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ABSTRACT 

Female solicitors are not choosing to practise in regional, rural and remote (RRR) areas 

at the same rate as male solicitors and are more concentrated in city and suburban 

practice. Very little is understood about why this might be so. This thesis explores lived 

and ‘imagined’ experience and meaning-making as a way of understanding the 

attraction and retention of female solicitors in RRR communities. 

This study comprises two distinct but interrelated parts: the first involves a 

phenomenological study of the lived experience of female solicitors practising in RRR 

communities in Queensland. It asks 23 solicitors (male and female) about their 

experience of life and legal practice in their community. The second part of the research 

involves a narrative analysis of in-depth interviews with 12 final year law students in 

order to explore their future practice intentions and attitudes to, and perceptions of, 

RRR practice. Each part of the research is designed to reflect different aspects of the 

attraction and retention equation. Interviewing already practising solicitors aims to 

gauge actual lived experience while the interviews with final year law students seeks to 

understand imagined experience. Together, these provide a picture of, or narrative 

about, the nature and dynamics of women’s career choices in the context of RRR 

practice.  

To date, there has been considerable research and scholarship around the status and 

experience of women lawyers within the Australian legal profession. Broadly, these 

conclude that women face significant systemic disadvantage within the profession, 

including higher levels of gender-based discrimination, pay disparity and low levels of 

workplace satisfaction. However, very little was known, empirically, about the extent to 

which RRR ‘space’ and ‘place’ might transcend, modify or exacerbate the systemic 

disadvantage experienced by women in the profession and its relationship to their 

attraction to and retention in RRR practice. This thesis seeks to expose and fill this gap. 

It does this in at least three key respects: first, by adding to our knowledge and 

understanding of the ways in which women’s practice experiences in RRR communities 

are distinctive and their relationship to the attraction and retention of women 

practitioners; second, by increasing our understanding of the role that ‘imagination’ and 

cultural constructions of the ‘rural’ play in framing or informing the career choices of 

final year law students; and, finally, in exposing the role that socio-cultural 

constructions of gender and ‘rurality’ can play, both in terms of compounding the legal 
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practice experience, and also its relationship to the attraction of females to RRR 

practice.  

It is clear that, for many women, RRR practice offers a rewarding professional and 

social experience. Factors such as lifestyle, the breadth and independence of the 

professional experience and a greater opportunity for work/life balance are some of the 

positive features identified. Women’s accounts, however, also highlight a number of 

distinctive gendered and spatial narratives operating in the context of RRR legal 

practice that point to a much more complex and fractured experience when compared to 

that of males. These have implications for the attraction and retention of women 

solicitors and new graduates to RRR practice and the practice experience more 

generally. 

An examination of attraction to practice involves an exploration of ‘pull’ factors; what 

leads women into RRR practice? This research suggests that ‘family’ factors were 

particularly instrumental for the women solicitors as well as a greater expectation of 

attaining work/life balance. For female final year law students the ‘non-legal’ aspects of 

the practice experience were also very significant and ‘front of mind’ and were much 

more multi-layered. Broadly speaking, female students interested in RRR practice 

expressed clear preferences for certain practice styles/contexts which emphasised firm 

size, ‘community’ and the lawyer’s role in facilitating ‘access to justice’. Those with 

little or no interest in RRR practice emphasised the desire for a larger firm experience, 

commented on actual or perceived social conservatism within RRR communities and 

regarded RRR areas as boring, lacking sufficient amenity and professionally isolating 

and problematic in terms of managing professional risk. 

Female students’ accounts also highlight the complex role that RRR background can 

play in the question of attraction to RRR practice. Those with an RRR background were 

both the most and least likely of all students to be interested in RRR practice as a career 

option. Their relative willingness was directly linked to their stream of experience in the 

particular RRR area from which they came. Where that stream of experience has been a 

negative one, this clearly influenced their views and perceptions of the attractiveness of 

RRR practice. The perspectives of those with a non-RRR background (that is, students 

from a major city) and without a stream of experience in a RRR area, their perceptions 

were informed by popular culture and their stereotypical ideas of the rural.  
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The lived experience of women solicitors reveals a number of distinctive gendered and 

spatial narratives operating in the context of their RRR practice experience, both within 

the workplace and RRR social space more generally. Workplace experiences include 

gender-based discrimination, the lack of maternity leave available to women in regional 

practice and experiences of RRR practice as in some way ‘outdated’, ‘old fashioned’, 

‘conservative’ or ‘old school’, pointing to the operation of the ‘old boys club’. 

Additionally, women expressed dissatisfaction with remuneration levels and, for some 

of this group, dissatisfaction with the level of recognition or ‘credit’ for their work 

within workplace structures.  

The community context of RRR practice was also a feature of lived experience. Many 

expressed ambivalence, noting both positive and challenging aspects of ‘community’. It 

was evident, however, that female solicitors tended to emphasise the role of community 

in shaping personal autonomy and reputation in the context of ‘small town living’. In 

contrast, male solicitors tended to experience high visibility/lower anonymity more 

positively and as a sign of personal and professional identity or status. 

An examination of retention to practice involves an exploration of ‘push’ factors; what 

leads women solicitors to leave RRR practice? The research suggests that the retention 

of female solicitors is affected, in part, by their more complex and precarious career 

experience. Male experience suggests a high level of clarity for men in relation to their 

career trajectory and practice future. This was far less evident for women, whose 

accounts pointed to greater overall career mobility.  

The most significant factor for female participants in deciding to leave, or potentially to 

leave, RRR practice, relates to workplace satisfaction. Women in the private sector were 

the least likely to be satisfied with their workplace experience, citing ‘outdated’, 

difficult or hostile workplace experiences, problematic management and supervision 

practices. The most satisfied were the female sole practitioner and those female 

solicitors employed within the corporate and commumity sectors, who all spoke of high 

work satisfaction, collegiality, cooperation and job flexibility. This research appears to 

broadly confirm existing general research and literature insofar as it finds that the 

relative experience of workplace satisfaction was a key factor in women’s retention to 

RRR practice and that this satisfaction was lowest within the private sector. 
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Broadly, this study concludes that socio-cultural constructions of gender and ‘rurality’ 

can act as an impediment to the attraction of women to RRR practice and can act to 

compound the gendered experience of law. It also concludes that women’s complex and 

conditional career experience and their relative satisfaction with their workplace 

experience have the most significant impact on their retention in RRR practice. While 

the gendered power relations operating within the social and community context 

featured significantly in women’s lived experience, they did not, however, appear to be 

directly implicated in women’s departure from RRR practice. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background 

Over the past two decades there has been a steady decline in the proportion of solicitors 

practising in regional, rural and remote (RRR) communities in Australia, leading to a 

critical shortage in many geographical areas.1 Female solicitors, in particular, are under-

represented in RRR practice and ‘missing in action’2 more generally from the 

profession. Women now comprise greater than 50% of law school graduates3 and while 

the numbers of female solicitors entering the profession has consequently increased 

significantly, demographic data suggests that females practise for a relatively shorter 

period of time4 and are not choosing to practise in RRR areas at the same rate as men.5  

The past decade has seen a growing body of research and scholarship which has 

considered the profile, status and experience of women lawyers in the Australian legal 

profession. Broadly these conclude that women face significant systemic disadvantage 

within the profession, resulting in a clustering of women in entry level careers,6 work 

segmentation,7 pay disparity8 as well as much higher levels of gender-based 

                                                 
1
 See for example Urbis, 2011 Profile of the Solicitors of NSW (January 2011) Law Society of New South 

Wales 8 <http://www.lawsociety.com.au/resources/surveysandstatistics/435772> (‘2011 NSW Profile’); 

Law Society of NSW, ‘Law Society Warns of Lawyers Shortage in Rural Areas’ (ABC Regional News, 

18 February 2002); Legal Aid Commission of NSW, Review of the NSW Community Legal Centres 

Funding Program Final Report (June 2006); Glen Ferguson, ‘Bush Lawyers – The Problem Facing 

Regional and Rural Queensland’ (2004) 24(11) Proctor 8; Law Council of Australia and Law Institute of 

Victoria, Report into the Regional, Rural and Remote Areas Lawyers Survey, July 2009; Law Council of 

Australia, ‘Recruitment Strategies that Stay the Distance’ (2009) 3 Australasian Law Management 

Journal 2.   
2
 Geraldine Neal, Unequal Partners? Women Solicitors' Experiences of Workplace Discrimination, 

Flexiblity and Success in Queensland (PhD Thesis, Griffith University, 2009) [7.4]. 
3
 Women make up 54.37% of all law graduates from Queensland law schools. There were more women 

than men in four of the five law schools (the exception was Bond University): See Sue Purdon and Aladin 

Rahemtula (eds), A Women’s Place – 100 Years of Queensland Women Lawyers (Supreme Court of 

Queensland Library, 2005) 769, cited in Neal, above n 2, [1.5]. For additional comment in relation to 

female law graduates see Fiona McLeod and Leonie Kennedy, ‘Women in Practice’ in Patricia Easteal 

(ed), Women and the Law in Australia (LexisNexis, 2010) 350. 
4
 Law Society of New South Wales, After Ada: A New Precedent for Women in Law (29 October 2002) 

15 <http://www.lawsociety.com.au/resources/Reports/papersandpresentations/026534> (‘After Ada’); 

Terry Hutchinson and Heather Skousgaard, ‘Women in the Queensland Legal Workplace: A Snapshot’ 

(2008) 13 Deakin Law Review 37, 40; Gabby Trifiletti, Kriss Will and Georgina Frost, Taking up the 

Challenge: Women in the Legal Profession (Victorian Women Lawyers Association, 1999) 8–9 (‘Taking 

up the Challenge’); Rosemary Hunter, ‘Border Protection in Law’s Empire: Feminist Explorations of 

Access to Justice’ (2002) 11(2) Griffith Law Review 263, 279. 
5
 Urbis, 2011 Law Society National Profile: Final Report (July 2012) Law Society of New South Wales 

18, 34 <http:// http://www.lawsociety.com.au/cs/groups/public/documents/internetcontent/640216.pdf.> 
6
 Law Society of New South Wales, After Ada, above n 4, 5.  

7
 Ibid; Hutchinson and Skousgaard, above n 4, 37; For example, female solicitors were more likely to 

work in family law (23.8% compared to 16.4% for men).  

http://www.lawsociety.com.au/resources/surveysandstatistics/435772
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discrimination,9 all of which adversely impact women’s overall satisfaction levels and 

rates of retention.10 While there has been considerable focus on the ways in which 

women solicitors have been ‘othered’11 in the profession generally, limited attention has 

been given to the particular experiences and retention of women solicitors in RRR 

practice and how the othering of women in the context of ‘rural’ social space might bear 

on their practice experience and, ultimately, on their attraction and retention. Feminist 

and social geographical literature has highlighted the ‘powerful formative influence’12 

that rurality has in terms of women’s experience and understanding of their identity13 

and the centrality of gender in rural community life.14 It has also noted the complex 

national, regional and localised constructions of rurality which invariably shape our 

understanding of gender15 in both urban and rural spaces.16 This literature points to the 

need to explore the ways in which gender and rurality intersect in the context of RRR 

legal practice and the relevance of this intersection to the legal practice experience. It is 

to these intersections that this research speaks. 

1.2 Significance of the Research  

This research is significant in at least three key respects. First, by adding to our 

knowledge and understanding of the distinctive experiences of female solicitors17 

                                                                                                                                               
8
 Urbis, 2011 NSW Profile, above n 1; Law Society of New South Wales, After Ada, above n 4, 8; 

McLeod and Kennedy, above n 3, 350, 354; Hutchinson and Skousgaard, above n 4, 37, 47. 
9
 Law Society of New South Wales, After Ada, above n 4, 14; Neal, above n 2; Terry Hutchinson, 2003 

Membership Survey: The Report (December 2006) Queensland Law Society, 33. 
10

 Trifiletti, Will and Frost, above n 4, 6; Neal, above n 2; Law Society of New South Wales, After Ada, 

above n 4, 14. 
11

 Margaret Thornton, Dissonance and Distrust: Women in the Legal Profession (Oxford University 

Press, 1996) 19–20 (‘Dissonance and Distrust’). 
12

 Jo Little, ‘Employment Marginality and Women’s Self-Identity’ in Paul Cloke and Jo Little (eds), 

Contested Countryside Cultures: Otherness, Marginalisation and Rurality (Routledge, 1997) 138, 142. 
13

 Ibid; Lisa R Pruitt, ‘Gender, Geography and Rural Justice’ (2008) 23 Berkeley Journal of Gender Law 

and Justice 338, 372 (‘Gender, Geography and Rural Justice’); Jo Little, ‘Rural Geography: Rural 

Gender Identity and the Performance of Masculinity and Femininity in the Countryside (2002) 26 

Progress in Human Geography 665 (‘Rural Geography’). 
14

 Margaret Alston ‘Gender Perspectives in Australian Rural Community Life’ in Chris Cocklin and 

Jacqui Dibden (eds), Sustainability and Change in Rural Australia (UNSW Press, 2005) 139, 139 

(‘Gender Perspectives’). 
15

 Paul Cloke and Paul Milbourne, ‘Deprivation and Lifestyles in Rural Wales II – Rurality and the 

Cultural Dimension (1992) 8 Journal of Rural Studies 359, 361; Andrew Gorman-Murray, Kate Darian-

Smith and Chris Gibson, ‘Scaling the Rural: Reflections on Rural Cultural Studies’ (2008) 45 Australian 

Humanities Review 37 <http://epress.anu.edu.au/ahr/045/pdf/essay03.pdf>.   
16

 Barbara Pini, Masculinities and Management in Agricultural Organisations Worldwide (Ashgate, 

2008) 18 (‘Masculinities and Management’). 
17

 The Queensland legal profession comprises two branches: solicitors and barristers. Collectively they 

are referred to as ‘lawyers’ or ‘legal practitioners’.  Many participants use the terms solicitor, lawyer and 

practitioner interchangeably. While there may be similar and overlapping experiences, this thesis explores 

only the lived experience of female solicitors in RRR areas of Queensland.  
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practising in RRR areas and the particular factors affecting their attraction and retention; 

second, by increasing our understanding of female final year law students’ imagined 

experience and its relationship to RRR practice as a career choice; and, finally, in 

exposing the role that socio-cultural constructions of gender and ‘rurality’ can play, 

both in terms of compounding the legal practice experience and impeding the attraction 

of females to RRR practice. 

Until now, very little was known, empirically, about the extent to which RRR ‘space’ 

and ‘place’ can transcend, modify or exacerbate the systemic disadvantage experienced 

by women in the profession and their relationship to the attraction and retention of 

women to RRR practice. These questions have never been explored within the context 

of Australian legal practice and, apart from a paper by US scholar Nina Tarr who 

studied the particular experience of two female attorneys in country Kansas in 1992,18 

was also absent within international scholarship. This dearth of material specifically 

considering female solicitors’ experiences within the context of RRR practice, I argue, 

reflects an implicit — and improper — assumption of spatial and gender normativity. 

This research exposes and fills, in part, this gap. 

‘Space’ and ‘Place’ are tools of critical geography.19 ‘Space’ is an abstract concept that 

refers to the physical space one inhabits as well as the social space.20 ‘Spatiality’ 

denotes the ongoing dialectic process by which society creates space and space, in turn, 

creates society.21 ‘Place’ refers to particular localities and the ways in which they are 

distinct from one another.22 These spatial and social facets of lived experience are in 

‘constant “conversation” with one another – simultaneously producing and re-producing 

meanings of places, as well as affecting the interactions, behaviour and dynamics that 

co-exist within these spaces.’23 Thus, space and place are implicated in the lived 

                                                 
18

 Nina Tarr, ‘Two Women Attorneys and Country Practice’ (1992) 2(1) Columbia Journal of Gender 

and Law 25. Tarr also notes the absence of material that considered the question of gender in the context 

of rural practice. 
19

 See, for example, Peter Merriman, et al, ‘Space and Spatiality in Theory’ (2012) 2(1) Dialogues in 

Human Geography 3, 3, in which the authors note that ‘space and spatiality are often positioned at the 

heart of the discipline and practice of geography.’ See also Pruitt, Gender, Geography and Rural Justice, 

above n 13 for a critical analysis of rural ‘space’ and ‘place’. 
20

 Pruitt, Gender, Geography and Rural Justice, above n 13, 340.  
21

 Lisa R Pruitt, ‘Place Matters: Domestic Violence and Rural Difference’ (2008) 23 Wisconsin Journal of 

Law, Gender & Society 347, 358 (‘Place Matters’); Jillian Smith, ‘The Spatiality of (In)justices’ (2013) 

2(1) Sociological Imagination: Western’s Undergraduate Sociology Student Journal 1. 
22

 Pruitt, Place Matters, above n 21, 358. 
23

 Smith, above n 21, 2. 
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experience of female lawyers in RRR communities because of the relative physical 

isolation of RRR communities and because of their role in shaping social processes’.24 

The generative intertwining of space and place is of particular importance to thinking 

about the experience of women lawyers in RRR areas. Physical and personal isolation 

has long been identified as defining features of RRR Australia.25 Anecdotal evidence on 

women’s relationship with RRR legal practice suggests that the particular spatial 

characteristics of RRR areas presents positives and negatives for women lawyers. On 

one view, RRR practice is said to offer the opportunity of a very different practice 

experience for women because of an enhanced lifestyle, improved capacity for work/life 

balance as well as the ability to achieve partnership more quickly and to balance family 

responsibilities more easily26 through the increased flexibility offered in ‘country’ 

practice. Other views suggest that RRR practice is a male domain, alienating and more 

difficult for women.27 To the extent that this research adds to our understanding of the 

factors influencing women’s choices concerning practice location and the ways in 

which they experience and ‘imagine’ RRR practice, its challenges and opportunities, it 

is unique. 

While male and female solicitors had many common experiences, both ‘positive’ and 

‘negative’, this research documents, for the first time, the many unique experiences of, 

and perspectives held by, women solicitors practising in RRR communities. These 

distinctive aspects can be understood in the context of four key narratives: RRR practice 

as (a) a gendered experience; (b) an outdated experience; (c) a hierarchical experience 

and (d) a community experience. These show that gender, generational, workplace and 

the social contexts of community affect female solicitors in ways that are different to 

their male counterparts. Thus, this research reveals not only a gendered narrative but a 

‘rural’ gender narrative that can act to compound the gendered nature of the legal 

practice experience.  

The research is also significant in that it increases our understanding of the role that 

‘imagination’ and cultural constructions of the ‘rural’ play in framing or informing the 

                                                 
24

 Pruitt, Gender, Geography and Rural Justice, above n 13, 340. 
25

 See, eg, Rennie Anderson, ‘The Tyranny of Distance…and Demographics’ (2009) (Spring) 

Australasian Law Management Journal 14; Elaine Sharplin, ‘Rural Retreat or Outback Hell: Expectation 

of Rural and Remote Teaching’ (2002) 12 Issues in Education al Research 49. 
26

 Melinda Brown, ‘A Country Practice’ (2000) 74(9) Law Institute Journal 18; John Teerds, ‘Regional, 

Rural and Remote: Profiles of Practice beyond the City Limits’ (2009) 29(8) Proctor 19, 21.  
27

 Brown, above n 26. 
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career choices of final year law students. In particular, the narratives of these students 

bring to light the complex role that RRR background plays in career choice as well as 

highlighting the way in which particular socio-cultural constructions of gender and 

‘rurality’ can act as an impediment to their attraction to practice. 

Finally, this research is also of significance to the broader question of access to justice 

for RRR communities. Female solicitors’ relative absence from RRR practice is, 

ultimately, an access to justice issue for at least two key reasons: first, a significant body 

of feminist work suggests that women bring a distinctive and qualitative difference to 

the practice of law.28 On a more pragmatic level, however, it has been projected, in 

NSW at least, that women will soon outnumber men in the profession.29 For this reason 

it is possible that we could see a sharper decline in the numbers of solicitors willing to 

work in RRR areas than we have previously seen. Given the importance of ensuring the 

equitable availability of legal assistance and representation beyond city and 

metropolitan areas, this under-representation and loss of women to the profession is 

both a concern as well as an area of untapped potential.  

It may also be suggested that this has particular significance for RRR communities in 

Queensland. While the attraction and retention problem is clearly a national one, it 

appears that Queensland may face some unique challenges because of the particularly 

diffuse geographical distribution of the legal profession within the state. Aside from 

being large, the Queensland profession has ‘is said to be ‘the most geographically 

diffuse of any Australian jurisdiction’30 which may well pose a range of difficulties and 

challenges in addressing the attraction and retention problem. It is also the case that 

when compared to some other jurisdictions, such as NSW31 and Victoria,32 much higher 

proportions of Queensland are classified as either ‘remote’ or ‘very remote’. 

                                                 
28

 For example, feminist writers who have explored the ideas of Carol Gilligan, In a Different Voice: 

Psychological Theory and Women’s Development (Harvard University Press, 1982) (who argues that 

women bring a distinctive ‘ethic of care’) and Carrie Menkel-Meadow, ‘The Comparative Sociology of 

Women Lawyers: The “Feminization” of the Legal Profession’ (1986) 24 Osgoode Hall Law Journal 897 

(who suggests that the greater presence of women in the profession will ‘reorient’ the profession and legal 

system). 
29

 Urbis Keys Young, The Solicitors of New South Wales in 2015 (2004) The Law Society of New South 

Wales, 4 <http://lawsociety.com.au/idc/groups/public/documents/internetcontent/025942.pdf>.  
30

 This comment was made by an Executive member of the Queensland Law Society in an interview in 

July 2010. 
31

 Kevin McDougall & Reid Mortensen, ‘Bush Lawyers and Conveyancing Protection: A Spatial 

Analysis’ (2011) 16(1) Deakin Law Review 75, 94–5. 
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1.3 Aims of the Research 

The principal aim of this study is to explore lived and imagined experience and 

meaning-making as a way of understanding the attraction and retention of female 

solicitors in regional, rural and remote (RRR) communities. I do this through two 

distinct but interrelated parts of the research: the first involves a phenomenological 

study of the lived experience of female solicitors practising in RRR communities in 

Queensland. In this part of the research, I interview 23 solicitors (male and female) 

about their lived experience. I seek to enter their world and interpret the meaning they 

give to their experience: what led them to enter RRR practice; what are the challenges 

and opportunities; how do they view their career; and what might cause them to leave. 

The second part of the research involves a narrative analysis of in-depth interviews with 

12 final year law students across three Queensland universities — one Brisbane-based 

and two regionally-based universities. The aim of this part of the research is to explore 

students’ practice intentions and their attitudes to, and perceptions of, RRR practice. 

Their thoughts, perceptions, beliefs and experience help us understand why they act as 

they do; why certain choices are made over others; and what meanings they assign to 

their world.33 In the context of this research, thoughts, perceptions, beliefs and 

experiences are believed to be highly influential factors in determining whether or not a 

person will choose to go to, or return to live in, a RRR area.  

Each part of the research was designed to reflect different aspects of the attraction and 

retention equation. Interviewing already practising solicitors aimed to gauge actual lived 

experience while the interviews with final year law students sought to understand 

imagined experience. Together, these provide a picture of, or narrative about, the nature 

and dynamics of women’s career choices in the context of RRR practice and also the 

ways we might need to reconsider some aspects of legal practice in RRR communities 

(and possibly legal education) to better account for these experiences and imaginings.  

The aims of the research are reflected in the research question ‘How do women 

solicitors experience the practice of law in RRR communities in Queensland?’ There are 

                                                                                                                                               
32

 Australian Bureau of Statistics, ASGC Remoteness Areas (Map) (2006), Australian Government 

Department of Health and Ageing, 

<http://www.doctorconnect.gov.au/internet/otd/Publishing.nsf/Content/locator> at 10 August 2010. 
33

 Donald E Polkinghorne, Narrative Knowing and the Human Sciences (State University of New York 

Press, 1988); Martin Cortazzi, Narrative Analysis, (Falmer Press, 1993). 
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three subsidiary questions which focus on the way in which this lived experience 

particularly speaks to women’s attraction to, retention in, and perceptions of, RRR 

practice. These questions are posed to gain an understanding of how the ‘performance’ 

of gender in the context of RRR space is relevant to the practice experience and the 

attraction and retention of women. The subsidiary research questions are:  

1) Is there something in this experience that explains the under-representation of 

women solicitors in RRR practice? 

2) Do constructions of gender in regional, rural and remote communities operate as 

an impediment to women solicitors entering or remaining in RRR legal practice? 

3) Do perceptions of RRR practice align with actual experience? 

1.4 Research Methodology 

The nature of the research — that is, understanding how people construct their realities 

and give meaning to their experiences — necessarily calls for qualitative inquiry. In the 

context of the present research, this involved two key strands: one a phenomenological 

approach and the other a narrative methodology. 

First, in seeking to understand how female solicitors actually experience the practice of 

law in RRR communities, a phenomenological methodology was adopted. 

Phenomenology is a method of qualitative inquiry that focuses on lived experience or 

‘the meanings through which people construct their realities’ and ‘how individuals 

understand their world’.34  

A qualitative approach was considered to be the most appropriate method to adopt 

because the research question is concerned with an in-depth exploration of life 

experience and human behaviour rather than seeking to quantify or make systematic 

comparisons of phenomena. Similarly, a phenomenological approach was adopted 

because it is a powerful method for understanding personal experience and gaining 

insights into people’s motivations and actions. Given the significant gap in empirical 

knowledge about the lived experience of female solicitors practising in RRR areas, and 

the assumptions of spatial and gender normativity implicit in this absence, a 

                                                 
34

 John McLeod, Qualitative Research in Counselling and Psychotherapy (Sage, 2
nd

 ed, 2011) 2. 
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phenomenological approach was seen as an ideal method by which to truly explore this 

phenomenon. 

The second part of the research adopts a narrative methodology to the exploration of 

final year law students’ opinions, attitudes, values and beliefs about RRR legal practice. 

Narrative inquiry centres on individual ‘stories’ revealing how people go about the task 

of assembling meaning in their world. It has compatible philosophical underpinnings 

and a core connection with phenomenology in that both focus on understanding 

experience and meaning from the point of view of the teller.  

The research technique adopted in the context of this research is the qualitative 

interview. It was seen as the most appropriate method to respond to the research 

question, ontologically, epistemologically and ethically as this is not something that can 

be meaningfully achieved by counting or conducting surveys. The qualitative interview 

is also a particularly appropriate feminist research method, especially when the 

interview is loosely structured and where attention to equality and rapport is a feature. 

1.5 Structure of the Thesis  

This thesis is structured into eight chapters. Chapter 2 begins by describing a framework 

for understanding the terms ‘regional’, ‘rural’ and ‘remote’. In particular, it outlines the 

three main systems of classifying ‘degrees of rurality’ in Australia. It also acknowledges 

RRR areas as socially constructed spaces and highlights their place in the research’s 

methodological approach. 

Chapter 3 positions the research question within the context of the relevant literature. 

The first part outlines the problem of attracting and retaining solicitors in RRR 

communities generally, including the nature and extent of the problem and factors found 

to affect attraction and retention. The second part then considers the particular literature 

relating to the status and experiences of women lawyers in the Australian legal 

profession and explores the relevance of the literature to women practising in RRR 

areas. The third part briefly canvasses the international literature relating to these. The 

the fourth part concludes with an exploration of rural gender perspectives, including 

feminist and social geographical literature, and highlights dominant socio-cultural 

constructions of gender and ‘rurality’.  
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Chapter 4 situates the research within the broader context of qualitative inquiry and 

outlines the methodology and methodological approach adopted in the first part of the 

research: a phenomenological study of the lived experience of male and female 

solicitors practising in regional, rural and remote communities in Queensland. It begins 

by outlining the philosophical underpinnings of phenomenology and discusses the two 

broad approaches to phenomenological inquiry: Husserlian and Heideggerian. 

Ultimately, this research adopts a Heideggerian approach as the most appropriate. It also 

explores best practice methods for conducting phenomenological research as well as 

identifying the ethical considerations and limitations of the research. 

Chapter 5 then offers an analysis of the data arising from the interviews with male and 

female solicitors. It begins by providing an overview of the demographics of the 

participants as well as the method of data analysis. The description and analysis of the 

data is organised around three overarching themes so as to best respond to the research 

questions: (1) Factors influencing female solicitors in entering RRR practice; (2) 

Distinctive differences in the lived experience of male and female solicitors; and (3) 

Factors influencing retention of female solicitors in RRR practice. 

Chapter 6 outlines the methodology adopted in the second part of the research: the 

narrative analysis of interviews with 12 final year law students about their ‘imagined’ 

experience. It begins by considering the foundation of narrative research methodology, 

models of narrative analysis and concludes with an outline of the processes associated 

with the recruitment of participants and the conduct of the research. 

Chapter 7 then provides an analysis of the data arising from these interviews with final 

year law students. The chapter begins by providing an overview of the geographic and 

demographic characteristics of the participants involved followed by an analysis of the 

data organised around three overarching themes: (1) Interest in RRR legal practice as a 

career option; (2) Student perception of legal practice in RRR communities; and (3) 

Visions of life and living in RRR communities. These best capture the broad themes to 

emerge from the interviews and also reflects the complex mix of individual, social and 

professional factors underlying the problem of attraction and retention of solicitors in 

RRR areas. 

Chapter 8 is the concluding chapter, bringing together the key research insights gathered 

from each of these important perspectives and explores their significance within the 
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context of the research questions. This concluding chapter structures the findings within 

the central themes of attraction and retention so as to best frame the research insights 

and respond to the research questions.  
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2 DESCRIBING REGIONAL, RURAL AND REMOTE 

2.1 Regional, Rural, Remote Areas as Physical spaces 

There are various ways of understanding the terms ‘regional’, ‘rural’ and ‘remote’. At 

its most straightforward, we usually make these distinctions based on physical 

demarcations, measured by pragmatic indicators such as population density, levels of 

remoteness, accessibility to services
35

 and economic activities.
36

  

In Australia, there are three main ways of classifying ‘degrees of rurality’.
37

 These are 

the Rural, Remote and Metropolitan Area Classification (RRMA), the 

Accessibility/Remoteness Index of Australia (ARIA) and the Australian Standard 

Geographical Classification Remoteness Areas (ASGC-RA). These tend to focus on 

population density, distance from population centres and access to services.
38

 

Classification systems such as these are generally used to assess health and community 

need and for allocating resources to meet that need. 

The RRMA is the oldest and is based on population size and an index of remoteness. 

Areas are then placed in one of five categories: Large Rural Centre (RRMA 3 – 

population 25,000–99,000); Small Rural Centre (RRMA 4 – population 10,000–24,999) 

(based on population and distance); Other Rural Area (RRMA 5 – population less than 

10,000); Remote Centre (RRMA 6 – population more than 5,000); Other Remote Centre 

(RRMA 7 – population less than 5,000). This approach has been superseded as RRMA 

classifications are based on the 1991 census and have not been updated. That being the 

case, its classifications are severely outdated.39  

The ARIA differentiates between areas in terms of levels of accessibility/remoteness to 

services. This is measured by a sliding scale of remoteness40 and contains five 

categories of zoning: highly accessible, accessible, moderately accessible, remote, and 

                                                 
35

 Institute for Regional and Rural Research, Defining the Focus on ‘Rural’ and ‘Regional’ Research 

(University of Ballarat, 2004) 2; Gorman-Murray, Darian-Smith and Gibson, above n 15, 38. 
36

 Gorman-Murray, Darian-Smith and Gibson, above n 15, 38. 
37

 Institute for Regional and Rural Research, above n 35, 2. 
38

 Australian Government, Department of Health and Ageing (September 2011) 

<http//:www.internet/main/publishing.nfs/Content/access-remote-index>  
39

 Primary Health Care Research and Information Service, Australian Standard Geographical 

Classification – Remoteness Area (ASGC-RA) System 
<http://www.phcris.org.au/fastfacts/fact.php?id=8290>. 
40

 Services for Australian Rural and Remote Allied Health, Defining Remote and Rural 

<http://www.sarrahtraining.com.au/site/index.cfm?display=143627>. 
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very remote. The ASGC-RA is based upon a calculation of the average ARIA score 

within each district. The remoteness of areas are then classified by one of five 

population size classes: ‘Major Cities’, ‘Inner Regional’, ‘Outer Regional’, ‘Remote 

Centres’ and ‘Very Remote Centres’.
41

   

This research has adopted the ASGC/ARIA as a reporting tool as it offers a way of 

describing participant localities in terms of their relative population size and level of 

remoteness, but at the same time is sufficiently broad in nature to ensure that specific 

participant locations remain confidential. The following map shows the breakdown of 

these geographical regions within Queensland (and Australia) based on the 

ASGC/ARIA classification.
42

  

 

                                

Figure 1: Map showing ASGC/ARIA classifications 

                                                 
41

 Institute for Regional and Rural Research, above n 35, 2. 
42

 Map was reproduced from the Australian Government, Department of Health and Ageing, Accessibility 

Remoteness Index of Australia (ARIA) Review (University of Adelaide): 

<http://www.health.gov.au/internet/main/publishing.nsf/Content/3F3B711F01C5C887CA25790000156D

4F/$File/ARIA-Review-Report-19-05-2011.pdf> at 29 May 2013. 
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As a means of loosely translating the language of ‘regional’, ‘rural’ and ‘remote’ to the 

ASGC/ARIA groupings, we might consider that these groupings broadly correspond to 

each other in the following ways:
43

 

Table 1: Loose translation of ASGC/ARIA grouping 

ASGC Classification Common Vernacular 

Inner Regional ‘Regional’  

Outer Regional Rural/ʻthe bush’ 

Remote Centres Rural/‘the bush’ 

Very Remote Centres Remote/‘the outback’ 

 

2.2 RRR Spaces as Social Spaces 

While this research has adopted the ASGC/ARIA classification system as a reporting 

tool and as a means of understanding the physical spaces from which participants come, 

methodologically it recognises that fixed definitions such as these are problematic in 

that they may conceal what are significant differences between localities. The Institute 

of Rural and Regional Research has noted that ‘[c]ontemporary studies on rural 

locations have emphasised the diversity amongst rural areas and the significant 

variations within regions rather than the homogeneity of locations.’
 44

  

It is in this context that this research primarily understands RRR areas as ‘social 

spaces’. While socio-demographic characteristics such as the ones discussed above have 

been shown to be important attraction and retention factors in RRR areas,
45

 it is well 

recognised that regional, rural and remote areas are not merely physical spaces but are 

social spaces as well.
46

 As Mormont suggests, ‘rurality is not a thing or a territorial unit, 

                                                 
43
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 See the Literature Review which canvasses issues related to lifestyle, accessibility, availability of 

services and social opportunities and their relevance to recruitment and retention: 15–31. 
46

 Alexandra Neame and Melanie Heenan, Responding to Sexual Assault in Rural Communities: 

Australian Centre for the Study of Sexual Assault Briefing No 3 (Australian Institute of Family Studies, 

2004) 5. 



 

14 

but derives from the social production of meaning’.
47

 Australia has powerful and 

symbolic attachments to areas outside of capital cities, along with the communities, 

people and practices that we associate with ‘Rural Australia’.48 Thus, in understanding 

the rural, there is no one single rural space; instead there is a multiplicity of social 

spaces which overlap the same geographical area
49

 and which shift subtly over time.
50

  

RRR space as ‘social space’ will be explored in Part C of the literature review in the 

context of ‘rural gender perspectives’. Through this lens, it considers feminist and social 

geographical scholarship which positions the construction of gender and ‘rurality’ in its 

social and cultural context.  
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3 LITERATURE REVIEW 

3.1 Introduction  

This chapter carries out a comprehensive review of the relevant literature in three 

different areas of knowledge. Part A explores the professional literature concerning the 

problem of attracting and retaining lawyers in regional, rural and remote (RRR) 

communities. It also considers the nature and extent of the problem and identifies 

factors thought to affect attraction and retention, including particular issues for female 

solicitors. 

Part B considers the professional and academic scholarship relating to the status and 

experience of women lawyers in the context of the Australian legal profession and 

considers its relevance for female solicitors in RRR areas. Part C then explores rural 

gender perspectives, including feminist and social geographical literature, highlighting 

the socio-cultural context of gender and ‘rurality’.  

3.2 Part A: Attracting and Retaining Lawyers in Regional, Regional and Remote 

Communities 

3.2.1 Introduction  

The question of how to attract and retain professional people in RRR parts of Australia 

has received considerable attention in recent years, mainly in relation to doctors, allied 

health professionals and teachers, and has been the focus of debate among government, 

the community and professional bodies. Despite this attention within the health and 

education fields, it has only been relatively recently — since 2008 — that law societies 

and government have begun to more seriously consider the problems of attraction and 

retention of lawyers in RRR areas and the factors which contribute to this.  

It is clear that professional people generally are increasingly choosing either to remain 

in city and coastal regions, or are moving away from regional, rural and remote areas. It 

has been observed that ‘[t]his demographic shift is on-going and many RRR 

communities are struggling to attract and keep their professional services.’51 

                                                 
51
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‘Professional’ literature has generally identified the following key reasons for this 

demographic shift:  

 Lifestyle perceptions 

 Limited career/ professional development opportunities/professional isolation 

 Limited infrastructure (transport, housing, telecommunications) 

 Limited health services 

 Lack of education and training opportunities 

 Salary 

 Lack of job opportunities for partners 

 High workloads and difficulties in finding relieving staff 

Many of these factors are relevant to the legal profession generally and are canvassed 

below. However, professional literature has tended to frame these issues differently so 

that factors such as ‘job opportunities for partners’ and ‘difficulties finding relief staff’ 

are reflected in ‘family issues’ and ‘lifestyle’ considerations. The legal literature also 

reveals additional factors which impact on the legal profession generally and more 

specifically on private sector lawyers (for example, competition policy).  

This review will begin by canvassing the available literature and demographic data in an 

effort to explore the nature and extent of the problem. It will then offer an analysis of 

the literature concerning the factors affecting attraction and retention of lawyers in RRR 

areas. Those of broad relevance across the sectors are considered first, followed by 

those relevant to the private sector and community and public sectors respectively. It 

will then consider particular gender issues in RRR legal practice which impact attraction 

and retention. 

