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“ More momentum than 
we’ve seen before.” 
In last year’s Pay Gap Report, some six months into the pandemic in the UK,  
we talked about the risk of a global crisis forcing issues like diversity, equity and 
inclusion down the priority list as other business considerations took precedence.

Instead, the past 18 months has brought an even greater 
focus on our colleagues in different ways: first on making 
sure they were supported to work from home, then on 
keeping our teams together as markets experienced 
turbulence and, as we went in and out of lockdowns,  
on ensuring colleagues stayed connected and took care  
of their mental and physical wellbeing.

Working from home during this pandemic, we’ve seen into 
each other’s lives in an unprecedented way. With that has 
come an opportunity to understand better the challenges 
and priorities we all face – whether that’s the pressures of 
lockdowns and caring responsibilities, or our day-to-day 
lives more generally. 

All of this has brought more openness and empathy –  
and that, along with knowing that we can be productive 
while working remotely, has really helped us in building a 
culture based on trust and inclusion. 

We talk a lot about inclusion because, ultimately, it underpins 
everything we are working towards with diversity and 
equity. For this reason, in May we launched All In – our 
commitment to value what everyone brings to A&O. It is a 
call to action to ask ourselves what each of us can do every 

day to embrace our differences and make our workplace 
as inclusive as possible, because it’s our differences that 
generate ideas and enable us to build a successful and 
sustainable future for ourselves and our clients.

In the context of pay gaps, this is crucial because the way 
we will remove any gaps is by achieving more diversity 
across our business, particularly at the senior end, and by 
supporting all our talent to stay and build careers with us. 
And the only way we will achieve that is by having a culture 
that makes room for everyone to be All In. 

So rather than divert our focus from diversity, equity 
and inclusion, in many ways the past year has given us 
more insight into what our colleagues need and greater 
momentum to make progress than I have seen at any 
time before.

Sasha Hardman, 
Global HR Director

Click to view Sasha’s  
profile on allenovery.com
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Key findings
Gender
–  Both the mean and median pay 

gaps for our London and Belfast 
employees have fallen this year.

–  The combined UK partner and 
employee Earnings gap has also 
fallen this year. 

–  When looking at our employees 
in both London and Belfast on a 
pay quartile basis, there are no 
significant gaps in favour of men.

–  Our bonus gaps have fallen this year. 
This is partly due to a one-off bonus 
paid to all employees in recognition 
of a difficult year during the Covid-19 
pandemic. When we exclude this 
one-off bonus, our bonus gaps are 
comparable to last year.

–  The year-on-year changes continue 
to be small, as we would expect, 
but the overall trend is moving in the 
right direction: our mean pay gap for 
London employees has fallen from 
20% to 13.2% in three years.

Ethnicity
–  Our combined ethnicity Earnings 

gap for all partners and employees 
in the UK has remained the same  
as last year.

–  We are making good progress 
towards our target of 25% black  
and ethnic minority employees in 
London by 2025 – we now have 
between 18%-29% in all four  
pay quartiles.

LGBTQ+
–   78% of partners and employees in 

the UK have provided information, 
with 5% identifying as LGBTQ+. 

–  The mean combined Earnings gap 
for all UK partners and employees 
is 3.4%.

Disability
–   79% of our colleagues have recorded 

their status (up from 74% last year), 
showing that 5% have a disability. 
The mean combined Earnings gap 
for all UK partners and employees 
has fallen to 13.1% from 20.2%.

What the data tells us
In most areas, we are seeing a decrease in pay 
gaps, particularly when we look at the longer-term 
picture from 2017 to now. As we have talked about 
in previous reports, where pay gaps exist they are a 
reflection of the make-up of our workforce, particularly 
at the senior end of our business. This is what we are 
working hard to change. 

Again, as we have mentioned in previous reports, 
these figures do not relate to equal pay. We have 
ongoing monitoring and checks built into our reward 
processes throughout the year. These, alongside live 
bias reviews and training for colleagues in decision-
making roles, ensure discussions around reward are 
based on data and evidence, and that we are paying 
people fairly for equivalent roles.

