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DIVERSCITY LGBT GRADUATE 
RECRUITMENT EVENT

Some thought from LGBT lawyers 
for event attendees

9 City law firms together making 
a difference to LGBT people… 



Dear DiversCity 2014 attendee

Thank you for coming to this event  - we do 
hope that you found it helpful, insightful and 
inspirational.

In preparing for this event, we asked some of our 
own LGBT lawyers to share some of their thoughts 
that they thought you might want to read.  

Enjoy.

Patrick McCann

Herbert Smith Freehillls 
On Behalf of DiversCity
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David Law, Trainee Solicitor, Pinsent Mason
I have come to realise that one of the most important factors to 
consider when applying for a Training Contract is to ensure you work 
in an environment of inclusion and acceptance, somewhere you can 
be yourself. Whilst openly out to friends and family, I was silent on my 
sexual orientation in the application process for a Training Contract - I 
feared that coming ‘out’ to colleagues would negatively impact my 
career and place me at a disadvantage during the later qualification 
process. My time at Pinsent Masons has quickly put those fears to rest 
and I discovered a workplace that had openly gay staff at all levels, 
a supportive and inclusive diversity network and an environment of 
acceptance. It is of great comfort, and gives you confidence, to know 
that when you walk into work every morning you will be able to build a 
successful legal career on the grounds of merit and hard work and not, 
as I had once believed, on your success of integrating into the law firm 
stereotype of an ‘old boys club’.

Andrew Austin, Disputes Partner and Graduate Recruitment Partner, 
Freshfields
When I joined Freshfields way back in the late 1990s, I remember being 
terrified about coming out at work. I needn’t have been. Being gay has 
never held me back; in fact, my experience has been overwhelmingly 
positive.

Attitudes in the legal sector have changed enormously in the last 15 
years. Thinking of my own firm, when I started a few gay and lesbian 
colleagues would go for drinks occasionally but that was about it as far 
as anything organised was concerned. Today, our LGBT network has 
just had its second international conference, we have members on four 
continents and the firm is one of Stonewall’s top 100 employers.

Working as a City lawyer can be tough – unpredictable hours, 
demanding work – and you have to be able to deal with that. But 
it can also be amazing: you will get to know some great clients and 
colleagues, travel the world while working on the biggest cases and 
deals, and get really good at what you do. My advice: go for it.
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Gabby Heron, Associate, Freshfields
Deciding whether or not to be out at work is ultimately a personal 
decision, but study after study has shown that people perform better 
when they can bring their full selves to work, and don’t waste energy – or 
potential – on hiding who they are. Firms like Freshfields realise this, and 
for me, being out at work has been anything but a hindrance. I made 
the decision to be out from day 1 of the application process, and as a 
result I have had more opportunities, and more exposure to the workings 
of the firm and the people who run it, than I would’ve ever thought 
possible. One of the most rewarding aspects of my job is the work that I 
do with our diversity initiatives, particularly our LGBT and LGBT Champions 
networks; it makes my day that much more varied, interesting and 
enjoyable than it would be if I just focussed on billable hours. I also 
believe that the experience I am able to draw from it makes me a better 
lawyer. If there was one piece of advice I would give all LGBT students 
considering a career in city law, it would be: be out, be proud, and most 
importantly, get involve

Jamie, Trainee, Pinsent Masons
I just joined Pinsents from another law firm. My previous law firm were very 
supportive of LGBT issues, and I was comfortable “coming out” again 
to the people who identified themselves as LGBT/were members of the 
firm’s diversity committee. It took a bit longer for me to be confident 
enough to come out to straight people in the office, but I finally did by 
slowly getting more confidence and hinting at it/mentioning it quietly. I 
have been doing the same thing at Pinsents since I joined (in particular 
mentioning my “partner” which seems to me to be a good way of 
talking about it without necessary implying that my partner is a man. 
As I have spoken more with people, I have felt more confident in being 
more specific, and am very pleased to say that I have had not had any 
negative reactions at all.

My advice to young LGBT lawyers is that you don’t necessarily have to 
come out at work straight away – it is very much down to the person how 
much they want to share and with whom when it comes to speaking 
with your co-workers. I don’t agree with the idea that someone should 
walk around telling everyone they are gay in order to be “authentic”: it 
is up to the individual how much they want to share, and hopefully most 
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firms (and certainly including all the firms at the DiversCity event) have 
a accepting culture. They also all tend to have LGBT networks in some 
form which is a good first step in terms of feeling more comfortable about 
being an LGBT person in the organisation.

Michael Braun, Trainee Solicitor, Freshfields

When and how you came out
I came out to my family after my first year at university. I had been out to 
some of my friends before then or came out afterwards. At work, I have 
been out ever since I joined the firm.

