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Award of Excellence 

Equity partners represent 
a select group of business 
developers and leaders within 

a law firm. In most large firms, while 
women make up nearly 50 percent 
of young associates, the percentage 
of female equity partners is less than 
half that number. Traditional firm 
“mentoring” programs do not appear 
to be changing this state of affairs. 

Nelson Mullins has developed a 
program that specifically aims to 
expand the business-development 
and leadership capabilities of its 
women attorneys. The program 
is based on the realization 
that, with focused, intentional 
coaching and sponsorship, self-
confidence, comfort zones, and 
ways of exercising leadership can be 
developed to equity-partner levels. 

The Nelson Mullins High 
Potentials Program is a two-year 
commitment for women non-equity 
partners who have been identified 
by firm leadership, based on their 
legal skills, as well as their high 
business-development potential. 
These women work closely with 

senior “rainmaker” sponsors, 
an internal marketing coach, 
and an external executive coach 
to affirm their personal brands 
and interaction styles, raise their 
internal and external profiles, 
develop client opportunities, and 
expand leadership capabilities. Each 
woman participates in a rigorous 
one-on-one coaching regimen, 
weekly discussions with sponsors, 
and quarterly coach-led participant/
sponsor education sessions. 

High Potential Program 
participant Brandee Kowalzyk, 
a partner in the firm’s Atlanta 
office who practices in the areas of 
pharmaceutical and medical device 
defense, commercial litigation, 
aviation, and product liability, says, 
“Being identified by firm leadership 
as an attorney with great business 
development and leadership 
potential gave me real confidence 
to push the bounds of my comfort 
zone and seek out highly visible 
speaking opportunities. Those 
opportunities, in turn, led to more 
client pitch opportunities and 

assignments, as well as invitations  
to serve in leadership roles on  
firm committees.”

The interaction of the participants 
with partner sponsors, including 
the group education sessions, is a 
key element of the Program. Each 
sponsor shares advice and takes 
a personal interest in involving 
their participant with direct client 
opportunities. 

Rhys Wilson, a partner sponsor 
and co-chair of the firm’s Mergers 
and Acquisitions Group, explains, 
“The program’s quarterly sessions 
and participant feedback caused me 
to more fully realize that being an 
exceptional attorney is no longer 
enough by itself to transition to 
equity partner status. Much like 
a champion marathoner has to 
acquire additional skill sets to win a 
triathlon, each of these very talented 
non-equity partners has to grow her 
business-development acumen to 
achieve the level of equity partner. 
The program has helped me learn 
how to offer the kind of support that 
is needed.”
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