3.2.2 Attraction and Retention of Lawyers in RRR Areas: A National Problem 

There has been growing concern about a steady decline in the proportion of solicitors 

practising in RRR communities in Australia, leading to a critical shortage in many 
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geographical areas.52 The precise extent of the decline is difficult to assess; however, the 

most reliable and comprehensive data is published by the NSW Law Society. This data 

confirms that since 1988 there has been a steady decline in the proportion of solicitors 

practising in rural areas of NSW, down from 16.7% to 12.8% of all lawyers in practice 

in NSW.53 Not only has there been an overall decline in solicitors practising in RRR 

areas, there has been a significant movement of private solicitors away from inland 

areas of NSW towards coastal areas of the state,54 mirroring regional population trends 

generally. Those private solicitors who continue to be located outside of city and 

suburban areas have become more concentrated in the larger regional centres, leaving 

the smaller and more inland communities with limited direct access to lawyers.55  

A survey undertaken by the Law Council of Australia in 2009 confirms that the 

attraction and retention problem is a national one.56 In particular, the survey found that 

43% of principals in RRR Australia who responded to the survey (n 242) indicated that 

their practice has insufficient numbers of lawyers to serve the legal needs of their client 

base.57 This response was highest in Northern Territory (71%), South Australia (67%) 

and Queensland (49%).58 It also found that this situation is likely to get significantly 

worse because a large number of solicitors, many of whom are sole practitioners, intend 

to retire in the next five to ten years.59 In addition, it found that 42% of solicitors do not 

intend to practice law in five years’ time and that many young solicitors are intending to 

leave their work in RRR areas to seek better remuneration or work in the city.60 

Succession planning (71%), attracting additional lawyers (58%) and attracting 

replacement lawyers (51%) were found to be the biggest concern of the principal 

lawyers surveyed.61  

                                                 
52
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A Senate Inquiry into Access to Justice (2009) confirms that the lack of legal 

practitioners willing to work in RRR areas is a ‘fundamental problem’.62 Addressing 

issues around the attraction and retention of lawyers in RRR areas is important for two 

reasons: attracting and retaining professional people to live and work within RRR 

communities is essential to sustainable, healthy communities,63 as is halting the decline 

in access to justice for people living in these communities. Lawyers are important to 

RRR areas as they carry out a large amount of legal aid work, more than their city 

counterparts.64 They also undertake significant pro bono and voluntary work within their 

communities.65  

3.2.3 The Problem of Attraction and Retention in Queensland 

While attracting and retaining lawyers is a national problem, it may also be that the 

problem has particular significance for RRR communities in Queensland because of the 

particularly diffuse geographical distribution of the legal profession within the state. 

Aside from being large, Queensland is the most geographically diffuse of any 

Australian jurisdiction.66 It is also the case that when compared to some other 

jurisdictions, such as NSW67 and Victoria,68 much higher proportions of Queensland are 

classified as either remote or very remote. Together, these may well pose a range of 

difficulties and challenges in addressing the attraction and retention problem. It is for 

these reasons that Queensland has been chosen as the geographical site for the research. 

As at 30 June 200869 there were 7534 solicitors practicing in Queensland, 68% of whom 

(5108) were located in Brisbane and the northern and southern suburbs of Brisbane 

while 32% (2426) were located beyond these areas in regional, rural and remote 

                                                 
62

 Senate Legal and Constitutional Affairs References Committee, Parliament of Australia, Access to 

Justice (December 2009) [2.104]. 
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 Standing Committee on Regional Development, ‘Attracting and Retaining Skilled People in Regional 
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July 2010. 
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Department of Health and Ageing, 
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Queensland.70 Roughly, this figure translates to one solicitor for every 667 people in 

Queensland.71  

Queensland Law Society data also shows that there has been a gradual decline in the 

proportion of solicitors located in RRR areas of Queensland and a corresponding 

increase in solicitors in Brisbane and the northern and southern suburbs of Brisbane.72 

Following is a table which shows the geographical distribution of solicitors throughout 

Queensland for the period 1 July 2001 to 30 June 2008.73 
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Table 2: Geographical distribution of Queensland solicitors: 2001–2008 

Geographical 

Area 2001/02 2002/03 2003/04 2004/05 2005/06 2006/07 2007/08 

Brisbane & 

Suburbs 3519 3825 4069 4432 4760 5143 5108 

Gold Coast 571 610 677 743 772 804 802 

Sunshine 

Coast 284 302 332 358 380 380 376 

Cairns 225 236 239 266 278 302 296 

Harvey Bay to 

Gladstone 108 119 128 138 137 132 130 

Ipswich 93 98 97 107 102 117 117 

Mackay 101 99 98 105 113 126 125 

Rockhampton 79 82 88 90 101 104 103 

Toowoomba 190 183 181 197 208 205 204 

Townsville 179 196 208 220 243 257 251 

Western Qld 22 21 20 24 20 22 22 

Total 

Solicitors 5371 5771 6137 6680 7114 7592 7534 

% Brisbane 

& Suburbs 66% 66% 66% 66% 67% 68% 68% 

Total RRR 1852 1946 2068 2248 2354 2449 2426 

% RRR 34% 34% 34% 34% 33% 32% 32% 

 

Selected parts of this table are also depicted graphically below to show the overall 

geographical split between solicitors located in Brisbane and suburbs and those in RRR 

areas over the same period.  

 

Figure 2: Geographical location of Queensland solicitors: 2001–2008 
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3.2.4 Factors Affecting Attraction and Retention in RRR Areas 

The literature has identified several key factors applying across the legal sector which 

influence the attraction and retention of lawyers in RRR areas. These are discussed in 

section 3.2.4.1 below. A number of additional factors have also been identified which 

particularly affect the private and non-government sectors. These are canvassed in 

sections 3.2.4.2 and 3.2.4.3 respectively. 

3.2.4.1 Factors Affecting Recruitment and Retention across the Legal Sectors 

(a) Family 

Issues connected with family were cited as significant factors affecting a lawyer’s 

decision to accept a position in an RRR area and their long-term commitment to remain 

there. Family issues included one’s ties to an area, the availability of social and support 

networks in a community, appropriate job opportunities for one’s partner and the 

educational facilities available for children.  

If a person was born in a RRR area or had family ties to a particular area, there is fairly 

strong evidence that they were more likely to return to that area after graduating than a 

person who does not have such ties.74 This reflects research findings across a range of 

professional literature (including educational, medical, nursing) which draws ‘positive 

associations’ between one’s earlier experience of a rural lifestyle and their subsequent 

employment in a rural area.75 

It is axiomatic that if one’s partner and family are not happy, retention of the 

professional is less likely. Research conducted by Miles et al into the problem of 

attracting and retaining professionals in RRR areas of Queensland found that the 

availability of social and support networks for family members, adequate medical 
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services, appropriate jobs for partners and educational opportunties for children are key 

attraction and retention factors.76  

The educational opportunities available for one’s children were shown to be particularly 

important. The study found that the transition from primary to secondary school was a 

time in which many professionals chose to leave rural areas for what they perceived to 

be ‘better’ regional or city-based educational opportunities.77 

(b) Lifestyle factors 

Closely linked with family issues is the ‘lifestyle factor’. Literature suggests that 

lifestyle considerations, while often subjective, are particularly influential in 

determining practice location and whether a person would relocate from the city to an 

RRR location.  

For some, life and practice in the country is perceived in largely negative terms, 

highlighting the limitations and limited opportunities for ‘social outlets, work/life 

balance and a lack of [social] networks’.78 The extent to which there were few or no 

specialised doctors, schools, cinemas and other facilities commonly found in the city 

was seen as a key factor in the failure to draw lawyers to country practice.79 In relation 

to work/life balance, reference was made to the difficulties in maintaining personal 

boundaries for the rural lawyer. The lawyer in a small rural town is usually high profile 

and faces considerable community expectations about their role which can impinge on 

their personal life.80  

For others, ‘lifestyle’ and the ‘closeness of rural life’ was cited as the very reason for 

choosing to move to and remain in a country area. For these lawyers, the country is 

where a work/life balance was a real possibility because of a slower pace of life and/or 

the close proximity to one’s place of work, or a place where a real sense of community 

connection was possible,81 including closer and more trusting relationships with 

clients.82 There was also a belief that country lawyers enjoyed greater respect within the 
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communities in which they lived and worked and this promoted a real sense of 

satisfaction.83 

For some, the lower cost of living and being able to spend more quality time with their 

family were seen as important aspects of the lifestyle choice they were making. For 

many, the lower cost of living mitigated lower salaries.84  

For those lawyers in more isolated areas the problem of finding a replacement/ locum 

solicitor when they wished to take a break and go on holidays was a very real one.85 

This led to the greater potential for burnout and, by implication, the potential for early 

retreat from the area. Difficulties in finding relief staff was also identified as a factor 

across other professional groups.86  

(c) Professional development/career advancement 

RRR practice affords comparatively fewer opportunities for professional development 

and career advancement than city practice and both are seen as factors in the recruitment 

and early departure of lawyers. These were reported as being closely connected with 

other factors such as pay and lifestyle.87 

Most lawyers reported a lack of professional development opportunities in the country 

and the constant struggle to keep up to date with the law, which can be very difficult 

when you are working in an isolated environment.88 It was reported that a legal 

education session had to be ‘very relevant…before they would consider going to [the 

city]’ as the travel time and travel costs were prohibitive.89  

For some lawyers, rural practice was seen as limiting opportunities for professional 

development and career satisfaction as practice was too ‘general’ and did not adequately 

allow for the development of specialist expertise.90 On the flip side to this, other lawyers 

believed that country practice could provide a wonderful starting ground for a 

professional career as it provides young lawyers with an opportunity of gaining a 
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breadth of experience they would not otherwise have91 and opportunities for career 

advancement more generally given the variety of work undertaken and the exposure to 

new areas of work.92  

It was reported that many country lawyers believed that they were perceived as ‘second 

rate’ by their city counterparts and reported experiencing ‘contempt’ from city lawyers 

on a day to day basis.93 There also appears to be a perception amongst professionals 

themselves that employment experience in RRR areas is of lesser professional value and 

that RRR work is detrimental to their careers.94  

The lack of opportunity for career advancement was also seen as a reason why young 

lawyers would not take up a position in the country. It was suggested that practice in a 

RRR area ‘restricted the portability of a young lawyers skills within the geographical 

area’. Unlike working in the city, a young person had less opportunity in a RRR area to 

change employer if a person wished to do so.95  

Literature also identified the significant impact of dwindling infrastructure in RRR 

areas,96 reduced court services, lack of reasonable law libraries, the time and distance it 

takes to access courts and other relevant services as all contributing to feelings of 

professional isolation and perceptions of ‘second rate’ lawyering.97 

(d) Location of legal education experience 

The literature suggests that a person who undertakes their legal studies at a 

rural/regional university is more likely to return to a rural/regional area than to take up a 

position in the city.98 This link between rural education and rural practice is supported 

by research findings across the medical and nursing professions and key research 

literature in the educational realm.99  

                                                 
91

 Ibid 16. Teerds, above n 26. 
92

 Anderson, above n 25; Law Council of Australia and Law Institute of Victoria, above, n 1, 23. 
93

 Brown, above n 26, 15. 
94

 Ibid; Miles et al, above n 51, 12; Castles, above n 74; Teerds, above n 26, 23.  
95

 Castles, above n 74. 
96

 Giddings, Hooke and Nielson, above n 80, 60. 
97

 Ibid; Brown, above n 26, 20. 
98

 Castles, above n 74. 
99

 D Schofield et al, ‘Decision Criteria in Health Professionals Choosing a Rural Practice Setting: 

Development of Careers in Rural Health Tracking Survey’ (2007) 7 Rural and Remote Health 666; also J 

Hacket, ‘Outreach Should be Rewarded’, The Australian, Higher Education, 13 February 2008. 



 

25 

(e) Changing job demands/employment patterns of Generations X and Y 

Current literature suggests that the legal profession is facing major generational change 

issues and the question of how best to attract and retain younger lawyers is gaining in 

importance. 

Younger lawyers are part of ‘Generation X’ and ‘Generation Y’. Gen Xers were born 

between 1965 and 1979 and Gen Y between 1981 and 1995. They are said to represent a 

‘new breed’ of lawyers100 who have a different mind-set to older colleagues and do not 

see the practice of law as a lifetime career.101  

Generation Xers do not define themselves by their work and favour work-life balance, 

variety and happiness over career and salary. Gen Y is more likely to move in and out of 

the law and are said to be more ‘self-involved’ and ‘money hungry’.102 Recruitment 

literature indicates that happy Gen X employees will stay with the same employer for 

between 2 and 5 years while Gen Y people will ‘have up to five careers in their lifetime 

and more than 20 employers’ and a job lifespan of around 2 years.103  

A research study undertaken by CQU into attracting and retaining professionals in 

regional Queensland also concluded that young professionals no longer look to a 

‘secure for life’ job, that they are increasingly reluctant to commit to one location for an 

extended period of time (for example, 3 years)104 and ‘will follow development and 

career opportunities, rather than staying with one employer’.105 Similar sentiments were 

expressed in the evaluation report of the Queensland Regional Solicitors Program where 

it was noted that ‘…new generation young lawyers [were reluctant] to commit to long 

term employment arrangements.’106 

These changing employment patterns have obvious implications for recruitment and 

retention of lawyers and the continuing life and viability of rural practice. Who will take 

                                                 
100

 Rachel Borchardt, ‘The Recruiting Roundabout’ (2006) (Spring) Australian Law Management Journal 

10, 10–12.  
101

 Ibid; Law Institute of Victoria and Victorian Women Lawyers, Bendable or Expendable? Practices 

and Attitudes Towards Work Flexibility in Victoria’s Biggest Legal Employers (July 2006) 

http://www.vwl.asn.au/downloads/ Bendable_or_Expendable.pdf> 2 (‘Bendable or Expendable?’). 
102

 Borchardt, above n 100, 12. 
103

 Kate Southam, Better Managers Needed for War on Talent, CareerOne.com.au 
<http://advertisers.careerone.com.au/hr/hr-best-practices/workforce-management/employee-performance-

management/better-managers-needed-for-war-on-talent.aspx> at 3 September 2010.  
104

 Miles et al, above n 51, 14. 
105

 Ibid. 
106

 Dorothy Adams, Review of the Regional Solicitor Scheme (Legal Aid Queensland, June 2007) 12. 



 

26 

over RRR practices in the future? How might rural practice fulfil younger lawyers’ 

desire for variety, work/life balance and a different style of practice? How will the 

limited job span impact on rural practice? Are there particular gender issues at play? 

(f) Pay/salary 

Anecdotally107 and statistically,108 it would seem that salaries offered in ‘country’ areas 

are generally lower than those offered in Sydney or the larger metropolitan area. This 

may be partly explained by the reduced capacity of law practices located outside of 

capital cities to charge their clientele the same rate of fees, which in turn impacts on the 

salaries that can be offered.109 

However, while it is not clear the extent to which salary affects recruitment and 

retention. It would seem likely that rural practice is less attractive than city practice 

because of the lower salaries it offers.110 There is certainly a perception that country 

firms struggle to match salaries offered by city firms111 and that employers must offer a 

greater starting salary in order to ‘entice’ a solicitor to a RRR area.112 

However it seems likely that salary, while important, is not the determining factor in the 

employment decision; rather, other factors including lifestyle and whether professional 

opportunities are available for one’s partner are likely to be more important.113 A study 

on performance pay showed that salary ranked 11
th

 behind such factors as open 

communication, ability to challenge the status quo and personal growth.114 This is likely 

to be especially true for younger lawyers who place greater value on leisure, work/life 

balance and happiness over salary. 

Gender may also influence the importance placed on salary. A study conducted by the 

Law Institute of Victoria shows that men were almost twice as likely (52:29 
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respectively) than women to indicate that the level of remuneration was a factor in their 

decision to leave practice.115  

3.2.4.2 Factors Particularly Affecting the Private Sector 

(i) Competition policy and rural economic decline affecting the private sector 

Several key factors have already been identified which affect recruitment and retention 

across the legal sector. However, the literature indicates that there are additional factors 

that have particular relevance for recruitment and retention in the private sector. These 

include the impact of competition policy, reduction in funding to the legal aid sector and 

the overall effects of population and economic decline in rural areas. It is likely that 

these have led to falling profitability of rural practice and a general lack of economic 

incentive which has affected the continued viability of RRR practice. These factors are 

considered below. 

National Competition Policy (NCP) refers to those laws and regulations which are 

designed to ‘enable and encourage competition’ in the supply of goods and services.116 

Following the recommendations of the 1993 Hilmer Report into National Competition 

Policy, all state and territories introduced a number of reforms with the effect that 

uniform legislation was enacted to apply Part IV of the Trade Practices Act 1974117 to 

the professions. These reforms essentially became operative from 21 July 1996.118  

The rationale for National Competition Policy was based on the desire ‘to expose more 

sectors of the Australian economy to the discipline of market competition [and was seen 

as] the preferred means of improving their efficiency and/or competitiveness and hence 

the welfare of the community at large.’119 The immediate effects of the NCP on the legal 

profession included the removal of the scale of costs.120 Following further inquiry into 
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the legal profession, additional recommendations were made effecting wide-reaching 

changes, including opening up the supply of legal services to non-lawyers.121  

Marks, Martin and Verbeek are the authors of the report National Competition Policy 

which was commissioned by Law Society of NSW in 2001.122 The discussion paper 

considered the impact of national competition policy on the delivery of legal services. 

The report aimed to ‘kick-start’ discussion about the ‘second wave’ of legal reform in 

NSW and to highlight a number of strategic issues which impact on the delivery of legal 

services. It is in the context of ‘service supply’ that the authors discuss patterns of 

change within the legal profession.  

While the report states that ‘the effects of competition policy are difficult to distinguish 

from the effects of other dynamics in the market for legal services’,123 it suggests that ‘it 

is possible to conclude that rural practices are falling in profitability through substantial 

competitive pressures and the overall effects of declining rural economies’.124 Other 

research supports this view of a ‘shrinking market of opportunities’ due to regional 

decline while also noting that regional decline alone cannot fully explain the problem, 

given that statistics show some communities were experiencing population growth or 

were at least static.125  

Another key report produced by the Law Council of Australia, 2010: A Discussion 

Paper, Challenges for the Legal Profession,126 also notes that factors such as 

‘competition, deregulation, specialisation and technological advances’ have 

‘transformed’ the nature of legal practice and has had a detrimental effect on the 

working conditions of solicitors, leading to ‘decreased profit margins, increased 

pressure and longer hours’.127 These in turn have a negative impact on work satisfaction 

and retention rates generally. 

Giddings, Hook and Nielson note that many practitioners who provide legal services in 

communities in economic decline face the reality that clients will have a reduced 
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capacity to pay for legal services.128 The reduction in the availability of legal aid has 

also been identified as a contributing factor in the picture of falling profitability of rural 

practice.129 Legal aid is no longer available in areas where it once was, such as in family 

law property disputes and other areas.130 Many legal practitioners are also choosing not 

to participate in the provision of legal aid work because of inadequate remuneration for 

the work undertaken.131 There is some evidence of a higher rate of withdrawal by 

lawyers in rural areas.132 It is their view that it is no longer worthwhile to engage in 

work that effectively means they operate at a loss. The move away from legal aid is 

particularly affecting those requiring the services of family lawyers.133  

Marks, Martin and Verbeek’s report identifies the need for economic incentives for 

private practitioners to continue to invest in professional activities. This is based on the 

idea that, over time, ‘resources follow incentives’. A reduction in profitability means 

that, for many, the continued viability of RRR practice is not present. This logically 

means that there will be a shift in resources from those activities which are less 

financially rewarding to more rewarding uses.134 This would mean a move away from 

‘poorer communities’ and clients to ‘richer communities’ and clients. As Marks, 

Martina and Verbeek note ‘…it is implicit in the nature of competition that resources 

will shift from less to more attractive uses’.135 Other factors which make conditions 

harder in RRR areas include such things as increased travel and disbursements cost.136  

3.2.4.3 Factors Particularly affecting Community and Public Sector Lawyers  

All of the literature reviewed in relation to recruitment and retention problems within 

the Community Legal Centre (CLC) sector strongly suggest that CLCs experience 

difficulties in attracting and retaining lawyers in RRR centres because they cannot offer 

                                                 
128

 Giddings, Hook and Nielson, above n 80, 60. 
129

 John Dewar, Jeff Giddings and Stephen Parker, The Impact of Changes in Legal Aid on Criminal and 

Family Law Practice in Queensland (Executive Summary, 1998) 73–4. 
130

 Ibid 2.  
131

 Brown, above n 26, 21; Law Council of Australia, Erosion of Legal Representation in the Australian 

Justice System (2004) (‘Erosion of Legal Representation’).  
132

 Law Council of Australia, Erosion of Legal Representation, above n 131, 14. This report refers to a 

2002 survey of family law practitioners by National Legal Aid which found a higher rate of withdrawal 

from legal aid work in rural areas (40%) compared to urban areas (21%).  
133

 Law Council of Australia, Challenges for the Legal Profession, above n 108; Legal and Constitutional 

References Committee, Legal Aid and Access to Justice (June 2004); Dewar, Giddings and Parker, above 

n 129. 
134

 Marks, Martin and Verbeek, above n 108, 10. 
135

 Ibid 11. 
136

 National Pro Bono Resource Centre, Regional, Rural and Remote Pro Bono: Models and 

Opportunities (May 2006) 5. 



 

30 

competitive salary and working conditions. It is suggested that RRR centres may suffer 

most from the effects of low salary because there is no incentive for people to move to 

RRR areas where the cost of living is higher, including increased housing, petrol, food 

and communication costs.137 

Many of these issues have already been succinctly canvassed in the recent Review of the 

Community Legal Centres Funding Program, undertaken in 2006 on behalf of the NSW 

and Commonwealth governments.138 It found that, even with the inclusion of salary 

packaging benefits, there is considerable disparity between CLC salaries and those of 

Legal Aid Commission employees and salaries offered in the private sector. In short, 

CLC lawyers are ‘significantly underpaid’.139 These findings are also supported by a 

Remuneration Report prepared by Mercer Human Resource Consulting for the National 

Association of Community Legal Centres (NACLC).140 

NACLC suggests that the inability to offer competitive salaries means that CLCs are 

less able to draw lawyers away from the city or alternatively attract inexperienced 

lawyers to move to the country for a short period of time with a view to increasing their 

skill level and consequently their ability to demand better salary and working conditions 

elsewhere.141 NACLC also suggests, however, that recruiting new graduates can be 

made particularly difficult as many have large HECS debts and wish to pay these off 

more quickly and so are less willing to accept community legal centre wages. 142  

CLC literature asserts that the inability to pay comparable salaries is directly attributable 

to inadequate funding levels. In addition to the issue of salary comparability, the 

literature also notes that because CLCs are significantly under-funded and overwhelmed 

by the demand for their services, staff work in stressful conditions and undertake 

significant levels of unpaid overtime. Thus, it is suggested that they work in conditions 

which have been described as ‘exploitative’ and ‘unsustainable’ and likely to lead to 
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worker burnout.143 Attracting and retaining staff in this environment is made extremely 

difficult. 

Indigenous legal service providers face many similar issues to those identified above, 

including low rates of pay in comparison with other legal aid providers, high staff 

turnover and the considerable loss of experienced and culturally aware staff.144 Chronic 

under-funding of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Legal Services (ATSILS) by the 

Federal Government has been identified as the cause. 

There is minimal literature relating to attraction and retention of public sector lawyers 

and none in relation to rural and regional issues. The literature identifies the challenges 

of the remuneration structure compared with the private sector145 as well as heavy 

workloads.146  

3.3 Part B: Women Lawyers in Australian Legal Practice 

3.3.1 The Contemporary Picture 

The contemporary picture of Australian legal practice for women lawyers has been well 

documented over the past two decades. In her seminal work, Dissonance and 

Distrust,147 Margaret Thornton illustrated how women have been constructed as ‘other’ 

to the male in the legal profession and relegated to the position of ‘fringe-dwellers’ 

almost a century after being ‘let-in’ to the legal profession.148 She highlighted the ways 

in which masculinity has been constructed ‘positively and normatively in terms of legal 

culture, reason and rationality’ while the feminine has been linked to ‘nature, the body, 

disorder and irrationality’.149 For example, through the many gendered assumptions 

about carer and child care obligations that attempt to ‘position the [woman] in relation 

to her fertility and the gendered assumptions that flow from this’,150 the assignation of 

women to caring roles reflected in the sexual division of labour and the expectation that 
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women should take on roles that are ‘derivative of caring’,151 ‘behind the scenes’ or 

‘handmaiden’ roles.152  

Since Thornton’s work, there have been at least 23 reports or studies that have been 

conducted across Australia in relation to the status and position of women in the 

Australian legal profession.153 Taken together, it is clear that these continue to find that 

little has changed for women in the Australian legal profession and that their career 

patterns are ‘remarkably similar’ across Australian jurisdictions154 with ‘a range of 

exclusionary workplace practices that operate to hold women back from career 

progression as well as gender stereotyping, role traps and otherness that have 

historically underpinned the profession of law’.155 Grouped into two themes — 

‘segmentation’ and ‘discrimination’ — some of the key themes are outlined below and, 

where available, are augmented with literature relating to female lawyers in RRR areas.  

3.3.2 Segmentation 

Females now comprise greater than 50% of all law school graduates156 and while the 

numbers of female solicitors entering the profession has consequently increased, 

demographic data suggests that significant numbers are choosing not to go on to 

practice law, and those who do will generally practise for a relatively shorter period of 

time,157
 many leaving the profession within five years of entry.158  
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Female lawyers are notably segmented within the profession, both in terms of where 

they work and what they are doing. Both nationally and in Queensland, female 

practitioners are more concentrated in city based workplaces while males are more 

prevalent in country/rural workplaces. The following table shows a comparison of the 

levels of female and male participation across practice locations nationally and in 

Queensland. 

Table 3: Solicitor location by gender 

 

% Female 

Solicitors in Qld 

profession 

% Female 

Solicitors 

Nationally 

% Male 

Solicitors in Qld 

profession 

% Male 

Solicitors 

Nationally 

City 47.8% 47% 52.2% 53% 

Suburban 42.5% 44.3% 57.5% 55.7% 

RRR 40.4% 40.2% 59.6% 59.8% 

Total 45.9% 45.4% 54.1% 54.6% 

 

Apart from the Northern Territory, there continues to be a move away from the private 

sector by female lawyers across all states and territories. Nationally, and in Queensland, 

there is roughly a 60/40% split in the private sector participation of male and female 

solicitors respectively159 while their overall presence in the legal profession is 55% and 

45% male and females respectively.160 Nationally, the ratio of female to male solicitors 

is highest in the government (57.5%) and corporate (58.3%) sectors while males were 

more strongly represented in private practice compared to females (59.5% male, 40.5% 

female). In addition, women represented as much as 80% of community legal centre 

staff at a national level.161 In Queensland, the trend is replicated except in the case of 

government lawyers, where women represent almost 64%, higher than the national 

figure of 57.5%.162 The following table shows a comparison of the levels of female and 

male participation in the Queensland and national legal professions. 
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Table 4: Sector by gender 

 

% Female 

solicitors in Qld 

profession 

% Female 

solicitors 

nationally  

% Male solicitors 

in Qld profession 

% Male solicitors 

nationally 

Private sector 41.1% 40.5% 58.9% 59.5% 

Government 63.8% 57.5% 36.2% 42.5% 

Corporate 53.3% 58.3% 46.7% 41.7% 

Total 45.9% 45.5% 54.1% 54.6% 

 

There is some evidence to suggest that this trend away from the private sector may be 

more pronounced in RRR areas. While there is no national or Queensland data 

published on this point, NSW data shows the gender distribution within the NSW RRR 

private sector is approximately 65% (1642) and 35% (881) male and female solicitors 

respectively, compared to 59% male and 41.% female private sector participation across 

the profession.163 These figures are summarised in the following table and show a 

comparison to levels of female and male participation in the NSW profession overall. 

Table 5: NSW RRR sector by gender 

 

% Female 

solicitors in NSW 

profession 

% Female 

solicitors (RRR)  

% Male solicitors 

in profession 

% Male solicitors 

(RRR) 

Private sector 41.1% 34.9% 58.9% 65.08% 

Government 63.2% 64% 36.8% 36% 

Corporate 53.5% 52.3% 46.5% 47.7% 

Total 45.9% 38.5% 54.1% 61.5% 

 

The progression of women in the profession has been disappointingly slow, particularly 

given the ongoing efforts of organisations such as women lawyers’ associations to 

promote the status and position of women within the profession. In all Australian 

jurisdictions, women continue to be significantly under-represented in positions of 

partnership and as sole practitioners. For example, of the female solicitors found in 

NSW private practice in 2010, 9.1% were partners, 13.7% sole practitioners and 77.2% 

                                                 
163

 I acknowledge and thank the Law Society of New South Wales for providing this data in relation to 

gender distribution in RRR areas of NSW as at 1 July 2010. 



 

35 

were employees.164 The figures for the NSW profession as a whole are 19.9%, 23.6% 

and 56.4% respectively.165 There is evidence that the RRR sector may be somewhat 

more favourable. For example, in NSW, the figures are 9.4%, 20.3% and 69.1% 

respectively, suggesting that more female practitioners in RRR areas can be found in 

sole practice than their city and metropolitan counterparts.166 The above figures are 

represented in the following table. 

Table 6: Partnership participation of female solicitors 

 

% NSW profession as 

a whole 

% Females in 

profession as a whole 

% Female solicitors 

(RRR) 

Partner 18.6% 9.1% 9.4% 

Sole Practitioner 24.3% 13.7% 20.3% 

Employee 57.1% 77.2% 69.1% 

 

It follows then, given the low rates of partnership participation and sole practitioner 

status, that women are predominately engaged as employed solicitors. They also tend to 

be concentrated in the younger age brackets of the profession and a significant majority 

has been admitted only in the last 10 years.167 After the age of 30, the proportion of 

women in practice tended to decrease,168 reflecting exit at child bearing age and higher 

rates of attrition generally. Research has shown that in terms of overall career 

satisfaction the most satisfied are women in partnership while the least satisfied are 

female employees,169 suggesting high levels of dissatisfaction within the ranks of female 

lawyers. Studies also indicate that women were more likely to be located in larger firms 

(and male solicitors in smaller firms)170 and were more likely to work in family law.171  
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3.3.3 Discrimination 

(1) Family Responsibilities 

In its 1999 report, Taking Up the Challenge – Women in the Legal Profession,172 the 

Victorian Women Lawyers’ Association highlighted some 16 reports or studies that had 

been conducted across Australia in relation to the status and position of women in the 

Australian legal profession. The report concluded that, amongst other things, female 

lawyers overwhelmingly bore the burden of carer responsibilities and that their carer 

responsibilities or, indeed, the expectation that they will have children, has ‘profound 

effects' on their careers.173 It also highlighted the importance of ensuring that alternative 

and flexible workplace policy and practices be designed and implemented so as not to 

cause further marginalisation of those with carer responsibilities.174 

The private sector in particular has been the focus of criticism for failing to adequately 

confront the need for meaningful flexible work arrangements.175 This failure is arguably 

part of the picture of women’s retreat from the private sector to the government, 

community and corporate sectors. It is said to reflect (at least in part) women’s desire 

for greater work/life balance and the demand for more meaningful flexible working 

arrangements176 in order to manage family responsibilities. A Victorian study into 

flexible work practices found that the most common forms of flexible arrangements 

available in large firms are part-time work (36%) and paid parental leave (15%) while 

small firms were more likely to offer flexible holiday rosters (34%); the ability to work 

from home (20%) as well as the option of part-time work (15%). Government positions 

tended to offer flexi-time (15%); time-in-lieu (15%) and paid leave to care for sick 

dependants (12%); and corporate practice most commonly offered paid leave to care for 

sick dependants (15%); flexi-time (14%), part-time work (43%) and telecommuting 

(30%). Given that the availability of part-time work alone is not enough to retain 
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women in the private sector,177 it is not surprising that these trends are predicted to 

continue.178 

Women who return to work part-time are viewed as being less committed to the firm. A 

Victorian study found that 74% of women in fact return to work when their child is 

around 6 months old; however, most employers believe that they will not return, while 

partners and managers assume less ambition in those using flexible work practices.179 It 

is also the case that work in the legal profession involves longer hours than the ABS 

average and this has been found to entrench systemic disadvantage for women by 

creating a ‘mummy track’.180 This arises because those with carer responsibilities are 

forced away from long hours, and can lock them into lower status jobs which give more 

opportunity for flexible work.181 The ‘mummy track’ is characterised by more limited 

work opportunities, particularly in terms of the nature of the work undertaken. In 

another Victorian study 74% of lawyers using flexible work practices ‘perceived that 

the type or quality of work changed after they started working flexibly’ while co-

workers observed that ‘the nature of work given was of lower value than full-time 

employees’.182 Women utilising flexible work practices are often assigned background 

or support roles, where work involves files with ‘less profile, less client contact and 

reduced opportunities to develop legal skills and a client base’, thus the notion of ‘pink 

files’ and ‘blue files’.183 It is widely accepted that adopting flexible work practices does 

limit career progress and reduces one’s level of commitment to their organisation.184  

In terms of leaving employment, there is also some indication that women tend to give 

precedence to their male partner’s career commitments over their own. A study 

undertaken by the Law Institute of Victoria, in which a group of women lawyers were 

surveyed about their reasons for resignation, found that women were almost four times 

more likely than men to leave practice to accommodate their partner’s career 
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commitments.185 A 2009 Law Council of Australia report also found that women 

practitioners were most likely to leave their position in rural practice because of their 

partner’s relocation or for ‘family reasons’.186 This suggests a greater level of mobility 

for women than for men.  

(2) Pay inequity 

There continues to be substantial disparity between male and female earnings in the 

private profession with men earning higher incomes than women overall at both the 

lower and higher end.187 When measured on the basis of full-time private practitioners 

by years since admission, male incomes are still consistently higher than female 

incomes.188 For example, a male solicitor admitted less than one year had a mean 

income of $53,500 while a woman’s mean income was $51,500. This was sharpest for 

those admitted between one and five years where the average income was $72,300 for 

males and $65,200 for females.189  

(3) Harassment and discrimination 

Surveys and research undertaken in NSW, Queensland and Victoria all show that 

women lawyers are far more likely than men to report having experienced 

discrimination, most commonly gender based discrimination. The 2000/2001 NSW 

Practising Certificate Survey found that almost a quarter of female respondents reported 

having experienced harassment or discrimination on the basis of their gender, compared 

to 3% of male respondents.190 The 2002 Remuneration and Work Condition Survey 

found that women were more likely than men to report experiencing bullying, 

harassment and discrimination.191 In Queensland, a 2003 Membership Survey also found 

that some 92.3% of those reporting discrimination on the basis of gender were women192 
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while Neal’s research reaffirmed that discriminatory practice in Queensland 

disproportionately affected women.193  

There has been no study to date with a specific focus on the experiences of 

discrimination against female lawyers in RRR communities; however, research 

undertaken by Geraldine Neal into the extent of the prejudice and gender bias 

experienced by Queensland solicitors194 suggests that women in RRR practice 

experience many similar issues to their city and metropolitan counterparts. Neal 

surveyed 206 respondents,195 81 of whom were from ‘rural/regional’ areas of 

Queensland, about their experiences of discrimination and flexible work practices along 

with barriers to success in the profession.196 The ‘rural/regional’ group comprised 34 

female and 47 male respondents. Following the survey, Neal conducted 36 follow-up 

interviews, 14 of whom were from ‘rural/regional’ areas, comprising 10 female and 4 

male participants. Neal found a range of ‘exclusionary workplace practices’ that operate 

to hold women back from career progression’ as well as gender stereotyping, ‘role 

traps’ and ‘otherness’ that have historically underpinned the profession of law’.197 Her 

research suggests that improved workplace experiences in ‘rural/regional’ practice, in 

terms of opportunities for work/life balance, in ‘rural/regional’ practice may well be 

illusory.198  

Neal’s research, however, focused on a gendered analysis of workplace and 

organisational culture and how management discourses disadvantage and 

disproportionally affect female solicitors.199 It did not specifically focus on attraction 

and retention issues and the intersection of gender and ‘rurality’.  
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3.4 Part C: International Perspectives 

Canadian, US and UK literature has highlighted similar problems in attracting and 

retaining lawyers in rural communities.200 In the US, for example, it has been noted that 

‘the main street attorney in rural America is an endangered species’201 and that ‘rural 

Americans are increasingly without lawyers even as law school graduates are 

increasingly without jobs’.202 In Canada it is said that ‘new lawyers just aren’t hanging 

out their shingles in rural areas like they used to and law societies are scrambling to find 

ways to attract and retain legal talent in towns throughout Canada’. 203 Challenges in 

attracting and retaining lawyers have been linked to a reluctance to move to rural areas, 

fewer amenities and job opportunities for spouses204 and the age profile of 

practitioners.205 

 

Landon’s seminal work on lawyers in rural America drew attention to the unique 

context of rural practice and the way in which the particular social, economic and 

political characteristics of the ‘containing community’ shapes the professional conduct 

of practitioners and the performance of their role. 206 Landon argues that the rural career 

is necessarily entrepreneurial in nature207 and, as such, produces a distinctive practice 

experience. This experience is characterised by greater collegiality and expectations of 
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reciprocity,208 informality of practice,209 an increased community profile210 and 

considerable emotional investment in community.211    

Writing on country lawyers in rural England, Economides has noted that such lawyers 

are often viewed paternalistically, emphasising their status in the community rather than 

the pursuit of financial reward or legal expertise.212 Similar to Landon, he also 

comments on the informality and more casual style of practice present in the country 

and the vulnerability of lawyers to pressure from their community.213 Economides also 

points to the power of rural imagery to influence solicitors’ decisions about whether or 

not to practice in the country and their level of satisfaction with their experience.214  

As is the case in Australia, there is a predominance of older male solicitors in country 

practice in the UK, many of whom are in their mid-career or approaching retirement.215 

Concern has been expressed about the future of rural practice given this age 

demographic and professional profile.216 Economides also points to ‘deeply entrenched 

conservative attitudes amongst clients and practitioners’.217 

Apart from Tarr’s research which studied the particular experiences of two female 

attorneys in country Kansas in 1992, there is an absence of international scholarship 

specifically considering female solicitors’ experiences within the context of RRR 

practice. More generally, however, international literature reveals that female lawyers 

face similar challenges to that experienced by women in the Australian the legal 

profession. It is clear that women continue to trail behind men in promotion, 

remuneration and status.218 It also points to the fact that women are leaving the 

profession at a greater rate than their male colleagues, and particularly highlights the 

departure of women in disproportionate numbers from private practice in both the US 
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and Canada.219 Neal’s research, which included an examination of the situation of 

females in the legal profession in a number of overseas jurisdictions, concluded that: 

‘Women are leaving the profession at a greater rate than their male 

colleagues…Women continue to report discriminatory and exclusionary practices 

and ongoing sexual harassment. Women remain under-represented in senior roles 

and less well paid than their brothers-in-law within the profession. Pregnancy and 

parenthood mark women out as “not serious” about a legal career and move them 

to the margins of the profession, where they are not considered for training and 

development opportunities and promotion’.
220

 

This snapshot of international literature suggests that the problem of attracting and 

retaining lawyers in rural areas, as well as women’s experience in, and retreat from, the 

legal profession, echo the broad themes found in the Australian context.   

3.5 Part D: Rural Gender Perspectives 

3.5.1 Regional, Rural and Remote Areas as Social Spaces 

There are various ways of understanding ‘rural’, ‘regional’ and ‘remote’ spaces. 