How you secured a role in a City law firm
I secured my training contract by the usual route, i.e. after doing a 
vacation scheme. 

What advice you would give a prospective LGBT City lawyer
Be yourself! There are a lot more LGBT people in the City than you might 
think. Sometimes, being LGBT can even be a networking “advantage”.

What a typical City lawyer does each day
In my experience as a trainee, City lawyers spend a lot of time liaising 
with clients, negotiating documents on their behalf and drafting such 
documents. This necessarily involves a lot of time at your desk, but also 
phone calls and meetings.

What tips you have to help someone through the trainee solicitor 
recruitment process
Be as honest as possible about yourself. People will pick up on 
inconsistencies or gaps in your CV or application, so try to anticipate 
them!

How you have progressed in your career
Not very much so far! Still a trainee last time I checked… But that’s 
normal; there is a lot to learn and many seats to try!
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Whether someone should be out or not at work
Everyone has to decide for themselves whether they feel comfortable 
being out at work. I would recommend it from my personal experience, 
since many City organisations are keen on having a culture of diversity 
and it makes your life at work at lot easier and more enjoyable. But it is 
and remains everyone’s decision whether or not to take their private lives 
to work. I might be out, but I do not display my personal life very much 
either.

How the LGBT network helps you 
Being a member of an LGBT network is a great way of coming out at 
work without having to have awkward conversations. You just say, “I’m 
going to a meeting with the LGBT network!” and everything is out there.

What reactions you have encountered to being out
Only positive ones so far!

What’s the best part of being a City Lawyer?
As a trainee, the learning curve is very steep! No matter where you go in 
life, it will be an invaluable experience to work or have worked in a City 
law firm.

How you use what London has to offer
I love the range of restaurants, cinemas and exhibitions in particular! I am 
not very active in the LGBT “scene” although I do enjoy the occasional 
evening out in Soho.

How you manage your work-life balance
Trying to avoid “face time” and leaving the office when and as you can 
when you have no work.
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Bernard Sharp, Partner, Global Head, Banking & Finance Practice, 
Baker & McKenzie
When I joined Baker & McKenzie 17 years ago, I wasn’t out at work, and 
law firms generally weren’t as diversity-minded as they are now.  This 
led to complications – pretending at a dinner that I was single, and 
having someone offer to set me up on a date with their sister (not sure 
my boyfriend would have appreciated that idea).  So I decided being 
out at work would make things simpler.  That couldn’t have gone better.  
We have lots of LGBT people here at all levels now – including plenty of 
partners – and being gay not only isn’t an issue, I think it results in people 
thinking of me as more “human” and less serious.  I hope so anyway.  I’ve 
become good friends with a number of the other LGBT lawyers here, as 
well as straight allies, through the LGBT office network and the global 
LGBT partners’ group, as well as general socialising.  I’m now out with 
pretty much everyone that I work with in Baker & McKenzie globally, and 
I’m really proud that we now have a global LGBT policy, and that I’m 
one of the more visible gay partners around the world.  I’ve brought my 
partner along to both London and global partners’ events – he even 
came on a ski trip with my team.  Being able to be myself at work is a 
huge plus for me.

Timothy Strutt, Senior Associate, Herbert Smith Freehills
Growing up in the Catholic school system, I struggled with my sexuality 
for a number of years. Now, at 30, I just regret worrying so much. I have 
lived in 4 countries, been awarded 3 degrees, had 2 career changes 
and clung to 1 haircut. I don’t doubt that I wouldn’t have had these 
experiences if I was still focusing all my energy on hiding (except, 
perhaps, for having the ‘do). Life is short and I don’t want to waste it 
pretending to be someone I am not.

Daniel Davies, Associate, Berwin Leighton Paisner
I’m a newly qualified Associate in Real Estate at BLP, having recently 
moved into the City from a more traditional West End firm. 

The first thing I realised about being in a City firm is just how easy it is to 
be out; to be you. It is far easier to be comfortable with yourself around 
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your co-workers, than to hide your sexuality away. Diversity policies on an 
HR level are very strong, and that does translate on the ground: nobody 
should treat you any differently because you are gay. 

If you have the ability and drive to succeed in the City; to work in large teams 
on significant, complex deals, for huge clients, then your sexual orientation is 
certainly not something that matters or should hold you back at all. 

I believe that being LGBT can give even you an added advantage in 
some respects: The journey many of us go on to being comfortable with 
our orientations can make us broader minded and open to different 
types of people and cultures, which can only be a positive when working 
in the multinational and multicultural environment of the City.

