
In an American law firm culture marked 
by a glaring lack of diversity at both attorney 

and partner levels, client and in-house 
demands to fix the problem continue to 

rise. Diversity initiatives are often criticized, 
however, as cosmetic and disingenuous.

 BY BRIAN DABBS 



SHOOK, HARDY AND BACON LLP, an international 
firm based in Kansas City, Mo., has emerged as a beacon of 
comparative success for law firms aspiring to affect  
substantive change in their diversity and inclusion attitudes 
and practice. Through the implementation of an innovative, 
widely praised Diversity and Inclusion Checklist, among 
other initiatives, SH&B has embedded diversity and  
inclusion in the firm’s fabric.

“Our partners get it. We talk about it often. We talk 
about it in such a way that it doesn’t seem like a separate, 
extra thing. It’s just something we do,” says Koriambanya 
Carew, director of Strategic Diversity Initiatives (SDI) at 
SH&B. “I know of some firms that say they’re committed 
to diversity and they sponsor things outside the firm but 
don’t do internal initiatives. They don’t have a dialogue. 
That’s something that sets us apart.”

Over the past decade, SH&B has accumulated an array 
of awards and accolades for its diversity and inclusion 
efforts. The firm currently surpasses national averages in 
nearly all categories concerning the retention and promo-
tion of ethnic and racial minority and female attorneys and 
partners. SH&B attorneys, partners, and staff members 
laud the Diversity and Inclusion Checklist as an effective 
and fundamental mechanism in accomplishing inclusion 
advancements. Other firms and corporations across the 
nation have sought to replicate and emulate the concept, 
according to SH&B officials.

“I’m an older white male so I’ll speak for that group. I 
think [the checklist] has been a huge help. The checklist offers 
concrete examples of little things people can do to make every-
one feel valued and part of the team,” says Jim Muehlberger, 

SH&B partner and chair of the Diversity and Inclusion 
Committee. “It makes a huge difference. It lets everyone know 
we want you to get off the sidelines and into the game.”

SH&B pioneered this law firm diversity initiative in 
2005. Currently comprised of over 80 action items, the 
checklist offers task options ranging from reading diversity 
material to incorporating diverse attorneys into casework. 
In 2012, SH&B attorneys and partners were required to 
complete five to 10 action items as part of their annual com-
pensation and evaluation process.

Tasks fall under five categories: 1) Enhance SH&B’s 
Diversity & Inclusion Efforts and Market SH&B’s Diversity 
& Inclusion Successes; 2) Engage and Promote SH&B’s 
Attorneys; 3) Advance Diversity and Inclusion within 
the Legal Profession; 4) Recruit Diverse Talent; and 5) 
Experience Diversity. Over the years, the content and 
number of action items required to complete has varied. 
The character of the checklist is constantly evolving.

“It’s important in general that this thing cycles a bit, so 
people aren’t getting bored with the same things each year 
and they are challenged to do new things. I think they’ve 
done a darn good job of that, honestly,” says Scott Airpoli, 
a sixth-year associate at SH&B, who specializes in busi-
ness and commercial litigation. “[The action items] run 
the gamut…everything from attending presentations to 
talking to people in the firm or out of the firm…reading 
articles and books related to diversity and inclusion. There’s 
something for everyone.”

Initially, SH&B mandated only partners participate in 
the exercise. Now, all attorneys from the firm’s 10 loca-
tions throughout the United States and Europe complete 
the checklist. 

The most commonly completed tasks of 2012: 1) Ask a 
new and/or diverse attorney in or out of my practice group/
division about his/her career development plans and how I 
can help; 2) Discuss the business and cultural imperative for 
diversity with an SH&B attorney; 3) Recognize and reject 
all forms of intolerance. If I hear someone saying anything 
even remotely inappropriate, address it immediately.

The SH&B Diversity and Inclusion Committee con-
sists of 30 attorneys and partners from all firm locations, 
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and seven additional staff members, all working to ensure 
diversity and inclusion continue to thrive in the workplace. 
Nine subcommittees work on specific diversity efforts, 
including recruiting, client relations, attorney engagement 
and advancement, buy-in, education and awareness, staff 
diversity, women’s initiatives, and policy oversight.

During the committee’s annual meeting, members, 
along with other invited firm officials, brainstorm adapta-
tions to the checklist. The final decision-making revolves 
around committee member input, and attorney and partner 
feedback throughout the year. Since the amount of energy 
and time involved with different action items varies, Carew 
says the firm may consider a weighting system.

“Throughout the year, we receive comments from people. 
We consider them…and where other needs are. We received 
some comments on the checklist but there are also some 
things that I would like to see,” says Carew, a former litiga-
tion attorney whose passion for diversity partially originates 
with her personal background. She was born in Canada of 
Sierra Leone descent and grew up in a northeast Nigerian 
region currently plagued by religious and ethnic strife. 

The checklist provides an opportunity for attorneys and 
partners to make concrete contributions to the environment 
of diversity and inclusion at SH&B through action items 
such as actively recruiting diverse, lateral talent, and submit-
ting ideas to improve diverse retention and promotion. But 
the checklist also fosters an atmosphere at SH&B where 
diversity and inclusion dialogue is commonplace and inter-
action among diverse attorneys and partners is the norm.

“It forces associate X, who wants to make partner and 
may not be that interested in the diversity initiatives, to go 
have lunch with someone or meet with someone who doesn’t 
look like them,” says Guled Adam, a fifth-year associate of 
Tanzanian and Somali descent. “In general, it makes people 
gravitate toward others that don’t look like them.”