As well as maintaining our commitment to transparency 
by continuing to expand our data on ethnicity, 
LGBTQ+ and disability, we believe it’s important to 
give context to the data we publish, so for each of  
our priority areas in this report we summarise key 
points from our action plans, alongside interviews  
with our colleagues. 

We know we haven’t fully achieved what we want 
with diversity, equity and inclusion yet, but we will 
carry on asking ourselves the difficult questions and 
being transparent about our actions and progress 
until we have.

Sasha Hardman, Global HR Director

allenovery.comUK Pay Gap Report | 20214



Definitions at a glance
Earnings:

Is the equivalent of total compensation. For partners 
this means total annual earnings. For employees 
this means FTE salary, FTE bonus, firm pension 
contributions and other benefits the firm pays for  
and on behalf of our employees.

Negative Earnings gap (-%):

A negative percentage figure indicates an Earnings 
gap in favour of women.

Mean: 

The difference between the mean (average) total 
annual Earnings for all UK partners and employees 
who are men, and the mean total annual Earnings  
for all UK partners and employees who are women.

Median: 

The difference between the ‘middle’ Earnings rate 
for all UK partners and employees who are men, 
and the ‘middle’ Earnings rate for all UK partners 
and employees who are women, when total annual 
Earnings are ranked in numerical order.

Regulations:

The Equality Act 2010 (Gender Pay Gap Information) 
Regulations 2017

Partners are remunerated differently from employees 
so the most accurate way for us to calculate the 
combined pay gaps is to look at the total annual 
Earnings of all UK partners and the total annual FTE 
(full-time equivalent) Earnings of our UK employees. 
This is done on an annual rather than hourly basis as 
all of our partners receive a share of the firm’s profits 
as opposed to a salary.

1. Gender
1.1 Combined partner and employee gender Earnings gaps
This section shows the total annual Earnings gaps for our combined UK partner and employee 
population in our London and Belfast offices (currently this is outside the scope of the Regulations).

Our mean and median combined UK partner and employee gender Earnings gaps as at 5 April 2021:

2021

Mean 59.0%
Median 41.4%

 
2020

Mean 59.9%
Median 46.4%
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Proportion of women in role type

Proportion of men in role type

Mean Earnings gap

Median Earnings gap

Partners

Lawyers

Senior Lawyers

2021

Senior 
Professional Staff

Professional Staff

44%56%

48%52%

34%66%

19.8% 
25.7%

5.0% 
4.6%

-2.0% 
-3.5%

20.5% 
1.4%

3.5% 
-9.5%

Partners

Lawyers

Senior Lawyers

2020

Senior 
Professional Staff

Professional Staff

80%20%

43%

49%51%

17.8% 
25.7%

6.7% 
4.3%

3.8% 
0.0%

18.3% 
0.3%

1.4% 
-8.9%

77%23%

57%

37%63%

35%65%35%65%

Gender Earnings gaps for our UK workforce  
by role type
Our mean and median UK gender Earnings gaps by role type as at 5 April 2021:
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1.2 Employee gender pay gaps 
for London
In accordance with the Regulations, this section shows 
the difference between the average hourly pay for 
men and women in London, regardless of their role or 
seniority. This is not a comparison of how much we pay 
men and women in the same or similar roles (equal pay).

Our mean and median gender pay gaps as at 5 April 2021:

2021

Mean 13.2%
Median 27.5%

2020

Mean 16.1%
Median 28.7%

London hourly pay gap quartiles

Mean gender  
pay gap 

 -7.0% 2.6%

Lower Lower Middle Upper Middle Upper

2021

-1.7% 5.6%38%26%74% 38%40%60% 38%45%55% 38%43%57%

Mean gender  
pay gap 

 -6.9% 1.1%

Lower Lower Middle Upper Middle Upper

2020

-1.9% 4.9%38%24%76% 38%39%61% 38%46%54% 38%46%54%

Proportion of women in pay quartile

Proportion of men in pay quartile
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London bonus pay gap
The proportion of our men and women who were paid a 
bonus in the 12 months ending 5 April 2021:

2021

Men 95.7%
Women 96.2%

2020

Men 76.1%
Women 79.1%

Our mean and median gender bonus gaps for  
the 12 months ending 5 April 2021:

2021

Mean 27.9%
Median 30.2%

2020

Mean 36.5%
Median 50.0%

In accordance with the Regulations, we have calculated our gender bonus gap using actual bonuses 
paid to employees. As we currently have more women than men working part-time, and bonuses are 
prorated based on working hours, this widens the bonus gaps. However, the bonus gaps reduce to 
20.9% (mean) and 25.7% (median) when looking at bonuses on a full-time equivalent basis. 