Alastair Meeks, Partner, Pinsent Masons
I started work in 1990 as a trainee at what was then Herbert Smith.  I 
was still coming to terms with my sexuality at that time and the idea of 
discussing it with anyone at work was unthinkable to me.  I was aware 
that there were quite a few other gay men at the firm, but it wasn’t 
something I would have discussed with them, never mind any straight 
colleagues.  Looking back, I doubt whether coming out would have been 
any impediment to career progression in practice, but it’s much harder to 
make those judgements when you’re junior and lacking confidence.

I moved on qualification to what was then a small firm called Biddle 
& Co. (it later, through multiple mergers, became part of what is now 
Pinsent Masons).  I was still not out at this stage, and came out without 
really planning it particularly carefully when I was about 3 years qualified.  
Why did I come out at that point?  I was more secure in my sexuality 
and more confident in my professional ability.  I wasn’t the first openly 
gay lawyer in that firm, so that made the decision easier.  It was greeted 
largely by friendly indifference by my colleagues and bosses.  It has 
never hampered my career in any way – I made partner very early and 
the progression since then has been equally rapid. If you’re performing 
well in your professional life, that’s what firms will focus on.

If I were starting afresh now, I’m pretty sure that I’d want to be out 
from the moment I started work.  I’m not suggesting that you have to 
drape yourself in a rainbow flag, but it’s so much more comfortable 
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being yourself.  Douglas Adams once noted that all the problems of the 
world could be divided into two: your problems; and somebody else’s 
problems.  While you’re in the closet, your sexuality is your problem.  
When you’re out, if it’s anyone’s problem, it’s somebody else’s problem.  

Sean Izor, Senior Associate, Herbert Smith Freehills, Beijing
I have never hidden my sexuality at work – frankly, I don’t think I would be 
that convincing even if I tried.  A person’s sexuality, however, is not really 
important to City law firms.  How good a person is at his job, that is what 
firms care about.  I have been lucky enough to have worked in seven of 
HSF’s offices around the world, including places with more ‘traditional’ 
values such as Moscow, Tokyo, and Beijing.  In my time living and working 
in these cities, I have met and befriended lots of gay people.  Of these 
people I have met, they largely fit into two categories, those who chose 
not to hide their sexuality and those who chose to do so, often only 
revealing their true selves to a very select group of people.  What I have 
noticed is that the people who hide their sexuality from family, friends, 
and colleagues lead a very lonely life.  They are only themselves with 
a handful of people, and even with these few individuals they never 
truly let their guards down for fear of who else might see or find out.  In 
worrying so much about what other people think, they rob themselves 
not only of a future, especially in terms of relationships, but also of their 
present.  People will like you or not like you for so many reasons, of which 
your sexuality is usually not a decisive factor (certainly not at City firms).  
Live your life for you be you, and you will attract the kind of people and 
life you want and deserve. Scott Harrison, Senior Counsel, Taylor Wessing

If I could choose to come back to this world, I’d choose to be gay again. 
Of course it hasn’t been without challenges, but I’d never have met the 
incredible people and done the amazing things I have done were it not 
for being part of the LGBT community. It sounds crazy, but I genuinely 
believe that I’ve had a better, fuller, richer life for being a gay man and 
part of the LGBT community.

As to my career, I used to be a lawyer first and a gay man second. Now it 
doesn’t really matter – I’m a lawyer who happens to be gay, a gay man 
who is a lawyer. I work in an environment where being my authentic self 
makes perfect sense and works for me and my colleagues.
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Anna Bond, Trainee Solicitor, Herbert Smith Freehills
I’m Anna, a trainee at HSF, and I identify as queer. I also went to Oxford 
and was the LGBT rep at my college for a few years. I was out to my tutors 
and friends at uni, and I always found it a welcoming and supportive 
environment. I hope your experience there is as fun and rewarding!

Not once has my sexuality been an issue for me at work; if anything, it’s 
just helped me meet and get to know more people. I was nervous about 
coming out to my supervisor as we had to share a room for six months, 
but his reaction was perfect; he just carried on the conversation without 
batting an eyelid. 

Although I’m open with everyone at work and all my friends, I’m not very 
open with my parents. My coming out experience went pretty badly, so 
since then I’ve not felt comfortable talking to them about my sexuality. 
We still have a very close relationship otherwise. I tell you this because 
that doesn’t mean I can’t fully enjoy and express my identity as an LGBT 
person. There is no rush to be open with your family unless you feel you 
want to, and everyone’s situation is different.

There are hard things about not being straight, but it helps me to know 
that a lot of those are something all LGBT people share. I feel really happy 
with my sexuality and I wouldn’t change it for anything. 

