is not fair to make women choose 
between these two roles,” says Magdalena Enei, a 
mother of five. “In my view it is an obligation of all 
of us to create the necessary conditions to favour 
the development of both aspects.”

Unlike many areas of the world, it seems Latin 
American women can have it all. A common trend 
in Europe, for example, is that women lawyers can 
and do succeed, but often their husbands take a less 
demanding job and a greater share of the work in 
the home. Most women profiled here, however, say 
that their husbands have equally demanding jobs.  

But as Latin American society changes, perhaps 
the housework will also be more evenly shared. 
“Educated women these days are not willing to just 
look after the home and the children,” says Enei. 
“And our husbands are far more likely to help out 
more at home than our fathers, so everything is 
more equal.”

It is this societal and generational change that 
will compel the legal profession to reform. For 
example, it is not just women asking for a more 
flexible working environment. Young men are far 
more likely than their fathers or grandfathers to 

want time off from their careers to spend with their 
families, and law firms will have to accommodate 
this, too. 

 “Men with successful mothers, sisters and 
wives don’t feel threatened by an ambitious and 
intelligent female colleague, or boss,” agrees Kahale. 
“This change in demands and perceptions will 
eventually force even the most traditional of firms 
to progress.”

“There is a tendency for vast numbers of 
women to go to college, and having a career, and 
being top-notch in that career, is one of their most 
important goals,” says Martha Acietuno, general 
counsel of Inelectra in Venezuela. “Our societies are 
clearly making a change. I am glad to be born in 
this era – I only regret it didn’t start before.”

At the forefront
The women featured in this article have 
spearheaded that change. We selected the 
women profiled below using the same two-stage 
methodology as our other surveys. First, we asked 
readers of our weekly e-mail briefing to nominate 
“40 of the region’s women lawyers who have 
excelled in their chosen area of practice”.

Readers could nominate up to five people, 
who could work in private practice, in-house, or 
for a government, or practise any area of law –  
but they had to, in whatever form, have risen ‘to 
the top’.

We then spoke to leading lawyers in each 
jurisdiction to ask for their opinions. From this we 
asked the following 40 lawyers for their opinions 
on the role of women in law in Latin America. 
The selection is only intended to show some of the 
women who have made an impression upon the 
practice of law in Latin America, not the 40 best. 

Our thanks goes to all those who helped in the 
research, not least those profiled here. 
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Nicole Nehme, founding partner, FerradaNehme
Patricia Nuñez, founding partner, Nuñez Muñoz y Cia
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Claudia Barrero, partner, Prieto & Carrizosa Abogados
María Clara López, local partner, Raisbeck Lara 
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Mariana Posse, founding partner, Posse Herrera & Ruiz 
Abogados
Paula Samper, partner, Gómez-Pinzón Abogados
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Adriana Casas Motta, legal counsel, Oleoducto de 
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Sandra Reed, senior partner, Pérez Bustamante y Ponce 
Abogados
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Claudia Pereira, junior partner, Mayora & Mayora SC

Mexico
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Carmen Quijano, founding partner,  
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Gloria Alvarado, founding and managing partner, 
Alvarado y Asociados
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Alida Benedetti, founding partner, Benedetti & Benedetti
Maria de Lourdes Marengo, managing partner, Patton 
Moreno & Asvat
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Maria Teresa Quiñones, partner, Rodrigo Elias & 
Medrano Abogados
Lilian Rocca, president, Comisión Nacional Supervisora 
de Empresas y Valores
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Marcela Hughes, managing partner, Hughes & Hughes
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Elisabeth Eljuri, international partner, Macleod Dixon 
Maritza Mészáros, international partner, Baker & 
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telecoms and energy specialist. Cotait, 44, 
heads the firm’s governmental contracts and 
administrative law practice group and co-
heads the telecommunication group. Before 
co-founding Mundie she was a São Paulo 
state attorney for 10 years. 

Do women in Latin America have to work 
harder than men? 
I believe that the smaller number of women in 
high level positions shows that women have less 
opportunity and face more difficulties than men 
in all professional spheres. However, in the legal 
profession this scenario is changing and more 
and more women are having the opportunity 
to become team leaders and partners. In our 
law firm I am the only woman partner, but 
our workforce is composed of almost the same 
numbers of men and women, all receiving the 
same treatment and equal opportunities.

Do clients care about gender diversity when 
hiring a firm? 
I did not face any kind of discrimination  
or benefit from European, North American or 
Latin American clients. I have heard that some 
Asiatic clients could have problems working with 
a woman, especially when she is the leader of  
a team.