The one-off Covid-related bonus has increased the overall proportion of employees who received a 
bonus this year.

1.3 Employee gender pay gaps for Belfast
Our Belfast office (which is a separate legal entity) houses 
A&O’s Support Services Centre and our Advanced Delivery 
Legal practice. Currently, the Regulations do not cover 
Northern Ireland, but as in previous years we have chosen 
to report these figures on the same basis as applies to the 
rest of the UK.

Our mean and median hourly gender pay gap for  
Belfast employees as at 5 April 2021:

2021

Mean 10.4%
Median 16.9%

2020

Mean 11.4%
Median 17.8%
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Belfast hourly pay gap quartiles

Proportion of women in pay quartile

Proportion of men in pay quartile

Mean gender  
pay gap 

 -2.7% 0.7%

Lower Lower Middle Upper Middle Upper

2021

1.3%
 -5.6%38%39%61% 38%38%62% 38%48%52% 38%57%43%

Mean gender  
pay gap 

-2.0% 1.0%

Lower Lower Middle Upper Middle Upper

2020

0.8% -5.0%38%36%64% 38%38%62% 38%51%49% 38%57%43%

Belfast bonus pay gap
The proportion of our men and women who were paid a 
bonus in the 12 months ending 5 April 2021:

2021

Men 97.8%
Women 97.6%

2020

Men 72.7%
Women 77.1%

Our mean and median gender bonus gap for the  
12 months ending 5 April 2021:

2021

Mean 40.9%
Median 13.5%

2020

Mean 43.5%
Median 14.9%

When we calculate bonuses on a full-time equivalent 
basis, the mean bonus gap reduces to 32.6% and the 
median bonus gap reduces to 11.2%.
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1.4 Gender action plan

In 2018, we set ourselves three main targets to achieve greater gender 
balance in senior positions within our business:

– Achieving 30% women in leadership positions. We are now at:

–  Ensuring at least 30% of partnership candidates each year are women  
by 2021. We achieved this in 2020 and have seen over 30% women not just 
as candidates but in our actual partnership promotions for the past two years. 
This year, 33% of new partner promotions globally were women (40% in 
London) and in 2020 it was 45% globally.

–  Achieving 40% female lawyers below partner level. We have achieved  
this at every level in the UK and at every level globally except for counsel 
(currently 37%). 

We are starting to see these figures translate into an increase in the overall 
percentage of women partners, with the proportion in London now at 25% 
(as at 1 May 2021), up from 22% in 2020.

Globally we now have 21% women partners, up from 18% in 2018. Our target 
of reaching 30% is a milestone and we are looking beyond this. Lateral hires, 
recruitment shortlists and succession plans are also supporting progress 
towards this target.

Board: 

40%
Women

Executive Committee 

31%
Women

Key areas of focus:

–  It has been more important than ever this year to stay focused on tracking 
and supporting female talent while colleagues have been dealing with the 
challenges of remote working.

–  We have refreshed the strategy for our Gender Equality Network (formerly 
our women’s network) to reflect a broader focus on gender and the fact 
that many issues relate equally to women and men.

–  Our three women’s development programmes, which target key stages of 
careers, were adapted this year to become virtual and have continued to 
see a high level of engagement. 

–  We increased the amount of paid time-off for parents to care for children 
from five days per year to five days per lockdown period.

–  We are also focusing more on intersectionality – for example, increasing 
awareness of the micro-aggressions black women face in the workplace 
and the experiences of lesbians – as our interviews with partners in the 
sections below talk more about.

