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Female Powerbrokers Q&A: Curtis' Nancy Delaney 

Law360, New York (April 23, 2014, 1:09 PM ET) -- Nancy E. Delaney became the first 

female partner in the litigation group at Curtis Mallet-Prevost Colt & Mosle LLP. She 

focuses her practice on litigation including civil jury and nonjury cases in federal and 

state courts; representation of clients before regulatory bodies in contested 

proceedings, and litigation of disputes in a variety of arbitral and industry forums. 

 

As a member of the firm’s personnel committee, she works closely with the recruiting 

department to hire new associates. She actively participates in the year-end reviews of the firm’s 

associates. She also founded the Women’s Leadership Initiative at Curtis to foster communication and 

collaboration among the female lawyers across the firm’s practice groups. The group runs an annual 

event to bring together Curtis’ women lawyers and female client base, as well as an annual event for the 

firm’s alumnae and monthly breakfast meetings. 

 

Q: How did you break into what many consider to be an old boys’ network? 

 

A: Prior to law school, I was a nurse. As I repeatedly faced legal and ethical issues at the hospital from 

organ donation to directives not to resuscitate, I started to think about law school. My law school class 

was half women as was half of my starting class at Curtis. I thought the gender issues were resolved. I 

was cognizant of the fact that there were few female partners, but I saw it as an opportunity, not an 

obstacle. My experience as a nurse really helped me as a lawyer when it came to dealing with people. 

I’ve seen what a real crisis looks like. It’s not a typo. Sometimes lawyers could use a little perspective. 

 

Q: What are the challenges of being a woman at a senior level within a law firm? 

 

A: The challenge is the relative lack of senior female mentors. Despite my naivete 25 years ago believing 

that the dearth of female partners was an opportunity, I now know that women in senior levels within 

law firms provide an invaluable source of advice and experience for younger women trying to succeed in 

a demanding profession. As wonderful as my male mentors were, they did not completely understand 

what it was like for me to be on trial when my son took his first step or how the traditional business 

“dinner” with a male client can be more complicated for a woman. As the first female litigation partner 

at Curtis, I had to figure out ways to deal with the issues that impact women in the profession a bit 

differently. Senior women can and should share their knowledge and experience to help younger 
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women navigate the profession. 

 

Q: Describe a time you encountered sexism in your career and tell us how you handled it. 

 

A: One day I arrived at a firm to take a deposition. I was shown to a reception room along with the court 

reporter. When the plaintiff’s attorney came in to take us to the deposition he looked at me and then he 

looked at the court reporter and said, “Two court reporters?” I smiled sweetly and told him I was 

representing the defendant. I continued to smile throughout the deposition and got every piece of 

information I needed out of his client. The lesson is that it is not necessarily a bad thing to be 

underestimated. Do not get your back up every time you feel slighted. Use the situation to your 

advantage. 

 

Q: What advice would you give to an aspiring female attorney? 

 

A: Put gender aside and be an excellent lawyer. Even if you have a small role to play, master it. 

Document review is not the most exciting work, but if you are the one who knows the facts, the partner 

is going to come to you for information about the case. Then you become part of the conversation about 

strategy, and are an integral part of the team. Be assertive. If there’s a type of work or a specific case 

you want to work on, ask. Women are less likely to ask than men. Do not view differences as obstacles. 

There are some things that women just do differently than men and we need to see that in a positive 

light. Client development opportunities, for example, can be difficult for women who are trying to raise 

a family, who may not want to schedule dinners or late evening meetings. Be mindful of the fact that 

breakfast and lunch meetings work just as well. If you love what you do, you will find a way. 

 

Q: What advice would you give to a law firm looking to increase the number of women in its partner 

ranks? 

 

A: Put women in management. Women have a different perspective and when they have a seat at the 

table they change the discussion. In addition, successful women in leadership roles attract other women 

to a firm – both as clients as well as lawyers. The senior women in the firm should put programs in place 

to help women along the way. Provide a friendly forum where the women associates can discuss issues 

they are facing in the profession with the women partners and counsel. Create opportunities where they 

can get to know women outside their own department. Help them to hone their oral advocacy skills. 

And teach them how to develop business. 

 

Q: Outside your firm, name an attorney you admire and tell us why. 

 

A: I clerked for Justice Helen Freedman after my first year of law school and she was, and continues to 

be, a person I greatly admire. When I started my clerkship, Justice Freedman was sitting in the civil 

division of New York Supreme Court , New York County. She had a lot of medical malpractice matters 

before her and she told me that if I would teach her the medicine, she would teach me the law. I learned 

a lot that summer about what works in a courtroom and what does not. I also learned that the role of 

women in law had changed significantly since the time Justice Freedman graduated from law school. 



 

 

The opportunities available then were limited and few firms were even hiring women. But she was 

sitting on the bench and is now an associate justice in the Appellate Division, First Department. Attitudes 

change. Be the change you wish to see in the profession. 

 

The opinions expressed are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of the firm, its 

clients, or Portfolio Media Inc., or any of its or their respective affiliates. This article is for general 

information purposes and is not intended to be and should not be taken as legal advice. 
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