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…The ability to collaborate within and across firms .
I’ve received a number of very significant
opportunities throughout my career because of my
ability to “play well in the sandbox.” Clients and
colleagues will likely tell you that I am equally able
to lead a team and be led by a team.

T

he legal field is known to be extremely competitive. Lawyers are often
smart, ambitious, and highly educated. That being said, what does it

take to stand out and become a “Top Lawyer” in your specific field of law? In
this interview series called “5 Things You Need To Become A Top Lawyer In Your
Specific Field of Law”, we are talking to top lawyers who share what it takes to
excel and stand out in your industry.
As a part of this interview series, I had the pleasure of interviewing Shawtina
Lewis of Nelson Mullins.
Shawtina Lewis is an experienced litigation trial attorney who acts as a trusted
advisor to numerous domestic and global companies. Her clients view her as a
master strategist and creative in her approach to complex issues. Clients seek
Lewis’s representation because they value her commitment to understanding
their business and goals and developing strategies to achieve them. Lewis has
been named a Top 40 Under 40 by the National Black Lawyers Association.

Thank you so much for joining us in this interview series. Before we

dig in, our readers would love to get to know you a bit more. What is
the “backstory” that brought you to this particular career path in Law?
Did you want to be an attorney “when you grew up”?

I

have been a problem solver since my playground days at Centinela
Elementary School in Inglewood, California. As a sixth grader, I was

part of the school’s conflict resolution team and wore a special orange vest
so that my classmates could seek my assistance during recess and lunch
breaks. From those early days and other experiences growing up in urban
Los Angeles, I began to understand that rules, and the law, in particular,
were the surest way to ensure a civil society. I chose to become a lawyer
because I began to understand that lawyers have a unique opportunity to
shape and apply the laws that govern societies.
Can you tell us a bit about the nature of your practice and what you
focus on?
I represent domestic and global companies in a wide range of litigation
matters, including disputes involving automotive warranties, product
defects, breach of contract claims and other commercial matters. As part of
my practice, I serve as co-lead trial counsel in multiple matters pending in
California state and U.S. district courts against a foreign manufacturer of
high-performance vehicles. These cases, which involve alleged defects in
automobiles often involve claims in excess of $1 million. In addition to
representing clients in court in business disputes, I also advise corporate
clients on how to reduce risk by working with in-house legal teams and
business units to refine internal processes and to anticipate and mitigate
potential exposure. I also provide outside general counsel services to an
international membership-based organization with over 100,000 members
on a broad array of issues including corporate governance, employment and
risk management. I also maintain a very active pro bono practice.

What three character traits were most instrumental to your success?
What unique qualities do you possess that other attorneys may not?
Please share a story or example for each trait.
Humility. If there is an ego in the room, it will not be mine. Since the early
days of my career, I have always strived to practice with a laser focused
approach to achieving the client’s desired outcome. For me, this has meant
practicing with a willingness to handle any and all parts of a case, from
reorganizing trial witness exhibits during the early morning hours to
arguing dispositive motions in bet-the-company cases. I have found that my
clients appreciate my “roll up your sleeves” approach to my practice.
Precision. In litigation, there will always be moving parts and things beyond
your control. I like to carefully manage those things that are within my
control. To this end, I always make sure that my briefing is precise and
accurate, and cites to the best available authority and that, in depositions
and in court, I have a strong command of the facts and am prepared to
refute any challenges.
Trustworthiness. I am pleased that my clients view me as a trusted advisor
and partner.
Do you think you have had luck in your success? Please explain.
I have been fortunate throughout my career to have mentors and sponsors
who have been committed to my advancement. That is especially true at
Nelson Mullins where I have had the opportunity to expand and grow my
practice with the support of senior partners across multiple firm offices. For
instance, I was selected to participate in Nelson Mullins’ High Potentials
Program. The HPP is a two-year program involving a select group of female
partners, all nominated by senior partners who recognize the participants’
superior legal skills and believe that the participants are future leaders of

the firm. The resources and training I received through HPP have helped
me to grow my practice and provide an even greater level of service to my
clients.
Do you think where you went to school has any bearing on your
success? How important is it for an attorney to go to a top-tier school?
I am fortunate that my alma mater, Notre Dame Law School, is highly
regarded. However, what I valued most about my experience in South Bend
is that my education extended far beyond the classroom. My Notre Dame
education helped instill in me the value of service to others which is vitally
important in a service profession such as the practice of law.
If you could go back in time and speak to your 20-year-old self, what
would you say? Would you do anything differently?
I would tell myself to enjoy the journey and, in those times when life throws
me lemons, whether personally or professionally, to make lemonade rather
than get discouraged.
What is your primary motivation and drive behind the work that you
do?
At my core, I am a problem solver and I really enjoy working with my clients
to solve their most pressing legal needs.
What are some of the most interesting or exciting projects you are
working on now?
I am preparing for a jury trial in the first quarter of 2022, working on
writing an article on an issue relevant to my practice areas and planning to