Usually, we make these distinctions based on physical demarcations — that is, 

physically ‘carving up’ Australia into various regions and localities, generally measured 

by indicators such as population density, levels of remoteness, accessibility to 

services221 and economic activities.222 While socio-demographic characteristics such as 

these can be important to attracting and retaining lawyers in RRR areas,223 it is well 

recognised that regional, rural and remote areas are not merely physical spaces but are 

social spaces as well.224 As Mormont suggests, ‘rurality is not a thing or a territorial 

unit, but derives from the social production of meaning’.225 Thus, in understanding the 

rural, there is no one single rural space; instead there is a multiplicity of social spaces 

which overlap the same geographical area226 and which shift subtly over time.227  
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Social identities exist primarily in relation to this socially constructed space because ‘it 

is by the practical apprehension of a structured space that the individual first becomes 

aware of the world and learns to define his or her position within it’.228 Thus, questions 

of marginality or ‘otherness’ are directly connected with constructions of the rural; 

people are othered ‘as their particular socio-cultural identities (or parts of those 

identities) fail to conform to assumptions and beliefs about the nature of rural 

society’.229  

While it is important to recognise the complex and diverse nature of rural spaces in 

terms of their environments, economies and populations,230 as well as the complex 

nature of rural identities,231 it is the case that a number of broad socio-cultural 

differences have been identified between ‘rural’ and ‘city’ culture more generally. 

These differences are said to both reflect and reiterate the social and cultural 

construction of societal expectations of men and women.232 They also reflect the more 

acute public/private divide that pervades life in rural places with the result that ‘rural 

patriarchy tends to be private patriarchy’.233 Some of these differences include: more 

conservative and traditional gender roles, the role of ‘rural masculinities’ and reduced 

anonymity and privacy. Each of these is discussed below. 

3.5.2 More Conservative and Traditional Gender Roles 

Elizabeth Teather writes that, in the debate about ‘what is rural’, there exists a 

psychological divide between urban and rural Australia, with the persistence of a ‘rural 

mindset’ or ‘country-mindedness’.234 This rural mindset, she suggests, is one marked by 

the ‘intransigence of gender relations [in which] most rural men stubbornly cling to 

patriarchal attitudes and expectations’.235 Much rural feminist scholarship has 

highlighted the male domination of rural institutions and the exclusion of women from 
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decision-making and positions of rural leadership,236 the presence of more traditional 

gender roles and the continuing expectation that rural women will devote themselves to 

family and community despite considerable changes in educational and other 

opportunities for women.237 

Research has revealed distinctive differences in rural culture from a city culture, 

including ‘greater social and political conservatism,238 stronger enforcement of gender 

rules and traditional roles in the family...,239 a mythology of mateship among men and 

reinforced patterns of female subservience’240 as well as ‘stronger social controls 

operating through informal and intimate processes and mechanisms’.241 

Smaller agriculturally based rural communities particularly experience a ‘resilience of 

gendered arrangements’,242 including through the continuing practice of patrilineal farm 

inheritance which contributes to men’s control of much of the economic wealth in these 

communities.243 The significant loss of services in rural communities, particularly 

medical and health services, have also had a significant gendered impact. Policies of 

rationalisation, regionalisation and centralisation have arguably had a differential impact 

on women who, in the great majority of cases, are the carers244 and volunteers245 left to 

fill the gaps from the loss of these services. There is also a significant lack of child-care 

facilities in rural communities and many commentators note the disparate burden of 

family and child care responsibilities rest with women in rural communities.246 
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There has been a disproportionate loss of young women from rural areas because of 

inadequate employment options, the need to access higher education and, as Alston 

finds, ‘to escape the masculine culture [which is] evident in the sporting profile, power 

structures and employment opportunities that restrict their choices’.247 Aside from fewer 

employment opportunities for women, there are distinctly gendered divisions of labour 

in rural Australian communities whereby males dominate agriculture, professional roles 

and local government. Women are more likely to be situated in lower status positions 

such as nursing, administration and customer service, and more likely to be engaged in 

the casual workforce.248  

Cloke and Milbourne add a further dimension to the inter-relationship between 

discourses of gender and rurality. They highlight complex national, regional and 

localised constructions of rurality and suggest that within any particular rural space 

there will exist ‘cultural constructs of rurality which combine different scales of 

received and circulated meanings’249 and that such constructions will invariably shape 

our understanding of gender. In other words, the rural can be ‘embodied through both 

women and men on different scales, producing stereotypes of the ideal country man or 

woman’.250 A national construction of the meaning of rurality is perhaps the most 

recognisable. Arguably, many people hold a particular idyllic vision of rural life: one 

that imports a sense of being a ‘problem-free, hidden world of peace, tranquility, close-

knit community and proximity to the natural’.251 A national construction of rurality is 

given greater force in Australian culture given the romantic and enduring ideas 

Australians hold about the nature of rural life and the role of ‘the bush’ as the imagined 

seat of the national identify.252 This traditional rural imagery is said to reflect a more 

pronounced sense of importance on home and family; where attitudes to women’s place 

remain highly patriarchal and where the rural is built on particular interpretations of 

masculinity and femininity that sees women ‘representing the innocence of the natural 

world’ which ‘active masculinity must support, protect and oversee’.253 Little and 
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Austin also argue that the idyllic vision of rural life or the ‘rural idyll’254 helps shape and 

sustain patriarchal gender relations and that it ‘incorporates, both consciously and 

unconsciously’, strong expectations about gender roles and thus impacts on the nature 

of women’s experience within the rural community.255  

A regional construction of the rural is said to represent the ‘spatial organisation of 

particular capitalist processes’, avenues of cultural identity and as sites for social 

interaction256 while localised constructions of rurality reflect the many and varied local 

patterns, identities and beliefs which will be particularly influenced by individualistic 

factors such as class, gender, ethnicity and are thereby likely to be the most complex 

and multilayered.257  

3.5.3 Rural Masculinities 

A growing body of literature has developed around the role of rural masculinities in 

understanding the place of gender in rural space. As Pini notes, it reflects a ‘shifting 

paradigm … away from an investigation of women’s disadvantage to the … question of 

men’s advantage and the actions, practices and discourses by which men seek to retain 

this advantage.’258 Conceptually, masculinity is ‘typically viewed as socially and 

culturally constructed and related to power’.259 Moving away from ‘simplistic’ and 

‘static’260 sex-role/socialisation theory, Carrigan, Connel and Lee introduced the notion 

of ‘hegemonic masculinity’.261 Hegemonic masculinity is a ‘particular variety of 

masculinity that is culturally exalted compared with other subordinated 

masculinities…’; it is a ‘dominant discourse’ whereby ‘some men come to legitimate 

their power over some other men and over women’.262 Importantly, it may not 

necessarily be the most common form of masculinity and it is subject to change in that 

different masculinities are hegemonic depending on the time, place and context.263  
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The notion of hegemonic masculinities has been the subject of criticism,264 including 

that it has been over-simplified and has ‘come to be used as shorthand to refer to a 

categorical set of traits and behaviours’ and typically portrayed as negative.265 These 

highlight the need to ensure that the concepts of masculinities are understood as 

‘multiple and as hierarchical’ and which represent the ‘nuanced and contested nature of 

gendered power as it manifests between different groups of men and women.’266  

Campbell and Bell draw a useful distinction between ‘the masculine in the rural’ and 

‘the rural in the masculine’. 267 The ‘masculine in the rural’ refers to the ways in which 

masculinity is constructed within rural spaces while ‘rural in the masculine’ refers to the 

‘way in which notions of rurality help constitute notions of masculinity’ more 

generally.268  

1. ‘Masculine in the rural’ 

In rural areas, Alston argues that hegemonic masculinity is evident in the institutional 

structures, [including in economic, institutional, human and environmental capital] … 

through which gender relations are constructed and reconstructed in everyday life and 

which allow ‘not only male power and influence to be super-ordinate’, but also to be 

‘normalised and projected onto’ women as natural.269 She also suggests tacit support of 

hegemonic masculinity by women in rural communities.270 While some suggest there 

are fewer sites for patriarchal dominance in rural communities today, Alston argues that 

hegemonic masculinity ‘still dominates and constrains gender negotiations’.271  

A particularly strong discourse of hegemonic masculinity in rural space concerns ideas 

about ‘the farmer’. Many inland rural communities remain agriculturally based and 

given that farming and agriculture in Australia continue to exist as a ‘strongly gendered 

industry’,272 one of the main representations or constructions of the rural, has been a 

focus on masculinities in farming and agriculture where male dominance over land and 
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environment are central and which rest heavily on stereotypical masculine attributes.273 

Liepins highlights ‘two narratives of masculinity’ which emerge from this analysis, 

namely ‘tough men’ and ‘powerful leaders’. Conversely, dominant discourses of 

femininity in the context of agriculture are seen as based in nurturing and helping roles. 

This promotes popular discourses about the roles of men and women and gendered 

capacities.274  

The rural has also been explored as the site for the performance of a particular 

stereotypical form of traditional masculine gender identity. In particular, Campbell 

examines masculinity in a rural New Zealand pub suggesting that it is marked by 

‘conversational cockfighting and disciplines of drinking’ during which ‘hierarchies of 

knowledge, historical embeddedness, and legitimacy were established’.275 These 

combine to ensure a particular version of masculinity reproduces itself. Leyshon also 

notes the ‘importance of alcohol and cultures of drinking to masculine identity’276 and 

observes that ‘country pubs are embedded in idyllic versions of rurality which position 

it at the centre of rural community life.’277  

The ways in which women are represented in rural media have also been found to 

reinforce hegemonic masculinity. In particular, Liepins notes the cultural and editorial 

processes of media and farming organisations work to ‘normalise and legitimise’ certain 

masculinities278 while Alston identifies the role of media, church and the market in the 

‘active reconstitution of gender relations in everyday life’.279  

Pini explores the question of why women are poorly represented in positions of 

leadership in agri-politics generally and more specifically within the Australian Farmers 

Union.280 In doing so she adopts Collinson and Hearn’s conceptual framework on 

managerial masculinities which identified five hegemonic forms of managerial 

masculinity: authoritarianism, careerism, informalism, entrepreneurialism and 
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paternalism.
 281

 Pini finds that the most dominant discourses of masculinity in the rural 

farmers union are those of paternalism and, to a lesser degree, authoritarianism. 

The features of paternalistic management include an emphasis on hierarchical 

structure,
282

 gendered division of labour,
283

 uni-directional dialogue,
 284

 homo-social 

reproduction
285

 and the use of gendered images and symbols.
286

 The hegemony of 

paternalism is also said to operate on the ‘pretence of equality for purposes of securing 

instrumental gain’.
 287

 An authoritarian managerial masculinity is said to be associated 

with bullying and coercion, dictatorial control and aggressive masculinity. Pini notes 

that a more authoritarian discourse was engaged when hegemonic paternalism came 

under threat.
 288

  

2. ‘Rural in the masculine’ 

The ‘rural in the masculine’ refers to the way in which our ideas or beliefs about rurality 

help constitute ideas of masculinity in broader community consciousness. As such it is 

concerned with questions of ‘real and imagined qualities of the rural’289 and so may 

have particular relevance to how rural is understood and perceived by those in both 

urban and rural spaces.290 The earlier discussion on the national construction of rurality 

is particularly relevant to this question. Pini notes that ‘images of rurality and 

agriculture remain dominant in the Australian consciousness’, such as the ‘man on the 

land’.291 Feminist writers have highlighted the marginal figure of women in this 

landscape as ‘more as supporters of men and admirers of masculinity than for their own 

sake.’ She writes that ‘[c]onventional discourses of rurality and masculinity continue to 

enjoy privileged status in many cultural representations of the Australian nation’292 and 

Australian identity.293 This invisibility or secondary role to which women have been 
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assigned in this masculine image of the rural poses interesting questions as to how these 

might impact on recruitment and retention in RRR areas. 

3.5.4 Reduced Anonymity and Privacy 

It is widely acknowledged that rural community life carries reduced anonymity and 

privacy.294 Pruitt writes of the ‘paradox of rural privacy’ in that the physical distances 

present in rural places create a greater expectation of privacy.295 However, because there 

are fewer people, rural residents may actually experience less privacy due to “high 

density of acquaintanceship” and “a predominance of personal, face-to-face social 

relationships”. 296  

Rural professionals, such as nurses,297 doctors298 and social workers299 report facing high 

levels of visibility which have the effect of blurring professional and personal 

boundaries’.300 High visibility and, thus, the lack of anonymity and privacy, can have 

both positive and negative aspects to it. It has been highlighted that lawyers in a smaller 

town are often much more high profile and face considerable community expectations 

about their role which can impinge on their personal life.301 For others this ‘closeness’ 

of rural life is cited as the very reason for choosing to move to and remain in a country 

area. For these lawyers, the country is where a real sense of community connection was 

possible,302 including closer and more trusting relationships with clients.303 The 

negotiation of personal and professional roles thus becomes a central challenge of rural 

and regional legal practice. As Giddings, Hook and Nielsen note: 
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Being ‘the lawyer’ in a small rural town makes you the model citizen overnight – it 

is not uncommon for people to collect on your verandah on Saturday mornings 

(early!!!) to get advice on drink driving charges, stop you in the street to talk about 

their daughter’s family law case, interrupt your favourite movie so you can help 

them draft consent orders in a child contact dispute, and expect that you will 

provide countless volunteer hours towards any and all community groups in the 

area.304 

Pruitt argues that the lack of anonymity and privacy that results from increased spatial 

isolation and low population density in rural areas particularly ‘act to circumscribe 

women’s autonomy and subjectivity’.305 Others have noted the greater levels of 

surveillance in rural space, particularly of women and girls.306 In their research 

concerning young women’s sexuality in rural space, Hillier and Harrison report that 

young women in particular felt under constant surveillance by others living in their 

community and that their perceptions of surveillance were much stronger than that of 

young men.307 They write: ‘[O]ne of the most pervasive characteristics of life in a small 

town is the lack of privacy. In the case of young women, for example, when age and 

gender are added to the mix, their private lives are rendered even more knowable.’308  

3.6 The Significance of this Literature in the Context of Research Question 

Collectively, the three areas of scholarship reviewed highlight the complex mix of 

individual, professional and social and cultural factors that underlie the problem of 

attraction and retention. They particularly highlight the fact that attracting and retaining 

lawyers in RRR areas is, in part, tied to beliefs and perceptions about the relative 

attractiveness or liveability of these spaces, which is, in turn, informed by a complex 

web of personal experience, cultural myth and broader popular culture. 

That being the case, this scholarship points to a clear gap in our knowledge and 

understanding of the particular experiences — both lived and imagined — of female 

lawyers and soon-to-be new graduates and its relationship to female practitioners’ 

under-representation in RRR legal practice. To date no Australian studies have 

specifically considered these and other issues: what are the differences between 'urban’ 
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and RRR practice? What attracts women into RRR practice? Can RRR offer a more 

positive practice experience? Are women in RRR practice increasingly seeing the 

option of sole practice as a way to better manage their family responsibilities or as a 

vehicle to achieving greater work/life balance and/or satisfaction? How do socio-

cultural constructions of gender and ‘rurality’ manifest in the context of RRR practice? 

These are important issues that this research, for the first time, seeks to address. 
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4 METHODOLOGY AND METHOD 1 

A PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY OF THE LIVED EXPERIENCE OF 

FEMALE SOLICITORS PRACTISING IN REGIONAL, RURAL AND REMOTE 

QUEENSLAND 

4.1 Introduction 

This study explores lived and imagined experience and meaning-making as a way of 

understanding the attraction and retention of female solicitors in regional, rural and 

remote (RRR) communities. It comprises two distinct but interrelated parts: the first 

involves a phenomenological study of the lived experience of female solicitors 

practising in RRR communities in Queensland. The second part of the research involves 

a narrative analysis of in-depth interviews with final year law students in order to 

explore their practice intentions and attitudes to, and perceptions of, RRR practice. Each 

is designed to reflect different aspects of the problem. Interviewing already practising 

solicitors aims to gauge actual lived experience while the interviews with final year law 

students seeks to understand their imagined experience.  

Phenomenology and narrative methodologies are particularly complementary, 

organisationally, ontologically and epistemologically.309 Organisationally, both involve 

qualitative interviewing. Ontologically, both have at their core a focus on the experience 

and understanding of the individual as a social being while epistemologically both 

methodologies place the individual as the source of their meaning and reflect 

interpretivist approaches. They differ in that phenomenology is concerned with the 

‘what’ and the ‘how’ of experience as lived310 while narrative analysis (in the context of 

this research) is concerned with storied narratives as future imagining and the beliefs, 

values, hopes and expectations reflected in these. Thus, they are complementary yet 

capture differences –— one of the present, the other moving forward in time. 

This chapter begins by positioning the research as a whole within qualitative inquiry 

and identifies why a qualitative research approach was adopted as the most effective 

means of responding to the research questions. The remainder of the chapter then 

focuses specifically on the first part of the research — the phenomenological study — 
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and provides an overview and justification of the philosophical and methodological 

underpinnings of phenomenology, interpretive hermeneutics and feminist 

phenomenology. The second part of the research — the narrative research — is 

addressed separately in Chapter 6. 

4.2 Qualitative Inquiry 

This study explores lived and imagined experience and, in doing so, seeks to fill a gap 

in experiential knowledge and contribute to, what has been to date, a surprisingly 

limited exploration of the impact and effect of RRR ‘space’ and ‘place’ on women 

solicitors’ lived experience and on law students’ attitudes and perceptions to RRR 

practice. A qualitative approach was considered to be the most appropriate method to 

adopt because the research question is concerned with in-depth exploration of life 

experience and human behaviour rather than seeking to quantify or make systematic 

comparisons of phenomena. 

Qualitative research reflects a philosophical stance which is different from other 

methods of inquiry.311 In particular, it assumes that the world is constructed; that we 

‘inhabit a social, personal and relational world that is complex, layered and can be 

viewed from different perspectives’.312 The main aim of qualitative inquiry then is to 

develop an understanding of how people construct these multiple realities, while the 

various qualitative methods reflect the diverse ways in which we go about this, for 

example, through talk, action, systems of meaning, memory and rituals and institutions 

that have been created by and through us.313 

While all qualitative inquiry seeks to contribute to an understanding of how the world is 

constructed, each method takes on a different aspect of this task. In the context of the 

present research, this involves two key strands: first, in seeking to understand how 

female solicitors actually experience the practice of law in regional, rural and remote 

communities, it has adopted a phenomenological methodology. Phenomenology is a 

method of qualitative inquiry that focuses on lived experience or the ‘what’ and the 

‘how’ of that experience.314 The second part of the research adopts a narrative 

methodology to the exploration of final year law students’ opinions, attitudes, values 
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and beliefs about regional, rural and remote legal practice. Narrative inquiry centres on 

individual ‘stories’ revealing how people go about the task of assembling meaning in 

their world. It has compatible philosophical underpinnings and a core connection with 

phenomenology in that both focus on understanding experience and meaning from the 

point of view of the teller. Given the research’s foundations in the experiential, it was 

considered that qualitative inquiry was the most appropriate methodology to adopt.315  

Qualitative method refers to the various research techniques employed to meet the task 

set by the research questions and methodological framework. The research technique 

adopted in the context of this research is the qualitative interview. Following is a broad 

overview of the purpose and principles underpinning the use of qualitative interviewing 

and, in particular, its place as a feminist research method.  

4.3 The Qualitative Interview 

In the context of the present research, the interview is designed to gather information 

about participants’ subjective experience and ways in which they ascribe individual 

meaning to their world. The qualitative interview was seen as the most appropriate 

research technique in responding to the research question as this is not something that 

can be meaningfully achieved by counting or surveys. The qualitative interview is also 

seen as particularly appropriate as a feminist research method, especially one that is 

loosely structured and where attention to equality and rapport is a feature.316 Mason 

outlines several key rationales317 for choosing the interview as a qualitative research 

method and I draw on her four key principles as a means of framing the justification in 

the context of this research. These include: 

Ontological: At the core of the research question is the belief that in order to understand 

the dynamics and social realities of the problem of attracting and retaining female 

solicitors into RRR communities, it is necessary and important to seek out people’s 

knowledge, views, understandings, interpretations and experiences. 

Epistemological: That a valid and logical way to generate knowledge about these 

ontological questions is to talk to solicitors practising in regional, rural and remote 

communities as well as final year law students who will soon be making decisions and 
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choices about legal practice, to ask them, listen to them and gain access to their 

accounts.  

‘Deep’ data: That using in-depth interviews allows for the development of 

understandings and argument to be constructed in a deep and nuanced way, one that 

recognises the complex nature of experiences and meaning. The research questions do 

not really lend themselves to surveys or other techniques which would simply gather 

information about surface patterns. As this research seeks to place individual experience 

and meaning in the broader context of social process, organisation and meaning, this 

‘requires an understanding of depth and complexity in people’s situated or contextual 

accounts and experiences rather than a more superficial analysis of surface 

comparability’.318  

Ethical position: The interview has also been chosen as a means of responding to the 

research question because of the belief that people ought to be part of the research 

process. This research comes from the perspective that when people are invited to share 

their stories and are given more freedom and control over the interview, a fairer and 

more complete representation of the interviewee’s perspective results. Requiring people 

to fit their answers/responses into pre-determined survey questions was not seen as the 

best way of understanding experience. 

The interview is the most commonly used method for gathering data in qualitative 

research. Qualitative interviewing generally refers to an in-depth, semi-structured or 

loosely structured interview. Schostak describes the interview as ‘individuals directing 

their attention towards each other with the purpose of opening up the possibility of 

gaining an insight into the experiences, concerns, interests, beliefs, values, knowledge 

and ways of seeing, thinking and acting of the other’.319 Kvale calls interviewing a 

‘basic mode of constituting knowledge’320 which sees the ‘participant as the expert in 

meaning making’.321 Mason identifies the following key common features of the 

qualitative interview: 

1) An interactional exchange of dialogue between the researcher and 

participant/s; 
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2) Conducted in a relatively informal, conversational manner; 

3) Generally based on a thematic, topic-centred, biographical or narrative 

approach; and 

4) The interview operates from a perspective that knowledge is situated and 

contextual.322 

Of course, as with any methodology, there are limitations connected with the qualitative 

interview. As Mason notes, ‘the interview method is heavily dependent on people’s 

capacities to verbalise, interact, conceptualise and remember’.323 While acknowledging 

these limitations, the research has sought to minimise this by seeking those currently 

experiencing the phenomena of practice in RRR areas or who are soon to enter legal 

practice. Even acknowledging this limitation, it is still considered to be the best 

approach and most ethical means of understanding the phenomena sought to be 

researched. 

The ethical conduct of research has been a central feature in this research. It has been 

considered at every stage of its development and implementation. The protection of 

interviewee identity was particularly important and the strategies implemented are 

discussed below. 

4.4 Ethical Considerations: ASGC/ARIA Classification 

This research has been conducted in accordance with Griffith University Ethical 

Guidelines for Human Research.324 One of the most important ethical considerations in 

the conduct of this research has been the protection of participant identity and, to the 

greatest extent possible, their geographic location. Strategies were built into the research 

from its inception to manage and safeguard against these risks as far as possible. Rather 

than reporting on the specific location from which participants come, the research 

adopted the Australian Standard Geographical Classification System (ASGC) developed 

by the Australian Bureau of Statistics. 325 It assigns one of five population size classes: 
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‘Major Cities’, ‘Inner Regional’, ‘Outer Regional’, ‘Remote Centres’ and ‘Very Remote 

Centres’.326 

This ASGC classification system is used as a reporting tool in this research as a means 

of protecting participant identity. However, in cases of remote centres, where there are 

likely to be fewer solicitors, using the ASGC might still mean that identification may be 

possible by inference. Participants were made aware of this potential risk through the 

‘Information Sheet’ (see Annexure 2) which was sent to all participants as part of the 

informed consent procedure. The risk of identification has been further reduced by 

ensuring that participants were given a pseudonym rather than using real names.  

4.5 Inclusion of Male Participants 

While the research ultimately seeks to understand the lived experience of female 

solicitors in RRR areas, it was considered important to the meaningfulness and rigour of 

the research to include men in the phenomenological study. In order to understand if the 

legal practice experience is different, and, if so, how, it was necessary to also explore 

the lived experiences of male solicitors in RRR areas. Such an approach reflects the 

importance of hearing and being open to the experiences of men and to consider both 

similarities and differences that might be expressed, thus ensuring a greater sense of 

integrity and usefulness of any research data. 

Exploring men’s experience has also provided the opportunity to document and 

acknowledge the important role that lawyers play more generally (both male and 

female) in RRR communities. They are a central part of the provision of access to 

justice and the provision of legal services for people living in RRR communities and it 

is hoped that the importance of this role can also be highlighted. 

4.6 Phenomenological Methodology 

4.6.1 Introduction 

Phenomenology reflects the belief that ‘knowledge and understanding are embedded in 

our everyday world and emerge from people’s lived experience’.327 A 

phenomenological approach then is concerned with how individuals experience and 
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make sense of that lived experience. It seeks to identify, describe, understand and 

interpret the experiences people have in their daily lives as they experience and 

understand them.328 A phenomenological approach is designed ‘to gather “deep” 

information and perceptions … through qualitative methods such as interviews, 

discussions and observation and representing it from the perspective of the research 

participants’.329 It is, therefore, a powerful method for understanding personal 

experience. A phenomenological approach has the capacity to ‘maximis[e] discovery 

and description’ and offers the researcher access to people’s ideas and thoughts in their 

own words. Given the significant gap in knowledge about the lived experience of 

female solicitors practising in RRR areas, and the assumptions of spatial and gender 

normativity implicit in this absence, a phenomenological approach was seen as an ideal 

method by which to truly explore this phenomena.  

While there is no single approach to phenomenology,330 broadly speaking, there are two 

main phenomenological traditions: Husserlian and Heideggerian. Husserlian 

phenomenology is epistemological.331 It focuses on the idea of an ‘objective’ description 

of phenomena from the pre-reflective viewpoint of an observer. It requires the observer 

to ‘bracket’ their views by distancing themselves from their previous ideas, theories, 

assumptions and thoughts about a thing and ‘become a non-participating observer’ of 

their conscious experience in the world.332 It also requires the researcher to similarly 

bracket their previously held thoughts. In contrast, the Heideggarian perspective is 

existential and ontological in that it ‘considers that the observer cannot really be 

“objective” and separate themselves from the world’ and that the researcher is part of 

the process of interpreting and constructing meaning. This is consistent with a 

contemporary post-structuralist understanding and, therefore, the research will adopt the 

Heideggarian perspective. It is still important, however, to present an historical account 

of each as Heidegger builds on Husserl’s work.  

                                                 
328

 Gabrielle Morrissey and Joy Higgs, ‘Phenomenological Resaerch and Adolescent Female Sexuality, 

Discoveries and Applications’ (2006) 11(1) Qualitative Report 161–81.  
329

 Stan Lester, An Introduction to Phenomenological Research (1999) 

<http://www.sld.demon.co.uk/resmethy.pdf> 1. 
330

 David Stewart and Algis Mickunas, Exploring Phenomenology: A Guide to the Field and Its 

Literature (Ohio University Press, 2
nd

 ed, 1990) 4. 
331

 Susan Laverty, ‘Hermeneutic Phenomenology and Phenomenology: A Comparison of Historical and 

Methodological Considerations’ (2003) 2(3) International Journal of Qualitative Methods 1, 13–14. 
332

 Stewart and Mickunas, above n 330, 36. 



 

60 

4.6.2 Husserlian Phenomenology  

German philosopher, Edmund Husserl, born in 1859, is considered to be the pioneer of 

phenomenology. Phenomenology, for Husserl, was the study of the structures or 

essences of subjective consciousness333 or, in other words, the world as lived by a 

person rather than world or reality as something separate from the person.334 

Phenomenology comes from the Greek word phaenesthai, ʻto show itself’ or ‘to 

appear’,335 which reflects the core idea of phenomenology, namely, the going back ‘to 

the thing itself’ in order to reveal its essences in light of intuition and self-reflection.336 

For Husserl, knowledge based on intuition and essence proceeds empirical 

knowledge.337 

Husserl’s ideas can usefully be understood within the broader context of European 

thought and culture, in particular, ideas arising from the Renaissance as well as the 

work of philosophers Descartes and Kant. McLeod states that Husserl’s approach to 

phenomenology can be seen as ‘a working out of the implications of Enlightenment’.338 

In the nineteenth and twentieth century, Europe was moving from a Christian-

dominated world view (one based on traditional, feudal beliefs and a medieval way of 

life) to new beliefs and a way of life characterised by modernism and the industrial 

scientific world of the twentieth century.339 These new beliefs sought to elevate science 

as the supreme method for resolving all human questions. Philosophy was de-

legitimised and its realm relegated to an explication of the meaning of logic and 

language. Husserl sought to challenge this ‘scientism’340 and its corollary, positivism.  

Positivism maintained that only empirically verifiable and analyistically ‘true’ 

statements were meaningful; everything else was meaningless. As Stewart and 

Mickunas explain, Husserl rejected scientism’s insistence on the separation of 

consciousness and phenomena, insisting that ‘the quantitative methods of science are 

not adequate to treat the nature of consciousness’.341 Husserl argued that the individual 
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was not only a legitimate field of inquiry but was the source of knowledge; that it was 

necessary to examine the everyday experience (the ‘lived world’), because it was in our 

‘emotions, actions and perceptions of things and relationships, that an ultimately true 

understanding could be derived’.342 McConnell-Henry, Chapman and Francis state that 

phenomenology represents the beginning of the shift away from a positivist paradigm 

into qualitative research, where the ‘subjectivity of human experience became more 

valued’.343 

The key characteristics of Husserl’s approach were: the bracketing off of assumptions 

(what he called the ‘natural attitude’), careful and thorough description and the 

searching for the ‘essence’ of phenomena.344 Husserl saw the aim of phenomenology as 

producing an exhaustive description of the phenomena of everyday experience, thereby 

arriving at an understanding of the essential (or essence of) ‘thing itself’. In order to 

arrive at that essence, Husserl believed that one must suspend the ‘natural attitude’ to 

the thing. The natural attitude referred to ‘the network of assumptions that we usually 

employ to make sense of our everyday world’.345 Phenomenology, as conceived by 

Husserl, is, thus, transcendental, in the sense that it seeks to go beyond this natural 

attitude by ‘bracketing-off’ the outer world and such assumptions, described by Husserl 

as ‘phenomenological reduction’ or ‘eidetic seeing’ — seeing the essence.346  

Husserl did not understand these descriptions of experience as being in any way socially 

constituted.347 Rather, he believed that the world is always ‘already there’ before one 

begins reflection348 and that in bracketing all and every assumption or usual thought 

about a thing the ‘essential nature of phenomena would become self-evidently true’.349 

Husserl’s approach was egological in that it was grounded in the self-reflection of the 

individual inquirer.350 As McLeod points out, such an approach would necessarily 

require the bracketing of gender, power, class, memory, etc, which are considered to be 
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elements of a ‘natural attitude’ and would need to be dissolved subject to Husserl’s 

principle of phenomenological reduction or bracketing. It is on this basis that I have 

preferred a Heideggarian phenomenological approach which represents a ‘major 

reinterpretation’, moving away from a focus on Husserl’s ‘lived world’ to Heidegger’s 

focus on human reality as ‘being-in-the-world’.351 As McLeod states ‘[c]ontemporary 

qualitative researchers prefer a constructionist or constructivist position which 

acknowledges that the “findings” being reported are reflexively contextualised and 

comprise a truth rather than the truth. Strictly speaking, phenomenology as conceived 

by Husserl does not take this view’. Sass argues that Husserlian phenomenology leads 

to a subjectivism that denies the social nature of the human being. Heidegger’s 

phenomenology includes this social nature of the human being and is discussed below. 

4.6.3 Heideggarian Phenomenology: ‘Being-in-the-world’  

Martin Heidegger, born in Germany, was a student and assistant of Husserl who 

reinterpreted and extended Husserl’s phenomenology. While both focused on the 

individual as the centre of meaning, Heidegger rejected Husserl’s focus on discovering 

the essences of consciousness, instead emphasising the ontological structures of one’s 

‘being-in-the-world’,352 thus, situating human reality in the concrete world-context.353 

Heidegger calls human reality Dasein (‘being-there’) in contrast to Sein (‘Being’).354 

Dasein emphasises the situatedness of human reality in the world; ‘being there’ stresses 

the fact that human existence is always existence in the world.  

Central to Heidegger’s approach is the idea that this ‘natural attitude’, the very thing 

that Husserl argues must be suspended or ‘bracketed-off’, in fact, represented the most 

important focus of philosophical inquiry.355 He did not believe that it was possible to 

bracket our assumptions or ideas about the world. Instead, he considered that the ways 

one is in the world is a ‘reciprocal relationship’ in that: 

 .the total ensemble of human actions – including thoughts, moods, efforts, 

emotions, etc – define the context in which man situates himself. But, in turn, the 

world-context defines and sets limits to human actions.
356
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Heidegger’s phenomenology is existentialist in nature. Stewart and Mickunas state that 

its basic existential themes or characteristics which are central to its foundations are: 

‘embodied consciousness’, ‘situated freedom’, ‘inter-subjectivity’ and ‘the individual as 

the centre of meaning and value’357 Each principle is outlined in turn. 

Embodied consciousness 

The body is the individual’s mode for being-in-the-world. It provides the ‘situational 

context for conscious experience’ and is the standpoint from which one views the 

world.358 Thus, the connection between body and consciousness is important in 

understanding human reality and experience. As Alcoff states ‘[l]ived experience then is 

open-ended, plural, fragmented and shifting because of the nature of embodied temporal 

existence’.359  

Situated freedom 

Existential phenomenology sees human beings as having the capacity for choice; to be 

‘conscious of one’s consciousness’. 360 Freedom here is situational361 in that people are 

only able to make choices from within the cultural and contextual parameters of their 

everyday world and others can only interpret that subjective experience from the 

descriptions of those everyday worlds. 

Intersubjectivity 

To be ‘corporeal’ is to live in the world with others. As such, we are not only aware of 

our freedom but also our limitations, in that we must always take others into account in 

exercising our freedom,362 suggesting that the social context in which one finds oneself 

is also part of one’s being-in-the-world.363  
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The individual as the centre of meaning and value 

Existential phenomenology places emphasis on the person as the centre of meaning and 

value in their world.364 This reflects the belief that individuals are engaged in a 

reciprocal relationship with their world. 

In essence, these four key characteristics reveal that Heidegger’s alternative world view 

is that ‘as human beings, our meanings are co-developed through the experience of 

being born human, our collective life experiences, our background, and the world in 

which we live’.365 Heidegger claimed that ‘nothing can be encountered without 

reference to a person’s background understanding ... Meaning is found as we are 

constructed by the world while at the same time we are constructing this world from our 

own background and experiences.’366 In addition to these four characteristics, and 

connected to them, is interpretation or ‘hermeneutic phenomenology’.  

4.6.4 Hermeneutic (Interpretative) Phenomenology 

Central to the process of understanding and constructing meaning is interpretation. 

Heidegger claimed that ‘to be human was to interpret’ and that interpretation is 

inseparable from one’s background or historicality.367 Heidegger linked phenomenology 

and hermeneutics, seeing both as essential to a meaningful understanding of human 

existence.368 Hermeneutics comes from the Greek work, hermeneusin, meaning to 

understand or interpret.369 Originally used as a method for the study of theological 

scriptures,370 Heidegger redefined it as a vehicle for the study of human activity.371 

Annells describes hermeneutics as ‘an interpretive process that seeks to bring 

understanding and disclosure of phenomena through language’.372 Laverty defines 

hermeneutics as ‘the study of human cultural activity as texts with a view towards 
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interpretation to find intended or expressed meanings’.373 Texts include such things as 

written or verbal communication.374 

Phenomenology and hermeneutics were linked for Heidegger because, as he argued, as 

soon as we ask a question about any aspect of experience we are making assumptions 

about that experience. As such, there is no such thing as interpretive research free of the 

judgement or influence of the researcher, rather he sees the researcher as being-in-the-

world of the participant and research question. Ricoeur posits that every ‘text’ is likely 

to raise some question of interpretation because ‘every reading of a text always takes 

place within a community, a tradition, or a living current of thought, all of which 

display presuppositions and exigencies’.375 According to Heidegger, it is therefore 

necessary to be aware of, examine and account for the prior understanding or ‘fore-

knowledge’ from which these questions are derived.376 In hermeneutic terms, the 

‘natural attitude’ represents this ‘fore-understanding’ or interpretative framework. 

Interpretive phenomenology then commits us to exploring, describing, interpreting and 

situating the means by which our participants make sense of their experiences.377 This 

interpretive process is realised through a ‘hermeneutic circle’ whereby understanding of 

an experience deepens as one moves through the circle. This movement is described 

below. 

The hermeneutic circle 

The hermeneutic circle was developed by Schleirmacher and later adopted by 

Heidegger who, as Annells notes, ‘gave the circle an ontological connection to his 

notion of Dasein and fore-understanding.’378 The employment of the hermeneutic circle 

thus elucidates Dasein by entering the world of the person-in-context379 and interpreting 

the meaning they assign to the experience. Laverty describes the circle as moving ‘from 

parts of experience to the whole of experience and back and forth again and again to 

increase the depth of engagement with and the understanding of text.’380 The whole is 

broadly conceived and includes the context in which the individual experience takes 
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place as well as the socio-cultural context of the whole phenomena.381 In the context of 

this research, the hermeneutic circle requires moving from the ‘part’, that is, the 

individual experience of a female solicitor practising in a RRR area, to the ‘whole’ 

social-cultural context in which it is situated in order to deepen understanding of the 

phenomena. Kvale sees the end of this movement through a hermeneutic circle as 

occurring when one reaches a place of ‘sensible meaning, free of inner 

contradictions’.382 Madison refers to this as the requirement for the pattern of 

interpretation to be internally consistent.383 

A Heideggarian hermeneutic (or interpretive) enquiry aims to also go beyond describing 

and summarising participants’ perspectives to develop an interpretive or conceptual 

level that builds a deeper understanding beyond what is immediately apparent from that 

experience.384 The analysis develops patterns of meaning that can then be reported in 

thematic form.385 Larkin, Watts and Clifton describe a twofold approach to an 

interpretive hermeneutical analysis: 

The first aim is to try to understand the participants’ world, and to describe “what it 

is like”... In doing so, however, we need immediately to recognise that access to 

‘experience’ is both partial and complex. In other words, the analytic process 

cannot ever achieve a genuinely first-person account – the account is always 

constructed by participant and researcher – so the objective during this initial stage 

is simply to produce a coherent, third-person, and psychologically informed 

description, which tries to get as “close” to the participant’s view as possible. The 

second aim ... is to develop a more overtly interpretative analysis, which positions 

the initial description in relation to a wider social, cultural and perhaps even 

theoretical context. The second order account aims to provide a critical and 

conceptual commentary upon the participants’ personal sense-making activities. 