Daniel Ellis, Partner, Baker & McKenzie
• Rather than hold me back in my career, being gay has enabled 

me to build a strong network of friends and colleagues which has 
made professional life easier, not harder.  

• A number of my most significant clients are gay.  

• So many of our sophisticated multinational clients have such 
strong diversity credentials, that law firms absolutely need to 
demonstrate strong equality principles themselves to continue 
working with those coveted clients. 

• Not being yourself will be disastrous from a personal perspective, 
and professionally is likely to lead you giving less than you are 
capable of.  
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• Focus on the strengths of your differences, and not on the skills / 
characteristics you do not have.

• Empathy is very important in being a successful lawyer and, 
in due course, a manager / Partner.  Because of their early 
struggles, gay men are often much more empathetic.  

• Watch Beautiful Thing & Billy Elliott

Neal McCullough, Associate, Herbert Smith Freehills
Ben

I came out when I was 14, so you would think I would have got the hang 
of telling people that I am gay.  However, it would seem I didn’t, well not 
until I joined HSF.

I graduated from Durham in 2007, and, being without a training contract, 
I faced a momentous struggle to find a training contract in the emergent 
recession.   However, after much searching, I accepted a training 
contract in the Isle of Man commencing in 2010. The elation of finally 
obtaining a training contract seemingly trumped this move to a small 
island in the middle of the Irish Sea.  So after accepting the job I did 
some research into the island and the scene there, which was sketchy 
to say the least.  However, I was up for the challenge so I boarded the 
plane and full of naivety couldn’t wait to start my career as a lawyer.

While on the plane I gave some consideration to whether I would be open 
about my sexuality at work.  I had never actually done this before in any of 
the jobs I had growing up or at university as most people knew.  However, 
as the Isle of Man had only decriminalised homosexuality in 1992 I thought 
it would be best to let it come out organically.  Thus, I wouldn’t come 
out per se but I wouldn’t also hide it by playing the pronoun game with 
genders.  I had done this before in other jobs which had worked rather 
successfully.  So as predicted after one month my colleagues knew I was 
gay without me having to utter the words “I am gay”. 

It has been said that the hardest thing to is not coming out, but the 
follow up “coming outs”  you have to do thereafter.  So given the 
relative ease of how I came out in the Isle of Man I thought I had 
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cracked it.  However it would seem that although I had cracking coming 
out, I had not cracked working in an environment where acceptance 
was played patsy to.

As the months wore on, I found myself having discussions with the Senior 
Partner about sexual orientation. These discussions were very passive 
aggressive approach but knowing no different I accepted it for what 
it was and continued working there.  However I can’t dreaded those 
discussions.  I was also embarrassed by what the discussions had done 
to me, I was now accepting of homophobia.  This was most noticeable 
when, during a charity dinner, a speaker began making homophobic and 
racist comments.  I wanted the  ground to swallow me up because  as I 
looked round that room I saw colleagues and other professionals that I 
worked with laughing.  Whilst I knew they were laughing at the speaking 
crude jokes,  it felt like they were laughing at me.  I decided to say 
something but when I tried, I was told to keep quiet, I was representing 
the firm and I was not to draw undue attention to myself.  

I stuck it out in that job for 3 years and, practicing certificate in hand, I left 
the Isle of Man for the home turf of Belfast.  My return to Belfast also made 
me rethink how to best deal with my sexuality in the workplace.  After all 
it was only one facet of what made me who I was, a facet that doesn’t 
affect my abilities as a lawyer.   So while interviewing with the director of 
HSF Belfast I tried, what I thought to be a novel approach, and decided to 
come out during the interview.  My reasoning behind this was if there was 
a negative reaction I could then side step the job and look elsewhere.  
So  I just said it.  It was part of the conversation  just as you would say it 
to mates down at the pub.  Rather than pick up on it and grill me on my 
views on same sex marriage or something similar, the Director just didn’t 
react.  Initially I thought that she hadn’t picked up on it and that was 
that.  However, when she started talking to me about HSF as a firm and its 
diversity and values I realised she had. This took me aback a little as I was 
excepting the worst.  

I went on to accept the job and  was welcomed into HSF as an employee 
who was suited for the role and just happened to be gay.  Having 
worked for HSF for over eighteen months now, both in the Belfast and 
London offices, I have never had to once make an uncomfortable 
smile in the face of homophobia, play the pronoun game or defend my 

12



sexual orientation.     This gives me a freedom, one where I could just 
get on with the job in hand and not worry about underlying tensions or 
homophobia.  Compared to the Isle of Man, HSF was a welcome breath 
of fresh air for me.  

