
Playing with the Big Boys, The New 
Girl’s Club 

By Saloni Mavani and Janice Sperow 
With Kamala Harris’s recent victory as the first female, first person of color Vice President of 
the United States, Halima DeLaine Prado’s promotion to General Counsel of Google, and Amy 
Coney Barrett’s confirmation to the United States Supreme Court; women are shattering glass 
ceilings in the legal profession. Perhaps women and people of color will also find more 
opportunity in the male dominated field of dispute resolution as diverse lawyers seek their 
reflection in the neutrals they chose to resolve disputes. Are you ready to face the challenge?  

Building A Practice 

The neutral is the heart of a dispute resolution practice. Success of a practice depends on the 
neutral’s strengths and weaknesses. Natural problem solvers, strong communicators, 
persuasive partners, and empathetic listeners will succeed in dispute resolution. Effective 
mediators must also be persistent, attentive to detail and emotionally intelligent. In turn, 
arbitrators with strong management, analytical, and writing skills excel. Finally, the best 
neutrals honor the pillars of dispute resolution: confidentiality, efficiency, sound judgment, and 
of course, neutrality.  

A good first step in building a dispute resolution practice is to conduct a candid assessment of 
personal strengths and weaknesses. Think beyond the legal realm and consider carefully what 
skills you possess, what you enjoy doing, and what motivates you. Perhaps an online 
personality or Meyer Briggs test will be informative? You may find that you enjoy working with 
people, and hence, a dispute resolution practice will be fulfilling. For other functions that 
require specific skills, consider investing in help. Hire a woman-owned, diverse firm or 
entrepreneur to do your bookkeeping, office management, accounting, or marketing to 
develop and grow your practice. 



Create A Business Plan and Marketing Goals 

Next, develop a business plan that maximizes your practice goal. A successful practice does not 
require a five-year opus. Instead, start by setting bitesize goals and defining what success 
reasonably looks like. Set measurable daily, weekly, monthly, quarterly, and annual goals. Some 
ideas include identifying a target number of new cases and new sources of business or gaining 
membership on professional ADR panels. Your business plan may also define the legal structure 
of the dispute resolution practice, a competitive analysis, and a fee and expense budget.  

A major focus in building a dispute resolution practice is generating business. Use your 
strengths and legal expertise to identify potential clients who need your skills. Identify 
industries, dispute sources, corporations, and individuals who will consistently benefit from 
dispute resolution. Explore your geographic area and consult the local chamber of commerce to 
determine who requires your expertise. The answer is your natural target market. To reach 
your target market, identify the decisionmakers that purchase dispute resolution. Consider the 
websites they peruse, the law firms they retain, and the journals they read. Develop a 
marketing strategy to reach your target clients and promote your brand.         

Visibility 

Even the most successful diverse neutrals do not get enough press. To succeed in dispute 
resolution, you must raise your professional profile. Boost your online presence by participating 
in professional blogs, speaking at (virtual) conferences, and keeping a current LinkedIn profile.  
Join professional organizations, like Arbitral Women, a global network of women neutrals that 
showcases and supports diverse neutrals. For visibility, it is also critical to actively publish. A 
scholarly tome is not necessary; a brief update on a legal development may do the trick.       

A comprehensive and interactive website is critical for around-the-clock marketing and success 
in dispute resolution. Current and potential clients alike expect a website to be dynamic, 
visually pleasing, and up to date. You may even consider engaging a content marketing 
specialist to help maximize your website results. While a website will not guarantee more 
business and new clients, it can deter potential clients if the site does not exude 
professionalism. Remember prospective consumers will conduct due diligence before they 
entrust someone with their conflict, so ensure your online presence and visibility reflects your 
abilities and experience. 

Service Excellence 

Nothing builds a better book of business than service excellence. To generate repeat business, 
exceed client expectations, and sustain growth, research has shown clients appreciate creative 
solutions, well informed and familiar neutrals (especially for technology and science disputes), 
and a committed “closer” approach to resolution.       