This interpretative analysis affords the researcher the opportunity to ... think about 

“what it means” for the participants to have made these claims, and to have 

expressed these feelings and concerns in this particular situation (emphasis 

theirs).
386

 

Smith and Osborn refer to a two stage interpretation process whereby the ‘participants 

are trying to make sense of their world and the researcher is trying to make sense of the 

participants trying to make sense of the world’.387 Madison advocates a view of the 

hermeneutic method as casuistry, in which judgement, practical reasoning and 
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argumentation are central elements.388 Stewart and Mikunas argue that there is not one 

approach to hermeneutical interpretation but is a matter of finding the right balance, in 

the particular circumstances of each study, between phenomenology (description) and 

hermeneutics (interpretation).389 In moving through the hermeneutic circle, the research 

has adopted a feminist phenomenological approach to understanding and interpreting 

the phenomena of ‘experience’. Discussion of feminist phenomenology in the context of 

this research follows. 

4.6.5 Feminist Phenomenology: Understanding the Phenomena of ‘Experience’ 

While Heideggarian phenomenology situates individuals as ‘being-in-the-world’, 

questions of gender have largely been absent from the purview of phenomenology. In 

asking the question ‘what is the experience of female solicitors practising in a rural, 

regional or remote community?’, the research has adopted a feminist phenomenological 

perspective in relation to understanding and interpreting the phenomena of experience. 

This research comes from the perspective that one’s situatedness in the world should not 

— indeed cannot — be considered apart from one’s gendered body.  

Feminism has traditionally been suspicious of phenomenology because accounts of the 

specificities of women’s experience have been seen as universalising, essentialist and 

masculinist.390 This has stemmed from the fact that traditionally phenomenology sought 

to provide an account of the essences of experience which tended to result in generic 

description, with little or no acknowledgement given to issues of gender or sexual 

difference, resulting in a male bias and ‘presented under the guise of neutrality and 

objectivity.’391 Fisher argues, however, that resistance to gender issues in 

phenomenology may be more about phenomenologists rather than phenomenology as 

such,392 suggesting that both feminism and phenomenology have core compatibility, 

pointing to the work of Boviour, one of the earliest articulations of feminist 

phenomenology, as well as others such as Iris Young and Jeffner Allen.393 At its core, 
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this compatibility is centred on phenomenology’s shared orientation to descriptive and 

experiential analysis. It is in these areas that Fisher argues that feminism can gain from 

a phenomenological approach ‘as a means of framing feminist experiential discourse’.394  

In addition to concerns of a male bias in accounts of experience, poststructuralist 

feminism has also been sceptical and critical of the concept of experience itself.395 

Foremost poststructuralist theorist, Joan Scott, argues that ‘it is not individuals who 

have experience, but subjects who are constituted through experience’396 thereby 

positioning experience as something originating entirely outside of oneself.397 Thus, a 

key contribution of feminist phenomenology is in contesting how women’s own 

interpretation of their experience can be validated without reifying gender ideology. 

Linda Martin Alcoff argues for a reconceptualisation of the cognitive importance of 

experience, suggesting that feminism has swung too far toward the elimination of 

experience’s formative role in knowledge. Properly reconstructed, she argues, 

phenomenology offers an understanding of personal experience as neither the 

foundation for knowledge nor the complete product of phallogocentrism.398 Such an 

approach does away with what she sees as a false dilemma or binary,399 that is, it steps 

away from ‘a choice between an epistemology of experience in which experience serves 

as the unproblematised authoritative foundation for knowledge, and an espistemology of 

theory, in which theory interrogates and seeks to explain experience’.400 Fisher argues 

that experience should be ‘understood as embodied in some fundamental sense rather 

than cut off from the body or existing in some free-floating, immaterial discursive 

realm’.401 Thus, she argues for a recasting of subjectivity, not only in terms of the 

socially constructed subject but also in more dialectical, reciprocal terms.402 

The work of Teresa de Lauretis also reflects this idea of reciprocity in that experience is 

constructed not simply in an individualistic way or as a cognitive relationship to 

phenomena. Instead, de Lauretis emphasises that ‘subjectivity is an ongoing 

construction, not a fixed point of departure or arrival from which one then interacts with 
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the world’.403 Rather, it is seen as the effect of that interaction. On this view then 

experience is produced by one’s ‘personal, subjective, engagement in the practices, 

discourses and institutions that lend significance to the events of the world.’404 Having 

positioned the interpretive framework within a feminist context, I now consider a 

hermeneutic phenomenological method. 

4.6.6 Hermeneutic Phenomenological Method 

It has already been noted that, as a philosophy, phenomenology is broadly associated 

with two main traditions, that of Husserlian (descriptive) and Heideggarian 

(hermeneutic) phenomenology. Neither Husserl nor Heidegger, however, created a 

method or technique for phenomenological research405 and, as such, there is no direct 

method for conducting phenomenological research in the chosen Heideggarian tradition. 

Indeed, hermeneutics ‘avoids method for method’s sake’ and does not have a step by 

step method or prescriptive analytic requirements as to do so would be contrary to the 

philosophy or spirit of the methodology.406 Koch, too, states that hermeneutics does not 

provide a set methodology, but rather invites participants into an ongoing conversation 

without prescriptive rules or processes.407  

Later researchers in the phenomenological community, in particular, Giorgi, Colazzi 

and van Kaam, from the Dusquesne School of Pittsburgh University, proposed an 

empirical methodological approach which has come to be known as the ‘new 

phenomenology’ or ‘American phenomenology’. However, this has developed in the 

Husserlian mode in that it focuses on description and illuminating essential structures or 

essences408 by the bracketing of all forethought and assumptions about the thing. 

Van Manen, located in the Dutch School of phenomenology, combines both a 

descriptive and interpretative phenomenology.409 Like Heidegger, van Manen does not 

support Hursserl’s view of bracketing. Dowling states that van Manen uses the terms 
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‘description’ to include both interpretive (hermeneutic) as well as the descriptive 

phenomenological elements.410 There have been many research projects that have 

utilised Heidegger’s hermeneutic phenomenology informed by van Manen’s.411 The 

following part will outline and bring together some ‘best practice’ principles in 

hermeneutic phenomenology in order to support the conduct of rigorous and credible 

research. These are outlined below. 

4.6.7 Best Practice Principles in Hermeneutical Phenomenology 

While acknowledging that no particular method exists in hermeneutical 

phenomenology, van Manen has articulated a number of principles for carrying out 

research, recommending ‘a dynamic interplay’ between key research activities as a 

means of ensuring rigour in the research process. These are:  

1) a deep commitment to the phenomena being investigated; 

2) a strong oriented stance toward the research question in order to maintain 

direction and achieve valid findings;  

3) investigating the experience as it is lived rather than as it is conceptualised; 

4) describing the phenomenon through writing and rewriting; and  

5) consideration of parts and whole, that is, engaging with the hermeneutic 

circle.412  

Two central features of hermeneutic phenomenology relate to the position of the 

researcher and the process of data analysis, both of which are important to address in 

relation to questions of rigour and credibility in the research method. A hermeneutical 

approach calls on the researcher to engage in a continual process of self-reflection to 

identify biases and assumptions. But rather than bracketing them or setting them aside, 

they should be embedded in the interpretative process, to explicitly claim the ways in 

which their position or experience relates to the issues being researched. In particular, 
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the feminist relationship to this research has already been acknowledged and identified 

in the Methodology chapter.  

The process of data analysis in hermeneutic phenomenology is such that the researcher 

and participant work together to bring to life the experience being explored, through the 

use of imagination, the hermeneutic circle and attention to language and writing. Koch 

describes this process of understanding as a ‘fusion of horizons’, which is a ‘dialectic 

between the pre-understandings of the research process, the interpretive framework and 

the sources of information’.413 The result of the process includes the self-interpreted 

constructions of the researcher and each participant, thus reflecting many constructions 

or multiple realities. 

Allan stresses the importance of reading and writing as core to the production of 

meaning in hermeneutic strategy or the interpretive process. The movement between the 

parts and the whole calls for the need to understand the context under which the text or 

dialogue is produced to ensure the full meaning of the interpretation is brought forth. As 

Laverty observes, ‘These interpretations arise through a fusion of the text and its 

context, as well, as the participants, researcher and their contexts.’414 Also critical to 

issues of reliability and validity in hermeneutic phenomenology are the multiple stages 

of interpretation that allow patterns to emerge, the discussion of how interpretations 

arise from the data, and the interpretive process itself.415 Rigour is supported by 

ensuring the use of indepth and faithful description, displaying one’s ‘decision trail’, 

that is, the documentation of reasoning processes, actions taken and the continued 

engagement with the data. Laverty states that hermeneutic research demands ‘self-

reflexivity, an ongoing conversation about the experience, actively constructing 

interpretations of the experience and questioning how those interpretations came 

about’.416 This interpretative process continues until a moment in time when one has 

come to a ‘sensible meaning’ of the experience, ‘free from inner contradictions’.417 
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Having identified best practice principles for the conduct of the research, I will now 

consider the implementation of the research processes, including the method of 

recruitment of participants, interview processes and limitations encountered. 

4.7 Recruitment of Participants 

Participants were recruited through several avenues. Initially, information about the 

research was sent by email to the 14 Regional Law Associations (RLA) located 

throughout Queensland. The email sought the Associations’ co-operation in forwarding 

both the email and an attached information brochure to their members. The brochure 

contained information about the research project and invited interested persons to 

contact me by email or telephone for further information on the research or to express 

their interest in participating. Only four Associations directly responded to me that they 

had distributed the information amongst its members. It is not known whether the 

remaining RLA’s did so, but it is presumed that they did not.  

An email and Information Brochure (see Annexure 1) in similar terms was also sent to 

the ten community legal centres located in RRR areas of Queensland seeking their 

assistance in distributing the information amongst their staff and network of volunteer 

solicitors. Three community legal centres indicated that they had forwarded the 

information to their staff and networks. In addition, the Queensland Law Society was 

also approached, and agreed, to publish a short piece about the research in their ‘QLS 

Update’, a weekly newsletter to members, in which interested lawyers were invited to 

contact me if they wished to participate. 

I am also grateful to individuals who, on their own initiative, distributed information 

amongst their personal network of legal colleagues and friends in Queensland and to 

Lexon Insurance who offered to make available information brochures about the 

research at their risk management forums held in a number of rural and regional 

locations in Queensland. ‘Snowballing’ as a recruitment technique was not seen as an 

appropriate method of recruitment in this research because of the need to protect the 

identity of participants. Therefore, interview participants were never asked to 

recommend others or to distribute information amongst their networks. Where this 

occurred, it was done so at the instigation of the individual participant but was never 

followed up. 
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From these recruitment methods a total of 29 people responded, requesting information 

about the research and/or expressing their willingness to participate. All respondents 

were then provided with a more detailed ‘Information Sheet’ about the research along 

with a Consent Form (see Annexure 2) which they were asked to sign and return if they 

were willing to be interviewed. A total of 24 people who returned the Consent Form 

were subsequently interviewed and included in this research. Two others were 

interviewed but it was subsequently determined that they fell outside the geographical 

and methodological boundaries set for this research, and so were not included in this 

study.418 Three made no further contact. A follow-up email was sent in each case to 

ensure that they had received the information and a further invitation to participate was 

extended.  

Table 7: Participant responses 

 

Initial response 

Consent form 

returned Interviewed  

Interviewed & 

included in research 

Male 10 9 9 8 

Female 19 16 17 16 

TOTAL 29 25 26 24 

 

4.8 Interviews 

Twenty-three interviews were conducted, all of them by telephone. Initially it was 

planned that interviews would be conducted in person. To this end, a field trip was 

organised for January/ February 2011, during which I had arranged to travel to a 

number of rural/regional areas in Queensland to conduct pre-arranged interviews. 

However, due to the catastrophic flooding of much of RRR Queensland, including the 

devastation rort by Cyclone Yasi around this time, the field trip became impossible. 

Interviews were postponed and subsequently conducted by telephone.  

The aim of intensive interviewing was to provide a spontaneous and reciprocal 

exchange between interviewer and interviewee that would also give each interviewee 

the freedom and flexibility to recall and reflect on their experience from their 

                                                 
418

 One was a Brisbane solicitor who provided a fly-in/fly-out legal service to rural and regional 

communities. While this represented a very interesting aspect of the provision of legal services to rural 

and remote communities, it was felt that this was outside the parameters of this study. The other 

respondent was from the Sunshine Coast area and was, based on the RRMA Index used for this research, 

also outside the geographic area. 
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perspective. The objective of the interviews was to provide the participants with an 

opportunity to describe their experiences in their own way and in accordance to their 

significance and importance from their own perspective. The interviews were conducted 

one on one, and loosely structured ‘in order to hear what [interviewees] had to say in 

their own terms rather than test preconceived hypothesis’.419 Interview processes work 

best only within an environment of safety and trust which needs to be established at the 

outset. A principal concern was to create a safe and free atmosphere and to establish an 

easy connection with the interviewee. Thus, all pre-interview contact was designed to 

create a warm, friendly and welcoming atmosphere with the purpose of helping the 

participant feel comfortable in sharing information. Kosh emphasises that openness is 

critical in order to encourage the interview process to stay as close to the lived 

experience as possible.420 Geertz described this process as getting at what participants 

really experienced, from the inside out while Kvale cautioned on the importance of 

looking for not only what is said, but what is said ‘between the lines’.421 

The interviews ranged in duration from 15 to 59 minutes with an average of 30 minutes 

in length. Participants were given the option of the time and place of interview. Some 

interviewees preferred to have the interview conducted in the evening, others in the 

daytime, others on their mobile telephone. All interviews were audio recorded. The 

participants were very open and willing to share their experiences. Many spontaneously 

expressed their motivation to participate because of a desire to encourage others to 

come out to regional areas and they welcomed the opportunity to tell their story so that 

it might increase numbers and help in breaking down negative ideas of RRR practice. 

Others wished to more explicitly express their dissatisfaction with aspects of RRR 

practice and saw it as an avenue to identify these issues for change. 

In line with a phenomenological approach, there were no set research questions that 

were used in the course of the interview. Rather, interviews were conducted in an 

informal and flexible manner. Given the particular focus of the interview, that is, 

‘starting from experience’, the interview began with the statement: ‘The nature of this 

research means that there are no set research questions that I will be asking you. 

Rather I am really interested in hearing about your experiences as a lawyer in [area]. 

What’s it like for you?’ This was premised on the belief that if my introductory open-

                                                 
419

 McLeod, above n 34, 133. 
420

 Laverty, above n 331, 19. 
421

 Ibid 21. 
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ended questions were general enough, participants would be able to reflect on their 

experiences and choose for themselves which experiences and feelings were central to 

their sense of identity and life in their particular community. 

As the participant identified an issue or experience we became ‘conversational 

partners’; exploring the issue in depth until it had been fully explored or the 

conversation turned to other things. As participants exhausted each avenue of their 

comment, I would again extend the question, offering the opportunity to reveal more or 

other aspect(s) of their experience. The interview continued in this fashion until they 

considered that they had nothing else that they wished to comment on. This approach 

had the benefit of ensuring that the interview was led by participants and reduced any 

potential bias for the researcher in terms of the issues identified.  

The number of interviewees was not pre-determined. It was concluded that a sufficient 

number of interviews had been conducted when saturation point had been reached, that 

is, at the point at which a clearer understanding of the experience is unlikely to be found 

through further interviews with participants.422 While one can never be completely sure 

at what point this is reached, it was decided that, as no further participants came forward 

to be interviewed and there were recurring themes present in the interviews, that 

sufficient numbers had been interviewed.  

4.9 Data Analysis Software 

The research utilised the NVIVO 9 software program as an aid to data analysis and as a 

resource management tool. Once each interview had been transcribed it was then 

imported into NVIVO where a comprehensive coding process was undertaken for each 

interview. A manual code was also completed to ensure thoroughness in identifying the 

themes from the interviews. On completion of the coding, a thematic analysis was 

undertaken from the themes identified from these processes. 

The themes identified within and across each interview have been presented visually in 

table form. This is designed not only for completeness but also for transparency in the 

analysis of the data. It does this in that it allows the reader to identify how the major 

conceptual themes were drawn from the inteviews.  

                                                 
422

 Ibid 18. 
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4.10 Limitations 

As with any method, there are strengths and limitations. Two potential limitations in the 

research relate to, first, the exclusive use of the telephone to conduct interviews, and 

second, the representativeness of the interview sample. Each of these is discussed 

below. 

4.10.1 Telephone v Face to Face Interviews 

As noted above, interviews were initially organised to be conducted on a face to face 

basis. However, due to major flooding events throughout Queensland as well as 

Cyclone Yasi in the Tropical North of the state in February 2011, it became impossible 

to continue with plans for a research field trip at that time. Many who had agreed to 

participate were directly and indirectly affected by these events. I, along with many 

Queenslanders and fellow Australians, spent anxious days by the television watching 

the disaster unfold and sending heart-felt good wishes to all those affected. In the days 

and weeks following the flooding and the days leading up to and following Cyclone 

Yasi, I contacted each of those whom I was to interview in order to cancel our 

appointed time and to send my best wishes to them. Interviews were subsequently 

rescheduled for a later time and were conducted by telephone. In the course of 

telephone interviews, I felt the flooding and cyclone experience offered a point of 

connection and communication between us and I feel may have helped to establish an 

increased sense of trust and caring about their experience as well as helping to create a 

more open interview experience. 

So, while face to face interviews were initially considered to be optimal, in the end I 

believe that capturing participant experiences were not diminished by telephone 

interviews and did not weaken the interview process because there were opportunities to 

build empathy and connect with participants. It still allowed the participants’ experience 

to come forth. I believe the telephone interviews were at least as equally effective in 

building rapport and personal connection and, in some respects, may have been more 

effective in that the telephone afforded participants a greater measure of anonymity and 

may well have added to a feeling of safety in disclosure experienced for participants. 
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4.10.2 Representativeness of Participants 

While a phenomenological study is not meant to be representative, the richness of the 

research certainly benefits from the participation of a range of people from diverse parts 

of the community — geographically, socially and culturally. In this research, there were 

more interviewees from regional and rural communities with fewer responses and 

participants from the more remote communities.  

While recognising that there are, of course, fewer solicitors in remote communities, it is 

clear that there are some unique aspects to practice in a remote area which this study 

will not be able to capture. As such, despite the fairly comprehensive recruitment 

methods undertaken within the legal sector, this is clearly a limitation of this research. 
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5 DATA AND ANALYSIS 1 

A PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY OF THE LIVED EXPERIENCE OF 

FEMALE SOLICITORS PRACTISING IN REGIONAL, RURAL AND REMOTE 

QUEENSLAND 

5.1 Introduction 

The previous chapter outlined the methodological approach adopted in the first part of 

the research: a phenomenological study of the lived experience of female solicitors in 

regional, rural and remote communities. This chapter provides an overview of the 

demographic characteristics of the participants involved in the phenomenological study 

and offers an analysis of the data obtained from the in-depth interviews. It begins by 

providing an overview of participants’ geographic location and background, the legal 

sector in which they are engaged and an overview of their employment status. It then 

presents an analysis of the data organised around three main themes: 

1) Factors influencing female solicitors in entering RRR practice; 

2) Distinctive differences in the lived experience of male and female solicitors; 

and 

3) Factors influencing retention of female solicitors in RRR practice. 

5.2 Who are the Participants? 

There was a total of 23 participants: 15 female (65%) and 8 male (35%). The 

participants in the study were practising in a diverse range of geographical areas across 

Queensland. For reporting purposes, the research has adopted the Australian Standard 

Geographical Classification System (ASGC) which assigns one of five population size 

classes: ‘Major Cities’, ‘Inner Regional’, ‘Outer Regional’, ‘Remote Centres’ and ‘Very 

Remote Centres’. Of the female participants, six (40%) were from ‘Outer Regional’ 

areas and seven (47%) from ‘Inner Regional’ areas. The remaining two were from 

Remote Centres (13%). There were no female participants from ‘Very Remote’ areas of 

Queensland. Of the male participants, three (37.5%) were from ‘Outer Regional’, a 

further three (37.5%) from ‘Inner Regional’, one (12.5%) from a ‘Remote’ Centre and 

one (12.5%) from a ‘Very Remote’ Centre. The following table summarises the 
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geographical location of the participants of the research based on the ASGC 

geographical classification system. 

Table 8: Geographical location of practice 

GEOGRAPHICAL LOCATION Female Solicitors Male Solicitors 

Outer Regional 6 3 

Inner Regional 7 3 

Remote Centre 2 1 

Very Remote Centre 0 1 

TOTAL  15 8 

 

Information was also gathered about participants’ personal geographical background. 

Eighteen (78%) of the 23 participants had a connection to, and/or background in, RRR 

Australia, nine (50%) of whom were female and eight (100%) of whom were male. Four 

participants came to their RRR practice experience from a ‘major city’, all of whom 

were female. There were also two female participants who were overseas-born. The 

following table summarises the geographical background of the participants of the 

research based on the ASGC geographical classification system. 

Table 9: Geographical background of participants 

GEOGRAPHICAL BACKGROUND Female Solicitors Male Solicitors 

Major City 4 0 

RRR background 9 8 

Overseas born 2 0 

TOTAL  15 8 

  

While participants came from a range of legal settings, most were engaged in the private 

sector. Twenty-one (91%) of the 23 participants were in private practice, twelve (57%) 

of whom were female and eight (100%) of whom were male. Two female participants 

were from the community legal sector and one from the corporate sector. The following 

table summarises participants’ legal sector involvement.  
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Table 10: Legal sector 

LEGAL SECTOR Female Solicitors  Male Solicitors  

Private 12 8 

Community 2 0 

Government 0 0 

Corporate 1 0 

TOTAL 15 8 

 

The participants’ position within the organisation was also noted in the course of the 

interviews. Of the fifteen female practitioners, eleven (73.3%) were employed solicitors, 

two (13.3%) were associates in private firms, one (6.7%) a partner and one (6.7%) was 

a sole principal in a community legal centre. Of the male practitioners, four (50%) were 

partners, two (25%) sole practitioners and two (25%) were employed solicitors. The 

following table summarises participants’ position within the legal organisation.  

Table 11: Position within organisation 

POSITION Female Solicitors Male Solicitors 

Sole Practitioner/ Principal 1 2 

Partner 1 4 

Associate 2 0 

Employed 11 2 

TOTAL 15 8 

 

5.3 Data Analysis 

5.3.1 Introduction 

Having outlined some of the key geographical and professional characteristics of the 

participants, this chapter will now present an analysis of the data. As discussed in the 

previous chapter, this is achieved by employing the ‘hermeneutic circle’ as a means of 

entering the world of the person-in-context423 and interpreting the meaning they assign 

to their experience. This is done by moving from the ‘individual parts … to the whole 

experience and back and forth again and again to increase the depth of engagement with 
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 Larkin, Watts and Clifton, above n 377, 109. 
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and understanding of text.’424 Consequently, I read through each of the interview 

transcripts several times, building detailed knowledge of the content and gaining deeper 

and deeper impressions of the overall picture of, and ‘feeling’ conveyed by, each 

participant’s experience: What led them to enter RRR practice? What are/were the 

positive aspects of their experience? What are/were the challenges or least positive 

aspects? What are the dominant themes within each interview? What overall experience 

do they convey? From the deep and extended immersion in the individual interviews I 

then moved to the ‘whole’, developing a picture of common themes and ideas running 

across interviews, interpreting these experiences through a thematic analysis. The 

description and analysis of the data has been organised around three overarching 

themes: 

1) Factors influencing female solicitors in entering RRR practice; 

2) Distinctive differences in the lived experience of male and female solicitors; 

3) Factors influencing retention of female solicitors in RRR practice. 

The data has been analysed and presented in this way as the framework responds 

directly to the research question, which seeks to inquire whether female solicitors’ lived 

experience influences their entering or remaining in RRR practice. Thus, representing 

the data around these three overarching themes helps directly address the research 

question and allows for relevant analysis in the concluding chapter which will bring 

these themes together. Having established this analytical framework, the themes within 

and across each interview were then brought together into three corresponding tables as 

a means of providing a visual summary of participants’ experience. This serves two 

purposes: first, as a visual representation of each participants’ ‘whole’ experience as 

they relate to each overarching theme; and, second, as a visual means of highlighting 

gender differences across interviews and each overarching theme. Each of these 

overarching themes will be addressed in turn.  

5.3.2 Factors Influencing Female Solicitors’ Entry into RRR Practice 

A key research objective was to better understand the motivations of female solicitors in 

choosing to enter legal practice in a RRR area. Appreciating these drivers helps to 
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 Laverty, above n 331. 
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uncover the particular dynamics operating around the attraction of women solicitors to 

RRR practice. The table below gives a visual summary of the factors raised in 

participant interviews in relation to their primary reason(s) for entering RRR practice.  

Table 12: Reasons for entering RRR practice 

      FEMALE SOLICITORS MALE SOLICITORS 

   C D G H I J K L M P Q R S V W  A B E F N O T U 

Returning 

home/to family 

                          

Returning 

home: 

childcare 

                          

Moved to area 

for spouse's 

job 

                          

Work/life 

balance 

                          

More job 

opportunity 

                          

Did articles 

and stayed on 

                          

Affinty with 

rural clients 

                          

Wanting 

community 

                          

Liked area so 

applied for job 

                          

Lifestyle                           

 

This table shows that the main factor (56.5%) that attracted both male and female 

solicitors to RRR practice was the desire to ‘return home’ to the community in which 

they grew up and/or to be close to family. Nine (60%) female solicitors and five 

(62.5%) male solicitors identified these as the principal reasons for taking up RRR 

practice. An additional female participant, Helen, also spoke of moving home to be near 

her family but principally for childcare support.425 Clearly, for many participants, 

returning home was an active choice and this is consistent with research across a range 

                                                 
425

 Helen comments: ‘…I have a 3 year old daughter and I wanted to go somewhere where she would be 

cared for so I went back. My husband and I moved where my family is so they could look after my 

daughter…’  



 

84 

of professional literature which draws positive connections between one’s earlier 

experience of a rural lifestyle and their subsequent employment in a rural area.426  

Another common driver for both female and male participants was ‘more job 

opportunity’. This referred to participants’ beliefs that greater employment 

opportunities were available to them in a rural or regional area or, because of difficulties 

experienced in securing employment in a major capital city, deciding that rural practice 

was a potential alternative. Greta, for example, referred to friends’ concerns about ‘a 

surplus of potential graduates’ in Australian capital cities and their advice that ‘if [she] 

could get a job [in a regional area] it would probably be beneficial’. Noel felt there ‘was 

less competition for jobs [in regional areas]’ while Olsen had ‘heard good things about 

rural practice’ when he returned to his home town for a vacation visit. Joanne highlights 

difficulties she experienced in securing a job in the Brisbane legal market which 

ultimately led her to RRR practice:  

Well I’d been applying for jobs in Brisbane and I’d be getting to the first interview, 

the second interview and nothing would come from that. I guess I was getting a 

little bit disheartened you know by being unemployed for a few months. A few 

friends of mine were in the same spot. We’d all completed legal prac and none of 

us had jobs to go straight into. I think of my entire group 4 or 5 of us did. And I 

just thought I might change track and try something different. I’d been applying in 

Sydney and Brisbane and I thought I’ll just try the country and see how that goes. 

The most distinctive factors cited by female participants as to what attracted them to 

RRR practice were the desire for ‘work/life balance’ and for a ‘sense of community’, 

both of which were seen as more readily achievable when living and practising in an 

RRR area. The opportunity for work/life balance was more commonly cited by women 

as the reason for choosing RRR practice, with four (26.6%) female solicitors and one 

(12.5%) male solicitor referring to this factor. Joanne captured this, referring to the 

importance of ‘quality of life’ and her capacity to have a life balanced with work 

commitments as central to her decision to go or return to a rural/regional area. Karen, 

also comments that: 

[W]hen I was dealing with my employment agents [in Brisbane] trying to decide 

what job I would take, I sort of said “are there any work/life balance reputation law 

firms in [area]?” and they pointed me in the direction of this firm … I felt I didn’t 

really want to go somewhere that had 7 billable hours per day and I’d be flogging 

myself again because, frankly, I was tired. 

                                                 
426

 Courtney et al, above n 75. 
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Another female participant, Leanne, commented on her desire to move somewhere 

regional because she wanted those things she associated with regional living and 

practice, such as ‘family, the community [and] being part of something. The ability to 

have life outside of work, not just be a slave to the job … They’re the biggest drivers for 

me’. Rose made particular reference to her need for a change and to ‘slow down’ 

following a marriage breakdown. She comments: 

I had a marriage breakdown and I ended up getting very, very sick [with] anxiety 

and depression. And once I got over that I was sort of well Brisbane is not actually 

doing me any good because you know there’s just too much here. I needed to slow 

down and sort of one way was to move out of Brisbane 

A further distinctive factor related by two female solicitors, Veronica and Wendy, 

concerned the necessity to relocate to their RRR area due to their spouse’s job 

opportunity. Veronica related that ‘last year my husband applied for a job with a mining 

company [and so] I came up here’. Wendy also comments: 

I think it was about 2 months before I was to graduate, my husband actually was 

moved to [regional area] for his job. That was a voluntary move for his career 

progression … Yeah, so I moved here basically because he was moved here and I 

got a job pretty much straight away  

5.3.3 Summary 

The common factors which brought most solicitors to RRR practice were ‘returning 

home’, ‘being closer to family’ and a perception of ‘more job opportunity’ in 

rural/regional practice. In this respect, male and female experience were quite similar. 

However, distinctive factors affecting the female participants entering RRR practice 

included a desire for work/life balance, a greater likelihood to have chosen RRR 

practice because their spouse was relocated to the RRR area and to have returned for 

family support around their child care needs.  

5.3.4 Distinctive Differences in the Lived Experience of Female Solicitors 

Just as there are commonalities and differences in the factors that attracted male and 

female participants to RRR practice, there are also similarities and differences evident 

in their lived experience. The following table gives a visual summary of the key themes 

arising from participant interviews in relation to their lived experience of RRR practice. 
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Table 13: Themes arising from participant interviews: lived experience 

      FEMALE SOLICITORS MALE SOLICITORS 

   C D G H I J K L M P Q R S V W  A B E F N O T U 

Anonymity/visibilty                           

Practice autonomy/ 

independence 

                          

Boys club                           

Billing/time costing                           

Bullying                           

Enjoys breadth of 

practice experience 

                          

Dominant masculine 

culture 

                          

Family friendliness/ 

responsibilities 

                          

Generational                            

No credit for my 

work 

                          

Lifestyle                           

Limited professional 

dvmnt opportunities 

                          

Maternity leave                           

Professonal isolaton                           

Remuneration                           

Good professional 

support in origin 

                          

Sense of community                           

Work/life balance                           

Attitude of/from city 

lawyers 

                          

Quicker career 

progression 

                          

Likes practising in 

area where grew up 

                          

Breadth of practice 

stressful 

                          

Misses social/ 

amenities of city 

                          

Didn’t like time in 

private practice 

                          

Gender 

discriminaton 

                          

Physical isolation/ 

remoteness 
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      FEMALE SOLICITORS MALE SOLICITORS 

   C D G H I J K L M P Q R S V W  A B E F N O T U 

Childcare costs & 

availabilty 

                          

‘Thrown in at the 

deep end’ 

                          

Frustration: constant 

changes in 

regulatory 

environment 

                          

 

The above table shows that there were several common factors for both male and female 

solicitors. Factors such as ‘work/life balance’427 and the ‘lifestyle’428 benefits of RRR 

practice were generally seen as positive aspects of one’s practice experience for both 

men and women. Penny, for example, related that ‘the lifestyle is for me the big 

drawcard’ while Helen commented on her regional area as ‘a fantastic place to work’ 

with ‘a [great] lifestyle up here’. Uri also highlighted that ‘the whole lifestyle of the 

regional town by the beach is pretty good’ and that ‘it is a town that is big enough to 

have everything you need but not too big and [with] a nice beach and all the facilities’. 

Many commented on the benefits of living close to their work — often a matter of 

minutes away — and not having to ‘battle’ the traffic and being able to go home for 

lunch if they wished.  

Another factor commonly referred to by male and female participants was the relative 

attractiveness of the breadth of the work undertaken in RRR practice.429 Many 

considered that RRR practice provided a ‘wonderful variety of work’430 and that they 

would gain far more experience than they would working in the city. Greta remarked 

that she ‘likes the variation, the type of work’ and the fact that ‘it’s different every day 

and I’m always learning something.’ Carol captures the views expressed by many 

participants:  

[Y]ou hear at first people start work with a firm in the city [and] they are put in one 

area of the business and they do the same thing over and over and over again 

whereas when you are in the country … you get to do a little bit of everything. I do 

                                                 
427

 Work/life balance was a relevant factor for 4 male (50%) and 7 female (47%) participants. 
428

 Lifestyle was relevant factor for 3 male (37.5%) and 7 female (47%) participants. 
429

 The attractiveness of the breadth of work undertaken in RRR practice was a relevant factor for 5 male 

(62.5%) and 8 female (53.3%) participants. 
430

 Captured by the comments of Interviewee N, Noel. 
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like the variety you get to do in country firms and being able to run your own 

cases’  

While most female solicitors spoke favourably about the breadth of work opportunities 

in RRR practice, two participants, Karen and Queenie, commented that having to be 

across such a broad range of legal areas was stressful for them. Queenie spoke about 

‘the difficulties of general practice’ and the risks involved in ‘dabbling in different areas 

of law’ while Karen felt it was particularly problematic for young solicitors who were 

working in ‘one-man-band’ law firms where supervision was less than ideal: 

I think for a young solicitor to come out of uni and be thrown in the deep end like 

that is probably a bad experience … [T]he frustration I hear from the young ones 

when they move [away from the area]. I don’t even think they are supervised very 

well. These one-man-band solicitors are not generally in the office. [I]f you were a 

young first year and you’re doing all of these multiple areas of law it would be very 

stressful. I don’t think you would feel like umm you were doing your best at your 

job, do you know what I mean, because you were having to try so hard at so many 

different areas you couldn’t possibly get good at something. 

Connected with the breadth of work was also an appreciation for the level of 

independence and personal control over their work that some believed regional practice 

gave them. Three female and two male participants specifically referred to this. Again, 

Carol captures this feeling with her comment that ‘I don’t like people looking over my 

shoulder. I like to do my own work and I get the opportunity to do that in the country’. 

While lifestyle, work/life balance and the breath of work opportunities were commonly 

cited factors for both male and female solicitors, there were, however, some distinctive 

differences between the two. Male experience suggested greater homogeneity of 

experience than did that of female solicitors. While most women spoke positively of 

their overall RRR practice experience, their narratives reveal a far more complex, 

conditional and fractured account. Those distinctive aspects of female solicitors’ 

experience are canvassed below and have been conceptualised into four key areas: RRR 

practice as (a) a gendered experience; (b) an outdated experience; (c) a hierarchical 

experience and (d) a community experience. Each of these is discussed below.  

5.3.4.1 RRR Practice as a Gendered Experience 

Eleven (73.3%) of the fifteen female solicitors interviewed made reference to gender or 

gender issues as being relevant in some way to their experience of RRR practice 

whereas no male practitioner made reference to gender as relevant to theirs. These 

gender references encompass a range of contexts such as gender-based discrimination, 
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remarks about a lack of maternity leave available to women in regional practice and 

examples illustrating the presence of a dominant masculine culture within their 

community and/or practice setting. 

The most explicit references to a gendered practice experience were made by two 

female participants, Queenie and Samantha, both of whom spoke about ‘the boys club’ 

in the context of their workplace. Queenie is a young woman who was employed in 

private practice for a period of 5 years. She studied law at a Brisbane university, 

thereafter returning to her home and family in an inner regional centre to begin her 

practice career. She recounted a highly stressful and unhappy practice experience 

characterised by ‘bullying and harassment’, as a result of which, she moved away and 

exited legal practice altogether:  

Queenie: Well I’m not actually practising at the moment. I left the profession in 

August last year. 

 

Int: Okay. And what led to you leaving the profession in August last year?  

 

Queenie: … Eventually I just ended up hating my job. 

 

Int: Okay. Why was that do you think? 

 

Queenie: Well a number of reasons: the hours, the boys club [and] the pay was 

miserable. 

 

Int: Right. 

 

Queenie: And in the end the final straw for me was getting yelled at at 11.30pm on 

a Tuesday night for not coming in on a Sunday … This one night we had lost a 

Supreme Court property decision. I’d been working on that for about 2.5 years and 

I indicated to my boss that I may come in on the weekend to have a look at it … I 

didn’t end up coming in because I had a girlfriend’s baby shower on that I forgot 

about ... He didn’t approach me until Tuesday night … I was leaving at about 

11.30pm and he called me into his office and spent an hour chastising me about my 

lack of dedication and my lack of care and attention and that I told him I was 

coming in on the Sunday which I denied. I said I may have come in you know I 

certainly didn’t have any ... I certainly did have attention to detail and a care. I 

wouldn’t have been there at 11.30pm on a Tuesday night otherwise … Yeah, not 

much fun. 

Queenie connects this and her many other difficult experiences in the workplace to what 

she refers to as ‘the boys club’. When asked to explain this phrase, she told of a work 

environment in which her male boss was very ‘aggressive’, ‘chastising’ and ‘ruled with 

fear’. She also described an environment where women were expected to ‘know their 

place’: 
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Int: You’ve talked about a boys club in your introduction. Do you connect that 

boys club with your experience of what you’ve just talked about? 

 

Queenie: Absolutely. Umm all of the partners were male. There was no one in the 

office with flexible working arrangements. Umm there was one lady who worked 

part-time and they were hoping that she would give that up to come back to work 

full-time but that was in the [other regional] office.  

 

Int: Right. 

 

Queenie: Umm, there was you know effectively, well I felt personally, even though 

I thought that I had taken on the responsibility and was a trust account signatory, 

was basically second in charge in the office in the [regional area] supervising 

twelve staff when the boss was away, that there was still ... they had the attitude 

that there was no promotion within the firm. 

 

Int: Right. 

 

Queenie: For a solicitor or a partner, none of this senior associate crap. They didn’t 

believe in titles or pay commensurate with titles. 

 

Int: Right. And so you see ... you connect that with boys club because of a 

particular old school way of doing things? Is that? 

 

Queenie: Very much so and a woman’s place is you know ... if we put you on 

you’ll go and get pregnant so what’s the point. 

Queenie’s account emphasises her sense of aloneness in dealing with her situation. She 

also expressed fear of living with the consequences of reporting her boss’s behaviour.  

Queenie: The most frustrating thing in the whole experience was that there was 

really no-one to turn to … They offer Law Care which is one session I think free 

and then you have to start paying I guess it’s really just someone to talk to on the 

phone. 

 

Int: Right. So even though you felt like you had some networks of people in other 

firms that you could ask about, really you felt limited to kind of legal issues? 