Does this however mean that I have got the hang of telling people I am 
gay?  No it doesn’t and I don’t think I ever will.  However, firms like HSF 
who have such a clear diversity policy, which are actually implemented, 
means that coming out is fast becoming a non-issue, just how it should 
always be. 

Luke Richardson, Associate in Disputes Baker & McKenzie
How you secured a role in a City law firm – I was at a the University of 
Cambridge, and the firm visited my college and took the law students 
out for dinner. It was a great opportunity to get to know the real face of 
the firm, and the trainees and associates who came along were clearly 
happy to be there and make the effort to talk to the students, even 
though it was midway through a long working week and they would 
have to trek back to London late that night. My positive experience 
prompted me to look into the firm in more detail and its reputation as 
very LGBT-friendly confirmed its place on my shortlist. I was lucky enough 
to secure a training contract interview, which I’m pleased to say was 
about as friendly and welcoming as the dinner the firm took us out on. 

What advice you’d give a prospective LGBT City lawyer – Don’t be put 
off by the fear of the unknown. I had had very little exposure to life in 
the City before I started the recruitment process and I didn’t know what 
to expect. Most firms genuinely value diversity among their workforce 
and will try very hard to make you fit in. Inclusiveness is also increasingly 
prominent on clients’ agenda, and firms are very conscious of this. Be 
confident about your background and you’ll find that most of your 
colleagues do not merely tolerate your orientation but actually value 
your unique perspective as an asset of the firm.

What a typical City lawyer does each day – I work in the litigation 
department as a junior associate. I typically have a caseload of about 
five or six matters at any one time and these tend to vary hugely. Right 
now I am working on a multi-billion-dollar offshore trusts dispute, an 
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LGBT human rights case in an African jurisdiction, a claim against a 
broadcaster and a Middle Eastern shipping dispute.   

What tips you have to help someone through the trainee solicitor 
recruitment process – While negativity towards and indifference the 
plight of gay lawyers is fast being stamped out across the board, this 
does not mean every firm will be for you, so I would take the time to 
research the firms you are considering applying to. Campus events and 
open days are a great way to see behind the corporate advertising and 
discover the true ‘feel’ of a particular law firm.

How you have progressed in your career – As a trainee I did seats in 
real estate, corporate reorganisations and dispute resolution at B&M 
and then a secondment to a client of the disputes team. Litigation had 
always been my preference and I was thrilled when I was offered a 
permanent role here. I am now just over one year’s PQE.

Whether someone should be out or not at work – Of course you should 
be, if that’s what you want. It is part of who you are and everyone should 
feel comfortable talking about their weekend in front of both colleagues 
and clients and should never feel like they cannot refer to their same-sex 
partner.

How the LGBT network helps you  - Baker & McKenzie has a very active 
LGBT network, whose members range from trainees and support staff 
right the way up to several senior partners. Personally I have by inspired 
by the partners who came out at work when it was much more difficult 
than itoday, when they put their very careers at risk by doing so. 
Thankfully things have moved on and the LGBT network has a very high 
profile within the office, regularly organising events to mark important 
dates in the LGBT calendar and offering networking opportunities with 
other firms and clients, which has helped build my own profile in the 
City.  The firm has also recently instituted a very successful straight allies 
network, now comprising over a third of the London workforce, which 
I think sends a very powerful message to new joiners that this is a safe 
place to be LGBT. 

What reactions you have encountered to being out – I haven’t really 
encountered any. No one cares what your orientation is, although 
that doesn’t mean you don’t have strong support at work if you do 
experience any problems.
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What’s the best part of being a City lawyer – For me, it’s the variety of 
the clients and, as a result, the legal problems that I am presented with. 
Being part of a truly global firm certainly helps with this, but London is an 
exciting place to be irrespective of who you work for. It’s great to feel 
part of something that is always changing and developing. 

How you use what London has to offer – London is a fascinating place 
to live in, and it can be hard to use your free time to make the most of 
the city! Personally, I sign up to as many mailing lists as possible – for gigs, 
pop-up bars and so on – so that I can plan my weekends as efficiently as 
possible!  

How you manage your work-life balance – Managing your hours can be 
tricky, and your workload will fluctuate. While there will always be times 
when you’re mired in the middle of a trial or slammed on a corporate 
deal, by and large you mostly have control over your work, and for me 
the key is having the right attitude. I won’t stay late unless I absolutely 
have to and I strive to switch off when I am not in the office. Moving from 
being a student to a trainee makes you value having a weekend and 
reasonably defined working hours – don’t lose sight of this and feel like 
you need to be at your desk all of the time.
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