THE

AMERICAN

An ALM Publication

LAWYER | A%Law DALy

Q&A: Jami Wintz McKeon on Succeeding
by Being Yourself

Morgan, Lewis & Bockius' chair weighs in on the practices that helped her rise to the top of her firm.

By Major, Lindsey & Africa
March 5, 2018

Editor’s note: This is part of a series of Q&As with
leading women in the legal profession, in honor of
National Women’s History Month. They were con-
ducted and written by the legal recruiting firm Major,
Lindsey & Africa.

Jami Wintz McKeon, chair of Morgan, Lewis &
Bockius, took a very linear path in her legal career,
going straight from college to law school to work-
ing at the firm starting in 1981. She has held vari-
ous management positions, including membership
on the firm’s advisory board. Immediately prior to
assuming the chair, she led Morgan Lewis’ litigation
practice, the firm’s largest group. “I’ve had two jobs
in my life—lifeguard and Morgan Lewis lawyer,” she
says.

Who helped you the most on your career path?

[ don’t agree with the philosophy that “you have
to see it to be it,” because there wasn’t much for
me to see to be. A number of different people
influenced my career. Many were men, some old-
fashioned men. I also had peers who were mentors.
As an associate, [ worked for every partner in the
litigation group at that time, and each one gave
me an opportunity and supported my success. I had
women partners along the way who were more like

peers—Pam Daley, who left the firm to become a
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senior leader at GE, was someone who was a men-
tor not because she was a woman but because she
was heavily involved in recruiting like I was. Fran
Milone, the previous chair, was a mentor. There
were judges I tried cases in front of who encour-
aged me. Many—not just one—influenced my
career.

Were there any moments early in your career
that surprised you in terms of how you were

treated? What struggles did you encounter and




how did you overcome those roadblocks in your
career!

There were struggles, but I think there is a bal-
ance, as | also had opportunities because I am a
woman. There is no question that when I started
practicing, there were people who really were
not accustomed to young women being lawyers.
[ became a lawyer around the time it became
improper to ask women if they were going to get
married and have kids, but I was asked how I
could be a good lawyer and good mother. When I
became pregnant, there were not many women at
the firm and there was no formal maternity policy.
The managing partner asked me what a reasonable
policy would be. We agreed to three months, and
Morgan Lewis implemented that. I went out and
came back; people were thrilled to have me back. I
never experienced any difficulty from that because
at that time everyone’s expectation was that you
were going to come back to work. I had lots of sup-
port, and I didn’t miss a beat.

Now, as a litigator, there were judges who weren’t
great with women. One once told me he liked to
make women cry, and when I didn’t buckle under
and was effective and successful in front of him, he
never gave me a hard time again. I also had oppos-
ing counsel who were obnoxious and dismissive—
though they were often not paying a lot of attention
and missed that I was doing things to dismantle their
case.

If I could get past an initial issue, there was a flip
side to it for a positive opportunity. There were lots
of committees at the firm that wanted women to
participate, so I got to do a lot of things my male
counterparts weren’t able to. I didn’t have to be like

anyone else because I wasn’t. [ got to carve my own

path because it wasn’t an option to be just like one
of the guys.

There was advice out there to not have pictures
of kids in your office or talk about women hobbies,
but you have to be yourself and authentic. My kids
came to the office with me on the weekends, and I
had pictures they drew on the walls. I wore dresses
and skirts because that’s what I liked to wear; I
talked about cooking and brought food in. I brought
diversity to the table when people weren’t talking
about that word. Having people who are different
from each other just makes life more interesting,
and [ benefited from the fact that I didn’t fit into
a particular model. And I’'m not sure I would have
done quite as well if [ had tried to.

What has been your greatest challenge as the
chair of Morgan Lewis? What keeps you up at
night?

I've always been very focused and engaged with
the firm and always had a sense of responsibility, but
as chair, everything keeps you up at night. I think
everything we do is about relationships. The bigger
your group is the more relationships there are to pay
attention to. For me, it’s staying on top of what’s
going on in people’s lives and careers and com-
municating with everyone so they understand that
everyone is important. [ think communicating effec-
tively throughout the organization so that everyone
is rowing in the same direction is a challenge. Size
is a competitive advantage if you get everything else
right—consistent high-quality work; exceptional
client service; well-integrated, collaborative culture;
and a culture where everyone recognizes no limit to
what you can achieve if you don’t care who gets the
credit. The focus on strategic things and work at a

top level and winning talent are critically important,




but you are more likely to be successful in all those
things if you are successful in communicating and
building relationships.

How important is it to your law firm to have
women in leadership?

Diversity is important in everything that anyone
does. If Morgan Lewis was all women, 1 would
say that it’s important to have men in leadership.
More diverse organizations perform better because
diversity of ideas leads to better results. If you get
five people in a room with exactly the same every-
thing, you are likely going to get a fairly homo-
geneous reaction. If you throw someone into that
room with a life that is extremely different from
any existing perspective, you are going to bring
in a different aspect to that decision. Women are
important because law firms are traditionally male
dominated but also because clients expect us to
reflect them and their customer base. Groups who
are more diverse get better results.

How do you or your organization help women
advance in the workplace and the legal profession?

We have a lot of diversity initiatives. We signed
on to the Mansfield rule, which requires that 30
percent of the candidates we consider for leadership
positions and later recruit to be diverse; that was a

no-brainer, as we do that already. [ appoint virtually

all of the leadership in the firm; only two groups are
elected (the advisory board and the compensation
committee). | have the ability to make selections
for our positions that allow us to diversify and shrink
gaps. We also have the Morgan Lewis women busi-
ness development-focused initiative, where we work
with men and women to help advance women in
the practice and help women work with our clients.

I'm personally involved in lots of organizations
where I'm out there trying to support women—
whether mentoring, speaking at events or simply
supporting women who have reached out for advice.

What advice would you give to young lawyers
who desire to become a partner in a law firm?

This is a great profession for everyone—women,
people with children—because there is a lot of
autonomy and flexibility. In recent years, it’s become
fashionable to act like you don’t want to become
partner. You should want to become a partner; it’s a
great thing to do. You should go for that.

Focus on being truly outstanding, meaning being
completely engaged, giving 150 percent, being ener-
gized in what you are doing and at the same time
being authentic and finding a way to stand out in
your profession. It’s much harder trying to be some-
one else. Bring your whole self, your best self to the

job—that’s the best recipe for success.
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