–  A&O was listed in The Times Top 50 Employers for Women for  
a third year in a row

–  12 lawyers from our London office were named in the IFLR1000  
Women Leaders 2021 list – more than any other firm

–  We were listed as a Top 30 Employer in the Working Families  
Benchmark 2021 
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“ The opportunities 
right now are huge.”
Partners Fiona Cumming and Maeve Hanna became co-chairs of A&O’s 
Gender Equality Network (GEN) in June 2021.

Maeve was on the network’s committee for two 
years before becoming co-chair: “GEN was adopted 
as the new name for A&O’s women’s network in 2020, 
as part of a drive to repurpose the group and put  
the pursuit of gender equality firmly at the centre of  
the firm. 

The London network is considering gender in a broader 
sense, including how it intersects with other areas of 
diversity, such as race. Of course we’re still advocates 
for the specific challenges women face, but so many 
of the issues we’re talking about – parenthood, 
flexibility within careers, work/life balance – are not just 
‘women’s issues’.

One of our priorities is using different role models to 
show colleagues the flexibility they can have while 
still progressing in their careers. Often, we look for 
someone who’s done things in exactly the way we 
want – and if we don’t see it in one person, we assume 
it’s not possible. But so many people are successful in 
different ways now.

I had a lot of strong female role models as I progressed 
in the Litigation practice, but experiences across 
teams and offices can differ, so while we are making 
progress we have to be mindful of women’s individual 
experiences day to day. Having global targets around 

gender are important in order to drive action, but we 
can’t focus solely on those at the expense of personal 
accountability and responsibility.

We do still hear the argument that striving for greater 
diversity is making white men worse off. Countering 
those views is about rationally pointing to the statistics – 
the proportion of women partners, of ethnic minority 
partners – and explaining that this is about retaining  
the best talent and giving everyone an equal chance  
to succeed. 

Raising standards benefits everyone –  
especially if you have ambitions to be a  
partner and owner of this business.  
It’s so clear that having the best mix of  
talent available is the only way to sustain  
our success in the future.” 

Maeve Hanna
Partner
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Fiona recently re-located to London from Hong Kong, 
where she was A&O’s Regional Diversity, Equity & 
Inclusion Partner for Asia Pacific: “GEN has a big role 
to play in informing the strategy and policy decisions we’re 
making at a firm-wide level, for example reviewing our 
gender targets but also diversity more broadly.

The efforts we’ve made to understand the barriers to 
progression for women and the actions we’ve taken 
around, for example, targets, accountability and changing 
working practices, are having an impact. 

I’m also encouraged by the proportion of women in 
leadership roles within A&O. It’s important that women 
are progressing beyond partner to more senior positions 
within the business because being in those leadership roles 
enables them to drive more change, and to provide strong 
mentoring and sponsorship to other women.

A significant barrier across the whole industry is the notion 
that career paths have to be linear. Too many people still 
believe that making a sideways move or having a career 
break will limit their chances of progressing, so we’re 
talking more about alternative career paths to demonstrate 
that’s not the case.

Becoming a partner is a brilliant career choice and I want 
women and men to understand that equally. There are 
pressures and demands, of course, but essentially you run 
your own business with the benefit of a massive support 
network around you. That gives you control over your 
career to take the flexibility you need.

The whole ‘new normal’ of returning to the office has 
transformed what a traditional career in law looks like, 
so it’s the perfect time for people to be brave and take 
ownership of their careers. For those who do that with  
real commitment, the opportunities right now are huge.”

“ The whole ‘new normal’ of returning to  
the office has transformed what a traditional 
career in law looks like, so it’s the perfect time 
for people to be brave and take ownership of  
their careers.”

Fiona Cummng
Partner
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2. Ethnicity
Definitions at a glance
Ethnic minority:

Partners and employees who have reported their 
ethnicity as black, Asian or minority ethnic.

Ethnicity Earnings gap:

The difference in average total annual Earnings 
between those who have reported their ethnicity as 
white and those who have reported their ethnicity as 
black, Asian or minority ethnic in London and Belfast.

Negative Earnings gap (-%):

A negative percentage figure indicates a Earnings gap 
in favour of ethnic minority employees and partners.

Mean:

The difference between the mean (average) total 
annual Earnings for all ethnic minority UK partners and 
employees, and the mean total annual Earnings for all 
white UK partners and employees.