 

Queenie: Yes, absolutely … Yeah, I needed someone to come in and tell my boss 

that his behaviour wasn’t appropriate … There was no no-one to do that … Every 

other profession has an award or an ombudsman or a union or someone that you 

can turn to about bullying and harassment which is exactly what it was … But 

there was no-one. 

 

Int: So you really thought through who is it that I can talk to? And you came to a 

point there was no-one you felt you could tell or report this to or tell this to? 

 

Queenie: To have to live with the repercussions of dobbing on him would have just 

been horrific. 

 

Int: What do you think those repercussions would have been? 

 

Queenie: Well, I think that you would have been fired eventually or you would 

have been picked on enough that you would have resigned. And he has said that 
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when he wants someone to go he will pick on them enough that they will jump 

first. 

Another participant, Samantha, also explicitly referred to the negative impact of the 

‘boys club’. Samantha is a mature-aged woman who came to the practice of law later in 

life and had been a partner for many years in a medium-sized regional firm in 

Queensland. She considered ‘the boys club’ to be the least satisfying aspect of her 

regional practice experience: 

[T]he boys club still exists and in a strong way. As I said I have been fortunate 

along the way, whether I chose to ignore or whether you know it just never really 

mattered to me … it is only in the last few years that I have perhaps seen it working 

a bit more up close. 

Samantha’s experiences of ‘the boys club’ manifested somewhat differently than for 

Queenie. While Queenie spoke of an overtly aggressive and bullying work environment, 

Samantha described a series of more covert behaviour. As a partner of the firm, she 

spoke of occasions where less senior male practitioners in the firm would ‘try to work 

against you’ or do other things to ‘undermine’ you. She expressed concern more 

generally about the increasing prevalence of ‘more insidious forms of discrimination’ 

against women lawyers that she said are harder to detect and act on. When asked about 

personal experience, she gave an example of her exclusion from a work fishing trip: 

I’m trying not to be critical of them … I worked with a brilliant team of male 

partners who would hate to think that they were ever chauvinistic in any way  … 

and then there was the phone call to say “we’re going fishing on a charter boat for 

a day, we’ll do something with you another day”. It wasn’t even “would you like to 

come”, it’s just you’re not invited. But on the face of it – some of them might have 

clicked – but they just didn’t see anything wrong with that. I was a bit 

flabergastered but just let it slide. They wouldn’t have thought twice about what the 

issues were there. I think that’s what’s part of it … there’s not enough 

understanding of what it really means when things like that are said; what message 

is being sent. So, that’s difficult whereas [my current partner] we were talking 

about the state of origin and getting Brisbane tickets. He said “Oh my brother’s got 

some. We’ll see how many I can get. Even if it just means you and I going and it 

was” … I just looked at him … and he said “is that alright?”. It was a breath of 

fresh air. That’s where I see the differences. With some people not only is being 

female not an issue, it’s not even on his radar.  

Another distinctive site of women’s gendered experience within the workplace related 

to the issue of maternity leave, particularly within the private sector. While female 

participants generally felt that firms offered adequate work flexibility, the absence of 

firm policies offering paid maternity leave was seen as a real issue for five of the female 

solicitors. None of the women knew of any firm in their area offering paid maternity 
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leave, apart from the larger multi-office firms. This was seen as being a ‘disadvantage’ 

of regional practice and an inevitable feature of a ‘small business’ environment. Joanne 

captures many of the feelings expressed by participants: 

Joanne: I suppose the disadvantages [of regional practice] are, because you’re not 

in one of those big firms, the flexibility ... Oh, the flexibility is okay but in terms of 

benefits, things like maternity leave. Umm, I know some firms offer that down in 

Brisbane and the bigger firms do. I don’t know of any law firm up here that offers 

paid maternity leave. 

 

Int: Right. 

 

Joanne: Which is a struggle for women, of course, because if we’re the main 

breadwinner its difficult then for us to go and have children. 

 

Int: And have you faced that issue? 

 

Joanne: Well, no we’re hoping to get pregnant in the next 12 months. I’m going to 

be facing that problem then. Umm, and I know that work doesn’t offer paid 

maternity leave and I know that other firms don’t offer paid maternity leave up 

here except for places like [larger law firm]. The big ones that are multi-centre law 

firms and realistically in [this area] there’s only 2 firms that are multi-centre, the 

rest are private law firms that have started here in the early 1900s sort of thing. 

 

Int: Yeah. 

 

Joanne: And none of them offer paid maternity leave so I don’t how that’s going to 

go but I am going to be approaching them and putting a proposal to them about it 

because I just think that in order to keep a good female practitioner you need to be 

mindful of those sort of things. 

All five of the female participants expressed uncertainty about the extent to which the 

firm would support them with paid maternity leave. With the exception of one firm, 

none had female partners. One firm had one female partner. All five women expressed 

concern about whether the male partners would or could understand their needs around 

maternity leave and family responsibilities more generally.431 Greta felt that her firm 

would probably support her but that ‘sometimes without meaning to there are overtones 

or hints otherwise’. She attributed this to the fact of ‘there being so many male 

partners.’ Joanne, too, captures some of this uncertainty and reasoning:  

Int: In terms of that predominance then of male partners, what does that mean for 

you or how do you experience that in terms of working in that environment? Does 

that raise any particular issues or challenges for you? 

 

Joanne: Umm, look it hasn’t. I’ve got 2 partners in family law as I said. One’s a 

male who’s been there for 27 odd years, is fantastic. The other one is our only 

                                                 
431

 Participants Dawn, Greta, Ingrid, Joanne and Penny.  
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female partner. Umm, and the male partner he is really, really fantastic. He will sit 

down and listen and talk about any issues and I don’t see any issue with him even 

agreeing to some sort of paid maternity leave … He is very progressive but the 

thing is we also have 6 other partners who are male and who may not be. 

 

Int: Yes.  

 

Joanne: I don’t really have a lot of involvement with the other partners other than 

my 2 supervising partners so I don’t really feel any difference in it other than the 

perception I suppose but I don’t know whether they look at things like maternity 

leave from the female’s point of view in terms of they were the primary bread 

winners they didn’t have to have time off work to have a child because their 

partners or their wives did. 

A number of female participants also identified gendered aspects at play outside of the 

workplace context but with direct bearing on their workplace experience. Three women 

made reference to the presence of what I have collectively termed a ‘dominant 

masculine culture’ within their community experience. This is captured by Karen’s 

account: 

Karen: Like it’s strange. My friends just think “why would you want to live in 

[regional area]?” and I’m like “cos I live 1km from work and my work gives me 

this you know?”  

 

Int: So your friends don’t really get why you’re in [regional area] and why you’d 

want to stay there? 

 

Karen: No. 

 

Int: What sort of things do they say to you about ...? I guess … they obviously have 

an idea about what it would be like to practise [there] ... what sort of things do they 

say, if anything, about it? 

 

Karen: Well, when you come up here some of my friends have noted that it’s 

extremely male. Like if you go out on the town or whatever like there’s five guys 

to one girl and so some of my friends are scared of the amount of males ‘cos we 

have a lot of mining and all that sort of thing up here. So it’s very testosterone. 

When asked how she felt about her town being ‘very testosterone’ and whether this 

impacted on the way she practised, Karen related a particular experience with a male 

client: 

Karen: Well I used to be offended when clients – because I do rural work and so a 

few of them would be like “oh where’s John?” as in [the] supervising partner or 

whatever, but I think I just had to earn their trust and probably learn to speak 

differently, like not speak so legal and just change the manner in which I explained 

things. 

 

Int: Right. And what do you think they got from John that they perceived they 

weren’t going to get from you as a woman? 
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Karen: It was number 1 that he was a guy and number 2 it was that I wore pink 

shoes and things like that, you know what I mean? Umm and then ... when I 

listened to John speak he knows all the cattle breeds and he asks the right questions 

when they come in the door; like he’ll go “get much rain out there?” and you 

know, he would just make them comfortable with the few sentences whereas I was 

straight into the business. I have just learnt to be a bit more approachable 

Karen’s experience has taught her that she needs to change to better accommodate the 

client’s needs and expectations — specifically, to accommodate more of what ‘John’ 

was thought to provide. Karen’s experience — perhaps unwittingly — shows several 

layers of gendered ‘othering’ whereby the practices of male solicitors are accepted 

(whether consciously or unconsciously) as the norm and if women wish to be 

acknowledged and treated as professionals, their behaviour needs to mirror that of male 

solicitors.  

A second perspective in relation to a ‘dominant masculine culture’ was related by 

Ingrid. Ingrid’s account told of the invisibility of women within the structures of power 

and decision-making in the context of legal practice and the broader business 

environment. Ingrid is employed ‘in house’ as a corporate lawyer. She was formerly 

employed in the same town as a solicitor within private practice. Commenting on the 

limited networking opportunities for women in private practice, she states: 

Ingrid: Networking opportunities amongst the firms here are certainly available. In 

terms of going out into the business community I think there was much less 

opportunity than what I had seen in the city. For example, things like chamber of 

commerce or business networks, there really weren’t that many. They have the 

Business Women’s Club and that is the networking avenues for women in business 

here and umm you know I found that to be of very low value. 

 

Int: Okay … Why was that? 

 

Ingrid: If you want to have a glass of champagne and a chat [it’s fine] but in terms 

of the work that I wanted to do it was of low value because the women aren’t in the 

powerful business positions to make the legal purchasing decisions that were 

relevant to what I would need to build a business. 

 

Int: Right. So in terms of women in those positions, are they there for you in [your 

area] and how do you tap in to those? 

 

Ingrid: The answer was probably not … Umm, most of the clients tended to be men 

in business so they’re private companies not public companies ... run by men … I 

don’t think that that holds women back but it just means that you have to establish 

your relationships with the men to get the work rather than women to get the work. 



 

95 

5.3.4.2 RRR Practice as an ‘Outdated’ Experience  

A second distinctive theme that emerged from the interviews of several female solicitors 

related to that of RRR practice as an ‘outdated’ experience. Six (40%) women expressly 

referred to the existence of ‘outdated’, ‘old fashioned’, ‘conservative’ or ‘old school’ 

ideas as marking their experience of RRR practice. These references were made in such 

contexts as ‘outmoded’ management practices, conservative attitudes towards women 

and ‘non-progressive’ firm culture.  

For a number of women, ‘outdated’ and ‘gendered’ were very much connected in their 

accounts. For example, Queenie’s experience of bullying and harassment was explored 

earlier in the context of ‘the boys club’. She pointed to a hostile and aggressive work 

environment. Closely connected to these experiences were her feelings that these were 

symptomatic of, or symbiotically connected to, generational or ‘old school’ attitudes 

and practices:  

Well, yeah, effectively what it [my unhappiness] came down to is just the way, 

without getting personal, I guess, my boss was very “old school”. He obviously 

like things done in a certain way, in a certain timeframe, in a certain language, in a 

certain file order, things like that and that’s fine that’s how he wanted to run the 

show. But he was also very aggressive and very personal when it came to criticism 

umm and he was one of 8 partners at the firm who ran his own office. He was the 

only partner in the [location] office ... and it was his show up there, like you 

couldn’t speak to any of the other partners in [other regional office] because you 

would effectively be going over his head.  

Additionally, Samantha’s earlier comments in relation to operation of the ‘the boys 

club’ and her account of gender-based discrimination also connect to these ideas. While 

Samantha identified the problem of gender discrimination as one affecting female 

lawyers regardless of location, she felt that RRR practice may present particular 

challenges for female lawyers because of a greater conservatism found in rural practice: 

Samantha: I think it [a conservative attitude towards women] is no doubt 

everywhere but I think it is highlighted in RRR because the way I saw it that the 

larger, older more established firms are still male partners now in their 50s and 60s. 

They were brought up with mums at home and dad runs the farm. It’s how they 

operate and as much as I said they accept that females are equal, it’s really in their 

blood that they’re not. And yeah so, as I said   

 

Int: It’s a generational thing?  

 

Samantha: Absolutely 
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This view that RRR practice reflects a more conservative environment was also 

articulated by three of the five women who pointed to the absence of paid maternity 

leave policies available in RRR practice. All explicitly connect this absence, not only to 

the predominance of male partners, but also to their ‘outdated’ or ‘old world’ thinking. 

This is captured by Joanne:  

Joanne: I’ve always said I wanted to be a partner at [firm]. I’ve always said that 

because I do think it is a good firm but I think the firms up here are a little outdated 

in terms of their thoughts and they’re predominately male based, the partners. 

Umm, and I’m not just talking about [my firm], I’m talking about the regional 

firms.  

 

Int: Yes. 

 

Joanne: They are predominately male-based in terms of their partners and I think 

that the partners are a lot older too. They’re about 50 to 70 years of age. So I think 

that there’s a bit of that “old world” thinking and that sort of stuff. 

Apart from the gendered context, there were also a number of other female participants 

who identified the existence of ‘generational’ factors more generally. Karen spoke of 

the difficulties of attracting and retaining young solicitors in her area and the impact of 

what she termed ‘one-man-band’ law firms. She characterised these firms as run by 

older male sole practitioners with inadequate supervision practices. She was particularly 

concerned that young solicitors were being ‘thrown in the deep end’, essentially kept 

office bound and expected to manage on their own without adequate supervision: 

Karen: Probably the thing that I don’t like to see up here is umm, you know, you 

do have your ‘one man band’ law firm and they’ll hire a graduate straight from uni. 

You know the solicitor goes off to court all day and leaves the one solicitor in the 

office to fend off all these multiple areas of law because a lot of the smaller firms 

just dabble in the generals. 

 

Int: Right. And in terms of umm that general practice have you found that that’s a 

feature of the practices more generally in [area] or is that just something connected 

with the sole practice or practitioners? 

 

Karen: Yeah, I’m not really sure like umm most of the sole practitioners are older 

and like for example I would note in the paper there is probably 3 or 4 that have 

been for sale for some time up here from these older practitioners. They really 

don’t have a good succession plan and I think because they’ve been solicitors 

forever they tend to do the same things forever … I think for a young solicitor to 

come out of uni and be thrown in the deep end like that is probably a bad 

experience like ... I don’t know, the frustration I hear from the young ones when 

they move. 

 

Int: Okay, a bit of divide between older, more established practitioners and younger 

practitioners coming in and not feeling like they’re? 
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Karen: I don’t even think they are supervised very well. These one man band 

solicitors are not generally in the office 

Generational factors were also mentioned in the context of limited opportunities to 

develop social networks within the legal profession. Carol commented on the 

dominance of ‘older men’ and the presence of ‘just a handful of women’ in the legal 

industry in her area. She relates how this has limited her social connections with other 

lawyers. Karen, too, connects a lack of social networks in her area to a generational gap:  

Int: And in terms of anything else that jumps out at you that would help me 

understand your experience as a lawyer in [area] and what it’s like? Is there 

anything else you can think of that you might want to mention? 

 

Karen: Umm, probably the only thing that I would notice up here is probably 

something that I miss very much from home is like when I was at home my friends 

were accountants, teachers and you know I had like quite a good 20 something or 

30 something network down there but up here there is this gap in age group – sort 

of like people tend to leave at 22 and come back at 40. And that’s the same with 

the legal profession … Most of the law firms in town everyone’s either 23 or 50. 

 

Int: Ah huh. So younger or older and the in-between leave do they for a period? 

 

Karen: And honestly I miss my friends. I miss social networks. I don’t have that 

here. 

The absence of technology within the practice context was also remarked on to by two 

female solicitors, Queenie and Ingrid. Ingrid commented on her feeling of ‘moving back 

to the dark ages’ because the firm did not have the internet, ‘feeling really lost ... 

academically’ and being ‘unable to do the job properly’. Queenie also complained of 

difficulties in doing her job, commenting that ‘the hardest part I found was making 

change ... technologically speaking. You know the filing system [and] we still had 

dictation on tapes. The firm hadn’t moved past that’. She says of the firm: 

Queenie: [It] prides itself on being 100 years old and it still behaves like it too. But 

aside from that everything was still on paper on a hard file. Umm you know 

everything was … would try to avoid electronic filing and things like that but that 

was basically because the boss just didn’t like it. 

 

Int: Mmm. 

 

Queenie: The support, level of support and technology as far as precedents go.  

5.3.4.3 RRR Practice as an Hierarchical Experience? 

A third distinctive theme related to female solicitors’ lived experience concerns the 

relative status and rewards offered in the context of RRR practice. Six (40%) female 
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solicitors made comment on salary while no male solicitors identified salary as a 

relevant issue for them. Leanne was the only female practitioner to speak favourably of 

the salary she received, believing that it was better than that which would be available to 

her had she been practising in the city. She commented that ‘what I quickly found out 

was that you would be paid a lot less [in the city] than you are here and you would be 

doing nowhere near the sort of [things] I’m doing up here.’ The remaining five women, 

however, all expressed dissatisfaction with their level of remuneration. Carol, for 

example, observed: 

The money is very, very different and a lot less in the country than the city. Umm, 

a lot less and I’m actually leaving [the firm] next month because of that you know 

because I just don’t see the point of doing all the work if you’re not getting paid the 

same as everyone else. You work just as hard as everyone else … I’m paid only a 

little more than what a conveyancing clerk is paid ... I mean our conveying clerk is 

only the same age as me. I don’t feel like that’s fair. 

Carol and Queenie both expressed a sense of profound ‘unfairness’ about their salary; 

that given the nature of the work and level of responsibilities they carried, they deserved 

more than what they were receiving. Queenie’s account captured this: 

Queenie: So this friend in Brisbane … when I told her what I was being paid, she 

laughed at me. 

 

Int: Right. It was significantly less, was it? 

 

Queenie: Less than even an associate in Brisbane, you know. She said I can 

guarantee at least $40,000 or $50,000 grand more. 

 

Int: Right, that’s quite significant. 

 

Queenie: As a fifth year solicitor earning $60K including super, all the hours that I 

was doing. I’m earning that now at the Bank doing half of the hours and I didn’t 

need a law degree. 

 

Int: Yeah, and you were doing as you say all that kind of networking on behalf of 

[your boss] and your firm and doing that sort of stuff out of hours presumably? 

 

Queenie: Yes, and have the responsibility for being the signatory on the trust 

account and doing basically all of the court work and being the face of the firm 

umm yeah for pittance really. 

All five women connected their lower salaries as a fact of regional practice. Queenie, 

for example, commented that the pay across regional Queensland was ‘quite frankly … 

atrocious’ and believed that ‘the more remote you go’ the worse you are paid. For 

Helen, while she considered the lower remuneration offered was the ‘least satisfying 

aspect of her work’, she felt RRR practice offered some compensation because of a 
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reduced workload and budget expectations when compared to practice in the city. 

Leanne captures participants’ feelings generally that lower salaries are a function of 

regional practice, pointing to the idea of a ‘regional pay’ scale: 

Leanne: I think again on the possible negative side are the salaries because we’re 

regional. It’s somehow deemed that we shouldn’t earn as much. I don’t really know 

how that works out … Basically, that’s how it works because you say “well I’m 

doing the same sort of work as someone who would be inner city Brisbane”; “but 

yes, you’re not inner city Brisbane.” 

 

Int: Right. So you’ve broached the issue of salary without luck? 

 

Leanne: Oh absolutely yeah. 

 

Int: Right. And so the reason given for not paying you more or increasing your 

salary is essentially that “Look we’re outside of Brisbane and therefore…” 

 

Leanne: Well, the legal survey of salaries, there’s a … salary survey and it’s 

worked out that we’re either paid on par or just above that salary level for regional 

areas. So that particular salary survey is set up for not just high tier, mid-tier, small 

firms, it’s also Brisbane, ah regional, rural you know divvied up into how out of the 

city you are as well and it decreases the further you are out. 

 

Int: Yeah. 

 

Leanne: Also, the cost of living is less. 

 

Int: Yeah and you think the cost of living argument is the basis for why there is this 

notion of a regional pay? 

 

Leanne: No, I think it also comes along with the belief ah regional and rural 

lawyers have that they aren’t worth as much as the Brisbane counterparts. Either 

that or they can’t justify charging what their Brisbane cousins do. And clients don’t 

expect ... if client’s come to a rural, regional firm they don’t expect the same bill 

that they would get if they went to a Brisbane firm. If they went to a Brisbane firm 

and got that bill they’d be happy with it because they went to a Brisbane lawyer 

because they’re in Brisbane. That makes sense. So, it’s a compound social issue 

and you know social norm as well as the law fraternity and them not stepping up 

and saying “actually, we do that same good quality work, we have the same CDP 

requirements, we have the same degrees, we do all of our hours, we do all of the 

work, we’re doing it right, we’re doing it well, we’re good at what we do and we’re 

gonna charge in accordance.” But see, one firm can’t do that. You can’t have one 

firm going and sticking their neck out and charging the same as a Brisbane firm. 

In addition to lower salary levels, two of these female solicitors, Queenie and Carol, 

also expressed their discontent about what they saw as inadequate recognition or credit 

given for their work. Both felt that others more senior to them were reaping the financial 

benefits of their time and effort. Carol, for example, captures this: 

Carol: Where I work ... there are four partners in the firm and I essentially just 

work for one of them. The four partners each have one solicitor working with them. 
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Int: Okay. 

 

Carol: You know teams of two. And the partner that I work with, he is rarely in the 

office. You know I do everything. He doesn’t put in any work and yet all the 

money that I make gets billed into his name. 

 

Int: Right. Yes. 

 

Carol: I just think it’s not fair that I’m not getting the credit for the work. 

Similarly, Queenie also felt very strongly that she was not recognised for her work. 

Both Carol and Queenie’s accounts convey a feeling of invisibility within the firm and a 

sense of powerlessness over their work. Queenie particularly commented on the 

considerable work and responsibilities she was expected to assume, which she believed 

were unrecognised either through pay, title or promotion:  

 [W]ell I felt personally, even though I had taken on the responsibility and was a 

trust account signatory, I was basically second-in-charge in the [regional office] 

supervising 12 staff when the boss was away, that there was still … they had the 

attitude that there was no promotion within the firm ... for a solicitor or a partner, 

none of this senior associate crap. They didn’t believe in titles or pay 

commensurate with title. 

5.3.4.4 RRR Practice as a ‘Community’ Experience?  

A number of participants spoke about a ‘sense of community’ and community 

connectedness that came from the closeness of ties that is an inevitable feature of living 

in areas characterised by smaller population sizes. Four solicitors (1 female and 3 male) 

particularly highlighted this ‘sense of community’ or ‘interconnectivity’ as a positive 

feature of their experience.432 Tom, for example, a male solicitor from a remote centre, 

highlighted the attractiveness of ‘living in a smaller town with that real sense of 

community’ while Ben, from an outer regional centre, also referred to this sense of 

community connection that exists for him: 

You just have a sense that you are in your normal community I guess that in 

Brisbane I just never [had] ... I would expect [in town] that I’d see some people and 

say hello and have a chat to people. It’s that kind of ... it’s just something that you 

become used to and ... it was always ... a bit strange in Brisbane and I think it was 

probably also that I felt that it was a disadvantage that I hadn’t gone to school in 

Brisbane; that it was hard ... So I think I like that sense of inter-connectivity in the 

community 

                                                 
432

 Note here that while some other practitioners made reference to ‘community’ or the ‘close knit-ness’ 

of their community in general terms, this was not included here unless their experience of ‘community 
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One female solicitor, Leanne, also specifically commented on the importance of 

‘community’ to her and ‘being part of something’: 

Leanne: My brother and family are here … I did my final years of schooling here. 

[I]t’s convenient and it’s close to mum. My dad died. So family reasons I suppose 

really and wanting community. Community is a very big thing for me personally. 

Not just being another number 

 

Int: Right. You said you really felt like you wanted to practice and move 

somewhere regional. What were the things that you associated with regional living 

and practice that you felt you wanted to go to go back to? 

 

Leanne: Regional living; certainly family; the community; being part of something. 

The ability to have a life outside of work not just be a slave to the job … They’re 

the biggest drivers for me. 

 

Int: Yeah. And so when you say the community and being part of something, umm, 

has that ... do you feel like that’s materialised, that that’s actually happened for you 

in going back? 

 

Leanne: It has. I have no Friday or Saturday night free; have had no Friday or 

Saturday night free from middle February until after Easter. 

 

Int: So lots of 

 

Leanne: A social life and my involvement in community things are just fabulous. 

These examples suggest that for some solicitors ‘community’ is central to their RRR 

experience. Others expressed more ambivalence, emphasising both positive and 

challenging aspects of ‘community’. In particular, 13 (56.5%) interviewees —5 (or 

62.5%) male and 8 (or 53.3%) female — identified issues relating to reduced 

anonymity, or increased visibility, in one’s community as factors relevant to their 

experience of RRR practice. It was evident from participant accounts, however, that 

male and female practitioners spoke somewhat differently about the way these issues 

affected them. Female solicitors tended to relate their experience of increased 

visibility/lack of anonymity in terms of how it impacted on their personal autonomy. 

This was in contrast to male solicitors who tended to frame their experience of 

visibility/anonymity more as a sign of personal and professional identity or status. Each 

of these will be explored in turn. 
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(i) Female solicitors: an experience of reduced autonomy? 

‘Autonomy’ refers to one’s sense of independence or freedom of the will or one’s 

actions.433 Almost half (7 or 46.6%) of the female solicitors identified the issue of 

visibility/anonymity as comprising part of their experience. Of these, four (57%) related 

experiences that suggested a constraining of personal autonomy in the context of ‘small 

town’ living. Women’s concern appeared to centre largely on the need to protect one’s 

reputation. Greta, a female solicitor from an inner regional centre, pointed to ‘the small 

town syndrome’ as affecting her: 

Greta: I think the small town syndrome can be quite detrimental if someone has a 

blemish [against their name]. 

 

Int: In terms of having done something wrong or not got a great reputation? 

 

Greta: Yes. 

 

Int: Okay. And do you see the small town syndrome often there? 

 

Greta: You see it not a great deal but you do see a bit of it if a solicitor does leave a 

firm and moves to another generally word will spread as to why or theories about 

why 

 

Int: Yeah. So how then does working in a small town and knowing all of these 

things you have just told me, how does it, or does it affect how you work and 

socialise and how you are in your life? 

 

Greta: It does, yes. 

 

Int: And how is that? 

 

Greta: For instance I’m very careful about my facebook profile; my social 

networking and things I do in my personal time … I find that it’s likely to make it 

back to my employer before I get to the office on Monday morning. 

Joanne also emphasised the reputational aspects of living in a ‘small town’ and the 

necessity of curbing her actions and checking the way she represents herself in her 

community: 

Int: And how does that work with you living in a smaller town; a regional area? 

The particular things you’ve described about family law how does that work being 

in a smaller town? 

 

Joanne: Look, you really need to be careful about what you do and how you 

represent your client and how you represent yourself out in the community here 

because ... I mean [regional area] is very, very big. Population wise it is very, very 
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big. It is the size of Ballarat and Bendigo combined. But it is a very small town in 

terms of everyone knows everyone and you need to be very careful about how you 

represent your clients. You will see them down the street and you will see the other 

side down the street and I’ve had that problem before where I’ve seen the other 

side down the street after a court hearing. 

 

Int: Yeah. 

 

Joanne: And umm so I mean 

 

Int: And how was that? 

 

Joanne: Well, that was difficult. That was awkward actually. They came up to me. I 

just had to sort of umm walk away in that circumstance.  

The effects of small town living was also mentioned by Ingrid who commented that she 

found an earlier experience of ‘small town living [to be] very hard, socially and 

professionally’. While acknowledging her ‘amazing [professional] experience’ during 

the time she was practising in an inner regional centre, she revealed her social isolation 

sharpened by her experience as a community ‘outsider’:  

Int: Right. And you had a little joke [earlier] about “the farmers who are looking 

for a wife”.... can you tell me a bit more about that? 

 

Ingrid: Oh well look it was incredibly challenging to fit into a community of 8 or 

10,000 people with umm being a professional because apart from the fact of being 

an outsider when you are in a town of that size and in a law firm you know so 

much information about people and whatever whoever they are either your firm’s 

acting for them or against them. There’s not that many firms in town – there’s only 

two firms in any substance and so you know any social situation that you’re going 

into you are going to be you’re not going to be mixing with other professionals at 

all and you’re going to be mixing with the local people ... you know that you know 

personal information about. So that just, it’s very, very hard. Most of the people 

weren’t educated and so basically unless I was going to be of a marriageable 

person I wasn’t really of any social value to people to mix with so that was really 

hard. I did make friends with the girl that was the secretary. Basically I had two 

friends that were secretaries in the firm and you know I’ve kept up those 

friendships but yeah, just in the broader sense you don’t integrate very easily.  

Broadly, these female solicitors report a sense of vigilance and checking of their 

behaviour, often out of concern for their reputation within the community. It also 

suggests, for some, a limited social autonomy, a restricted choice in the social sphere. 

(ii) Male solicitors: professional identity and status 

In contrast to this, the five male solicitors tended to frame the experience of 

visibility/anonymity not as a limitation on their autonomy, but more as a positive sign of 

personal and professional identity or status. Frank, for example, a male solicitor living 
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and working in a remote centre, commented that community incursions into his personal 

sphere was not experienced as intrusive; rather it was seen as ‘nice’ in that it meant that 

‘people were paying attention’ to what he was doing: 

Oh well it’s always difficult to adjust to a smaller town. You know it’s ... you’re 

automatically ... everyone knows about you; that you are the outsider from away. It 

does take a little while to meet people. I know when I first arrived I was sort of in 

the social circles with the teachers and the nurses who were sort of the transient 

population of [area]. They’re out here maybe a couple of years doing their rural 

service and then move away again. So, it took a while to get into the circles of the 

people in town and you know now I’m almost considered to be a local. It’s a big 

change. You know it does take getting used to I mean being in a small community. 

You can go down to the street on a Saturday morning and someone will say your 

car was at such and such or you did this on the weekend because I heard from so 

and so that you were here. So, that took a little bit of getting used to but I think that 

the benefits outweigh that. Sort of at the end of the day it’s nice that people are 

paying attention to what you are doing 

Similarly, Tom commented that ‘know[ing] most of the people in town [means that] … 

wherever you go you feel welcomed’ while Ben focused on the sense of belonging and 

personal affirmation he experiences from the higher visibility:  

Int: You talked about anonymity. You said that, actually, you liked that idea that, 

you know, you would go down the street and there’d be people that you would 

know and talk to; that you preferred the smaller town experience of that. What is it 

that you liked about or you do like about the 

 

Ben: I don’t know. It’s curious. It’s the same reason my wife dislikes [area] and 

she’s from ... she grew up in Brisbane, umm spent the majority of her childhood in 

Brisbane … If she sees someone she recognises she’s not particularly comfortable 

with it but I think it maybe more so with my work that I ... I mean I just like, like 

any situation, it’s just a positive feeling. If it’s a greeting from someone that you 

know it’s just an innate human characteristic to have a sense of being welcomed ... 

of belonging somewhere. I probably can’t analyse it too much more than that. It’s 

just a nice feeling to have someone say hello. I guess it’s why people do it and I 

think a lot of times it’s umm ... it ... more and more it’s become about the fact that 

people say hello because umm they have a positive association with seeing me. 

[That’s] what I tell myself it’s about 

Both Ben and Tom also expressed a particular affinity with, and an ability to relate to, 

the clients they serviced. This, they reported, stemmed from their own background in a 

rural/regional community and, for Tom, his earlier life living and working on the land. 

Ben particularly connected this affinity to his clients with a high level of comfort with 

his visibility in the community:  

That I’m acting for people who in many cases have a similar life experience to me 

and so it doesn’t create that conflict of being an advocate where a lot of times my 

personal views are not too disconnected from ... well if I was to put myself in my 

client’s shoes I think that the decisions that they’re making are probably similar to 
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the decisions I would make so I don’t feel uncomfortable about doing the things 

I’m having to do as a lawyer. Then I am happy when I see people that they think I 

conduct myself in a way that they’re happy to say hello to me and have a chat. 

While Allan commented on the effects of a reduced anonymity/increased visibility, he 

focused on the impact of the difficulties of moving on and finding another job within 

the same area: 

Allan: Your opportunities for networking ... in some ways a small town enhances 

them because everyone knows everybody else, there is fairly frequent social 

occasions, social events, but it also handicaps them because the other handicap of 

everyone knowing everyone else and everyone else’s business is that, you know, 

when it comes time to look to moving firms, it’s very difficult to do that with any 

degree of anonymity up here. 

 

Int: Okay. Yes, yes. 

 

Allan: Almost to the degree of impossibility. ’Cos it can start ... be as simple as you 

go to lunch with a set of partners from another firm or a practice manager for 

another firm, now no matter where ... unless you really go to some lengths to kind 

of go somewhere anonymous you’re seen and the rumour mill flies up 

immediately. 

 

Int: Yes, so that visibility or lack of anonymity, you’re identifying that as having an 

effect on your career or being able to change firms if you wanted to or go to 

another workplace? 

 

Allan: Look, it puts some fairly real barriers in the way … Only that in a large 

centre you can make anonymous inquires or if you were for instance being 

headhunted by another firm you can go out and have lunch with them, spend an 

afternoon with them, whatever and nobody knows. 

5.3.5 Summary 

The interviews suggest that for both male and female solicitors, factors such as 

‘work/life balance’, ‘lifestyle’ benefits and the level of independence and personal 

control over one’s work are seen as positive features of their lived experience. The 

breadth and variety of the work undertaken in the context of RRR practice was also 

generally seen as positive by most, with some female solicitors expressing concern 

about the stressful nature of a broad practice context. 

While most women spoke positively of their overall RRR practice experience, it was 

also the case that their accounts reveal a number of distinctive themes, including a clear 

gendered narrative. Almost three quarters of female solicitors made reference to gender 

or gender issues as being relevant in some way to their experience of RRR practice, 

including experiences of gender-based discrimination, from a lack of maternity leave 



 

106 

available to women in regional practice to illustrations of a dominant masculine culture 

within their community and/or practice setting. 

Other distinctive themes to emerge from the interviews with female solicitors relate to 

that of RRR practice as in some way ‘outdated’, ‘old fashioned’, ‘conservative’ or ‘old 

school’. Additionally, several women expressed dissatisfaction with their level of 

remuneration and, for some of this group, dissatisfaction with the level of recognition 

and ‘credit’ for their work.  

A fourth theme to emerge related to the community context of RRR practice. For many 

male and female solicitors ‘community’ is central to their RRR experience. Others were 

more ambivalence, noting both positive and challenging aspects of ‘community’. It was 

evident from participant accounts, however, that male and female solicitors spoke 

somewhat differently about the way these issues affected them. Female solicitors tended 

to relate their experience of increased visibility/lack of anonymity in terms of how it 

constrained their personal autonomy in the context of ‘small town living’ and, in 

particular, its impact on one’s reputation. In contrast, male solicitors tended to frame the 

experience of visibility/anonymity not as a limitation on their autonomy, but rather as a 

positive sign of personal and professional identity or status. 

5.3.6 Retention in RRR Practice 

This part seeks to explore issues relating to retention in RRR practice. In particular, it 

considers two key aspects: first, participants’ present intentions to remain in their 

current position or, where they have already left their RRR employment, their reasons 

for leaving. Second, it will also explore future intentions and those factors at play in the 

decision to leave or remain in RRR practice more generally. There were marked 

differences in the responses of male and female solicitors to these issues. The table 

below gives a visual overview of those factors identified by male and female 

participants as relevant to their decision to stay or leave. 
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Table 14: Themes arising from participant inteviews: retention 

                                             FEMALE SOLICITORS MALE SOLICITORS 

   C D G H I J K L M P Q R S V W  A B E F N O T U 

Intends to remain in 

current poston 

                          

Would leave only 

for children’s 

education 

                          

Will move with 

husband’s job 

                          

Unhappy wth salary                           

Boys club/ bullying                           

Depends on 

continued job 

satisfaction 

                          

Considering moving 

on to explore other 

areas of practice 

                          

Maternity/family 

issues 

                          

Gets no recognition/ 

credit for work  

                          

Left/leaving to be 

closer to family/ 

partner 

                          

Keepng options 

open to start own 

firm 

                          

Leaving/left legal 

industry 

                          

Left private practice 

as didn’t enjoy it 

                          

Intends to remain in 

short & medium 

term 

                          

Soon to sell practice: 

retirement 

                          

Left for career 

advancement 

                          

Desire to practice in 

smaller community 

                          

 

The responses of male solicitors suggest a more homogenous experience than that of 

female solicitors, with the later pointing to a far more complex and conditional set of 

retention factors. To some extent this may be reflective of the relative homogeneity of 



 

108 

the male solicitors interviewed for this study in that all come from a RRR background, 

all are engaged within the private sector and most are principals or partners of law 

firms, with the later suggesting greater career stability and/or predictability. Broadly, 

however, this fits the dominant ‘picture’ of male participation within the profession 

overall and so, arguably, is still an instructive comparison.  

The interview data reveals that all of the male solicitors interviewed were quite clear 

about their career trajectory and where their future lay in the context of RRR practice. 

Apart from Noel, who plans to retire within 12 months,434 all indicated an intention to 

remain in their current practice, and/or RRR practice more generally, in the short, 

medium and in most cases, longer term. Frank, for example, stated ‘I think I‘ll certainly 

be here for the long haul. I like the town. I’ve got a lot of friends here [and] work’s 

good.’ Uri also comments that ‘definitely my long term plan is to stick around and I 

think we’ve got a good plan for the future here’ while Allan highlighted his 

commitment to the firm’s senior partners as informing his decision to remain in the firm 

into the longer-term: 

I think I’m obligated to not disappear before my senior partners [have] 

disappeared; I’d think I’d be doing wrong by them. Unless there was some major 

change in my personal life or there was some dramatic need, I feel I’ve come in on 

an understanding about the sequence of things ... that I will be around to make sure 

that the more senior partners are able to transition to retirement comfortably. ... 

Well at some point I’ll be the senior partner of the firm which probably won’t be 

that long away in the scheme of things … I guess the question is in answering it 

[career plans] this is the only place I ever see myself working.  

Three of the male solicitors did give some qualification to their intention to remain in 

their current position, but not to remaining in RRR practice. Olsen was clear about his 

intention to remain in his current position in the short and medium term, stating ‘I’m 

very comfy here. I don’t want to give that up’ while noting a possible move to the 

government sector in the longer term. Tom indicated that he would only consider 

leaving his current position and moving to a larger regional centre if it became 

necessary for his children’s education while Ben expressed a desire to move and 

practice in a smaller rural town in the next decade or so. He comments: 

It’s [regional area] comfortable at the moment but to foreshadow, if my career path 

takes the path that I hope it will, I would like to buy or buy into a practice in [area] 
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in the next 10 years and then live in a far smaller town and spend the remainder of 

my practice time there. 