handle a few pro bono matters assisting refugees who are seeking asylum in
the U.S.
Where do you go from here? Where do you aim to be in the next
chapter of your career?
I look forward to continuing to serve existing clients while growing my
practice. In the next chapter of my career, I hope to maintain the strong
relationships I currently enjoy with my existing clients while also making
time to provide legal services to members of the community who need but
cannot afford quality legal representation.
Without sharing anything
confidential, can you please
share your most successful
“war story”? Can you share
the funniest?
Funniest: I often laugh to myself
when I recall my first court
appearance which occurred in
the fall of 2009. I appeared for a
routine status conference in San
Bernardino Superior Court,
about an hour drive from my
office in Los Angeles. For most
of the trip, I robotically recited my appearance by simply restating my first
and last name and the names of the two clients on whose behalf I would be
appearing. When my matter was called, I remember nervously walking to
the podium to state my appearance and hoping that no questions would be
asked of me. None were, until the very end, when the Court asked both
sides if “notice was waived.” I hesitated and am thankful that the presiding

judge was gracious enough to explain to me what “notice waived” meant.
As a first-year lawyer, I only had drilled in my mind that I never wanted to
waive anything! Following the Court’s brief explanation, I agreed to waive
notice and quickly scurried out of the courthouse to call my mom and
celebrate the completion of my very first appearance.
Successful: I really enjoy getting to know the people who make up the
companies that I represent. Therefore, it should come as no surprise that
working with company witnesses to help them prepare to provide
deposition and trial testimony is one of the things I most enjoy. Over the
course of my career, I’ve been fortunate to assist with the preparation of key
witnesses in significant matters. The feeling of relief and accomplishment
that witnesses express following the completion of their testimony is
gratifying.
Do you work remotely? Onsite? Or Hybrid? What do you think will be
the future of how law offices operate? What do you prefer? Please
explain.
I spent the first two years of the pandemic working remotely and am
preparing to transition back to the office on a hybrid basis. I have found
that I am able to provide the highest quality of client service working
remotely but also look forward to and appreciate the value of in-person
interaction with my colleagues. I also look forward to continuing to mentor
our newest associates and believe that is best achieved while working
collaboratively in the office.
How has the legal world changed since COVID? How do you think it
might change in the near future? Please explain.
The pandemic has taught the profession that we do not have to be in-person
to achieve certain litigation objectives. During the pandemic, I appeared at

motion hearings, conducted depositions and interfaced with clients on a
virtual basis while still providing the highest level of client service.
We often hear about the importance of networking and getting
referrals. Is this still true today? Has the nature or importance of
networking changed? Please explain.
In this profession, those who are able to adapt will likely benefit from long
and prosperous careers. The pandemic was yet another opportunity to
demonstrate our ability to adapt. I was intentional about networking
throughout the pandemic and would encourage readers to engage the
handwritten note, a lost art.
Based on your experience, how can attorneys effectively leverage
social media to build their practice?
It’s no secret that professional networking sites such as LinkedIn can be
powerful tools when used effectively. I use the site to stay abreast of what
my colleagues are up to and, where appropriate, as a means to engage
colleagues, former classmates and friends with whom I’d like to keep in
touch.
What are your “5 Things You Need To Become A Top Lawyer In Your
Specific Field of Law?” Please share a story or an example for each.
The ability to collaborate within and across firms. I’ve received a
number of very significant opportunities throughout my career because of
my ability to “play well in the sandbox.” Clients and colleagues will likely
tell you that I am equally able to lead a team and be led by a team.
Precision. I have found that paying attention to details and eliminating
errors are qualities that clients notice and value. Clients do not want to fix

their outside counsel’s typos.
Opportunities. Every opportunity that I’ve had throughout my career (i.e.
to depose the key witness, present at a client meeting, second chair a trial)
served as a building block to where I am now: leading important matters
and developing my own business.
Goal setting. I believe it is critical to be intentional about setting short- and
long-term plans to achieve your objective. I constantly refer to goals that
I’ve set for myself to track my progress.
Authenticity. I have found that there is real power in embracing my
authentic self in the manner in which I practice law and carry myself
personally. Throughout my career there have certainly been lawyers whom
I admire and whose approach to the practice of law is inspiring but I believe
that I draw power from embracing those qualities both tangible and
intangible that are unique to me. I encourage my colleagues to embrace the
qualities that make them who they are.
We are very blessed that some of the biggest names in Business, VC
funding, Sports, and Entertainment read this column. Is there a person
in the world, or in the US with whom you would love to have a private
breakfast or lunch, and why?
Michelle Obama, but I suspect that she has a rather long waiting list. I’m
willing to wait. After following her career and reading her memoir,
“Becoming,” I would love to hear even more about her life and get her
advice on work, family, resilience and living a life of service in general.
This was very inspiring. Thank you so much for the time you spent
with this. We wish you continued success and good health!
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