Median:

The difference between the ‘middle’ Earnings rate for 
all ethnic minority UK partners and employees and 
the ‘middle’ Earnings rate for all white UK partners 
and employees, when total annual Earnings are 
ranked in numerical order.

2.1 Combined partner and employee ethnicity Earnings gaps
This section shows the total annual Earnings gap for our combined UK partner and employee population in 
London and Belfast. As these fall outside the scope of the Regulations, we have calculated them in the same 
way as the combined partner and employee gender figures in section 1.1.

Our overall mean and median combined UK partner and employee ethnicity Earnings gaps as at 5 April 2021:

2021

Mean 22.4%
Median -35.1%

2020

Mean 22.4%
Median -41.1%

These figures are based on 97% of  
our colleagues in the UK who have  
recorded their ethnicity.
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2.2 Ethnicity Earnings gap by group
Our mean and median ethnicity Earnings gaps by group, as at 5 April 2021:

Partners

Mean 8.7%
Median -1.0%

London employees

Mean 11.5%
Median 10.5%

Belfast employees

Mean 22.4%
Median 12.9%

2021

2020

Partners

Mean 7.7%
Median 5.0%

London employees

Mean 9.5%
Median 4.8%

Belfast employees

Mean 23.9%
Median 11.2%
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Proportion of our London 
population identifying  
as ethnic minority, as at  
1 May 2021

41%  
of trainees

25%  
of associates

12%  
of partners

17%  
of business teams

2.4 London employee ethnicity pay gaps by quartile
Our employee mean ethnicity FTE pay gaps as at 5 April 2021:

0.7% 1.8%

Lower Lower Middle Upper Middle Upper
2021

1.7% 8.6%

38%18%

82%

38%29%

71%

38%24%

76%

38%18%

82%

Proportion of white employees in pay quartile

Proportion of ethnic minority employees in pay quartile

Mean ethnicity 
pay gap

1.4 Gender action plan 2.3 London employee ethnicity pay and bonus gaps
Our mean and median ethnicity pay and bonus gaps for London employees, as at 5th April 2021:

2021

Pay (FTE salary) gap

Mean 8.3%
Median 9.0%

Bonus (FTE) gap

Mean 26.5%
Median 9.7%
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2.5 Race and ethnicity action plan

We conducted a broad review of race and ethnicity across our 
London office, analysing data on recruitment, retention and 
progression and holding focus groups to understand more about 
the experiences of our black and ethnic minority colleagues. 

We also took part in research with other law firms to look at why ethnic minority –  
and particularly black – lawyers leave their law firms in disproportionate numbers  
early on in their careers.

This review led us to implement a new strategy in 2020 on race and ethnicity – which we 
outlined in last year’s report – and to introduce targets in London for the first time.

Race and ethnicity targets for London:

As the data in section 2.4 of this report shows, in all four pay quartiles in London, we are between 18%-29% 
ethnic minority so are making progress towards our overall target.

In 2020, A&O became a 
founding signatory to the 
Charter for Black Talent in 
Finance and the Professions.

16

Overall target of 25%  
ethnic minority lawyers  
and business teams in 
London by 2025

Graduate recruitment target 
of 35% ethnic minority, 
including 10% black, 
trainees each year

Equal retention rates for 
ethnic minority lawyers  
to build the pipeline  
to partnership

 Overall target of 15% 
ethnic minority partners  
by 2025
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Key areas of focus: 

–  In May 2021, we launched a Black Heritage Insight programme targeted at black  
and black-mixed heritage university students interested in a career in law. The first  
Insight day was held in October 2021 and provided almost 50 students with access  
to workshops, presentations and networking opportunities within the firm.

–  Retention and progression are still key areas for us to focus on in order to address  
the ‘ethnicity stay gap’. A large part of this is about helping colleagues to have a better 
understanding of issues related to race and ethnicity. We have listened to colleagues 
and provided bespoke training on micro-aggressions, as well as running campaigns 
through our allies network, for example adopting a 21-Day Racial Equity Habit Building 
Challenge which saw allies share thought-provoking articles, podcasts and videos with 
their own personal reflections on the pieces and some of their own experiences.