5.3.7 Women’s Experience: Complex and Conditional 

While male responses suggest a high degree of clarity around career path, for women 

this was less evident. Their experience suggests a more transient and certainly more 

complex career path. This complexity is reflected in, and a function of, their lived 

experience — explored earlier — in particular, the family and work circumstances in 

which they were engaged. Only three (20%) female solicitors indicated an unequivocal 

intention to remain in their job and RRR practice on a continued basis. Leanne, for 

example, signalled her plan to ‘absolutely’ remain in her job and regional area ‘probably 

work[ing] until I’m 70 give or take’ while Karen stated that she will ‘probably just stay 

[in her firm] and become a partner’. 

The experiences of the remaining twelve female participants point to a more complex 

mix of retention factors. Five (41.6%) indicated a qualified intention to remain in their 

current position and/or RRR practice. One (8.3%) participant intends to remain in their 

position in the short and medium term; two (16.6%) had already left RRR practice at the 

time of being interviewed while the remaining four (33.3%) expressed an intention to 

leave. For these twelve women, the retention factors can be broadly grouped into two 

key areas of influence: those related to the ‘job/workplace’ and those related to ‘family’. 

Each of these is explored below.  

5.3.7.1 The Job/Workplace 

The most significant factor for female participants deciding to leave, or to potentially 

leave, RRR practice, relates to their experience of the job as well as workplace practices 

and environment. We have already seen that for Queenie, the key reasons she left her 

position in private practice were ‘the hours’, ‘the boys club’ and the ‘miserable pay’.435 

Queenie now works outside of the legal profession in a banking environment and, while 

she misses ‘going to court’, ‘having a win’ and ‘dealing with people’ has no intention of 

returning to legal practice. She says she could perhaps be tempted ‘for the right price’ 

but even with ‘the right price’ it was clear that she would not again choose to work in a 

small organisation, commenting that: 
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 [W]hen you go back to a bigger firm or bigger organisation, a national company 

that has standards and ... things like that where [bullying and harassing] behaviour 

is just not tolerated and if you have a complaint you can go to the next manager or 

the manager up from them because there is much more power given to employees. 

In addition to her preference to work in a larger organisation, Queenie was also clear 

about the importance for her of a firm’s attitude to work/life balance and the fostering of 

‘realistic’ workload expectations: 

Int: And so what sort of things, given what you’ve experienced, if you were 

considering going back to the law, what sort of things would you be looking for to? 

 

Queenie: Besides the dollars is a workplace that doesn’t have the expectation that 

you will do 6 days a week and that you will be there you know after 6, 7, 8 o’clock 

at night because obviously I mean there’s been study after study which shows that 

productivity deteriorates and all that sort of work/life balance and that sort of 

stuff’s important and I would like to see a workplace that does value that because 

you know an RDO once a month or something like that significantly reduces leave 

in my opinion because people are getting the chance to do what they need to do and 

or run errands or make doctor’s appointments and you feel like you’re not just 

trying to burn the candle at both ends which is what you end up doing to keep up 

with the workload. Also to have an office that encourages realistic expectations and 

the client doesn’t like it they can go somewhere else. 

 

Int: Mmm 

 

Queenie: You know if you don’t get that lease out in that afternoon it’s not gonna 

be the end of the world … That attitude I think really needs to change.  

Another female participant, Carol, had also expressed unhappiness about her job. She 

was particularly dissatisfied with her salary, commenting that she was ‘getting paid only 

a little more than what [the] conveyancing clerk is paid’. She also felt a strong sense of 

‘unfairness’ at not getting credit for her work, declaring that ‘I do everything. [The 

partner I work with] doesn’t put in any work and yet all the money I make gets billed 

into his name … I just think it’s not fair that I’m not getting credit for the work’. At the 

time of the interview, Carol had already given notice of her resignation and was 

planning to take up an overseas position teaching English as a second language. Like 

Queenie, Carol, too, was unsure whether she would re-enter the legal profession: 

Carol: I’m actually moving overseas. I’m getting out of the legal industry for a 

while because I’m not really happy with where I am and what I am doing so I’m 

just leaving for a while to do see what I want to do next 

 

Int: Okay. So, you think maybe that might not be in the law? 

 

Carol: I don’t know 



 

111 

Overall satisfaction and happiness in the job was also an important issue for Greta and 

Rose. While both were currently happy in their job and intending to remain in their 

position and RRR practice into the future,436 they both wanted to keep their options 

open. Greta captures this: 

Int: Do you intend to continue practising where you are or do you have any 

thoughts about your career trajectory from where you are now? 

 

Greta: I’ve started to undertake my Masters. I’m doing a master’s in public policy 

and politics … At this stage I’m happy where I am but I don’t know whether that 

will always be the case … and I don’t want to find myself stuck without any 

options. 

 

Int: And what sort of options would you see as maybe opening up for you? 

 

Greta: Potentially government type roles more looking at policy areas. 

 

Int: Right. And so what would most influence your decision about whether you did 

stay or go in your job there, in [location] generally? 

 

Greta: Umm, that’s a tough one … Maybe a number of different facts. I think 

overall I’d have to be happy and passionate about what I’m doing. 

It is evident that firm attitude and practice in relation to paid maternity leave and family 

friendliness more generally, are factors for women in deciding whether to remain or 

leave their position and, for some, RRR practice more generally. The non-availability of 

paid maternity leave in regional practice was identified as a concern by a number of 

female practitioners.437 This was particularly an issue for women working in the private 

sector. Of the five women who identified this concern, two felt that the firm’s response 

to their request for maternity leave would influence their decision-making. Joanne, for 

example, comments that while the firm’s attitude to her request for paid maternity leave 

was unlikely to affect her decision to continue working for the firm in the immediate 

future, it would certainly force her to ask whether this is a firm to which she would want 

to commit to partnership in the future:  

I know the flexibility is there when I come back it’s just really the paid maternity 

[leave] or not … The situation either way I don’t think would affect my decision to 

continue to work at [firm] but it would certainly colour my view on how ... on 

whether I feel comfortable that the firm is in a direction that I would like to be a 

partner at. 
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 See pages 91–96 which canvasses the experience of female practitioners in relation to paid maternity 

leave.  



 

112 

Joanne spoke at length about the possible option of starting her own firm in the future. 

While she worried about the financial risks involved in such an endeavour, she also 

spoke of her desire to create a more ‘progressive’ firm and to ‘leave a legacy’ within the 

legal industry: 

Int: In terms of going out on your own, some of your motivation would be about 

you securing the profits of your work or the fruits of your work for yourself and 

perhaps ... And so what other benefits would you see in actually setting up your 

own firm? 

 

Joanne: I think running it the way that I think a firm should run. And umm and 

making it a progressive firm; building it up so that when I do retire I leave a legacy 

behind of a progress[ive] firm in the legal industry so to speak. 

 

Int: So for people that you might employ? 

 

Joanne: Yes, that’s right … but really leave something behind I think for future 

generations in terms of people coming into the legal industry and new solicitors 

starting out and getting that experience umm and I think you can’t do that sort of 

thing unless you are a partner of the firm or you own your own firm and you can’t 

sort of try to you know ... If you’re a partner in a firm where there’s six other 

partners or whatever else and everyone else disagrees with you it’s a bit hard to get 

it across the line and to make the firm a little bit more progressive in terms of 

employment conditions and training and expectations of staff and that sort of thing. 

Greta questioned the effect that 12 months maternity leave would have on her ‘career 

progression as a female solicitor’. For instance, ‘could [she] really expect to come back 

where she left off or ‘would she have lost touch with updates within the law’. She also 

felt that her firm made women feel guilty for taking time out of work to have a family 

and concluded that she may have to ‘look for a different path’ or a ‘different career’ 

when the time comes. She explained: 

Greta: … just an example of making contact with someone who was on maternity 

leave … with regard to files. 

 

Int: Okay, I see.  

 

Greta: They’re working. 

 

Int: Okay. They are off on their 12 months or whatever maternity leave and the 

partners continue to make contact asking about this file or what’s happening with 

that file or where is that one up to, etc? 

 

Greta: Yes … Even though there were handover notes and that. 

 

Int: And so what do you think would have been appropriate? What would you have 

liked to have seen? 

 

Greta: Mmm. No contact for 12 months. 
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Int: And so what was the message you got from that contact with the person on 

maternity leave? 

 

Greta: Umm, that they were in a difficult situation; feeling guilty for not being at 

work but then also feeling guilty [for being at] home with their child. 

 

Int: Right. So, it was about the guilt that you felt was put on the person who was 

taking maternity leave and their feeling bad about these things that they’re 

contacting them about? Is there anything else that jumps to mind in terms of those 

messages which might make the family stuff difficult for you? 

 

Greta: Umm, actually for me it may get to the point that I have to look at different 

path or even a different career to ... as opposed to being in private practice at that 

stage. 

Greta’s account highlights her belief that taking time out to have a child may well prove 

to be incompatible with working in private practice and, perhaps, with legal practice 

more generally. This was also the view of Dawn and Ingrid, two female participants 

currently engaged in the community and public sectors respectively. Both described 

how they had worked in private practice environments immediately before coming to 

their current positions. Both commented on what they saw as the lack of family 

friendliness within the private sector context. Dawn, for example, felt she was ‘lucky … 

in that I’ve found a really good job [in a community legal centre] and I’m in a good 

position. Here’s also very family friendly too. I’m getting married soon and I’ll 

probably have a family in the near future and I know that this environment would be 

very supportive.’ She also commented that she was aware of other women who had 

given up the law altogether because firms in the private sector were known to have a 

low tolerance for those who prioritise their family:  

Dawn: It’s a lot more difficult in private practice. I do have some fellow colleagues 

in other firms who had given up the law altogether because of that. 

 

Int: Because of managing family stuff? 

 

Dawn: Yeah. 

 

Int: Yeah. And so are you saying you feel lucky in your position because you ... are 

you suggesting that your friends in private practice have a bit of a different 

experience? 

 

Dawn: Yes. 

 

Int: In what way? 

 

Dawn: Umm. Well … you know we have a committee and they’re very flexible in 

terms of work conditions and work/life balance and family responsibilities. So, 

there certainly wouldn’t be any problem here for me to take twelve months off or 
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come back and work part-time but you know that’s certainly not easy in the private 

profession. 

 

Int: Right. So you know people or have friends in [area] who you know have 

actually left private practice because they’ve found it difficult to actually manage 

that? 

 

Dawn: Yeah. 

 

Int: Okay. And how many would that be of your friends who have experienced 

that. 

 

Dawn: Well, I know of two so far who’ve given up law altogether. 

Ingrid also commented on her experience in the private sector, particularly highlighting 

what she feels are minimal sick leave and carers leave entitlements offered in the 

context of a ‘small business’ environment: 

Int: How was the flexibility there [in the private firm] in terms of? 

 

Ingrid: Pretty bad actually. Because it is a smaller business entitlements are 

minimal … They only give you 8 days paid sick leave a year and that encompasses 

sick leave and carers leave. Whereas working for a company if you’re in a federal 

scheme you have to be given at least 10 days and as a matter of course the larger 

law firms will give you more. So umm I had a personal experience where in that 

time that I was at the law firm I had a miscarriage. I was going to have my second 

child and I didn’t have enough sick leave to go to hospital. So, I basically had no 

entitlements and I felt quite … scared or surprised by that because there wasn’t an 

avenue for support available 

 

Int: Wow. 

 

Ingrid: The HR person rang me one night in hospital and asked me what I wanted 

to do with my leave because I’d run out 

 

Int: Right. And how did you feel getting that call at hospital? 

 

Ingrid: I just went “ooooh what am I doing working with a small business?” and I 

was really angry that they only offered 8 days. I mean at the end of the day I think 

that if the firms in the regional areas want to compete with the larger firms they 

need to offer best practice entitlements. It’s just such a silly thing but I couldn’t 

believe that they just wouldn’t offer the 10 days that the rest of the world operates 

under. 

Helen, currently in private practice, also spoke of the possibility of moving to 

government sector work in the future, primarily to achieve greater work/life balance and 

family flexibility: 

Helen: Umm, I think at this stage I think private practice is something that I need to 

do to get experience. You know there’s a lot of involvement with dealing with 

clients, just a different level from when you’re at the legal centre. I suppose you 

don’t have that full carriage of the file from start to finish to get the result for the 
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client. You are restricted in what you can offer them because of funding. You know 

in CLCs they can’t appear in court, they can’t represent. It is limited to a degree if 

you are working in that area. So, for the time being private is where I see myself to 

get the experience and the practice. I think that’s the only draw card to say back to 

government would be something like work/life balance to get more flexibility in 

terms of having more children and providing different options along those lines. 

But I think the private firms are also you know steering in that direction as well 

which is good. 

 

Int: Right. So, you do feel that work/life balance is an issue where you are now in 

the private sector? In your job? 

 

Helen: It’s certainly ... I mean you know it yourself, if you want to do well and 

move up the ladder and perhaps become an associate, you have to do the long 

hours, you have to. It’s just something required of you. So because I’ve only ever 

worked in a community legal centre before coming here and I didn’t have billable 

hours and didn’t have budgets and things so that has been a new aspect for me and 

I am still trying to juggle I supposed finding that work/life balance but I think it’s 

just the given nature of private practice. 

Additionally, moving on to a ‘new challenge’ and ‘wanting to explore new areas of 

practice’ was related by Penny, who is contemplating leaving RRR practice in the near 

future. She currently practises in criminal and family law and says she ‘craves a new 

challenge’. Penny is considering returning to her home and family overseas: 

Int: And do you think that you … do you intend to continue practising there in 

[area]? Do you have any thoughts about the next 2, 5, 10 years? 

 

Penny: Well, funny you should bring that up. I’ve been thinking about that 

recently. As much as I love it I guess there is that possibility of becoming too 

comfortable in your comfort zone where you want or crave a new challenge and 

you want something different and I’ve been thinking about that a bit lately. I’m 

from [overseas country] and I’ve been thinking I might go back and practise 

[there]. I’m not quite sure.  

 

Int: Right. 

 

Penny: I don’t know. That’s in the air for me at the moment. 

 

Int: Okay. That’s interesting. And do you have family there?  

 

Penny: My parents still live there. My brother lives in Melbourne but the majority 

of my family is back home … If you’d asked me this perhaps 2 years ago I 

wouldn’t have been able to foresee moving back to the city. Because I go back to 

the city for work or for leisure and I have become thoroughly enamoured with the 

country life that I didn’t see myself moving back but now I guess I’ve gotten a bit 

comfortable so I’m looking at other possibilities.  

 

Int: Right. When you say too comfortable, what do you mean by that? 

 

Penny: Oh umm you know we only have particular areas in which we practice. I’m 

doing mainly family and criminal law and having only been out of uni for the last 5 

years or 4 years or so I do want to explore other areas of practice which I don’t 
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think, it’s not the fault of the firm, it’s just that in this area you don’t practise in any 

other areas that I would possibility like to explore. 

5.3.7.2 Family  

A second area of influence for female solicitors in terms of their retention to RRR 

practice relates to ‘family factors’. This was the case for three female solicitors. Family 

factors fell into two broad areas. The first was the influence of a spouse’s career. For 

both Wendy and Veronica, continuing to work in their current position and location was 

tied to their spouses’ job. Veronica indicated that ‘I’ll probably be here about another 

year I think’ while Wendy comments that:  

[I]t’s really based on the position that my husband can get. His job is quite … 

every couple of years the project finishes and he has to find another to work on. 

We’re here for at least another couple of years … but after that I don’t know where 

we’ll end up. We could end up anywhere.  

A third female solicitor, Samantha, had already left RRR practice at the time of my 

interview with her. Leaving regional practice and returning to Brisbane was, for 

Samantha, about a combination of family and professional factors. She says: 

Yes, it was absolutely for family support. All of my family is still in Brisbane. 

And, I don’t want to sound arrogant, but at the end of the day I felt I had hit the top 

in [regional area]. There were more opportunities in Brisbane. And opportunities 

beyond private practice too  

5.3.8 Summary  

Women’s practice experience reveals a more transient and complex career path when 

compared to male experience. The factors most influential in the retention of female 

solicitors relate to workplace experence and family factors. Workplace experience 

relates to the relative satisfaction of their workplace experience and overall happiness in 

their job and work environment. Those least satisfied were female solicitors within the 

private sector. Those most satisfied were females in the community and public sectors. 

A number of women particularly identified firm size, salary, conditions of employment 

and lack of maternity leave and family friendliness as all relevant to their retention to 

practice. ‘Family’ related to factors such as the ‘trailling spouse’ and moving from an 

area to seek/return to family support in the city. 
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6 METHODOLOGY AND METHOD 2 

FINAL YEAR LAW STUDENTS’ IMAGINED EXPERIENCE:  

A NARRATIVE ANALYSIS  

6.1 Introduction  

Chapters 3 and 4 explained the methodological approach and findings of the first part of 

this research: the phenomenological study of the lived experience of female solicitors in 

regional, rural and remote (RRR) communities in Queensland. This and the following 

chapter consider the methodology and findings for the second part of the research. This 

involves a narrative analysis of in-depth interviews with final year law students in order 

to explore their imagined experience of RRR practice. Students were asked about their 

future legal career, their understanding of, and meaning given to, legal practice in RRR 

areas. Final year law students were identified as an appropriate group for canvassing 

these issues as most were likely to be thinking about or soon considering potential 

employment options within the legal profession.  

Narrative inquiry allows us to hear law students’ voices to understand their ideas, 

beliefs and values underpinning career preferences. Thoughts, perceptions, beliefs and 

experience are central aspects of understanding why people act as they do, why certain 

choices are made over others and the meanings they assign to their world. In the context 

of this research, they are highly influential factors in determining whether or not a 

person will choose to go to or return to a RRR area. The chapter begins by considering 

the foundations of narrative research methodology, models of narrative analysis and 

concludes with an outline of the processes associated with the recruitment of 

participants and the conduct of the research. 

6.2 Narrative Analysis Methodology 

Narrative analysis is premised on the epistemological belief that human beings make 

sense of their experiences and dialogic interactions with the world and themselves 

through story — or narrative — structures.438 That is, each of us interprets our world 

and experience by selecting, organising, connecting and evaluating events as 
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meaningful to us.439 Polkinghorne describes narrative as personal and social histories, 

myths, fairytales and stories which are made up to explain behaviour.440 Herman and 

Vervaek suggest that narratives reveal ‘fundamental culture-specific opinions about 

reality and humankind, which are narrativised in stories’.441 Narratives, then, represent 

storied ways of knowing and communicating which are generally acquired through in 

depth interview, biography or focus group.442 By analysing oral accounts of the personal 

experiences and understandings of final year law students, we can examine their 

representations and explanations of experience,443 come to understand assumptions they 

hold about RRR practice444 and how they make sense of events and actions in their lives 

which underpin their practice intentions.445  

As with phenomenology, narrative analysis reflects a move away from positivist modes 

of inquiry446 to an emphasis on context, meaning, agency and the complexity of 

individual experience.447 Riessman states that this ‘narrative turn’ in human sciences can 

also be attributed to a surge in the memoir genre in literature and popular culture, 

identity politics associated with the US and European emancipation movements of 

marginalised groups such as African Americans, women and gays and lesbians as well 

as the growing therapeutic culture which has normalised the exploration of personal 

life.448  

A narrative is a story that tells a sequence of events (or imagined events449) that is in 

some way significant for either the teller or their audience. Narratives depict both the 

individual and their context because ‘the individual in question is irreducibly connected 
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to her or his social, cultural and institutional setting.’450 Bruner also maintains that you 

always create and re-create a narrative from the perspective of your life experiences and 

background. As such, there is no ‘objective’ reality or truth but rather multiple realities 

and truths.451 Narrative approaches are based on the view that stories not only reflect an 

individual’s past and present experiences but also their values, the people to whom the 

stories are being told as well as the when and where they are being told. 

Narrative researchers attempt to make sense of and interpret phenomena in terms of the 

meaning people bring to them.452 In the context of this research, I am interested in 

understanding what meaning people bring to themselves as soon-to-be-lawyers and how 

they understand practice as a solicitor in a rural, regional or remote community. Moen 

refers to the defining of meaning from the perspective of the actor as the concept of 

‘voice’ or ‘voices’, reflecting the many voices present within an individual’s story, 

including social and cultural as well as past, present and future voices.453 Thus, 

narratives are multi-voiced.454 Heikkinen and Moen also emphasise the dynamic nature 

of human knowledge and personal identity; the idea that narratives are continuously 

developing. People’s perspectives on experiences change as they gain new experiences 

and engage in dialogues with others.455 Thus, there is no single, dominant, or static 

reality but, rather multiple realities that are constructed in the process of interactions and 

dialogues. The way in which these realities are understood and interpreted in the context 

of the research process is also an important part of narrative analysis and is discussed 

below. 

6.3 The Narrative Research Process 

6.3.1 The Representation of Experience 

Narrative researchers attempt to make sense of and interpret experiences and 

perceptions from the perspective of the person. This raises an important issue in the 

research process of how we understand, interpret and represent these, particularly as it 

relates to questions of research validity. There are many different definitions and 
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approaches to personal narrative, generally linked to discipline. However, what is 

common across all disciplines is the requirement to construct or create texts for further 

analysis. As Riessman points out ‘[n]arratives do not speak for themselves or have 

unanalysed merit; they require interpretation when used as data in social science’.456 It is 

thus important to acknowledge the researcher’s role and values in the research 

process,457 such as that of selecting and organising narratives contained in transcripts of 

interview, choosing sections from the transcripts for analysis and interpretation.  

Bruner makes a distinction between life as lived, experienced and told, highlighting that 

there are often gaps between reality, experience and expression.458 A life ‘lived’ is what 

has actually taken place, a life ‘experienced’ consists of the way in which it is 

experienced by the person through particular images, feelings, sentiments, desires, 

thoughts, and meanings. A life ‘told’ is a narrative or narratives that are influenced by 

who they are telling, cultural conventions of telling and by the social context in which 

the telling takes place.459 Carr defines narrative as first and second order.460 The first 

order is the telling of the individual’s story; the ontological narrative. The second order 

is the representational narrative or the researchers’ account.461 Riessman identifies 5 

levels of representation in the research process: attending, telling, transcribing, 

analysing and reading.462 These stages are depicted in the diagram below. Beginning 

with one’s personal pre-reflective experience of phenomena, she makes the point that 

this primary experience is always mediated through several layers of representation. 

Each of these layers is described below.  
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Primary experience 

    Figure 3: Levels of representation in the research process463 

6.3.1.1 Attending 

A person gives form to their raw experience by choosing to attend to certain features of 

that world, noticing some and not others. It is in this way that a person selectively forms 

their reality, ‘select[ing] from the totality of the unreflected on, the primary 

experience’.464 This is what Bruner refers to as ‘life as experienced’ and may account 

for the diverse expression of participant experiences; reflecting the fact that there is no 

one reality, rather one creates or forms their reality by attending to some aspects of 

experience and not others.  

6.3.1.2 Telling 

Once phenomena is experienced and parts have been noticed or attended to, one then 

relates or tells that experience to another. In the re-telling the event is ‘re-presented’, 

selectively ordered to some extent, in narrative form. This is what Bruner calls ‘life as 

told’. Riessman describes that in the telling there is an unavoidable gap between the 

lived experience and one’s communication about it because it is necessarily mediated 

through language; one is ‘[c]aught in the prison house of language’.465 Riessman also 

notes that when one tells of their experience it is never from some neutral place; it is 

influenced by audience and a desire to be received or perceived in a given way.466 In 
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relation to this research, any gap between lived and communicated experience was not 

seen as detrimental to the validity of the research. Indeed, this mediated perception or 

‘life as told’ was the key to what the research was attempting to focus on. How does 

each person understand and tell their ‘story’? This was the very purpose of the research. 

6.3.1.3 Transcribing 

Transcribing is an interpretive practice. Participants’ narratives are recorded in audio 

form and later transcribed thus representing the telling through transcribing. According 

to Riessman this third level of representation takes place through the researcher’s 

decisions about what will be transcribed, what form it will take, and how to present or 

display the text. Because there is no one, true representation of spoken language these 

decisions always represent the researcher’s values about what is important.467 It is 

important to note that filtering from this level of representation has been minimised to 

the greatest extent possible because of verbatim transcription. 

6.3.1.4 Analysing 

A fourth level of representation occurs in the process of analysing the transcripts or 

narratives. In trying to create some sense of the data through an identification of themes 

or variations, decisions are made about form, ordering, what gets included and what 

does not. In this way the analysis becomes a story about a story or, as Riessman 

describes, it ‘creates a metastory about what happened by telling what the interview 

narratives signify, editing and reshaping what was told and turning it into a hybrid 

story’.468 This signification and reshaping are influenced by the researcher’s values, 

politics and theoretical commitments.469 

6.3.1.5 Reading 

The final level of representation takes place at the point when the reader encounters the 

written documents in which the researcher represents their analysis. Every text is ‘pluri-
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vocal’ in that it is open to several constructions.470 ‘All texts stand on moving ground; 

there is no master narrative.471  

Riessman’s five levels of representation indicate that we are always interpreting and 

(re)creating texts at every point in the process; ‘letting symbols stand for or take the 

place of the primary experience’.472 Each level of representation depicted in the diagram 

above involves ‘an expansion but also a reduction’ and suggests we need to be 

transparent in and exercise care when making claims from the data.473 Recognising and 

acknowledging the limitations of meaning, knowledge and interpretation, is very 

important to questions of research validity. This research has sought to minimise the 

reduction and enhance the expansion by firstly acknowledging the representational 

nature of knowledge and committing to setting out the research processes adopted and 

the basis on which claims are made.  

6.3.2 Models of Narrative Analysis 

As with any mode of data analysis, there are a variety of methods for making sense of 

data. Riessman outlines four models of narrative analysis: thematic, structural, 

interactional and performative. These are not mutually exclusive but instead there can 

be overlap in each. A thematic analysis is one in which the researcher gives more 

emphasis to what is being said more than the how it is said; ‘the ‘told’ rather than the 

‘telling’. In a thematic analysis, multiple stories are gathered and ‘conceptual 

groupings’ are created from the data. A structural mode places emphasis on the way a 

story is told thus focusing on the language used and the syntax and prosodic features of 

talk. As such, Riessman suggests that they are not suitable for large numbers, but are 

useful for detailed case studies and comparisons of several narrative accounts. 

Interactional analysis emphasises the dialogical process between teller and listener, 

viewing storytelling as a process of co-construction where teller and listener create 

meaning collaboratively.474 Performative analysis goes beyond the spoken word and 

emphasises the performance aspect of storytelling. This research will draw 
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predominately on a descriptive thematic analysis with some use of structural analysis. 

The basis of a thematic analysis is discussed below. 

6.3.2.1 Thematic Analysis 

Thematic analysis is a widely used analytic method in qualitative research.475 Overcash 

points out that narrative method is not simply the stories or accounts told by participants 

but also the systematic search for themes or other details in the data.476 Thematic 

analysis identifies common ideas and phrases that individual participants articulate in 

their narratives and that can indicate a level of importance assigned to specific thought 

or occurrence.477 Owen highlights three aspects of identifying themes: recurrence, 

repetition and forcefulness.478 Recurrence refers to the repeated use of similar words or 

phrases. Repetition refers to ideas that are expressed using the same words while 

forcefulness refers to the emphasis applied to an idea or concept.479 Themes can be 

identified both within the data — considering the themes that arise within individual 

participant’s narratives, as well as across the data — comparing themes among 

participants.480 

Braun and Clarke identify a number of different types of thematic analysis. A ‘rich 

thematic description’ of an entire data set is designed to draw out the predominant or 

important themes. This is particularly useful for investigating an under-researched area, 

or with participants whose views on the topic are not known.481 An alternative use of 

thematic analysis focuses on providing a more detailed and nuanced account of one 

particular theme or group of themes, within the data.482 The narrative method is an 

extremely diverse, malleable483 and accessible484 form of methodology in capturing the 

human experience.  
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Braun and Clarke identity two key ways of conducting thematic analysis: inductive and 

theoretical analysis. Inductive thematic analysis is data driven in that it is ‘a process of 

coding the data without trying to fit it into a pre-existing coding frame, or the 

researcher’s analytic preconceptions’.485 Theoretical thematic analysis tends to provide 

less a rich description of the data overall and more a detailed analysis of some aspect of 

the data. This research has principally adopted an inductive thematic approach, letting 

the data speak for itself. Themes have emerged from the data itself (evolving through 

the coding process) instead of coding for specific research questions.486 This research is 

interested in understanding final year law students’ attitudes and perceptions of RRR 

practice and so will focus on how these play out across the data, resulting in several 

themes related to attitudes and perceptions. 

Of course, not all social scientists believe that thematic analysis captures and represents 

narrative; but rather that by isolating themes outside of the nuanced whole, it fails to 

capture the detail and realism of participant experience. Overcash argues that there is 

room for both approaches: when looking for trends or commonalities, a thematic 

analysis may be reasonable/most appropriate. However, when seeking to convey 

realism, or a sense of the experience, narrative in the raw form of the individual’s story 

may be an appropriate approach.487  

6.4 Research Processes 

The narrative study involved interviewing two groups of final year law students: one 

group with a background in rural, regional or remote communities. The second group 

comprised students who had grown up in a capital city or major metropolitan area. The 

interviews sought to gain information about students’ career intentions, canvass 

perspectives on career choices and, in particular, explore the perceptions and attitudes of 

students to legal practice in RRR communities. The inclusion of students from both 

urban and rural backgrounds allowed for the possibility of different perspectives. 

Existing research has consistently shown that those with past, existing or family ties to a 

RRR area are the graduates most likely to return to that community. As such, it was 

seen as a means of exploring the difference that connection to ‘place’ and ‘space’ might 

make to perception and attitudes — the ‘imagined’ experience.  
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The processes associated with the recruitment of participants, interviewing, 

transcription and the limitations encountered are discussed below. 

6.4.1 Recruitment of Participants 

6.4.1.1 Final Year Law Students: Regional Universities 

In order to maximise the attraction of participants with a rural, regional or remote 

background, the law schools of two regional universities in Queensland were 

approached to participate in the study. These were: James Cook University (JCU) in 

Townsville and the University of Southern Queensland (USQ) in Toowoomba. Initial 

contact was made with senior members of academic staff and/or Heads of school at 

these institutions to request their assistance with the recruitment phase. In particular, I 

sought permission to attend a class of the final year cohort in order to introduce myself, 

talk briefly about the research and to invite their participation. A written Information 

Sheet (see Annexure 3) about the research project was also distributed to students.  

Both JCU and USQ provided me with an interview room on campus to which students 

were invited to drop by for more information about the research and/or to participate in 

an interview. For two days at JCU and one day at USQ respectively, I remained on 

campus to speak to any student who might be interested in participating. Alternatively, 

students were given the option to contact me via email or telephone at a later time if 

they were unable to see me during my time on-campus or if they preferred to conduct 

the interview away from the campus. A total of five students responded — three female 

and two male — and all were subsequently interviewed. Four of these were conducted 

on-campus on a face to face basis while one student was subsequently interviewed over 

the telephone in the week following the on-campus visit.  

In line with the ethical conduct of research, each student was asked to sign a Consent 

Form (see Annexure 4) indicating their willingness to participate. It was initially 

envisaged that 10 students from a regional university would be an optimum number; 

however, despite ongoing attempts at recruitment, student willingness to participate was 

low.  

6.4.1.2 Final Year Law Students: Brisbane-based University 

The city-based group of final year law students was recruited through the Griffith 

University Law School, Nathan campus located in Brisbane. An email communication 
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was forwarded by campus administrative staff to all final year law students enrolled at 

the institution in 2011. The email broadly outlined the research project (see Appendix 5) 

and invited students to contact me, either by email or telephone, should they be 

interested in participating in a research interview. Seven students in total responded 

indicating their willingness to participate. They were each provided with an Information 

Sheet (see Annexure 4) about the research asked to sign and return the Consent Form 

(see Annexure 3) prior to or at the interview. All seven returned the signed Consent 

Form and all were subsequently interviewed, five on a face to face basis and two over 

the telephone. Following is a discussion of the interview processes adopted. 

6.4.2 Narrative Method 

Like phenomenological method, there is no standard set of procedures to be utilised 

when engaging in narrative method. Having said that, ‘how’ narrative interviews are 

conducted is important because it has the capacity to affect the depth and quality of data 

coming from the interviewees. Having earlier explained Riessman’s ‘layers of 

representation’ model, it is useful to continue with this model as a means of explaining 

the narrative processes adopted: telling, transcribing and analysing. Each of these is 

addressed in turn. 

6.4.2.1 Telling: Narrative Interview 

In narrative research, stories are shaped through discussions with the research 

participant in a dialogue. Thus, one of the key methods of narrative research is the 

interview.488 Bauer and Gaskell state that ‘the narrative interview envisages a setting 

that encourages and stimulates an interviewee to tell a story about some significant 

event in their life and social context’.489 Given that the interview is a dialogical 

process,490 it is important to ensure a comfortable space for research participants491 one 

in which interviewees are asked open ended questions such that interviewees are invited 
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to tell their story with maximum control to them.492 A sense of non-judgemental attitude 

and a sense of equality between participants are also important.493  

The 12 interviews conducted with final year law students were semi-structured in nature 

and centred on broad topics rather than around particular interview questions. For 

example, their hopes and plans for their practice future as well as their ideas about 

practice in a RRR area. This was designed to promote a spontaneous and reciprocal 

exchange between interviewer and interviewee that would also give each interviewee 

the freedom and flexibility to recall and reflect on their experience, attitudes, values and 

perceptions from their own perspective. The interviews were conducted ‘one on one’, 

and questions used were open-ended in order to hear interviewees in their own terms. 

Riessman describes how open ended questions are designed to produce narrative 

accounts.494 A principal concern was to create a safe and open atmosphere and to 

establish an easy connection with the interviewee. As such, the interview was conducted 

in an informal and flexible manner and was designed to relax and build a rapport with 

the participant.  

The interviews ranged from 19 minutes to 43 minutes in duration with an average of 27 

minutes. Each student was given the choice of the time and place of interview. Some 

participants chose to have the interview conducted face to face at the respective 

university campus, others on the telephone. All interviews were audio recorded with 

permission of the interviewees. The transcription process is outlined below. 

Transcribing:  

Riessman describes taping and transcribing as essential to narrative analysis.495 She 

advocates beginning with a rough transcription of striking features of the conversation, 

then going back and re-transcribing selected portions for detailed analysis. However, it 

was decided that in order to minimise filtering from this level of representation to the 

greatest extent possible, interviews would be subsequently transcribed verbatim into 

Microsoft Word, including ‘umms’ and ‘ahhs’ and instances of laughter. Questions, 

comments and responses by the researcher were also included. The transcribed data was 

stored on a computer with a copy kept in a locked cabinet. 
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All transcription of data was undertaken only by the researcher. This was not only 

consistent with the ethical conduct of the research in terms preserving confidentiality, it 

also allowed full immersion in the data at this very critical point. As I read and 

scrutinised transcripts, features of the discourse often ‘jumped out’, stimulated by prior 

theoretical interests and themes emerging from across the other interviews.  

6.4.2.2 Analysing 

This research has adopted a descriptive thematic analysis, which is a widely used 

method in qualitative research.496 Thematic analysis seeks to identify themes both within 

and across data that individual participants articulate in their narratives and that can 

indicate a level of importance assigned to specific thought or occurrence.497 In its 

thematic analysis, this research has identified themes based on recurrence, repetition 

and forcefulness both within each interview and across interviews.498 

The research utilised the NVIVO 9 software program as an aid to data analysis and as a 

resource management tool. Once each interview had been transcribed, it was then 

imported into NVIVO where a comprehensive coding process was undertaken for each 

interview. A second manual code was also completed to ensure thoroughness in 

identifying the themes from the interviews. On completion of the coding, a thematic 

analysis was undertaken from the themes identified from these processes. 

The themes identified within and across each interview have been presented visually in 

table form. This is designed not only for completeness but also for transparency in the 

analysis of the data. It does this in that it allows the reader to identify how the major 

conceptual themes were drawn from the inteviews. Further, in presenting and analysing 

the data, participant identity has been protected by giving each a pseudonym rather than 

using real names. 

6.5 Limitations 

The key limitation in relation to student interviews was the number of students 

interviewed. It was initially envisaged that 10 students from a regional university and 10 

students from a city-based university would be an optimum number. Despite ongoing 
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efforts to recruit, student willingness to participate was less than I had hoped. Despite 

this, the participants reflect a balance of those with a RRR and city-based background 

and, as such, I do not think that this compromised the study. 
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7 DATA AND ANALYSIS 2 

FINAL YEAR LAW STUDENTS’ IMAGINED EXPERIENCE:  

A NARRATIVE ANALYSIS 

7.1 Introduction  

The previous chapter outlined the methodological approach adopted in the second part 

of this research: a narrative analysis of interviews with final year law students. This part 

of the study involved conducting interviews with 12 final year law students in order to 

canvass their attitudes to, and perceptions of, legal practice in regional, rural and remote 

(RRR) communities — that is, their ‘imagined’ experience. The chapter begins by 

providing an overview of the geographic and demographic characteristics of the 

participants involved, in particular, participants’ university location, geographical 

background and age. It then offers an analysis of the data obtained from the in-depth 

interviews organised around three overarching themes: 

1) Interest in RRR legal practice as a career option; 

2) Student perception of legal practice in RRR communities; and 

3) Visions of life and living in RRR communities. 

7.2 Who are the Participants? 

A total of twelve students were interviewed. Five students were from two regional 

universities in Queensland — James Cook University in Townsville and the University 

of Southern Queensland in Toowoomba. The remaining seven students were studying at 

the Nathan campus of Griffith University located in Brisbane, Queensland. Interviews 

ranged in duration from 25 to 75 minutes. Table 1 shows the university location and 

gender of students. 

Table 15: University location of students interviewed  

GEOGRAPHICAL 

LOCATION 

Regional university City-based university 

Female 3 6 

Male 2 1 

TOTAL 5 7 
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Of the seven students studying at the city-based university, two had a rural/regional 

background, having been born in a rural/regional area, and/or have family living in 

rural/regional area of Queensland. Table 2 gives a breakdown of the geographical 

background of students. 

Table 16: Geographical background of students interviewed 

GEOGRAPHICAL 

BACKGROUND 

Rural/regional background Non-rural/regional 

background 

Female 5 4 

Male 2 1 

TOTAL 7 5 

 

Most of the students interviewed were under 25 years of age (9 or 75%). One student 

was aged 25 years or over (8.5%) while two students were aged over 35 years (16.5%). 

Table 3 shows the breakdown of the age of participants by gender. 

Table 17: Age of participants 

AGE OF 

PARTICIPANTS 

Under 25  25–35 Over 35  

Female 8 1 0 

Male 1 0 2 

TOTAL 9 1 2 

 

7.3 Data Analysis 

7.3.1 Introduction 

Having outlined some of the key geographic and demographic characteristics of the 

participants, this chapter now presents an analysis of the interview data. As outlined in 

the previous chapter, this is achieved via narrative analysis which is grounded in the 

belief that human beings make sense of their experiences and dialogic interactions with 

the world and themselves through story — or narrative — structures.499 A narrative is a 

story that tells a sequence of events (or imagined events500) that is in some way 
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significant for either the teller or their audience. Narrative researchers attempt to make 

sense of and interpret phenomena in terms of the meaning people bring to them.501 An 

individual’s thoughts, perceptions, beliefs and experience are central aspects of 

understanding why they act as they do; why certain choices are made over others; and 

what meanings they assign to their world.502 In the context of this research, thoughts, 

perceptions, beliefs and experiences are believed to be highly influential factors in 

determining whether or not a person will choose to go to or return to live a RRR area.  

