
LAWYER’S LANTERN

Tell us about growing up in Kansas City. Who 
were some of your major influences? How 
did they help mold you into the man you’ve 
become?
I grew up in a working class family. My father was 
a maintenance worker for the Ford Motor Com-
pany. My mother worked for the state. They both 
had longevity on their jobs. My dad died when I 
was 13. At the time of his death he had been with 
Ford for decades. My mother, upon her retirement 
in her 60s, had been with the state for over 40 
years. While I come from a family that is not high 
income, it was a family that had economic stability, 
which I think is lacking in many urban families to-
day. I was extremely blessed to have the stable and 
secure home life necessary to do well in school and 

to do well in life. I had an upbringing that created 
in me the self-confidence to do well in a world that 
is extraordinarily competitive and increasingly so.

I was educated in the Kansas City school 
district. At that time, its historic extensive desegre-
gation plan was not yet in effect. In the beginning, 
I attended [racially] mixed classes and schools. But 
by the time I went to middle school, my school was 
racially isolated, 100 percent African-American. In 
the public schools, I had some extraordinarily good 
teachers. I also had some exceptionally poor teach-
ers. There was a lack of consistency. Nevertheless, 
those schools provided me with the self-confidence 
and preparation to build on. I got a very strong 
foundation that was reinforced by parents who 
were upwardly mobile and had high expectations 
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for me. It never occurred to me that I wouldn’t go 
to college. So many of our kids today do not have 
those kinds of aspirations. Their parents do not 
have the kind of expectations mine had for me.

Growing up as a black child in a strong family 
I also had a strong connection with the church. 
Historically, the black church has had a tremen-
dous positive influence on young people. It has 
provided the context in which black youngsters 
developed strong spirit, mind and character. The 
church gave me rich opportunities for leadership 
in organizations and clubs. As kids, we would have 
competitions where we had to demonstrate mas-
tery of Biblical scholarship by reciting scriptures 
from memory before large groups of adults. All of 
those activities involved the cultivation of the mind 
and character.

Why did you choose law as a profession?
I had an interest in public policy and world issues. 
I’ve always had an interest and skills in verbal and 
written communication and an appreciation for 
the power of persuasion through words. There’s no 
better profession to use those skills than law.

What factors have accounted for your success? 
What hurdles have you faced?
One of the words that best describes my success 
is grit. It really consists of perseverance, self-disci-
pline and the ability to defer gratification for the 
accomplishment of a long-term goal. It consists 
of having an independent spirit and doing what is 
right and appropriate for you rather than following 
others. My mother always said, “Be skeptical of 
what the crowd is doing. If a crowd is going right, 
you better go left.” You’ve got to think for yourself. 
Throughout my life, I have asked, “Is this the right 
thing for me?”

As for the biggest hurdles, I think it is hard 
flourishing in any context where you feel isolated, 
where you feel you are the only one. From the time 
I was a child, I kind of felt I didn’t fit in with ev-
eryone else. That may have prepared me for being 
the only one or one of a few. Many women and 
minorities in big law firms feel isolated. They do 

not feel deeply integrated. Because of that, they do 
not persevere. Instead, they hold back. Throughout 
their careers in law firms, they feel like outsiders, 
that people don’t want them there. It’s hard to be 
successful when you feel isolated and unwelcomed. 
I have been fortunate to have the resilience where I 
may be the only one but I resolve to persevere and 
refuse to allow others to discourage me. If you’re 
persistent, the group will eventually relent and 
recognize that this guy is not going anywhere, let’s 
bring him in.

Throughout my life, I have understood what it 
means to be an outsider. I’m gay. As a gay person, 
I don’t really fit in. Kids sensed I was different. To 
survive those experiences of being excluded or 
teased, you must have resilience. You build grit. 
Being an outsider can be an obstacle, but it can be 
beneficial in that you learn to succeed in spite of 
being viewed as an outsider.

These are tough times for the legal profession. 
What are some of the biggest challenges 
Husch Blackwell continues to face? 
What do you consider to be your biggest 
accomplishments as chairman?
Our law firm is facing the necessity to reinvent 
ourselves. And we are not unique in this regard. 
Our industry is confronting change. We are a 
600-lawyer firm. It’s hard to reinvent such a large, 
long-established organization. We are confronting 
the critical question of how do we become more 
competitive and how do we differentiate ourselves 
in an over-crowded market. Our strategy is to 
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deliver more value to our clients because we have 
always had quality lawyers, and we still do. Well, 
many big firms like ours have quality lawyers. We 
are focused on bringing industry-specific depth 
and knowledge. We know the business and exper-
tise of our clients. It involves learning about the 
business. It involves regularly educating ourselves 
about what’s going on in the business and becom-
ing thought leaders.

We are also focusing more intensely on being a 
more diverse law firm with more opportunities for 
women and minorities. When I first became chair-
man, we had no women on the executive board. 
Now, 30 percent of the executive board is made up 
of women. There is a need to bring more women 
and minorities into equity partnerships. We have 
a long way to go, but we’re making progress. Our 
industry has been studying this problem of under-
representation of women and minorities for more 
than 20 years, and sufficient progress has not been 
made. We need to figure this out and get on with it.

The number of African-American associates 
and partners at law firms remains low. What 
barriers to success continue to confront 
African-American lawyers who work at law 
firms?
It’s a social isolation issue. We know how to bring 
them in. The question is: What happens next? Law 
firms lose more women and minorities (and this 
is our experience as well at Husch Blackwell) than 
white males in the first two to three years. I think 
that is because we have not done an effective job in 
onboarding. Are they integrated in teams from the 

very beginning? At Husch Blackwell, we’re moving 
away from the notion of mentors to coaches and 
sponsors. Do they have effective coaches and spon-
sors from the very beginning? If there’s nobody 
looking out for you, you will not make progress. 
Coaching involves intense, uncomfortable develop-
ment. You have to have someone who is highly crit-
ical and highly demanding and have a lot of trust 
that they are doing this in your best interest. When 
you bring people into the firm and you’re not able 
to build that kind of relationship, the probability of 
longtime success is poor.

At Husch Blackwell, we just initiated a sponsor-
ship program. Each member of the executive board 
is committed to coach and sponsor a senior associ-
ate or junior partner to support them in becoming 
leaders in the firm, profession and community. The 
objective is for these protégés to build deep, pro-
ductive relationships with clients and prospective 
clients and develop their own brand and reputa-
tion for attracting and maintaining good business. 
There are certain habits of high performance that 
will sustain success.

What advice do you have for lawyers who 
aspire to rise as high as you have?
First, engage in careful self-examination. You’ve got 
to decide what you view as your real purpose in life 
and in your career. Where do you want to go with 
your career? Just because others want to go to a big 
law firm does not mean it’s the right thing for you. 
Figure out what will work for you based on your 
interests, passions and aspirations. One size cer-
tainly does not fit all. The development of a career 
is a long-term proposition. Very few people have 
overnight success in our profession. It’s a long-term 
investment. It can be frustrating. But resilience is 
essential. Without resilience, you can’t have success. 
Every successful person I’ve ever known, including 
me, has faced failure. You cannot allow one failure 
to derail your success. D&B

LEKAN OGUNTOYINBO (oguntoyinbo@gmail.com) is a 
freelance journalist based in Columbia, Mo. 
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