What advice would you give a young  
female associate?
I have three women and three men in my team. 
I treat them all in the same manner and require 
the same level of commitment and responsibility. 
I give just one piece of advice to all of them: it 
does not matter if you are a woman or a man, do 
your job with dedication, quality and passion and 
you will be successful. 

Pilar Duarte
Senior associate 
Carey y Cía, Chile

Duarte, 33, is the only associate listed here. 
But among Chilean women lawyers, those 
in senior positions in large, leading firms are 
lamentably few. She spent a year in New 
York at Milbank Tweed Hadley & McCloy and 
practises project and corporate finance law.

Do women in Latin America have to work 
harder than men?
I think it is difficult to answer this question in 
general terms as realities in each Latin American 
country and for each profession may differ. 
Nevertheless, when I have discussed this subject 
with my female colleagues in Latin America, we 

seem to share the feeling that we work as much as 
men and, when opportunities are opened for us, 
with increasing levels of responsibility.

Do you think there is discrimination in law 
firms or departments in your country? 
I would say that over the last 10 years there has 
been a substantial increase in the hiring of women 
lawyers. Traditionally, Chilean women lawyers 
have been active participants in the judiciary, but 
their presence in law firms and departments is 
a more recent trend. From that perspective, and 
due also to the increase of female students at law 
schools, we see more and more women at places 
where men have traditionally been predominant. 
The challenge is whether, following the increase 
of women lawyers in law firms and departments, 
we will begin to see them in a higher number of 
top positions.  

Has being a woman ever worked in  
your favour?
Until recently, I used to be the only woman in 
the room at most of the meetings I attended 
(happily, that is changing). Sometimes that helped 
me to get noticed earlier and thus have a little 
more attention when I had to speak. 

Susana Fagundes
General counsel 
Arcelor Brasil, Brazil

Fagundes, 32, has moved fluidly between 
private practice and in-house work during her 
career. She was head of the legal department 
at steelmakers Acesita from 1999 to 2000, 
having advised them externally before that. 
She then did a year in New York at Shearman 
& Sterling before moving to Machado Meyer 
Sendacz e Opice in 2002. Two years later 
she was managing the Belo Horizonte office 
there before moving to her present position in 
November last year. She manages the  
legal strategy of Arcelor, the biggest 
steelmaker in Latin America; most of her time 
is spent on corporate, capital markets and 
contract law.

Do you think there is discrimination in law 
firms or departments in your country? 
I do not think there is discrimination but I do 
believe that women need to be more formal and 
serious than men to be respected in law firms, 
companies and by peers or clients.

Cristiane Naomi Kaneko Flesch
Founding partner 
Souza Cescon Avedissian Barrieu e  
Flesch Advogados, Brazil

Flesch, 36, co-founded Souza Cescon 
Avedissian Barrieu e Flesch Advogados in 
2001 with Maria Cristina Cescon Avedissian 
(among others). Flesch was previously a 
partner at Machado Meyer Sendacz e Opice 
for a year, and an associate there and at 
Mayer Brown & Platt and Clifford Chance in 
New York. She works in banking and finance. 

Do women in Latin America have to work 
harder than men?
Yes. Gender discrimination is mostly cultural. 
Women have to work harder and prove 
themselves all the time. Generally speaking, 
women in leadership positions (in all sectors) are 
more scrutinised, questioned and tested by their 
peers, subordinates and clients than men. And any 
mistakes may be perceived as a sign of weakness 
or they may be subject to a sexist comment.

Do clients care about gender diversity when 
hiring a firm?
Sometimes clients feel more comfortable dealing 
with male attorneys, especially if the female 
attorney is relatively young.

What advice would you give a young  
female lawyer?
I would advise young female lawyers to work 
hard and stick to their objectives. And women do 
not need to act like men to succeed. I would also 
encourage female lawyers to help one another.

Esther Flesch
Senior partner 
Trench Rossi e Watanabe Advogados, Brazil

Flesch, 39, joined Trench, Rossi e Watanabe 
in 1988. Her areas of practice include 
general corporate, information technology, 
communication, e-commerce and intellectual 
property. She also supervises the newly 
formed health law group and the German 
desk at the firm. 

Has being a woman ever worked in  
your favour? 
Yes, I believe that being a woman has always 
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worked in my favour. I have learned to be both 
attentive and kind, both forceful and diplomatic, 
both tough and sweet.

Did you have a mentor or role model? 
I have always had two fantastic role models, one 
male and one female, outside the professional 
environment – and these are my parents! They 
have always advised me and assured me that I 
was as intelligent and talented as any boy and 
that ‘nowadays’ women have to be professionally 
successful to be really independent. 

