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Female Powerbrokers Q&A: Orrick's Denise Mingrone 

Law360, New York (March 14, 2014, 1:05 PM ET) -- Denise M. Mingrone is an intellectual property 
litigator and managing partner of Orrick Herrington & Sutcliffe LLP's Silicon Valley, Calif., office. She 
joined Orrick’s intellectual property litigation group in 2006, after serving with the United States district 
court as a career law clerk. Today, she heads the firm’s 90-lawyer Silicon Valley office and is founder and 
leader of the firm’s Successful Women in Intellectual Property (SWiIP) initiative, which brings together 
women IP practitioners not only from large firms, as had been typically done, but from all areas of 
practice including in-house counsel, solo practitioners, law professors and students, judicial clerks and 
judges. 
 
Q: How did you break into what many consider to be an old boys’ network? 
 
A: I would like to say it is due to my incredible intellect and witty personality. The truth is it takes more 
than that. Throughout my career — up to and including today — I have had the support and invaluable 
mentorship of several accomplished colleagues both within and outside of Orrick. I gain incredible 
insights and perspectives from many male leaders, which I draw on to lead in my own way while 
respecting and honoring the firm’s history and traditions. 
 
In addition, I have been able to leverage two personal attributes: 
 
First, I am exceedingly organized. Every team needs someone who takes responsibility for ensuring that 
everyone operates in sync. I view this as my role and it has been enormously helpful in allowing me to 
develop relationships and become part of the “network.” 
 
Second, I am passionate about soliciting performance feedback from as many people with whom I 
interact as possible, including judges, jurors, colleagues, opposing counsel, clients, associates and 
partners. I’ve found it especially helpful in getting tips on how to navigate within a largely male network. 
One caution though: As a woman, it’s important to ask for feedback in a way that conveys confidence, 
not insecurity. 
 
Q: What are the challenges of being a woman at a senior level within a law firm? 
 
A: One of the biggest challenges I face is one I have actively adopted: how best to retain and promote 
diverse colleagues, especially women. While I am very fortunate to work in a progressive-thinking 
environment with management teams dedicated to diversity, I believe we must broaden our leadership 
to include more women and diverse attorneys. Currently we don’t have enough diverse lawyers on our 
management committee and board. I am the sole female U.S. office leader (although we have two very 
strong deputies) and only two of our five worldwide business units are led by diverse partners. 
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Yet I can also attest to the fact that as a firm we are concerned by these statistics and strive to improve. 
We are reviewing our retention of women, conducting both statistical and historical research, and we 
are looking at additional ways to promote women and diverse attorneys to leadership. So, I am very 
encouraged by our commitment and very motivated personally to assist qualified female and diverse 
colleagues in taking on leadership roles. At the same time, I am conscious of the need to have a 
balanced leadership agenda. I do not want to be perceived as simply an advocate for the singular goal of 
promoting diverse candidates. 
 
Q: Describe a time you encountered sexism in your career and tell us how you handled it. 
 
A: This is a painful story to share because at the time it was so demeaning that it caused me to second-
guess my career choice. But I hope sharing my experience will empower women who may face similar 
situations to take action. 
 
Early in my career, I was staffed on a case as the sole female attorney. The legal team was required to 
spend several weeks at an offsite location with clients. Due to the facility arrangements, some team 
members worked in court while the remainder of us worked out of court to prepare witnesses, briefs 
and other materials. Though I was not the only team member working outside of court, the clients took 
it upon themselves to assign me their daily administrative needs, such as booking their flights to and 
from home on weekends, arranging their car transportation, and in some instances even ensuring their 
laundry and food items were arranged. Perhaps they sensed my strong organizational skills! 
 
Thinking surely the clients had mistaken me for another, I politely took one of the gentlemen aside and 
explained that I was an attorney on the trial team working on witness preparation. He smiled and 
explained that, yes, he saw my work and that he and the others all appreciated my efforts; but they also 
needed their reservations booked and other items taken care of so if I could please turn to their 
requests that would be helpful. 
 
For the remainder of our stay, I became responsible for ensuring all of the clients’ reservations and 
other items were fulfilled. To this day I regret not standing up, or leaning in, for myself and finding 
another way for the clients to get their needs met. That is what I would advise my younger self to do and 
it is what I advise the young women professionals whom I mentor. 
 
Q: What advice would you give to an aspiring female attorney? 
 
A: I advise complete transparency when dealing with colleagues and clients. While it can be difficult to 
deliver unwelcome news, in the end almost everyone appreciates candor. Truth goes hand-in-hand with 
establishing trusting and lasting professional and personal relationships. People will come to rely on you 
once they realize that you will be completely honest with them, even if that means sometimes telling 
folks things they may not want to hear. 
 
For women, it can take extra courage to provide views that contradict those of senior male colleagues. 
Yet almost always the advice is sound and causes others to rethink their positions or at least to debate 
the issue to ensure the best possible recommendation or solution is reached. The caveat is to consider 
your timing on delivering your opinions and to offer alternative solutions. 
 
Q: What advice would you give to a law firm looking to increase the number of women in its partner 
ranks? 



 

 

 
A: First, you’ve got to make it okay to talk about the issue. Then, you’ve got to get everyone (not just 
young women) engaged in the dialogue. That’s been the great gift of Sheryl Sandberg’s Lean In initiative. 
I cannot overstate how may “aha” moments there have been — even for our best-intentioned senior 
male lawyers — during our Lean In discussions. 
 
Second, you need to monitor it. What’s happening to your women? When they leave, is it a career 
change or are they moving to other equally demanding environments? How do women fare in 
compensation? Are there implicit biases in the way business generation credit is allocated and 
rewarded? Pay attention to the data. 
 
Third, pay attention to micro-inequities. Think of all of the times a woman is passed over for an 
assignment that involves travel or a social event with a client out of a perception that she would rather 
be with her family. Let it be her choice, and where appropriate, make it okay for her to decline. Likewise, 
be very attuned to the Howard/Heidi effect at the individual and institutional level. Ask more often: 
would I have the same reaction to this behavior in a male lawyer? 
 
Finally, take some risks. Give women stretch assignments. That’s the way leaders are developed. I’ve 
benefited from many myself and I look for opportunities to give them out every day. 
 
Q: Outside your firm, name an attorney you admire and tell us why. 
 
A: I admire Alison Brunner, executive director of the Law Foundation of Silicon Valley due to her courage 
and conviction to provide legal services to those facing psychological, physical, and other challenges in 
our community. I have known Alison since she was a law student, when she first shared her passion to 
ensure access to the legal system for those who may not be in a position to afford to retain counsel. But, 
it is becoming increasingly difficult for young attorneys to remain true to their core convictions when 
faced with educational debt and other burdens. Yet Alison never wavered in her goals and instead 
dedicated her career to public service, working hard to advocate for those who might not otherwise be 
heard. The Law Foundation and our community is better served through all of Alison’s efforts. 
 
The opinions expressed are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of the firm, its 
clients, or Portfolio Media Inc., or any of its or their respective affiliates. This article is for general 
information purposes and is not intended to be and should not be taken as legal advice. 
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