A thematic analysis was adopted in interpreting the data;503 common ideas and phrases 

that were articulated in individual narratives were identified and used to indicate the 

level of importance assigned to specific thoughts or incidents.504 Consequently, I read 

through each of the interview transcripts many times and over an extended period, 

building in-depth knowledge of the content and gaining deeper and deeper impressions 

of the overall views and beliefs conveyed by each participant’s narrative: How do they 

see their career trajectory? Had they ever thought about legal practice in a RRR area? 

How do they perceive practice in a RRR area? What are the dominant themes within 

each interview? What overall beliefs and ideas do they convey? From the deep and 

extended immersion in the individual interviews I then identified common themes and 

ideas running across interviews, interpreting these through a thematic analysis. The 

description and analysis of the data has been organised around three overarching 

themes: 

1) Interest in RRR legal practice as a career option; 

2) Student perception of legal practice in RRR communities; and 

3) Visions of life and living in RRR communities. 

The data has been analysed and presented in this way as it best captures the broad 

themes to emerge from the interviews and also reflects the complex mix of individual, 

social and professional factors underlying the problem of attraction and retention of 
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solicitors in RRR areas.505 Having established this analytical framework, the themes 

within and across each interview have been brought together into three corresponding 

tables as a means of providing a visual summary of students’ perceptions, beliefs and 

experiences as they relate to each theme. Each of these overarching themes is explored 

below. 

7.3.2 Interest in RRR Legal Practice as a Career Option 

A key objective for this second part of the research was to explore career intentions and 

to gain an understanding of the ideas, beliefs and values underpinning RRR practice as a 

possible career choice. In particular, students were asked about whether they had 

considered practising in a RRR area and their level of interest in doing so. The 

following table provides a visual summary of male and female participant responses to 

this topic. 

Table 18: Student interest in RRR legal practice as a career option 

 INTEREST IN RRR PRACTICE 
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Definite interest & intention to 
practise in RRR 

                        

Definite interest in RRR practice but 

need to get experience in city first 

                        

Desire to remain in RRR but depends 

on availability of job opportunity 

                        

Interest in RRR practice for ‘an 
experience’ or ‘as something different’ 

for a short time 

                        

Maybe something interesting to do 

before children 

                        

Might consider when I have children 
or ready to retire 

                        

No intention/ interest in RRR practice                         

No intention: women treated 
badly/gender discrimination 

                        

No intention: RRR doesn’t suit my 

practice interests 

                        

 

The table shows that only two female students (22%), Amy and Monica, expressed a 

definite interest in practising in a RRR area. The remaining seven female students 
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(78%) expressed either no interest (five students) or a qualified interest (two students) in 

doing so. This suggests that for female participants, decisions about practising in a RRR 

area were multilayered. In contrast, career intentions of the male participants were less 

complex and were wholly divided along geographical lines. Thus, the two male regional 

students, Max and Ben, had distinctly different views to those of Adam, the male 

student studying at the city-based university. Both Max and Ben spoke positively about 

legal practice in a RRR area and their decision to stay or leave will principally be a 

function of job availability rather than location. Max, for example, captures this idea 

with his comment that ‘I’m pretty laid back about it … I’m willing to move or stay here 

as long as … wherever I go I can get a job really. At the moment just getting a job is 

probably the highest preference then move from here’. Adam, however, had very strong 

views against RRR practice as a career option and was adamant that ‘you couldn’t pay 

me enough to go [to a RRR area].’  

Monica and Amy, the two female students who signalled a definite interest/intention to 

practise in a rural area, both come from regional Queensland and were clearly motivated 

by a strong desire to ‘help’ rural clients. This, they suggest, is based on their empathy 

with and understanding of rural need. Amy remarks that ‘I always knew that I wanted to 

do something that was working in a [smaller rural] community and helping in some sort 

of way’. Monica also expressed the desire to help clients in a small rural community in 

Queensland because she ‘knows how hard it is’ to access legal services: 

Int: … What is it about rural practice that interests you? 

 

Monica: Umm, I guess it’s just the actual clients. A lot of the clients that we deal 

with at my present firm they are rural clients and I’m just interested like … I just 

seem to want to help them out a bit because I know how hard it is when you live 

out West and you can’t get things done. I’ve seen it with my parents and I just 

think it would be so nice to be able to go to see someone and not have to travel. 

Four of the five female students (55.5%) who did not intend to practice in a RRR area 

all considered that they were, in some way, not suited to RRR practice. For Jane, Stella 

and Trudy, all students with a regional background, they connected aspects of their 

experience in their home communities as reasons for this unsuitability, including the 

treatment of women within the local law setting and views about socially conservative 

regional environments. Jane, for example, related how, in the course of her law studies, 

she had undertaken work experience in several local law firms. As a result of her 

experiences in these firms, Jane now feels she is better ‘suited to practising in a bigger 
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city’ and plans to leave her regional area, citing the treatment of women as central to her 

decision:  

Jane: I don’t think I will practice in [regional area] … as I feel I am suited to 

practising in a bigger city.  

 

Int: Why?  

 

Jane: Mostly I feel I am not suited to local firms here because I have seen how 

women are treated within them and I don’t wish to be a part of that environment. It 

sounds terrible … but many of my friends have slept their way into their jobs. 

There is a sense that this is what you have to do to get on in the local law 

environment … I see friends who, as young women, I believe are being used by 

their male superiors. My friends don’t necessarily see it that way or aren’t 

concerned about it but it just doesn’t feel right according to my morals and beliefs. 

Stella, too, considers that ‘regional areas probably don’t quite suit my personality’, 

pointing to not only the lack of a vibrant music scene but also the social conservatism 

she considers is evident in regional Queensland. Explaining why she does not intend to 

return to her regional home to practice law, she highlights what she sees as the ‘massive 

problem’ of racism and homophobia: 

Int: You said “regional areas really don’t suit my personality” [and] “it’s not really 

somewhere I’m interested in going back to”. Can you tell me a bit more about that? 

 

Stella: Umm, well I suppose you do have the dynamic that they’re not the most 

accepting people in the world. I think that [regional area] has got … is the most –

there was a survey a few years ago – the most homophobic place in Queensland at 

least. [R]acism is [also] a massive problem. It’s not really something that … like 

I’m a bit of an advocate of those sort of rights and I don’t really want to go back 

and hear those sorts of derogatory comments and all that. But obviously I’m 

heterosexual and I’m white but it’s still the same thing I don’t want to hear that 

word. In Brisbane there’s much higher social expectation that you can’t say sort of 

things like that 

For Trudy, she felt that practice in a RRR area would not suit her particular practice 

interests. She believed that limited opportunities were available in her area of 

professional interest, namely commercial law and that ‘unless I could be certain that I 

would be in a commercial department of a firm or I would be in a firm that didn’t 

specialise in criminal or family, I would possibly go back to Brisbane.’ Similarly, 

Marie, a city-based student, considered that ‘maybe the type of work I’d be interested in 

probably wouldn’t be available in a rural and remote area’. Stella, too, felt that her 

interest in environmental and planning law meant that ‘there would be no work for me 

in [the regional area in which I grew up] or it would be very minimal.’  
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The fifth student, Kerry, also felt ‘unsure’ about whether she would ever work in a rural 

area because of the professional isolation and prevalence of conflicts of interest: 

Int: And so in terms of practising in a rural, regional or remote community is that 

something you’d ever thought about before? 

 

Kerry: I started thinking about it the other day when I was reading the information. 

I’m not sure if I would ever work in a rural area because of the, I suppose, the 

isolation. Especially with the legal profession I think you need that support 

network of other people and I don’t know how much of that support you would get 

in a rural practice. So dealing with conflicts of interest, all of those sorts of 

conflicts and things that you would come across in your career, would be more 

prevalent in a smaller … practice in a rural area 

 

Int: So for you personally that level of support and the prevalence of conflict of 

interest would make it not somewhere that you would like to work? 

 

Kerry: I think you would have to be very much more careful with the interactions 

with the community than you would in an urban area. So umm just even dealing 

with your family or your friends depending on the size of that community there 

may not be that many more people left. And I think you probably wouldn’t find 

many people in the profession in that area and just being able to talk to them may 

not be possible because they may be the opposition in your case 

A third ‘group’ of female participants comprised city-based students, Peta and Jenni, 

who stated they were ‘open’ to or ‘not opposed’ to the idea of practising in a RRR area. 

Both students tended to frame RRR practice as an ‘unconventional’ career option or as 

‘something different’ to do for a short period of time. Peta was interested in undertaking 

her practical legal training in a RRR area. She comments that ‘the biggest motivating 

factor for me would be it is just a completely difference experience from what is 

considered the conventional way of doing things; doing something different. Not doing 

the same as everybody else.’ Jenni felt that practice in a RRR community would provide 

the opportunity for ‘something different’ and ‘would be a cool thing to do for a while’: 

Int: And so in terms of you know that being open to a whole range of ideas, had 

you ever thought about practising in a rural, regional or remote community? Is that 

something that you’d thought about? 

 

Jenni: Well I guess not to a you know like great extent because I’m thinking about 

practicalities and how that would work out but umm I’d definitely wouldn’t be 

opposed to the idea 

 

… 

 

Jenni: Definitely. I think it would be an opportunity to do something different to 

what everyone seems to be talking about heading towards the law school at the end 

which is I’ve got to get into a top tier law firm and I’ve gotta do this and this and 

this … Yeah, I just think it would be a different way of doing things … But yeah 

but back to what I said about being a people person and getting to know people and 
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what’s going on in their lives and being a part of that and making things work out I 

just think would be a rewarding and cool thing to do for a while. 

Additionally, life decisions around children and retirement also featured in the 

comments of Jenni and Stella. Jenni considered that, as a young practitioner, RRR 

practice could be ‘something interesting to do before kids and stuff … when you’re not 

as tied down and can move around’. In contrast, Stella felt that in the absence of 

children or retirement there was ‘no point’ in moving back to her regional home:  

And in the same sense I’m not looking to have children so for me there is really no 

point me moving there. If I were retiring I might consider it but even then 

7.3.2.1 Summary 

Female participants with a regional background were the most and least likely of all 

students to consider RRR practice as a career option, with two expressing a definite 

interest in practising in a RRR area while the remaining three do not intend to practice 

in a RRR area. Students with a background in a major city either expressed no interest 

in RRR practice as a career option or viewed it as an ‘unconventional’ and shorter term 

career prospect. In contrast, the career intentions of male participants were principally a 

function of job availability rather than location and were wholly divided along 

geographical lines.  

7.3.3 Perceptions of Legal Practice in RRR Communities 

Having explored student interest in RRR legal practice as a possible career option, I 

now consider the ideas, beliefs and perceptions held by male and female participants 

about RRR practice. Increasing knowledge and awareness of these can help to discover 

the particular dynamics operating around the attraction of female graduate solicitors to 

RRR practice, which, to date, has been largely absent. The following table gives a 

visual summary of the issues raised in participant interviews in relation to their views 

and perceptions of RRR practice. 
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Table 19: Students’ perceptions of RRR legal practice 
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Absent or marginalised in law 

school experience 

            

City sets the pace of legal life and 

culture: ‘soft law’ 

            

Would be no different to city 

practice 

            

Professional isolation             

Sexism/women treated 

badly/negativity towards women 

            

Firms run by older male 

practitioners 

            

Conflict of interest problems             

Work/life balance             

Lower salaries             

Lawyer works more alongside 

clients 

            

Greater personal involvement 

with clients 

            

Greater professional 

responsibility and pressure 

            

Less professional responsibility 

and pressure 

            

Greater risk management/liability 

issues 

            

Desire to help/empathy with rural 

clients 

            

Lack of economic incentives due 

to reduced client base 

            

Lack of resources available              

Quicker career progression             

Breadth of practice             

Prefers to work in large firm             

Prefers to work in small firm             

Firms in RRR would be small             

 

The table shows that there were several common and distinctive themes across female 

and male participant interviews. It also highlights the greater homogeneity present in the 

views and perceptions of female participants regardless of their university location and 

geographical background. Shared themes across male and female interviews include: (a) 

work/life balance; (b) professional responsibility and work pressure; (c) conflicts of 
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interest; and (d) level of remuneration and economic gain. Each of these will be briefly 

considered below. 

7.3.3.1 Shared Themes of Male and Female Participants 

(a) Work/life balance 

Five students (4 female and 1 male) raised the issue of work/life balance. This was 

generally mentioned in the context of their broader career priorities. For female 

students, Jane and Marie, attaining ‘work/life balance’ was seen as a crucial facet of 

their overall career plan. Jane commented that ‘[i]f I choose to have children … the 

most important thing into the medium and longer terms will be work/life balance.’ 

Marie, who at the time of the interview had already secured a position in a top-tier firm 

in Brisbane, plans to work in the private sector for the first five years of her career and 

then move to the corporate sector in the hope of achieving ‘better hours’ and ‘less 

stress’:  

Int: … And so what appeals to you ultimately about in-house corporate as a longer 

term plan for you? 

 

Marie: Well to be honest it’s all about the hours and the lifestyle choice.  

 

Int: Okay. And what for you ... what sense do you have about those things with an 

in-house position? 

 

Marie: Umm, well I think it probably would be better hours; wouldn’t be as 

stressful, hopefully. And I guess I think there’s probably more of a – I don't know 

the word – you hear it from people in terms of families. I didn’t see many women 

with families at law firms and those that did umm looked quite stressed. 

 

Int: Right. 

 

Marie: So just a quality of life thing that I'm looking at doing that in the future. 

Neither Marie nor Jane made any explicit connection between work/life balance and 

RRR practice. For them achieving work/life balance appeared to be more a function of 

firm size and employment sector than about location. This was the case for Jenni, too, 

who commented that she ‘very much wanted to practise in a smaller firm’ as it would 

generally offer more opportunity for work/life balance. Only two students, Trudy and 

Max, specifically connected work/life balance with practising in an RRR area. Trudy 

felt that work/life balance was probably more available in RRR practice because ‘there 

isn’t the huge travel time [associated] with peak hour traffic.’ Max, a male student 
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studying at a regional university, also considered work/life balance a priority for him 

but felt that regional practice was more likely to offer this:  

Max: I’m definitely not one of the people who will not be putting in 18 hour days 

you know to get a promotion a year after I join a firm. Definitely not looking for 

that kind of high powered job which umm from what I understand is probably 

better with working regional. Those type of jobs they are more centred around 

Brisbane or Sydney or Melbourne. So that's kind of gonna work out well. 

 

Int: Right, so for you that kind of, as you say, not working 18 hours, that work/life 

balance is a priority for you? 

 

Max: Yeah. 

 

Int: And you feel like you can achieve that more working regionally? 

 

Max: Not necessarily more but there's a higher chance that I’ll get a job that that’s 

not required first up. 

(b) Professional responsibility and work pressure  

In commenting on the ‘imagined’ experience of practising in a RRR community, five 

students (Monica, Kerry, Trudy, Peta and Adam) considered that, to a greater or lesser 

extent, lawyers who practised in an RRR area would face increased professional 

responsibility and work pressure. This was attributed to such factors as the reduced 

availability of professional support, the greater breadth of legal knowledge required in 

the context of RRR practice, the need to manage complex dynamics associated with the 

client and community context as well as the small firm environment. Kerry, for 

example, thought that a dominance of ‘small [firms] in a rural area [means] you have to 

be more responsible … than if you work in a larger firm in the city.’ Monica imagined 

that ‘you [would] have to use a lot of your own initiative most of the time because 

you’re not going to have as many people there giving you instructions and telling you 

what to do’ while Trudy felt that firms in RRR areas ‘tended to take on a little bit more 

responsibility in more areas of law.’  

Adam, a city-based student, was particularly strident in his view of RRR practice as a 

high-risk, under resourced and isolated professional environment. He believed that the 

‘confidences and [conflicts] you have to be aware of’ and the many ‘limitations’ that 

come from being part of the community created a fraught personal and practice 

environment. Adam was particularly vocal about what he saw as the reputational 

vulnerability of the RRR lawyer:  
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Adam: I think if you were a regional practitioner [and] someone makes a complaint 

to the Legal Services Commission and, yes, whilst you will be investigated, 

straight away you are guilty … I would imagine in a small town they would know 

whose cows are having cows. It doesn’t take a lot to destroy your reputation. Why 

would you do it?! The money is not that good 

 

Int: It sounds like the greater exposure and closeness to the community in a 

regional, rural or remote community … that it’s about the closeness to the 

community and the exposure – the potential exposure – of the lawyer to the 

community? 

 

Adam: I think the exposure is every bit exactly the same as a city law firm but the 

difference is that you have lots of other buffers to protect yourself. 

 

Int: Such as? 

 

Adam: Senior partners, endless amounts of litigation money … a multitude of 

people who will have a multitude of backup 

 

Int: Okay. So I’m getting this sense that as a regional practitioner you are kind of 

the “lone vulnerable wolf”. Is that what I’m hearing you say? 

 

Adam: Very much so. Yep. 

 

Int: So vulnerable, alone, in the sense? 

 

Adam: On every level whether that be from financial support [and] the emotional 

pressure … My understanding is that depression within the legal fraternity is 

rampant. So if that is going on, you’re isolated in a regional area and … they’ve got 

to deal with that themselves. They’ve obviously got to work out how they are 

going to get paid. I think there are so many things against them as well as the 

conflicts. [It’s] ridiculous. I understand why they’re there but you know 

(c) Conflicts of Interest 

The prevalence of conflicts of interest in the context of RRR practice featured in the 

comments of six students, Stella, Marie, Kerry, Peta, Amy and Adam. Marie and Kerry, 

for example, considered that ‘you’d [probably] get a lot of conflict of interest problems’ 

while Kerry assumed that conflicts of interest ‘would be more prevalent in a smaller 

[rural] practice environment’. Both also expressed concerns about the challenges of 

managing conflicts of interest. Marie remarked that ‘It’s difficult … I don’t know how 

I’d deal with that’ while Kerry considered that conflicts of interest in RRR would be 

more difficult to manage because of increased professional isolation: 

I’m not sure if I would ever work in a rural area because of the, I suppose, the 

isolation … Especially with the legal profession I think you need that support 

network umm of other people and I don’t know how much of that support you 

would get in a rural practice. So umm dealing with conflicts of interest, all of those 

sorts of conflicts and things that you would come across in your career would be 

more prevalent in a smaller – you would assume smaller practice in a rural area – 

you have to be more responsible I think than if you work in a larger firm in the city 



 

143 

Adam, a city-based student, felt that conflicts and confidentiality issues created an 

extremely challenging and ‘debilitating’ practice environment for anyone ‘out there’ or 

‘anyone considering [practising in a RRR community] and was ‘beyond absurd’. Stella, 

a city based student with a regional background, commented on the challenges for 

regional lawyers of being in a town where ‘everyone’s into everyone’s business’: 

There are a lot of difficulties associated with there not being many firms in town. I 

know for instance, to go back to [regional area where I come from] as an example, 

I did a little bit of work experience there and one of the girls that I worked with her 

partner was working in another firm. So automatically if she’s against him there’s a 

conflict of interest. Yeah, it’s a small world kind of thing and everyone’s into 

everyone’s business and you know everyone’s affairs. Yeah, I think that is 

definitely a challenge for regional lawyers. 

The challenges associated with closer community ties in RRR context were also 

commented on by Kerry and Peta. Peta felt that, while closer ties gave you the 

opportunity to ‘get to know people a lot in the town’ and that you ‘might be considered 

a valued member of the community’, there was the prospect that unhappy clients could 

‘target you’:  

Peta: [i]f perhaps ah you represented a client who wasn’t happy with the outcome 

it’s not like you’ll never see them again. You will see them again. It’s possible you 

will and I think that would be an issue umm 

 

Int: In which way do you think it might be an issue later? 

 

Peta: Well I mean if they were really unhappy they could target you. I don’t think 

that that would be the case though but it’s possible and especially if they knew 

where you lived but also they might come back for something else and that would 

be might present conflict of interest or something like. 

For Kerry, she focused on the need to be ‘very much more careful with your interactions 

with the community’:  

I think you would have to be very much more careful with the interactions with the 

community than you would in an urban area. So umm just even dealing with your 

family or your friends depending on the size of that community there may not be 

that many more people left. And I think you probably wouldn’t find many people 

in the profession in that area and just being able to talk to them may not be possible 

because they may be the opposition in your case. Otherwise you’d have to take 

time off work to always be contacting other people instead of just being able to call 

up one of your close friends or something like that. 
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(d) Lower salaries and economic return 

Four students (Jane, Ben, Marie and Adam) commented on the level of remuneration 

and economic return they perceive is available in the context of RRR practice. Jane and 

Ben, both studying at a regional university, felt that salaries in the regions were much 

less than would be available to them in the capital cities. Jane, for example, comments 

that ‘the starting salary here [for a new graduate] is around $40,000. Many of my 

friends choose to go into the police or army because, immediately, they can get 

$80,000’. While Ben agreed, unlike Jane, he considered that the ‘benefits and 

satisfaction’ he would gain working in regional Australia would outweigh the 

differences in salary. Marie and Adam, city based students, held similar views. Marie 

commented that ‘I don’t really know what the salaries are but I would … assume the 

city salaries would be a lot better.’ For Adam, he considered that ‘no amount of money 

would be enough [to go into RRR practice]’. 

Connected to the issue of salary levels for employed practitioners is the view that the 

overall economic return available to firms operating in the RRR context is more limited. 

Adam, for example, remarked that ‘For a regional practitioner the work may be 

spasmodic … [Y]ou possibly have a limited group or a limited clientele that you can 

draw on.’ Stella, too, envisages that ‘firms would be quite small [so] they wouldn’t 

make very much money’, while Kerry considered that there was a lack of economic 

incentive for sole and small practices because the community may not be able support 

the business:  

I suppose the incentives to [practice in a RRR area] if you were practising by 

yourself could be difficult from an economic point of view or even a small practice 

because you’ve got to rely on that community to support your wages and they may 

not have any legal problems – which I doubt it – but how they could actually pay 

you could be an issue. That’s where you have those occasions where people may 

take risks with their accounting just to cover themselves. Having that potential risk 

there is quite a high concern in my mind; the economic side of it. 

While work/life balance, conflicts of interest, professional responsibility and work 

pressure and levels of remuneration and economic return were common themes for both 

male and female students, there were several distinctive themes evident in the 

interviews of female participants. 
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7.3.4 Distinctive Themes of Female Participants 

Students were asked to comment on what they thought legal practice in a RRR 

community may be like. The distinctive aspects of female participants’ ‘imagined’ 

experience of RRR practice relate to three key themes: (a) breadth of practice 

experience; (b) firm size; and (c) sexism and gender-based discrimination. Each of these 

is discussed below. 

7.3.4.1 Breadth of Practice Experience 

Six female participants (66.6%) commented on the breadth of practice experience 

available in a RRR context. For Jane and Peta, they both spoke positively of the 

‘general practice environment’ of the regional firm while Peta thought that there would 

be a ‘lot more variety in terms of cases’ as well as ‘more responsibility and [quicker 

career] progress than if you were … in the city’.  

In contrast, however, Stella, Trudy, Jenni and Marie all perceived that RRR practice 

would actually restrict the breadth of practice and skills development available. Stella, 

for example, believed that ‘the experience you’re going to be exposed to is somewhat 

limited in a regional area … especially where it is really low socio-economic’. Trudy 

commented that ‘all the firms up here … do [only] criminal and family law’ while 

Marie felt that practice in a RRR area would be limited to ‘a lot of conveyancing or 

family law’ and that ‘you probably wouldn’t be able to expand that much because you’d 

be limited in terms of the number of clients [you could get in a] small town’. Jenni 

captures the feelings of participants:  

Jenni: … I guess some thoughts I’d have would be about whether you’d end up 

doing a lot of the same work you know mostly property sales or mostly one thing 

or the other … I don’t know if there’s really a lot of scope to have experience in 

different areas in a small town. 

 

Int: And would that be appealing to you or not appealing? 

 

Jenni: Umm, yeah sure. I think it would depend on the type of work maybe. If it 

was slightly monotonous but there’s good people to work with and to create a 

lifestyle and things like that it probably makes what might be seen as a sacrifice in 

having a broader experience legally more justified in that you know it’s great in so 

many other ways. 

 

Int: Right. 

 

Jenni: And also keeping in mind things like your stage of career. If I was still pretty 

young and early in my career I wouldn’t mind doing something like that because I 
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still have plenty of time to go and decide to do family law somewhere else you 

know switch and have some other experience … By the same token if it was 

towards a later stage of your career and you’d already done a few things it’s not as 

important to be dabbling in different areas. You might be happy to do a smaller set 

of things really well; not have your hand in too many baskets. 

7.3.4.2 Firm Size 

A second distinctive issue for female participants relates to ‘firm size’. Six (66.5%) 

female participants specifically commented on this issue. Marie, Trudy and Stella all 

emphasised the prevalence of small firms in the RRR context and their personal 

preference to work for a ‘big company’ or a ‘bigger firm’. For Marie, ‘working for a big 

company [means] they deal with all the issues I don’t really want to’. For her, working 

as a sole practitioner or being part of a small firm means having to deal with issues such 

as billing arrangements and ‘the human aspects of law’ which she would not enjoy: 

Int: So what part wouldn’t you enjoy? What part of that particularly would you find 

difficult? 

 

Marie: I mean I don’t mind talking to people and that but in terms of being the only 

solicitor you’d have a lot of face to face contact with people as opposed to doing 

work. And I guess you don’t really have to do all the sort of client interviewing in 

certain practices and I think the practice that I would predominately be going into 

[I would] mainly do the work [where] you don’t have to really focus on 

relationship building. So, umm, you know, the firm has been there for so long 

they’ve already got established clients so I wouldn’t have to do that much. I would 

just have to do the work and that’s really all I’m interested in as opposed to 

meeting people. 

 

Int: Okay, so you’re not particularly interested in having to deal with people. 

You’re more interested in the transactional aspects? 

 

Marie: Yeah, exactly. 

 

Int: Okay. 

 

Marie: All the nitty gritty stuff that I don’t like doing like having to bill. At least it 

comes out on a firm letterhead and they’ve got their own department to make sure 

you get paid. A sole practitioner would have to do it themselves I assume. 

 

… 

 

Int: …What part of that relationship stuff wouldn’t you like?  

 

Marie: Well I suppose the main reason I didn’t go into criminal law and family law 

is because I don’t really like … having to deal with the human aspect of it; sort of 

having to comfort people who are in difficult situations. I prefer the cash dollar; 

transactions where you don’t have to worry about what people feel about things. 

It’s more a commercial aspect. Whereas if you were in a rural or remote area you’d 

have to deal with that particular kind of work; you know people who are really 
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highly strung or people who are really emotional. I think I’d find it really difficult 

to deal with. 

For Stella, she felt that RRR practice would consist of ‘quite small’ firms and equated 

this with limited opportunities for financial reward and a restricted practice experience. 

She commented that ‘I envisage that they [small firms] wouldn’t make very much 

money’ and ‘the experience you’re going to be exposed to is somewhat limited in a 

regional area than what it is in Brisbane ... especially … where it is a really low socio-

economic area’. Trudy expressed similar sentiment: 

Trudy: But I think if it was literally just myself and a partner, I think that would be 

quite intense environment and you would have to pick up a lot of other fields. I 

know that some people would absolutely love that because they would learn a lot 

more in general but as I have a specialisation that I prefer to follow, I would try to 

pick a firm that would best offer the training in that field. 

 

Int: Yeah and so for you the firm that would best offer the training in that field 

your wanting is one that was predominately commercial law; secondly that was 

bigger? 

 

Trudy: Yeah, I’d say bigger.  

 

Int: So you’re actually wanting something that is actually not you and one or two 

others. 

 

Trudy: I think a bigger firm would offer you more support as well. 

In contrast, Amy, Peta, Jenni and Jane expressed a particular preference to work in 

smaller firms. For them, smaller firms were connected with positive aspects of legal 

practice, such as, a wider breadth of experience (Jane and Peta), greater opportunity for 

‘work/life balance’ (Jenni) or closer connections with clients and community (Amy). 

Jane’s ‘ideal position’ would be a small general practice firm as ‘this would give me as 

much experience in as many areas as possible.’ For Jenni, she ‘very much [prefers] to 

practice in a smaller firm because she ‘like[s] the normalcy and work/life balance’ that 

she considers is more available in a smaller firm environment. Peta felt that smaller 

firms were more likely to provide recognition for, and greater independence and control 

over, one’s work which she considers is less available in ‘big firms’: 

Peta: And I wouldn’t want to be working in a place where I didn’t get the 

recognition for my hard work umm and I’m not really sure but that’s kind of the 

impression I get from big firms. And umm there’s kind of a top tier or nothing 

approach which is incredibly frustrating because you put all your energy into 

writing those applications throughout the year and then when you don’t get 

anything it feels like such a waste of time. And when other people are getting them 

it’s like oh that’s so annoying. 
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But in terms of areas of law that I would like to practice in, definitely something 

like criminal law that has a lot of court work because I really like that and umm 

something that pays reasonably well umm and umm working with people. Like I 

couldn’t work in an environment where there was that disconnection. I want to be 

seeing people on a regular basis, that kind of thing. 

 

Int: So you said a few things. You don’t want to be confined to one area of law. 

That you really want to be in some sort of general practice? Is that what you’re 

thinking? Something that covers a range of areas; deals with people and there’s 

some sort of decent remuneration, or at least something that is acceptable to you, 

and a level of independence you said in terms of how you work. 

 

Peta: Yeah. 

For Amy, she associates the small firm, not only with a general practice environment, 

but one that also embraces the ‘community values’ and ‘personal interactions’ that she 

seeks:  

Int: So a smaller firm in general practice is what you would like? And why is that? 

 

Amy: I feel like that can embrace the community values that I am looking for. I 

feel as if the city firms and maybe larger firms may not be as focused on the 

personal interactions perhaps. 

 

Int: Okay. 

 

Amy: But it could be but [laugh] 

 

Int: But that’s your thoughts or perceptions about it? 

7.3.4.3 Sexism and Gender-based Discrimination 

A third distinctive theme arising from the interviews with female students relates to the 

experience of, and beliefs about, sexism and gender-based discrimination in the context 

of RRR practice. Jane, a student from a regional university, gave particular voice to this 

issue. We earlier explored Jane’s plans to leave her regional area for practice in a larger 

city, citing the treatment of women as central to her decision:506 

Jane: I don’t think I will practice in [regional area] … as I feel I am suited to 

practising in a bigger city.  

 

Int: Why?  

 

Jane: Mostly I feel I am not suited to local firms here because I have seen how 

women are treated within them and I don’t wish to be a part of that environment. It 

sounds terrible … but many of my friends have slept their way into their jobs. 

There is a sense that this is what you have to do to get on in the local law 
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environment … I see friends who, as young women, I believe are being used by 

their male superiors. My friends don’t necessarily see it that way or aren’t 

concerned about it but it just doesn’t feel right according to my morals and beliefs. 

Jane felt that as a woman working in these firms she was sexualised and not seen as a 

person. She described incidents which occurred in the course of her work experience 

that reveal instances of both individual and systemic gender-based discrimination:  

Personally, in the course of work experience that I have completed during my law 

degree, I have experienced situations where a male partner when addressing me 

doesn’t look at my face but at my body. I don’t feel like they are seeing me as a 

person. 

 

I know of one firm where they clearly place the staff in certain ways in their office 

environment. For example, they place the pretty female support staff up the very 

front of the office, then female solicitors, then male solicitors up the back. They 

say they do this because the women are more welcoming and friendly to new 

clients.  

Additionally, Jane felt that it was hard for women to have a voice within the local 

practice and wider community context. Women, she said, were expected either to accept 

the status quo or be seen as being ‘difficult’: 

As a woman you are expected to accept how things are done otherwise you are 

seen as being ‘difficult’. It’s one way or the other. I won’t tolerate that but you 

have to be careful in a small town not to be seen to rock the boat 

For Jane, she connects these experiences and practices to the fact that ‘most of the firms 

in town are run by older male practitioners.’ Implicit in Jane’s view is the belief that 

gender and age are causal factors in constructing this sexist environment.  

Peta, a city-based student, expressed some similar sentiments to Jane. She thought that 

‘[gender] might be an issue because … [RRR] areas have a lot more men in them … 

and have a shortage of women’. She considered that ‘a lot of regional centres are 

established because of rural industries which are predominately agriculture or mining’ 

and, as such, there is a lot of men. Peta also felt that, as a woman, RRR practice could 

be an ‘isolating’ and ‘old fashioned’ experience: 

Int: Can you talk to me a little bit about what you imagine might be your 

experience in terms of gender or as a woman a bit more? 

 

Peta: Umm, I think it could be a little isolating if you don’t have a support network 

and there might also be umm some, how do I say this, ah old fashioned values and 

negativity towards women in professional roles. 
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7.3.5 Visions of Life and Living in RRR Communities 

A third overarching theme arising from student interviews relates to the way in which 

participants imagine or experience life in a RRR community. Students were invited to 

comment on what they thought it might be like to practice in a RRR community. For 

many, the imagined legal practice experience was closely connected to thoughts and 

feelings about life and living in a RRR community. Attracting and retaining solicitors in 

RRR areas is, in large part, tied to perceptions about the relative attractiveness or 

liveability of ‘rural’ spaces, which is, in turn, informed by a complex web of personal 

experience, cultural myth and broader popular culture. The table below gives a visual 

summary of the key issues raised by male and female participants in relation to their 

perceptions and beliefs about living in RRR communities. 
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The table portrays quite a stark contrast between the frequency and nature of the 

comments made by male and female participants. Female students were considerably 

more likely to comment on the actual or perceived experience of living in a RRR 

community. This suggests that ‘non-legal’ aspects of practising in a RRR community 

were more significant and ‘front of mind’ for female participants than they were for 

male participants. There were a number of distinctive aspects of female law students’ 

views and perceptions. These have been categorised into three key areas: (i) Community 

(ii) Anonymity/visibility and (iii) Social context. Each of these is discussed below. 

7.3.5.1 Community 

The experience or prospect of living in a RRR community had, for most female 

participants, both positive and challenging facets. Amy, Peta and Jenni all emphasised a 

positive sense of ‘community’ and ‘lifestyle’ wellbeing. Jenni, for example, said she 

would welcome the ‘lifestyle change’ for a while and ‘like[s] the sense of community 

that smaller towns have [and] that you lose in a bigger city’: 

Jenni: [S]mall towns are great places to live. I don’t think that there’d be anything 

wrong with it. It would be a bit of a lifestyle change and … well I like the sense of 

community that umm smaller towns have that you lose in a bigger city. 

 

… 

 

Int: Can you sort of expand on that or talk to me about anything what you think 

would be interesting? What would be good about that? 

 

Jenni: Yeah. Umm well I guess so for me like personally my partner’s studying 

nutrition. Growing your own fruit and things like that are important to both of us. 

We are currently involved in a community farm and grow organic food and do stuff 

like that which there is a bit more opportunity for when you’re not living on 2 

square metres in the city when you’ve got some land and space to do that. The kind 

of non-legal aspects of living in a rural community appeal to me in that way. 

 

Int: Okay.  

 

Jenni: But back to what I said about being a people person and getting to know 

people and what’s going on in their lives and being a part of that and making things 

work out I just think would be a rewarding and cool thing to do for a while. 

Peta imagined that ʻthere might be a lot of community support [and] community values’ 

that would come from living in a RRR area and that ‘you would get to know people a 

lot in the town’. Amy’s comments capture this idea of ‘community values’: 

Int: You said before that what attracts you to a smaller rural or regional town is a 

sense of community. Can you talk to me a bit more about what that is for you and 
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how you kind of see that or have experienced that in your past that is influencing 

that? 

 

Amy: Well I guess just with my personality I really enjoy sitting down and really 

talking to someone and just feeling like I’ve impacted on them just as much as they 

have impacted on me. I don’t feel that that is on offer in terms of corporate firms or 

anything like that. I feel like I want to be somewhere that its people’s personal life 

and that it’s something that’s affecting them and their family. I guess I’m 25 I’ve 

got no obligations. I’ve got you know I don’t really have anything tying me down 

so I’d like to go find somewhere that’s a lifestyle as well as just work and in a 

lifestyle those community values that we’ve spoken about. So I sort of feel as if 

moving to a small place would give me that sense of home and a rewarding career. 

 

Int: Okay. So tell me about those community values again? What were they? 

 

Amy: Okay. I guess just connecting with people umm and being able to talk about 

real life … like what’s really affecting our lives. You know learning about their 

families and being involved in their lives. 

7.3.5.2 Lack of Anonymity 

While Amy, Peta and Jenni all focused on this positive sense of ‘community’ and 

lifestyle wellbeing, three female students, Stella, Kerri and Peta, all commented on the 

personal challenge of living in a RRR community in relation to the reduced anonymity 

and higher levels of visibility in RRR space. Kerry, for example, felt that you would 

need to ‘be very much more careful with the interactions with the community than you 

would in an urban area’. She particularly emphasised scrutiny of one’s personal life and 

social networking ventures: 

Int: In terms of your comment about needing to be careful of your interactions with 

the community, can you tell me a bit more about that and umm how you think that 

might affect you living in and working in that community? 

 

Kerry: I think just generally in the legal professional I think umm most of my 

friends and I are much more careful about how you present yourself to people and 

that can be through social networking websites and things like that. But when 

you’re in a small community it’s not just you know the internet that you have to 

worry about it’s, you know, even just going down to the local pub and things like 

that. How you conduct yourself in your personal life is much more open to scrutiny 

I think than you would in an urban area. 

While Peta earlier commented on the lifestyle benefits and the positive communitarian 

environment of small rural areas, she also highlighted the potential danger of being 

‘targeted’ by unhappy clients in the context of these closer community ties:  

Int: … Is there anything else or any other comments about what you think it might 

be like to practice [in RRR]? 

 

… 
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Peta: I think there might be a lot of community support umm well community umm 

values and you would get to know people a lot in the town I guess.  

 

Int: And does that appeal to you? 

 

Peta: Umm it does in the sense that you might be considered a valued member of 

the community but on the other hand you might not because ah umm if perhaps ah 

you represented a client who wasn’t happy with the outcome it’s not like you’ll 

never see them again. You will see them again. It’s possible you will and I think 

that would be an issue umm 

 

Int: In which way do you think it might be an issue later? 

 

Peta: Well I mean if they were really unhappy they could target you. I don’t think 

that that would be the case though but it’s possible and especially if they knew 

where you lived but also they might come back for something else and that would 

be might present conflict of interest or something like. 