Creative Dispute Resolution 

In dispute resolution, especially mediation, a third-party neutral has an opportunity to view a 
conflict from a unique lens and discern what each party truly wants from the dispute. Often, 
disputes become protracted because the parties do not understand the other side’s true 
agenda or goals. Once an effective mediator identifies the needs of each party, they have the 
information to propose solutions beyond the standard exchange of money. For example, some 
disputes may be resolved through an asset purchase; others through some type of forbearance, 
apology, or a tax-deductible loss exchange. Particularly in complex, multi-party disputes, a 
neutral may be invaluable where she can diagnose the issues and propose unique, creative 
solutions in the narrow space where the parties’ interests overlap. The commitment to 
resolution combined with the ability to propose creative solutions may provide a source of 
future, repeat business. Creativity in your personal dispute resolution style may differentiate 
you. Clients remember mediators who serve warm cookies, arbitrators who break the tension 
with respectful humor and neutrals who understood the parties as people. 

Develop Your Niche 

Much like other legal professions, success as a neutral requires actual knowledge, experience, 
and expertise. Effective neutrals have a depth of knowledge in substantive areas of the law. For 
example, employment law or consumer protection expertise is attractive to businesses that 
have volumes of disputes, the expertise enhances the ability to persuade parties and achieve 
resolution. A successful neutral must also stay abreast of the constant changes in the law. Free 
CLEs, Law360, and Lexology are reliable sources, particularly in the confidential world of dispute 
resolution where outcomes remain private and without precedential value. 

In addition to expertise in substantive legal areas, a neutral can only benefit by developing a 
niche in specialized industry knowledge or business practices. For example, a neutral that 
practices in the proximity of a major wireless carrier may add considerable value (and generate 
volume business) by being familiar with consumer terms and conditions, privacy laws, data 
plans, and regulatory restrictions on a wireless business.     

Keep the parties at the table until the deal is done, however long it takes! A neutral’s 
commitment to resolution is a key consideration for lawyers purchasing dispute resolution. 
While parties may likely remember the neutral that resolved or narrowed their dispute, they 
will certainly remember the neutral who had no impact and left them strapped with the same 
risk      and exposure they were tasked with eliminating. Hard work always pays off, even if only 
in the future, successful dispute resolution is an investment in your practice.    



Resources 

As you launch your business, there are many resources for help. For example, dispute 
resolution panels including the NAMWOLF (National Association of Minority and Women 
Owned Law Firms), American Arbitration Association (AAA), and the International Institute for 
Conflict Prevention and Resolution (CPR) have diverse pledges in places and diverse rosters to 
promote diverse neutrals. The AAA Higginbotham Fellows Program mentors up and coming 
diverse neutrals. 

While it may seem counterintuitive to volunteer to build a book of business, volunteerism can 
provide the volume of matters needed to truly master the craft. Most courts use volunteer 
mediators and arbitrators, some even offer a small stipend for dispute resolution. The BBB also 
uses arbitrators to resolve consumer disputes. Pro Tem ADR co-mediation opportunities let 
neutrals learn hands-on from veterans like the Financial Industry Neutral Regulatory Authority 
(FINRA) three-person panels where neutral learns from the Chair of the panel.    

Women in dispute resolution may find success by adopting their own style to dispute 
resolution. Empathy with the parties, authenticity, a personable rapport have helped earn the 
trust of our clients, effectively resolve disputes, and grow as neutrals. Go forth, shatter the 
remaining shards of dispute resolution’s glass ceiling.  When you get there, enjoy the view and 
reach back, “We rise by lifting one another.” 

Janice Sperow is a veteran full-time arbitrator, mediator, hearing officer, and prevention 
facilitator. She serves on multiple AAA and CPR's panels. Janice serves as Judge Pro Temp for the 
San Diego Superior Court and as Hearing Officer for the Port of San Diego and the County of San 
Francisco. Member, National Academy of Distinguished Neutrals. www.sperowadr.com. 

Saloni Mavani, Esq. is a skilled arbitrator and mediator. She serves on the AAA’s consumer, 
commercial and employment arbitration panels and as a Hearing Officer for NAM. Saloni is 
experienced in complex consumer and employment class actions, intellectual property, and 
commercial matters nationwide, in Europe, South America and Asia. She’s based in Seattle. WA.  

http://www.sperowadr.com/