–  We are also working hard to provide supportive spaces for colleagues through our Race 
and Ethnicity Network in London, as well as affinity groups that support East Asian and 
South Asian communities.

Crucially, we are focused on encouraging a culture of accountability and responsibility  
for inclusion across our partnership, with an emphasis on meaningful allyship. Our UK  
D&I Regional Partner, Ian Field, recently spoke about why allyship is so important.

–  A&O has been named a Top 10 Outstanding Employer 
in the Ethnicity Awards 2021

–  Our Race and Ethnicity Network has been shortlisted for  
a UK Diversity Legal Award 2021

Partner and co-chair of 
our London Race & 
Ethnicity Committee,  
Karan Dinamani, was 
named a Top 10 
Inspirational Leader at the 
Ethnicity Awards 2021.
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“ All of us have  
accountability for change.”
Jessica Kerslake was promoted to partner at A&O in 2021 – becoming one of the  
first two black partners in our London office. 

“One of the areas I’m extremely passionate about as a 
new partner is people – developing talent and in particular 
focusing on what we’re trying to achieve with diversity 
across the whole business.

While I am passionate about diversity as a whole, I feel a 
strong sense of responsibility to bring more black talent 
through. There is a clear tone from management, but each 
of us as partners should be judged on what we are doing 
to develop the people in our teams and create an inclusive 
culture. All of us have accountability for change.

More conversations about race and ethnicity are happening 
but some people still feel deeply uncomfortable talking 
about race, often because they’re scared of saying the 
wrong thing. That’s why the work of our affinity groups is 
so important to bring about a better understanding.

It is important to consider the specific and unique issues that 
relate to race and ethnicity, in particular the fact that different 
races face different issues. However, many people have 
more than one strand of diversity, so intersectionality is also 
very important. I am a black, state-educated woman – I also 
see myself as mixed race. My experiences will therefore be 
different from other black lawyers. 

It’s so important to have diverse role models in senior 
positions but that does take time. I think targets can help 
as they create a measure of accountability, but it’s not an 
easy solution as you need to attract and retain this talent. 

As one of the first black partners in London, I didn’t have 
black senior role models. However, I did have other role 
models and partners who were happy to give their time 
and talk about their experiences. There are things we need 
to continue to work on, and we will, but I feel that A&O is a 
special place with some amazing people and I’m glad to be 
a part of it.”

Jessica Kerslake 
Partner

allenovery.comUK Pay Gap Report | 202118



3. LGBTQ+
3.1 Combined partner and employee Earnings gaps
This section shows the total annual Earnings gaps for our combined UK partner and employee population in 
London and Belfast. As these fall outside the scope of the Regulations, we have calculated them in the same 
way as the combined partner and employee gender figures in section 1.1.

These figures are based on reporting by 78% of our colleagues in the UK, with 5% identifying as LGBTQ+.

Our overall combined mean and median UK partner and employee LGBTQ+ Earnings gaps as at 5 April 2021:

2021

Mean 3.4%
Median 10.6%

2020

Mean -7.7%
Median 9.9%

3.2 London employee pay and bonus gaps
Our mean and median LGBTQ+ pay and bonus gaps for London employees, as at 5th April 2021:

Pay (FTE salary)

Mean 9.0%
Median 6.5%

Bonus (FTE)

Mean 11.1%
Median 12.5%

5%  
of our partners  
and employees in 
the UK identify 
as LGBTQ+
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David Stone, partner and 
member of the A&Out 
committee, was named  
a Top 10 Inspirational 
Leader by the British 
LGBTQ+ Awards 2020.

3.3 LGBTQ+ action plan

The proportion of partners and employees in our London office who identify as 
LGBTQ+ remains the same as last year at 5%. 

Key areas of focus:

–  A key focus for us again this year is intersectionality – looking at how LGBTQ+ identity intersects with gender, 
race, disability and other areas. We have set up a global women’s LGBTQ+ group and rolled out educational 
videos internationally on allyship, trans and non-binary identities, and deconstructing the LGBTQ+ abbreviation. 

–  Building on our broader programme of work around mental wellbeing, this year we ran a virtual LGBTQ+ 
mental health session with high-profile speakers talking about personal experiences, as well as briefings  
for our external health providers about the particular experiences and needs of the LGBTQ+ community.

