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Nothing ventured, nothing gained:
The importance of risk taking

After 23 years of prac-
tice, including 11 years
at the firm where I
imagined I would stay
for the rest of my ca-

reer, I was presented with an in-
triguing opportunity. Would I be
interested in building a labor and
employment group for a midsize
law firm opening a branch in
C h i c ago?

I would have the freedom —
and the responsibility — of re-
cruiting talent, creating a thriving
team and bringing in the business
that would make our group in
Chicago a success.

Some lawyers might have re-
flexively said no to an offer like
this. Why leave a perceived sure
thing behind to strike out into the
unknown? Midcareer is a time
when many lawyers have over-
come the hurdles of the earlier
years and settled into a produc-
tive flow.

Responsibilities on the home
front, meanwhile, have become
more complex and it is under-
standable that many lawyers, and
women lawyers in particular,
would decide that now is not the
time to take a risk.

But I said yes. That is because
my career has given me a front-
row seat to why it is so important
for female lawyers to take strate-
gic risks, both for the good of
their own careers, and for the
good of the legal profession.

See the bigger picture
I was fortunate to have the op-

portunity earlier in my career to
serve as president of the Coalition
of Women’s Initiatives in Law; it
made a tremendous impact on my
outlook. By creating avenues for
female lawyers to connect, both
within and across firms and in-
house legal departments, as well
as across generations, the coali-
tion provided opportunities for me
to learn from my colleagues. I
came to understand three things:

First, the legal profession is full

of incredibly intelligent, ambitious,
skilled and experienced lawyers.

Second, many outstanding fe-
male lawyers shy away from seiz-
ing big opportunities. Whether it
is fear of failure or lack of con-
fidence in their skills and pre-
paredness, I have seen these
women choose the safe option in-
stead of going after opportunities
that men would seize in a heart-
b e at .

Third and most important, I
have seen the women who decide
to take the leap — whether that is
changing firms, as I did, advo-
cating for promotion to general
counsel or making another bold
step forward — succeed and
thrive beyond anything they could
have imagined.

Build resilience and put fail-
ure in its place

Of course, we all have to assess
the complete landscape of our
lives before we decide to charge
ahead with a change or new pro-
ject. The demands of life outside
work ebb and flow, and there are
times when the prudent course is
the status quo.

But if you make an honest ac-
counting of your true reasons for
choosing the safe path and find
your own fears are actually the

thing holding you back, consider
what this means. When women
assess risk, they tend to count the
ways they might fall short of the
new goal. But they often fail to
consider the alternative: the risk
of not taking a risk.

What are you giving up in
terms of increased compensation,
broader experience and higher-

profile work by keeping to the safe
p at h?

Fear of failure has a place as a
motivator, but when it grows too
big it becomes an obstacle. And
sometimes it is not just the fear of
failure, but an actual failure.

Time and time again, I have
seen female lawyers get mired
down in perceived failures and
stall out just as their work was
about to make a big leap forward.
That is why it is so important to
develop a process for assessing
what is not working, debriefing to
figure out lessons learned, and
then, most importantly, moving on.

Sometimes these setbacks really
can set the stage for professional
growth and innovative solutions.
But you have to build the re-
silience that allows you to brush
yourself off and keep going.

Take a risk, make an impact
One of the most exciting aspects

of my midcareer opportunity was
the chance to build a new practice

group from the ground up in
Chicago. I would not have to work
around people who had been
brought in under previous lead-
ership that may have been guided
by different values.

For the first time in my career,
I could truly execute my own vi-
sion for the team. But I also knew
a great team would not come to-
gether on its own. The respon-
sibility would rest with me in
large part.

First, I had to articulate clearly
for myself the goals I had for the
practice group as well as the val-
ues that would dictate how we
went about serving our clients.
Those goals and values guided my
process for selecting the team
members and bringing each
l aw ye r ’s unique skill set into har-
mony with the other members of
the team.

All in all, it was a tremendous
amount of responsibility, and that
made it feel risky. But had I
stopped short of making the leap
out of fear, I would have lost out
on the chance to make a real and
lasting impact on how work gets
done in my field.

Nothing ventured, nothing
gained — not for my own career,
and not for the clients my team
would be able to help in new and
exciting ways.

As I look back over my career, I
realize how important it was for
me to see women in leadership
positions who had overcome bar-
riers and forged new paths. They
were my role models. At some
point in every woman’s career, the
torch is passed, and we begin to
look not just to those who came
before us, but to the women com-
ing up now.

We really do have the power to
shape our careers, and when we
take bold risks, the gains extend
beyond our own careers and help
to show other women lawyers
what is possible if they have faith
in their skills and take the leap.
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