Does employment law encourage equal 
opportunities in Brazil? 
Employment law allows female workers a 120-day 
maternity leave that may, in theory, discourage 
employees from hiring women when they have 
a choice. But I think at the higher end of the 
pyramid that sort of matter does not create a 
discriminatory environment.

Marcia Maria Freitas de Aguiar
General counsel
Unibanco, Brazil

Frietas, 40, has spent most of her legal 
career at Unibanco, where she is now head 
of the legal department and responsible for 
rendering legal advice to all the business units 
of the group and for its litigation divisions.

Has being a woman ever worked in  
your favour?
I do not think that being a woman has worked 
either in my favour or against me. I do believe 
that there are general differences between women 
and men, and so sometimes characteristics more 
frequently found in women can be an advantage, 
while in other circumstances characteristics more 
frequent in men can prove more efficient. But 
frankly, my experience tells me that all in all, 
what really makes a difference in business is not 
whether you are a woman or a man, but being 
talented, professional and dedicated, applying the 
right approach to the specific circumstances.

Do clients care about gender diversity when 
hiring a firm?
Although I believe that gender diversity is very 
important – as is any other diversity – and I try 
to balance the number of men and women in my 
teams whenever possible, I do not believe that 
clients care about it when they hire firms. I do 
not do it when I act as a client, hiring a firm to 
defend my employer’s interests.

Eugenia González Rivas
Partner
Goodrich, Riquelme y Asociados, Mexico

González, 33, has worked at Goodrich 
Riquelme y Asociados since graduating, with 
the exception of a year at Cleary Gottlieb 
Steen & Hamilton in New York. She is one  
of two partners at the firm, an unusually  
high number for a Mexican firm, although 
neither are equity partners. She works  
in corporate, M&A and international 
commercial arbitration.

Do clients care about gender diversity when 
hiring a firm?
Sophisticated clients look for qualified lawyers 
regardless of gender, and for a firm that fits their 
needs and business culture. It is possible that 
female decision-makers may feel more inclined 
to hire a firm where women are given equal 
opportunities, but only if they are convinced  
that they will obtain excellent service at a 
reasonable cost.  

What advice would you give a young  
female lawyer?
It was out of sheer luck that I obtained my first 
(and current) job at a firm where no distinctions 
are made between men and women professionally. 
I would advise ambitious young colleagues to 
look carefully at the culture of the firm where 
they would like to build their career. Above all, 
I would advise them to never be afraid of being 
perceived as a powerful, independent woman.

Florencia Heredia
Partner
Estudio Beccar Varela, Argentina

Heredia, 39, has been a full partner of 
Beccar Varela for six years, and heads the 
natural resources and environmental law 
departments there. She is, without question, 
one of Argentina’s leading mining lawyers 
and has worked on many of the major mining 
deals there in that time. For example, she led 
the financing of the Veladero project and is 
now advising Rio Tinto for the Potasio Rio 
Colorado project.

In your opinion, do women in Latin America 
have to work harder than men? 
Even though countries in Latin America have 
always had a reputation for being machistas or 
mostly controlled by men, I do not think that 
in general today women have to work harder 
than men. I do think that a distinction between 
different professional spheres has to be made; 
for example medicine and politics are areas in 
Argentina where I think it is still harder for 
women to reach high positions. In the legal 
profession, I think that Argentina has evolved 
a lot in this regard and you can see that many 
law firms have more and more women staff. It is 
true though that not that many are holding high 
positions but this is probably a time issue, and is 
also a worldwide problem, since it is not easy to 
balance a demanding career (like these law firms 
expect) with a family.

Has being a woman ever worked in  
your favour?
Yes, it has, especially when working with 
specialised multidisciplinary teams including 
anthropologists, sociologists and other 
professionals related to social and socio-economic 
areas. I sense that the clients feel that as a woman 
I have a broader mind in these fields, which 
helps to create a good connection between 
social issues and the law, and to helps find more 
creative solutions for the legal problems. This is 
very much the case in my areas of practice since 
natural resources projects and environmental law 
nowadays are very much related to social aspects, 
such as community relations; the social approach 
and views is extremely important even for lawyers, 
and highly thought of by the clients.

Marcela Hughes
Managing partner
Hughes & Hughes, Uruguay

Hughes & Hughes was founded as a family 
firm over a century ago, but it has successfully 
made the transition to a modern, thriving 
law firm. Marcela Hughes, 45, has played an 
important role in this as managing partner. 
She also has a flourishing corporate and  
M&A practice. 

Do you think there is discrimination in law 
firms or departments in your country?
I do not find there is discrimination in law firms 
or departments in Uruguay. Moreover, the average 
woman applicant with excellent qualifications 
applying for corporate work at law firms has 
increased substantially. Personally, I have never 
found discrimination at work, from my colleagues 