Women at American law firms with 251 to 500 attorneys 
make up, on average, 20 percent of partners and 15 percent 
of equity partners, while their representation at SH&B is, 
respectively, 26.7 percent and 22.6 percent, according to 
National Association for Law Placement 2012 statistics. 

National averages for racial and ethnic minority male and 
female partners registered at 4.37 percent and 2.07 percent 
respectively, while SH&B claimed 5.34 percent minority 
male partners and 3.88 percent minority female partners.

“Shook Hardy & Bacon is walking the talk when it 
comes to diversity,” says Andrea Juarez, interim executive 
director at the Center for Legal Inclusiveness.

SH&B works in conjunction with the Center for Legal 
Inclusiveness, a fee-based advocacy nonprofit based in 
Denver, to devise and hone inclusion initiatives. Despite the 
challenges the law community continues to grapple with 
regarding diversity and inclusion, Juarez says SH&B has 
developed the fundamental principles essential to shepherd 
the firm in the right direction.

“Their firm and leadership understand the reality that 
for an organization to genuinely become more diverse and 
inclusive there needs to be full-firm commitment,” says 
Juarez. “Diversity and inclusiveness efforts can’t be left to 
only the diversity committee or even just rubber-stamped 
by an executive committee. For real organizational impact 
there needs to be involvement from attorneys at all levels.”

According to Juarez, many of the firms that partner 
with the Center for Legal Inclusiveness are now employing 
checklists as a means to keep attorneys, partners, and staff 
members vigilant about diversity. 

In recent years, SH&B has been showered with awards 
and accolades praising its diversity and inclusion prog-
ress. In 2011 and 2012, the firm obtained Gold Standard 
Certification from the Women and Law Empowerment 
Forum. In order to receive that acknowledgment, SH&B 
was required to meet or exceed three of six criteria demon-
strating female promotion success, as defined by the forum. 
SH&B surpassed all six criteria.

The firm was awarded the title of “Best Places to Work 
for LGBT Equality” by the Human Rights Campaign from 
2010 to 2013. SH&B also received the Minority Corporate 
Counsel Association’s Thomas L. Sager Award in 2001, 2002, 
and 2010. This year, the firm is a finalist for the award.

Despite its accomplishments, there’s room for improve-
ment in SH&B’s quest to strength its diversity representation. 

SH&B officials admit the firm’s success in hiring, retaining, 
and promoting of ethnic and racial minority and LGBT 
attorneys has yet to reach desired levels. The officials, how-
ever, vow to remain committed and resolute.

“My concern is that we don’t want to plateau. We want 
to keep improving. That’s what we’re trying to do here,” says 
Muehlberger. “Every year we’ve made a little more progress, 
but we have miles to go.”

Many American law firms, according to Carew, do not 
have diversity committees and do not have positions commit-
ted full-time to enhancing inclusion, such as SDI director. 
SH&B has seemingly made real, comprehensive progress due 
to its early foray into diversity and inclusion efforts. 

“If you talk to people that were here then and now, you 
can tell there is definitely a difference of how we have this 
conversation. When we instituted the checklist, we said 
‘Here are the things we can do’,” says Carew, emphasizing 
the firm’s success in moving beyond the education and 
awareness stage of diversity and inclusion. “Now the conver-

sation is very different. We’ve done A, B, and C. We’re now 
focusing what we can do moving ahead.”

For other law firms, the checklist serves as a paradigm. 
According to Carew, the firm is routinely contacted with 
requests for insight into similar initiatives at other law firms 
and corporations.

“We’ve shared it with well over 60 companies,” says 
Carew. “That’s part of the reason we put it on our website—
so people can go check it out themselves.”

Considering the totality of SH&B’s diversity and inclu-
sion effort, the checklist is only one, albeit apparently critical, 
aspect of its grand scheme. Other initiatives include sponsor-
ing networking events, participating in pipeline programs, 
recruiting lateral talent, and creating a presence at local law 
schools in order to entice prospective attorneys. SH&B’s 
diversity and inclusion success, according to Carew, is the 
product of wide-ranging, assorted efforts.

“Someone may ask if we’ve achieved what we have because 
of the checklist. Yes and no. There are many initiatives,” says 

Carew. “What the checklist has done is enable us 
to have the conversation take place.”

Regardless of the causes, SH&B has cre-
ated a cohesive environment that is rare among 
American law firms. The firm’s attorneys readily 
commend the SH&B leadership and wherewithal 
that has enabled them to thrive at the highest 
industry levels with rich cultural experience.

“I think it’s night and day at Shook compared 
to other firms. I’m from the East Coast. I have 
no ties to the Midwest. A lot of my friends were 
going to firms in New York or D.C. But I saw 
this firm making a huge push towards diversity,” 
says Adam, emphasizing his personal effort to 
draw in diverse talent through the recruiting 
process. “I knew I’d have opportunities here that 
I wouldn’t have elsewhere. A lot of that push is 
client-driven but it is also altruistic.”   D&B

Brian Dabbs is a freelance writer and editor 
based in Washington, D.C.

“ 
My concern is that we 
don’t want to plateau. We 
want to keep improving. 
That’s what we’re trying 
to do here. Every year 
we’ve made a little more 
progress, but we have miles 
to go.”

—  JIM MUEHLBERGER
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