–  This year, we were joined by our first openly lesbian partner in London, Nikki Johnstone (see p21), which is 
important as we know it can be harder for women to feel confident coming out, particularly if there are fewer 
visible role models in senior positions. 
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“Visibility is so important.”
Nikki Johnstone is a partner in A&O’s Banking practice in London.

“It’s a great feeling to be the first openly lesbian partner 
in our London office and I can only hope it means there 
will be more after me. That’s why visibility is so important. 
Seeing other women like you in the firm makes coming out 
a far less intimidating prospect. To a large extent, if you 
can’t see it, you can’t be it.

I completely understand that some lesbians might perceive 
coming out as an extra burden on their ability to progress. 
Women are under-represented in the senior ranks of many 
law firms and already face challenges as they move up the 
career ladder. So it’s understandable that many women feel 
that saying you’re gay might add another layer of ‘other’, 
which could potentially add more hurdles to you achieving 
your career goals.

I actually came out when I was an associate at my previous 
firm and, looking back now, I wish I’d done it sooner. Once 
I came out, I realised that my fear of being ostracised was 
misplaced. My colleagues not only accepted me for who  
I am, but some were actually sad that I hadn’t felt able to 
tell them earlier.

This underlines the importance of working in an 
environment where we feel completely comfortable  
and confident being ourselves, which is why the work 
going on at A&O around inclusion is so critical. We all  
want to be respected and supported – no matter what  
our differences – and it’s down to every one of us to  
build the awareness to make that happen.

The past year has been hard for everyone, but for some 
people even more so – for example, those who can’t  
be openly out in their home or family life. So it’s been  
really good to see the A&Out network continue with 
its programme of events, virtually, to keep people 
connected and supported. 

If you’re not being yourself at work, you’re already taking 
up time and energy trying to fit in and keep aspects of 
who you are hidden. That’s not what brings out the best in 
people. If you can’t be open about your sexuality, it’s hard 
to be open about your life outside of work, and that limits 
your ability to build relationships with colleagues. We spend 
a large amount of time with the people in our teams so it’s 
hard to hide a side of ourselves from them. 

We all have different life experiences because of  
who we are and how we live, and that diversity  
of thought is hugely beneficial to us as a business.  
When everyone feels they belong, we see a happier  
and more open working environment.”

Nikki Johnstone 
Partner
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4. Disability
4.1 Combined partner and employee disability Earnings gaps
As we did last year, we are including high-level pay gap data on disability for our combined UK partner and 
employee population. We have calculated this in the same way as for our combined gender, ethnicity and 
LGBTQ+ total annual Earnings gaps.

These figures are based on the 79% of colleagues in the UK who have recorded their disability 
information – with 5% identifying as having a disability.

2021

Mean 13.1%
Median 7.3%

2020

Mean 20.2%
Median 9.0%

Our overall combined mean and median UK partner and employee disability 
Earnings gaps as at 5 April 2021:

Pay (FTE salary)

Mean 11.4%
Median 21.5%

Bonus (FTE)

Mean 33.7%
Median 20.3%

Our London employee disability pay and bonus gaps as at 5 April 2021:

4.2 London employee pay and bonus gaps
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4.3 Disability action plan
We are continuing to focus on disability as a priority area to ensure we understand and 
provide the specific types of support needed by our colleagues.

We try to do this without necessarily drawing attention to people’s additional needs,  
as we know many colleagues don’t want that. But we also know that with greater 
understanding comes more active allyship, so this year we launched our global  
disability network – AccessAbility – to provide support for employees with disabilities,  
as well as for carers and families of children with disabilities.

Raising awareness  
about disability

Supporting those who care  
for someone with a disability

Holding events and  
speaker sessions

Providing mutual support  
and networking

Key areas of focus: 

Through AccessAbility, our initial work focuses on:

Lockdown has been especially hard  
for some colleagues with disabilities,  
so we have focused on making sure 
we keep everyone connected, as well 
as the additional support we may need 
to provide as we return to the office.  

We have worked with a disability expert 
over the past 12 months to provide 
training to all of our HR employees  
on best practice in relation to disability. 
 