Stella, a city-based student with a regional background who came to Brisbane to live 

and study and whose family remains in regional Queensland, spoke at length about 

growing up and living in a regional community. She was clear that ‘it’s not something I 

want to go back to at this point in my life.’ Stella spoke about the lack of anonymity in 

her regional community, emphasising the way in which it ultimately shapes one’s 

behaviour out of concern for the preservation of one’s reputation: 

Int: So that lack of anonymity that you talked about, does that bother you? 

 

Stella: In a regional area? 

 

Int: Yeah. 

 

Stella: In a sense yes. Because I think … for instance I know of friends that when 

they moved down to Brisbane and they lived on College they were like “Nobody 

knows who I am, I’ll probably never see these people again in my life and they 

would go around wearing fluoro clothes and tights and random outfits because they 

thought they don’t care what people think of me.” Whereas when you’re in the 

regional area you care what people think of you because that’s your reputation that 

everyone will know about. 

 

Int: Right, okay. And if you get a bad reputation or your reputation suffers, what 

does that mean for you in a regional area? 

 

Stella: Usually it’s not really something that’ll blow over. It’s something that will 

generally be brought up. So I suppose in a business sense if someone knows you’ve 

gone bankrupt that’s something that’s going to be knowledge for quite some time 

and it’s going continually be brought up for quite some time. I suppose if you relate 

that to solicitors it’s probably not the same. If you lost a series of cases for instance 

it wouldn’t be like they’re a terrible lawyer because I think there’s not much of an 

understanding of the law in regional areas. For lot of the people I suppose – you’ve 

obviously you’ve got your bush lawyers – but yeah there’s not much of an 
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understanding and I don’t think many people are exposed to it. It’s very – in 

[regional area] especially – quite narrow minded.  

Stella also felt that living in her regional area effectively ‘trapped’ you within your 

school-hood identity, leaving no room to change: 

Stella: … I think the problem is with [regional area where I grew up] is that you’re 

trapped within who you are and you can’t really escape that if you understand what 

I mean. 

 

Int: Yeah. 

 

Stella: Like you can’t change … if you go to school there and you’re this type of 

person whether you’re the jock or the nerd, to use stereotypes, that is who you will 

be defined as for the rest of your time in [area]. 

 

Int: So, no room to actually change you feel? 

 

Stella: Yeah. 

7.3.5.3 Social Context 

A third distinctive aspect of female law students’ views and perceptions about living in 

a RRR community relates to its social context, both in terms of its perceived isolation 

and its conservatism. Five female students (55.5%) commented on one or both of these 

issues.  

The extent to which one is isolated from family and friends and ‘adequate’ social 

amenity was mentioned by five students. For Monica and Kerry, both particularly 

focused on separation from family and friends. Kerry, for example, a city-based student, 

highlighted the personal isolation for a solicitor moving to a RRR area in which they 

hadn’t grown up: 

Int: So in terms of your perception or thoughts about what it would be like to 

practice as a solicitor in a rural, regional or remote community, is there anything 

else that you can comment on about that? 

 

Kerry: I know personally I said that isolation within the profession but isolation 

just generally from possibly your friends or family if you were to move to an area 

that you haven’t grown up in … That family network and friends. 

 

Int: And that would be difficult for you? 

 

Kerry: Yeah. I know you’ve got technology and things these days but it’s different 

being able to see people even just on the weekends and things like that that you 

have that capacity to see people much easier.  
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Monica, a regional student, made similar comments about being ‘quite isolated’ socially 

and also highlighted the reliance on technology as a medium for communication: 

Int: Right and what do you think it would be like to be practising out there or 

wherever that is? How do you perceive that practice would be out there? 

 

Monica: Well I think you’d probably be quite isolated in terms of being able to 

meet up with people a lot so you’re gonna rely a lot on communications over like 

technology so you’re going to be using email, fax and all that king of stuff. 

Socially, you’re going to be living in small communities so there’s not umm the 

opportunity to go out as much and you know meet people and go to the movies 

things like that. Obviously there’s that to take not account but as I said I grew up in 

a rural community so I sort of know what life is like out there. 

Monica’s account also points to a lack of social amenities in rural communities. In a 

similar vein, Stella, Marie and Kerry also comment on this. Stella, for example, felt that 

‘the range of activities you can do is somewhat limited’ while Kerry felt that there 

might be ‘limited activities available’ and that this ‘could prevent you from being a 

well-rounded person and limit outlets for effectively ‘deal[ing] with stress’: 

And I think there are things in your personal life to separate yourself from working 

all the time. I’m not sure but it might just be a limitation on my knowledge but the 

activities you get involved in may not be as broad in a rural community. I mean for 

the legal profession I think it’s important to have other activities to keep you a 

well-rounded person and just to deal with stress and things like that. And I’m not 

sure what they have that you could do out there but that may be consideration. 

Trudy moved to her regional area from Brisbane when she was 15 years old. She enjoys 

living there, particularly the people and weather, but says ‘on a superficial level’ she 

‘missed the shopping’ when she moved there. Marie feels that life outside of a major 

city is ‘boring’, linking this to the absence of ‘shops … and convenience’ in rural or 

remote towns:  

Int: …Had you thought about the possibility of practising in a rural, regional or 

remote area at all? 

 

Marie: Umm, to be honest not really … because I’ve always grown up in Brisbane 

I’m not sure how well I’d do in the country. 

 

Int: Yes. 

 

Marie: And I’ve also got a partner and I’m not sure how well he’d like to move 

interstate and to the country or something like that … Yeah. I’ve never been out of 

a major city. I think I went to Bundaberg once like last year and it was so boring.  

 

Int: Right  
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Marie: I think probably the shops with me and convenience I guess. I just see a 

rural or remote town as being very small umm not having sort of the amenities that 

I’m used to. Umm, I don’t know I’ve just never really thought of it to be honest. 

In addition to these views about the social isolation of RRR communities were 

perceptions about the relative levels of social conservatism. Three students, Peta, Stella 

and Jane, all pointed to ideas that suggest that RRR areas are more socially conservative 

environments. In the case of Stella and Jane, their comments derive from their personal 

experience of living in a regional community. For Peta they reflect a perceived or 

‘imagined’ experience. The most striking of these comments came from Stella who, in 

explaining why she was not intending to return to her regional home to practice law, 

highlighted what she saw as the ‘massive problem’ of racism and homophobia: 

Int: You said “regional areas really don’t suit my personality” [and] “it’s not really 

somewhere I’m interested in going back to”. Can you tell me a bit more about that? 

 

Stella: Umm, well I suppose umm you do have the dynamic that they’re not the 

most accepting people in the world. I think that [regional area] has got … is the 

most … there was a survey a few years ago, the most homophobic place in 

Queensland at least. It’s also got racism is a massive problem. It’s not really 

something that … like I’m a bit of an advocate of those sort of rights and I don’t 

really want to go back and hear those sorts of derogatory comments and all that. 

But obviously I’m heterosexual and I’m white but it’s still the same thing I don’t 

want to hear that word. In Brisbane there’s much higher social expectation that you 

can’t say sort of things like that 

In talking with Stella about her views, she felt that this conservatism was a feature of 

RRR communities more generally and not simply confined to her regional area: 

Int: And do you imagine that umm other regional, rural or remote communities are 

like that or just [the area you’ve come from]? 

 

Stella: With regards to? 

 

Int: Umm, I guess the attitudes stuff? 

 

Stella: Yeah, absolutely. I’ve got friends from [other regional area] as well I know 

with very similar views, probably not so much on the racism front because there is 

quite a high Indigenous community there that really contributes to society. I 

suppose whereas in [regional area I come from] there is a different dynamic for 

Indigenous people because it is a lower socio-economic area and, of course, it’s got 

all the problems associated with a lower socio-economic area. But yeah, definitely, 

from the people I’ve spoken to – because I’ve lived on college and most people 

there were from regional areas – there is definitely that sort of vibe that does come 

from most areas it seems to me. 
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We earlier explored Peta and Jane’s thoughts about the incidents of sexism and gender-

based discrimination in the context of RRR practice.507 Both Peta and Jane’s comments 

go beyond the legal practice context to implicate regional communities as a more 

conservative and outdated environment in terms of the performance of gender roles. 

Peta felt that regional centres might have some ‘old fashioned values and negativity 

towards women in professional roles’:  

Peta: … It might be an issue [gender] because I know that those areas have a lot 

more men in them. 

 

Int: And how do you know that? 

 

Peta: I think a lot of regional centres are established because of rural industries 

which are predominately agriculture or mining and, you know, there is a lot of 

men. And they’re always going on about how they have a shortage of women in 

those areas … Umm, I think it could be a little isolating if you don’t have a support 

network and there might also be umm some, how do I say this, old fashioned 

values and negativity towards women in professional roles. 

 

Int: Okay. 

 

Peta: That’s possible. I don’t know whether that is the way it is but just off the top 

of my head that could be a possibility.  

Jane also implicated the wider community context in terms of the difficulties she felt 

there was for women in having a voice to speak about again sexist and discriminatory 

practices. Women, she said, were expected either to accept the status quo or be seen as 

being ‘difficult’: 

As a woman you are expected to accept how things are done otherwise you are 

seen as being “difficult”. It’s one way or the other. I won’t tolerate that but you 

have to be careful in a small town not to be seen to rock the boat 

7.4 Conclusion 

Female participants with a regional background were both the most and least likely of 

students to view RRR practice as a career option while those with a background in a 

major city were either not interested or tended to view it as an ‘unconventional’ and 

shorter term career prospect.  

In relation to participant views and perceptions of legal practice in a RRR community, 

there were several common and distinctive themes across female and male interviews. 
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Shared themes include: work/life balance, professional responsibility and work 

pressure, conflicts of interest and level of remuneration and economic gain. Distinctive 

themes arising from interviews with female students include the breadth of practice 

experience, firm size as a function of career choice and the presence of sexism/gender-

based discrimination.  

In imagining the legal practice experience, female students were considerably more 

likely to comment on the actual or perceived experience of living in a RRR community, 

placing greater emphasis on the perceived social and gendered experience of life in a 

RRR community. This suggests that ‘non-legal’ aspects of practising in a RRR 

community were more significant and ‘front of mind’ for female participants than they 

were for male participants. Distinctive aspects of female law students’ views and 

perceptions included community, lack of anonymity/high visibility and beliefs that RRR 

communities were socially conservative, lacked amenities and were socially isolating.  
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8 CONCLUSIONS AND SIGNIFICANCE 

8.1 Introduction  

This thesis outlined the importance of this research in understanding more about the 

nature and dynamics of women’s experiences in, and perceptions of, RRR practice in 

the context of addressing the attraction and retention problems faced by RRR 

communities. Chapters 3 (methodology) and 4 (analysis) explored the lived experience 

of 23 solicitors practising in regional, rural and remote (RRR) communities in 

Queensland, while Chapters 5 (methodology) and 6 (analysis) explored the imagined 

experience of 12 final year law students. This concluding chapter integrates the key 

research insights gathered from each of these important perspectives and explore their 

significance within the context of the research questions.  

The research questions aim to expand our knowledge of women’s lived and imagined 

experience, with a particular focus on the factors that influence women’s entry to, and 

exit from, RRR legal practice, and the role (if any) that gender constructions might play 

in this setting. The research questions are:  

How do women solicitors experience the practice of law in regional, rural and remote 

(RRR) communities in Queensland? In particular, 

1) Is there something in this experience that explains the under-representation 

of women solicitors in RRR practice? 

2) Do constructions of gender in regional, rural and remote communities 

operate as an impediment to women solicitors entering or remaining in RRR 

legal practice?  

3) Do perceptions of RRR practice align with actual experience? 

This concluding chapter structures the findings around the central themes of attraction 

and retention so as to best frame the research insights and respond to the research 

questions. Broadly, this thesis concludes that there are a number of distinctive aspects of 

women’s lived and imagined experience of RRR practice that impact on their attraction 

and retention. In particular, it finds that socio-cultural constructions of gender and 

‘rurality’ can act as an impediment to the attraction of women into RRR practice and 

can also act to compound the gendered practice experience. It also concludes that 
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women’s more complex and precarious career experience and their relative levels of 

satisfaction with their workplace experience has the most significant impact on their 

retention to practice.  

8.2 Attracting and Retaining Female Solicitors in RRR Practice 

Attraction asks about ‘pull’ factors or what attracts women solicitors and new graduates 

to legal practice in a RRR area. Retention asks about ‘push’ factors or ‘what leads to 

female solicitors’ departure from RRR practice’. This research confirms that, for many 

women solicitors who are practising in a RRR area, it can offer some very clear and 

positive benefits. These include lifestyle advantages, more opportunities for work/life 

balance, a greater breadth of professional experience and an increased capacity for 

professional independence and control over one’s work.  

Despite these positive features, however, women’s accounts also highlight a number of 

distinctive gendered and spatial narratives operating in the context of RRR legal 

practice that point to a much more complex and fractured experience — both lived and 

imagined — when compared to that of males. These have implications for the attraction 

and retention of women solicitors and new graduates to RRR practice. These are 

explored below. 

8.2.1 Attraction of Female Solicitors 

The decision to begin practising in a RRR area was — for both male and female 

solicitors — most often about making a choice to ‘return home’ and to be closer to 

one’s family. Clearly, for many participants, returning home was a conscious choice and 

this is consistent with research across a range of professional literature which draws 

positive connections between one’s earlier experience of a rural lifestyle and subsequent 

employment in a rural area.508 For some women and men, RRR practice was also seen 

as offering more job opportunity. Some came to RRR practice after having experienced 

difficulties in securing a job in the city while others ‘had heard’ there was less 

competition for jobs in rural area and so felt encouraged to apply. 

Women’s accounts point to three additional distinctive pull factors: first, a desire for 

greater work/life balance and ‘community’ which was seen as more readily available in 

                                                 
508

 Courtney et al, above n 75. 



 

161 

the context of a RRR area; the second was the need to return home to facilitate family 

support around child care needs; and third, the relocation to a RRR area due to their 

spouse’s work opportunity. Together, these suggest that for female solicitors factors 

related to ‘family’ were of greater significance in their decision to enter RRR practice. 

Women solicitors entered RRR practice as ‘trailling spouses’, to accommodate child-

care needs and to achieve greater levels of work/life balance. 

8.2.2 Retention of Female Solicitors 

Chapter 5 of this thesis revealed the lived experience of women solicitors in the context 

of four key narratives: RRR practice as (a) a gendered experience; (b) an outdated 

experience; (c) a hierarchical experience; and (d) a community experience.509 It is 

within these narratives that the key factors found to most effect women participants’ 

retention to practice can be understood. In particular, these are: (1) the relative transient 

and conditional nature of women’s career paths; (2) the workplace experience and (3) 

the social/community context. Each of these is considered below. 

8.2.2.1 Relative Transient and Precarious Nature of Women’s Career Path  

The experience of male participants suggests that there is a high level of clarity for men 

in relation to their career trajectory and practice future. This was much less evident for 

women, whose experience pointed to a more complex and precarious set of retention 

factors. First, women’s accounts pointed to greater overall career mobility. For those 

women who had relocated to a RRR area due to their spouse’s job, their retention was 

completely tied to their spouse’s project employment. These women were uncertain 

how long they would remain in the area and, when they did leave, where they might 

move to next. 

Additionally, many women expressed a level of uncertainty about their career 

progression as female solicitor in the context of RRR practice because their firm (and 

regional firms more generally) did not offer paid maternity leave. Most felt that general 

family flexibility was adequate but considered that the lack of maternity leave created 

an uncertain practice future for them (and women solicitors more generally) in terms of 

how they would balance taking time out of the workplace to have a child and how they 

would manage financially. There was a perception that taking time out to have a child 
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may be incompatible with private practice and, for some, this was an important factor in 

deciding whether they would remain in or leave their position with the firm. The option 

of starting one’s own firm that was managed in a ‘more progressive’ way and that 

would work better for women was also mentioned. Yet others spoke of moving from the 

private to the government sector in future, primarily to achieve greater work/life balance 

and family friendliness. 

8.2.2.2 Workplace Experience  

The substantial body of empirical studies and academic scholarship explored in Chapter 

3 of this thesis concludes that women lawyers face significant systemic disadvantage 

within the profession resulting in a clustering of women in entry level careers, work 

segmentation, pay disparity as well as much higher levels of gender-based 

discrimination, all of which adversely impact women’s overall satisfaction levels and 

rates of retention. The private sector has been the focus of particular criticism in this 

regard and is symptomatic of women’s retreat from the private sector.510 This thesis 

appears to broadly confirm these trends insofar as it finds that the relative workplace 

satisfaction was a key factor in women’s retention to RRR practice and that this 

satisfaction was lowest within the private sector.511  

Women in the RRR private sector were more likely to speak of ‘outdated’, difficult or 

hostile workplace experience, problematic management and supervision practices, 

experiences of conflicting professional and personal values in practice and 

dissatisfaction with salary and conditions of employment. The private sector experience 

was also particularly marked by views about conservative and ‘old school’ attitudes, 

including those towards women as well as the place of technology within the 

workplace. For some women, ‘outdated’ and ‘gendered’ were very much connected in 

their accounts, pointing to the ‘old boys club’. Many considered that the failure to offer 

paid maternity leave (referred to above) was a reflection of these ‘old fashioned’ or 

‘outdated’ ideas, causing some to question their commitment to a firm that they felt 

failed to value them.  

                                                 
510

 For discussion of these points see Chapter 3 of this thesis: 36–7. 
511

 This included female solicitors’ references to both current and past experiences of practising in the 

private sector context. 



 

163 

The most satisfied were the female sole practitioner and those female solicitors 

employed within the corporate and community sectors. They all voiced high levels of 

work satisfaction, collegiality, cooperation and job flexibility. All female participants 

currently working in the public and community sectors had previously been employed 

in the private sector and all recounted difficulties which led them to leave the private 

sector.   

The accounts of some female practitioners of management and supervisory practices 

suggest the performance of certain ‘managerial masculinities’ in the context of RRR 

practice. These masculinities, explored earlier in Chapter 3,512 point to 

‘authoritarianism’, ‘paternalism’ and ‘informalism’ as present in some sites of RRR 

practice. Authoritarianism is said to ‘celebrate a brutal and aggressive masculinity’ and 

this is reflected in accounts of the ‘boys club’, overt bullying and the creation of a fear-

based work environment.
513

 Paternalism is arguably reflected in the absence of 

maternity leave policies that force women to individually negotiate an entitlement, thus 

‘legitimis[ing] managerial prerogative’.
514

 This managerial prerogative was a key 

feature of women’s dissatisfaction along with their concern that the predominately male 

partnership could not really understand their needs, particularly as the partnership 

consisted of men with wives at home assuming the primary carer responsibilities. 

Informalism refers to ‘the way in which men are said to build informal work-place 

relationships with one another on the basis of shared masculine interests and common 

values’ in order to establish an ‘in group’ and differentiate themselves from women.515 

Informalism is arguably implicated in the accounts of exclusion from the work fishing 

trip and the broader exclusion of women from the male structures of power evident 

within community decision-making.516  

Samantha’s comments about the relative absence of female lawyers and the problem of 

professional isolation highlights the gendered invisibility in a physical sense, while 

women’s experiences of exclusion and the ‘boys club’ point to a broader invisibility in 

the context of gender relations. Previously a partner in a medium sized firm in regional 

Queensland, Samantha’s comments and her experiences of the ‘boy’s network’ and 
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exclusion from the work fishing trip, suggests that the ‘homosociability of the 

metaphysical “club”’ mentioned by Margaret Thornton is alive and well.517 Homosocial 

reproduction is also seen as a feature of paternalistic management.518  

The private sector was also a particular site for female participants’ dissatisfaction with 

salary and conditions of employment. A number of female solicitors felt that they 

received much less remuneration than that which would be available to them if they 

practised in a non-RRR area. In this respect, all attributed their lower salaries to the fact 

of regional practice, pointing to the idea of a ‘regional pay’ scale. While lower salaries 

have been identified as a likely feature of RRR practice,519 it is interesting to note, 

however, that no male practitioner (not even the employed male solicitors) raised the 

issue of salary, suggesting the possibility of a gendered dimension to this.  

In addition to lower salary levels, some female practitioners also felt there was 

inadequate recognition or credit given for their work and, in particular, inadequate 

salary relative to the work and responsibilities expected of them. Some accounts also 

conveyed a feeling of invisibility within the firm and a sense of powerlessness over 

their work and lack of recognition by male supervisors. Salary alone did not appear to 

be a factor that accounted for women leaving RRR practice but certainly salary and 

unhappiness with practice environment was. 

Firm size was also an issue raised by a number of female practitioners who connected 

difficult or negative aspects of their experience to the small firm environment of RRR 

practice. They considered that a predominance of small or smaller firms was 

problematic in terms of the conditions of employment such firms do, and are able to, 

offer. Reference was also made to their more informal management structure, and 

inability to deal with conflict and bad behaviour. Some women were very clear that they 

would not choose to work in, or return to, a small firm environment, preferring larger 

organisations as it was thought they have stronger employment standards, greater 

accountability structures and are perceived to have less tolerance for bullying and 

harassing behaviour. Small firms were seen by some as a ‘law unto themselves’ — 

private and untouchable. 
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8.2.2.3 Social and Community Context 

Generally, female practitioners spoke positively of their social and community context. 

While their accounts of their lived experience clearly evidenced examples of gendered 

power structures that can and do operate within the social and community context in 

which they live and work, women did not report that these were impediments to their 

retention to practice. Examples of gendered power structures include such things as the 

gendered effects of ‘small town living’, the particular effects of the higher visibility 

environments more generally, the dominant masculine culture or ‘testosterone’ 

environment of one’s community, increased social isolation and the male domination of 

power and institutional structures within one’s community.520  

Overall, women’s experience of their social and community context was generally 

positive and their experiences were not problematised. This might point to Alston’s 

view that women can act complicitly or ‘tacit[ly] support’ and accept the gender 

order.521 

8.2.3 Attraction of Final Year Law Students 

The willingness of new law graduates to take up work in an RRR community is also a 

critical aspect of the attraction equation. For female students, it was clear that decision-

making was more multilayered than it was for the male students. While male students 

tended to focus more on the job itself as the determining factor, female students were 

more likely to also comment on the actual or perceived experience of living in an RRR 

community, suggesting that ‘non-legal’ aspects of the practice experience were more 

significant and ‘front of mind’ for female students than they were for male students.  

Broadly speaking, female students who expressed an interest in RRR practice were 

those seeking a small firm (and/or broad practice) environment, who had a desire for 

‘community’, an interest in ‘helping’ rural people achieve access to justice and who 

sought a ‘different’ or ‘unconventional’ practice experience; one in which they would 

be closer to client and community. Those with little or no interest in RRR practice were 

more likely to prefer a larger firm experience, commented on actual or perceived social 

conservatism within RRR communities and considered that RRR areas were boring, 
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lacked sufficient amenity, were fraught with conflicts of interest and were 

professionally isolating. Social conservatism included specific observations about 

racism and homophobia, sexism and the negative treatment of women in the context of 

RRR space. 

Female participants’ accounts also highlight the complex role that RRR background can 

play in the question of attraction to RRR practice. Female students with an RRR 

background were both the most and least likely of all students to be interested in RRR 

practice as a career option. While for the female practitioners, returning home was 

clearly central in their decision-making, female students with an RRR background, 

however, were more ambivalent. Their relative willingness was directly linked to their 

stream of experience in the particular RRR area from which they came. As such, their 

views about the attractiveness of RRR practice was taking place from within the 

practice setting and from their stream of experience there.522 Perhaps not unsurprisingly, 

where that stream of experience has been a negative one, this has clearly influenced 

their views and perceptions of the attractiveness of RRR practice.  

The accounts of these students with a negative stream of experience tend to construct 

rural practice as sexist and discriminatory towards women, isolating and ‘old 

fashioned’. They also construct the ‘rural’ as male dominated, negative towards women 

in professional roles, socially isolating, racist and homophobic.523 Together, these 

suggest that a ‘self-selection’ process may be taking place at the graduate stage. 

Those with a non-RRR background (that is, students from a major city) either expressed 

no interest in RRR practice as a career option or viewed it as an attractive yet 

‘unconventional’ and shorter term career prospect. For these students without a stream 

of experience in a RRR area, their perceptions were, unsurprisingly, informed by 

popular culture and their culturally constructed ideas of the rural. These views of the 

‘rural’ include the perceptions of isolation, boredom, lacking social amenity and a 

negative space for professional women.524 These ideas were sharpest in relation to 

agricultural and mining communities where masculinity was seen as being more heavily 
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featured, suggesting particular expressions of rural masculinties may have some 

negative influence on the attraction of female graduates.  

‘Firm size’ was also a factor relevant to the attraction of students to RRR practice. 

Female students tended to emphasise the prevalence of small firms in this setting and 

express a clear preference to work either for a ‘big company’ or a ‘bigger firm’ or 

within a small firm environment. Those who had no interest in a small firm environment 

did not want to deal with day to day practice management issues or the ‘human side of 

law’. As such, they considered that RRR practice was less likely to reflect their 

professional interests. They also considered that small firms offered less financial 

reward and professional experience. For others, small firm practice was seen as 

attractive as it brought one closer to clients and community.  

8.2.4 Alignment of Lived and Imagined Experience 

Part of the research aimed to explore the alignment between the lived experience of 

female lawyers practising in RRR areas and the imagined experience of final year law 

students. The greater the alignment and/or misalignment, the more insight that can be 

gained about the potential challenges associated with attracting new female graduates to 

RRR practice. Chapters 4 and 6 explored in detail a number of distinctive gendered 

narratives arising from interviews with practitioners and students respectively. These 

suggest that lived and imagined experience is more aligned in some areas and less 

aligned in others. Areas of least and greatest alignment are considered below.  

8.2.4.1 Areas of Greatest Alignment 

Areas of lived and imagined experience that were of greatest alignment relate to salary 

and economic returns, firm size, the presence of sexism and gender-based 

discrimination and a lack of anonymity in the context of small town living. Female 

solicitors and students tended to share the view that salaries were significantly lower in 

the context of RRR practice. There was also a tendency by both to emphasise the place 

and the prevalence of small firms in this setting and express a preference to work for a 

‘big company’ or a ‘bigger firm’ rather than in a small firm environment. This was 

mostly linked to concerns about conditions of employment and the nature of the work 

offered.  
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Both lived and imagined experience featured concerns accounts of sexism and gender-

based discrimination arising from their stream of experience. There was also alignment 

in participants’ thoughts and feelings about life and living in a RRR community. Both 

female solicitors and law students were considerably more likely to comment on the 

actual or perceived experience of living in a RRR community. Their accounts included 

comments about the perceived isolation, conservatism and the impact of higher 

visability/reduced anonymity found in the RRR context. The extent to which one is 

isolated from family and friends and ‘adequate’ social amenity were also aligned.  

8.2.4.2 Areas of Least Alignment 

There was least alignment in areas relating to the solicitor’s professional role. Students 

imagined that the professional responsibility, work pressure and risk management issues 

would be much greater in the context of RRR practice. These arose in great part because 

of an increased prevalence of conflicts of interest in smaller communities and because 

of a greater breadth of practice areas in which you would be expected to engage. 

Conversely, for some other students, RRR practice was seen as offering a lesser breadth 

of practice experience, focusing only on a few narrow areas of law. In contrast, most 

solicitors spoke very positively about enjoying a greater breadth of practice experience 

as well as their increased professional autonomy and control over their work.  

8.3 Overall Conclusion 

While the accounts of these participants cannot be seen as indicative of all female 

solicitors’ and students’ experiences, they do nonetheless offer some important insights 

into the lived and imagined experience of female practitioners and soon-to-be law 

graduates. For many, RRR practice is both professionally and socially rewarding while 

at the same time many also identified that they face particular gendered and spatial 

challenges as a result of the ways in which gender relations were constructed within 

some social spaces.  

Broadly, this study concludes that socio-cultural constructions of gender and ‘rurality’ 

can act as an impediment to the attraction of women to RRR practice and can act to 

compound the gendered experience of law. It also concludes that women’s complex and 

conditional career experience and their relative satisfaction with their workplace 

experience have the most significant impact on their retention to practice. While the 

gendered power relations operating within the social and community context featured 
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significantly in women’s lived experience, they did not, however, appear to be directly 

implicated in women’s departure from RRR practice. 
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ANNEXURES 

Annexure 1: Email letter to Regional Law Associations 

 

 

 

[Date] 

[Address] 

Dear  

Re: PhD Research: Lawyers in regional, rural and remote (RRR) communities 

I am writing to you in your capacity as contact person for the [area] Regional Law 

Association to request your assistance with a PhD research project I am currently 

undertaking. Broadly, my research aims to explore the lived experiences of male and 

female lawyers practising in regional, rural and remote communities in Queensland. 

I am seeking your help to distribute the enclosed brochure amongst your network of 

members. The brochure invites lawyers to contact me should they be interested in 

participating in an informal, unstructured interview about their experiences of RRR 

practice. 

Thank you for considering my request. I look forward to hearing from you. My contact 

details are: (07) 5552 7075 and email is t.mundy@griffith.edu.au 

Yours sincerely 

 

Trish Mundy 

Lecturer and PhD Candidate 

Griffith Law School 

Gold Coast Campus 
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Annexure 2: Information Sheet for Legal Practitioners 

 

 

LAWYERS AND LEGAL PRACTICE IN REGIONAL, RURAL 

AND REMOTE COMMUNITIES 

 

INFORMATION SHEET 

 

Chief Investigator 

Dr Allan Ardill 

Griffith Law School 

(07) 555 27073 

A.Ardill@griffith.edu.au 

Student Investigator 

Trish Mundy 

Griffith Law School 

PhD Candidate 

(07) 5552 7075 

t.mundy@griffith.edu.au  

 

Why is the research being conducted? 

Over the past two decades there has been a steady decline in the proportion of lawyers 

practising in regional, rural and remote (RRR) communities in Australia, leading to a 

critical shortage in many geographical areas. This research seeks to explore the lived 

experiences of lawyers practising in RRR communities and, in particular, whether there 

are any differences in those experiences for male and female lawyers. In addition, the 

research will also explore final year RRR and city-based law students’ practice 

intentions and perceptions of regional, rural and remote legal practice. Ultimately, it is 

hoped that this research will inform the broader question of access to justice for people 

living in RRR communities. 

What you will be asked to do 

You are being invited to participate in an interview about your experiences as a lawyer 

in the regional, rural and remote location from which you come. The interview will be 

informal and unstructured and it is anticipated that it will last for approximately 30 to 45 

minutes. You will be free to end your participation at any time.  
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The basis by which participants will be selected or screened 

Lawyers from a range of geographical areas in Queensland, including ‘inner regional’, 

‘outer regional’, ‘remote’ and ‘very remote' areas of Queensland, are invited to 

participate in this research. Potential participants will be provided with information 

about the research and, if willing to participate, will be asked to return a signed Consent 

form. 

The expected benefits of the research 

Ultimately, it is hoped that this research will ultimately inform the broader question of 

access to justice for people living in RRR communities. 

Risks to you 

Your identity will not be disclosed in the research and the specific location from which 

you come will also be kept confidential and will only be reported by reference to the 

relevant Statistical Local Area (SLA) (most closely related to the Local Government 

Area) and the ASGC Remoteness Classification which groups areas as follows: Major 

Cities, Inner Regional, Outer Regional, Remote Centres and Very Remote Centres. 

However, it is important to note that, especially in remote centres and areas where there 

may be few lawyers, it may be possible to identify you by inference. By participating in 

this research it is assumed that you understand and accept this risk and any potential 

exposure to loss of professional reputation, market standing or employability that could 

result.  

Your confidentiality 

In order to protect confidentiality, interviews will be conducted away from the 

workplace. All interviews will be recorded and the transcribed data will be stored in a 

locked filing cabinet in the investigator’s office. Following transcription the recording 

will be erased. 

Your identity will not be disclosed in the research and the specific location from which 

you come will also be kept confidential and will only be reported by reference to the 

relevant Statistical Local Area (SLA) (most closely related to the Local Government 
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Area) and the ASGC Remoteness Classification which groups areas as follows: Major 

Cities, Inner Regional, Outer Regional, Remote Centres and Very Remote Centres. 

However, as stated above in ‘Risks to you’, in cases of remote centres and areas where 

there may be few lawyers, identification may be possible by inference. By participating 

in this research it is assumed that you understand and accept this risk and any potential 

exposure to loss of professional reputation, market standing or employability that could 

result. 

Your participation is voluntary 

You participation is completely voluntary and you are free to withdraw from the 

interview at any time.  

Questions / further information 

Should you have any questions about your participation or about the research generally, 

please contact Trish Mundy, whose details are contained at the top of this Information 

Sheet. 

The ethical conduct of this research 

Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on 

Ethical Conduct in Human Research (2007). If potential participants have any concerns 

or complaints about the ethical conduct of the research project they should contact the 

Manager, Research Ethics on 3735 5585 or <research-ethics@griffith.edu.au>. 

Feedback to you 

Feedback on the results of the project will be provided to you in the form of a lay 

summary on request. 

Privacy Statement 

The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and/or use of your identified 

personal information. The information collected is confidential and will not be disclosed 

to third parties without your consent, except to meet government, legal or other 

regulatory authority requirements. A de-identified copy of this data may be used for 

other research purposes. However, your anonymity will at all times be safeguarded. For 
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further information consult the University’s Privacy Plan at 

<www.gu.edu.au/ua/aa/vc/pp> or telephone (07) 3735 5585. 
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Annexure 3: Consent Form 

 

Lawyers and legal practice in rural, regional                                                 

and remote communities 

Consent Form 
 

 

Research Team: Dr Allan Ardill (Chief Investigator) 

   Ms Trish Mundy (Student Investigator) 

 

By signing below I confirm that I have read and understood the information package 

and in particular have noted that: 

 I understand that my involvement in this research will include participating in a 

semi-structured interview; 

 I have had any questions answered to my satisfaction; 

 I understand the risks involved; 

 I understand that there will be no direct benefit to me from my participation in 

this research; 

 I understand that my participation in this research is voluntary; 

 I understand that if I have any additional questions I can contact the research 

team; 

 I understand that I am free to withdraw at any time, without comment or penalty; 

 I understand that I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith 

University Human Research Ethics Committee on 3735 5585 (or research-

ethics@griffith.edu.au) if I have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the 

project; and 

 I agree to participate. 

 

 

Name:   ________________________________________________________ 

 

Signature:   _____________________________________________________ 

 

Date: 
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Annexure 4: Information Sheet for Final Year Law Students 

 

 

LAWYERS AND LEGAL PRACTICE IN REGIONAL, RURAL AND 

REMOTE COMMUNITIES 

 

INFORMATION SHEET 

 

 

Chief Investigator 

Dr Allan Ardill 

Griffith Law School 

(07) 555 27073 

A.Ardill@griffith.edu.au 

Student Investigator 

Trish Mundy 

Griffith Law School 

PhD Candidate 

(07) 5552 7075 

t.mundy@griffith.edu.au  

 

Why is the research being conducted? 

Over the past two decades there has been a steady decline in the proportion of lawyers 

practising in regional, rural and remote (RRR) communities in Australia, leading to a 

critical shortage in many geographical areas. This research seeks to explore the lived 

experiences of lawyers practising in RRR communities and, in particular, whether there 

are any differences in those experiences for male and female lawyers. In addition, the 

research will also explore final year RRR and city-based law students’ practice 

intentions and perceptions of regional, rural and remote legal practice. Ultimately, it is 

hoped that this research will inform the broader question of access to justice for people 

living in RRR communities. 

What you will be asked to do 

You are being invited to participate in an interview about your career intentions and 

expectations post-university as well as your perceptions of legal practice in regional, 

rural and remote communities. The interview will be informal and semi-structured and 

it is anticipated that it will last for approximately 20 to 30 minutes. Interviews may be 

conducted face to face or over the telephone. You will be free to end your participation 

at any time.  
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The basis by which participants will be selected or screened 

Participants will be selected from two groups of final year law students: one group from 

a regional university in Queensland and another group from a Brisbane-based 

university. Potential participants will be provided with information about the research 

and, if willing to participate, will be asked to sign a Consent form. 

The expected benefits of the research 

Ultimately, it is hoped that this research will ultimately inform the broader question of 

access to justice for people living in RRR communities. 

Risks to you 

Your identity and specific geographical location will not be disclosed in the research 

other than reporting by reference to the relevant Statistical Local Area (SLA) (most 

closely related to the Local Government Area) and the ASGC Remoteness 

Classification which groups areas as follows: Major Cities, Inner Regional, Outer 

Regional, Remote Centres and Very Remote Centres.  

You should be aware, however, that the name of the relevant institution at which 

interviews have been conducted may be identified in the research. This may mean that if 

you come from a more remote geographical region where there are fewer numbers of 

law students at your institution, identification may be possible by inference. By 

participating in this research it is assumed that you understand and accept this risk and 

any potential exposure to loss of professional reputation, market standing or 

employability that could result. 

Your confidentiality 

All interviews will be recorded and the transcribed data will be stored in a locked filing 

cabinet in the investigator’s office. On completion of the research the recording will be 

erased. 

Your identity and geographical location will not be disclosed in the research other than 

reporting by reference to the relevant Statistical Local Area (SLA) (most closely related 

to the Local Government Area) and the ASGC Remoteness Classification which groups 
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areas as follows: Major Cities, Inner Regional, Outer Regional, Remote Centres and 

Very Remote Centres.  

However, as stated above in ‘Risks to you’, you should be aware that the names of the 

relevant institutions at which interviews have been conducted may be identified in the 

research. This may mean that if you come from a more remote geographical region 

where there are fewer law students at your institution, identification may be possible by 

inference. By participating in this research it is assumed that you understand and accept 

this risk and any potential exposure to loss of professional reputation, market standing 

or employability that could result. 

Your participation is voluntary 

You participation is completely voluntary and you are free to withdraw from the 

interview at any time.  

Questions / further information 

Should you have any questions about your participation or about the research generally, 

please contact Trish Mundy, whose details are contained at the top of this Information 

Sheet. 

The ethical conduct of this research 

Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on 

Ethical Conduct in Human Research (2007). If potential participants have any concerns 

or complaints about the ethical conduct of the research project they should contact the 

Manager, Research Ethics on 3735 5585 or <research-ethics@griffith.edu.au>. 

Feedback to you 

Feedback on the results of the project will be provided to you in the form of a lay 

summary on request. 

Privacy Statement 

The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and/or use of your identified 

personal information. The information collected is confidential and will not be disclosed 

to third parties without your consent, except to meet government, legal or other 
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regulatory authority requirements. A de-identified copy of this data may be used for 

other research purposes. However, your anonymity will at all times be safeguarded. For 

further information consult the University’s Privacy Plan at 

<www.gu.edu.au/ua/aa/vc/pp> or telephone (07) 3735 5585. 
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