 

We have signed up to Disability 
Confident, the UK Government’s 
employer benchmarking scheme, 
which provides guidance on the 
commitments businesses can  
make to be a confident employer. 

We celebrated International Day of 
People with Disabilities in December 
2021 with a series of stories from 
members of AcessAbility sharing their 
experiences of living and working 
with a disability or caring for a family 
member with a disability.
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Phil Whaite 
Workplace Manager

“ Building a culture where we  
talk openly about disability.”
Phil Whaite is the Workplace Manager in London. He is a founding member of 
AccessAbility – A&O’s new global affinity network for colleagues with disabilities,  
as well as for carers and families of children with disabilities. 
“A lot of help is available for people with disabilities at A&O, 
so this network is about connecting people and ensuring 
it’s easy to find the right support.

I was diagnosed with Multiple Sclerosis three years ago.  
It’s a condition that affects the brain and spinal cord, 
causing a range of symptoms like blurred vision and 
problems with how you move, think and feel. 

As well as the physical symptoms, the mental impact of 
being told you have a chronic condition is difficult to come 
to terms with. It’s still a process I’m going through – it’s a 
real mind shift to understand that I’m now a person who 
has to think carefully about what I can and can’t do, and 
who has to leave the house with a walking stick because 
my left leg sometimes decides not to work. It really forces 
you to think about yourself, your life and your future.

When I was first diagnosed, I was reluctant to tell  
many colleagues because I was worried about people’s 
misconceptions. But I talked it through with my line 
manager, HR and with our occupational health team and 
they made sure that any adjustments I needed were made. 
That’s helped me to be more confident telling people – 
once you understand things fully yourself, it’s easier to 
talk to others about it. 

Having a hidden disability means you continually have to 
‘come out’. It’s an interesting comparison for me because 
I’m bi, and that’s another thing you have to come out 
about. I often think about the fact that I have an invisible 
disability as well as an invisible sexuality.

That’s why this new affinity network is so important.  
We’re keen to attract as many different people as possible 
so that we can generate ideas and share experiences.

With the increasing focus on allyship across A&O, we 
can really play a part in creating an environment where 
it’s acceptable and encouraged to talk about disability or 
impairment, so that we can build a better understanding 
with one another.

We want the network to work alongside our other affinity 
groups and build on the progress we’re making across 
diversity, equity and inclusion more broadly – seeing how 
the culture is changing here is personally really important  
to me and one of the things that makes me most  
proud to work at A&O.”
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What will the workplace look 
like in a changed world? 
The last 18 months have given us the opportunity to change our habits and 
combine the best of the old with the best of the new.
One thing I strongly believe is that by being more agile 
we can build a better way of working. For many of us, 
this means adopting a hybrid approach to home and 
office working and giving colleagues more ownership 
of how they progress their careers and balance the 
responsibilities of their teams, clients and home life.

To make this work, we all need to be willing to 
compromise and trust each other, to have greater 
tolerance for the changing priorities we have in life and 
an appreciation of the differences we bring to work. 

If we achieve that, we will move much further forwards 
with a culture of openness and inclusion, which we 
know supports the progression of a more diverse group 
of people and therefore helps us to reduce pay gaps 
where they exist.

Returning to the office for some time each week is 
incredibly important for our culture – for learning from 
one another and developing the relationships that make 
up the fabric of our business.

But to make progress with diversity, equity and 
inclusion, one thing is equally important: that as we 
return to the office we don’t slip back into old habits.

If we normalise a more agile way of working for both men 
and women it will help colleagues to shape their careers 
and achieve success in their own timeframes, without 
concerns about a ‘flexibility penalty’ limiting people’s 
career progression – that is an outdated perception that 
we have been working hard to break down.

We have an opportunity to keep the best of what we’ve 
experienced over the past year, adopt new ideas and 
drop the worst of our pre-pandemic habits.

If we are clever about it we can have a truly flexible 
way of working that is built on trust, fosters greater 
collaboration and pushes us forwards in making A&O 
an even more diverse and inclusive workplace.

For me, that is grounds for real optimism.

Wim Dejonghe 
Senior Partner
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