7/13/22, 3:00 PM How | Made Law Firm Chief Talent, Diversity & Inclusion Leader: 'Find Your Voice. Be Authentically You, and Be Persistent,' Says Shalanna Pirtle of Parker Poe | Law.com

Q&A

How I Made Law Firm Chief
Talent, Diversity & Inclusion
Leader: 'Find Your Voice. Be
Authentically You, and Be
Persistent,' Says Shalanna Pirtle
(Credit: Shutterstock.com) Of Parker Poe

"Life is too short to not take control of your life and your
destiny."

July 13, 2022 at 10:58 AM

9 minute read

How | Made It

Tasha Norman

Shalanna L. Pirtle, 41, Parker Poe, Charlotte, North Carolina.

Job Title: Partner and chief talent, diversity and inclusion officer.

In which practice area(s) do you practice? Employment and labor. alternative dispute resolution,
litigation and disability access.

Law school and year of graduation: University of Georgia School of Law, J.D., 2007.
How long have you been a partner at the firm? Over five years.

Were you a partner at another firm before joining your present firm? No. | am
homegrown, as we like to say. The firm hired me as a summer intern following
my second year of law school and gave me a permanent offer after that
summer went well. | have been with Parker Poe ever since.

What criteria did you use when deciding to join your current firm? | was part
of the training team at a large international restaurant group in Atlanta before
law school. | trained servers at my home restaurant, trained other trainers in
my market and was part of the opening team for several restaurants. Through
that experience, | realized | was interested in employment law. | saw that
Parker Poe had a strong employment practice and | had a great experience

as a summer intern. | was drawn to the sophistication of the work, the people
and overall culture at the firm of service to our communities beyond the

Shalanna L. Pirtle. (Courtesy
photo)

practice of law.

What was the biggest surprise you experienced in leading the firm’s key
initiative? Over the last six months, Parker Poe has invested a significant amount of resources in
creating its Talent Management Department, which is responsible for the firm’s diversity, equity and
inclusion, recruiting and professional development efforts. The hope is that we’ll be better
positioned to seamlessly weave the concepts of diversity, equity and inclusion throughout all of our
operations and decision-making over time. | took on my current role overseeing these efforts after
having served as the interim director of diversity when the team member who previously held that
position left the firm mid-2021. | chaired the firm’s Diversity, Equity and Inclusion Committee for
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roughly five years, so | had key insights to firm operations, budgeting and priorities. Quite frankly,
I've been most (pleasantly) surprised at the level of resources my partners have given this effort,
both by elevating the DEI and overall talent management profiles to the senior executive leadership
of the firm, and by investing in four staff members in addition to me to further this work.

What'’s the key to running a successful initiative, in your opinion? With respect to diversity, equity
and inclusion, in particular, but talent management generally, the keys are creativity and patience
but also a sense of urgency. Our people (attorneys and staff alike) are our No. 1 asset. If we’re going
to continue to build a first-class team set up to lead this firm several generations into the future, we
have to be nimble, flexible and willing to come up with creative ways to meet our people’s needs
while serving our clients. We can’t just think outside the box—we have to operate like the box
doesn’t exist! This is marathon work, so we have to be patient as we wait for results of our efforts to
come to fruition. Yet we also have to move with a sense of urgency to meet the moment before it
passes us by.

What's the key to successful business development in your opinion and how do you grow
professionally while everyone is navigating a hybrid work system? I've been a single mother for the
majority of my practice, and the entirety of my child’s life. | had to take a different approach to
business development. | didn’t have the time or flexibility to take clients golfing or out to a spa, etc.,
and still get my work done, while raising my son. Nor did all my clients necessarily have interest in
those traditional types of activities. | had to get creative and also find activities in which my clients
and | could both involve our families. | also learned how to be “present” for the life events of most
significance to them, even if  wasn’t physically there. | had to find other innovative ways to stay in
front of and top of mind for them without killing myself in the process. And | had to remember that,
much like DEI work, successful BD is often marathon work, and you have to have patience while
building those relationships. All of this remains true in a hybrid environment where some folks are
still working away from a typical office setting. Creativity, flexibility and patience remain the keys.

Who had the greatest influence in your career that helped propel you to your leadership role? I've
been fortunate to have a collection of mentors in the law and outside of the legal community
throughout my adult life. Some helped me navigate law firm politics. Some have become close
confidants who know what drives me and who aren’t afraid to challenge me to think bigger and
beyond the known. Some have helped me frame what I'd like my legacy to be. All have reminded
me in various ways of my power, strengths and confidence in myself and my ability to take each
step (or leap in some instances) in the journey that ultimately led to this point.

What'’s the best piece of advice you could give a parther who wants to make it to firm leadership
and/or manage key firm initiatives? Leadership is hard and sometimes lonely, and there aren’t
usually a bunch of people tripping over themselves to volunteer for the work. Be sure to do the
work for the right reasons—because you have a passion for the new initiative, you are good at or
have a passion for helping members of the firm along their career journeys, or you can provide a
needed skill for the firm at this moment in time and you have a passion for serving others in one
way or another. If you are motivated by anything else, it will show, and you may lose the respect of
the very people you need as allies and supporters along the way.

When it comes to career planning and navigating inside a law firm, in your opinion, what’s the most
common mistake you see other attorneys making? The most common mistake | see from
inexperienced attorneys is a lack of patience to develop the skills and relationships to be
successful. Both are necessary, and at some point, the relationships become critical. People will
eventually presume you do great work as you matriculate through the firm, but you have to connect
with people and get them to trust you. That includes going to firm retreats, participating in local or
state bar leadership, spending time with people in casual settings including having meals or drinks
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(even if it’s just a Shirley Temple) and taking part in the conversations. Failure to demonstrate that
you will roll up your sleeves, get in the trenches and work side-by-side with people, internal and
external clients alike, will result in those individuals thinking of others before they think of you.

If you had a chance to advise or mentor your younger self, what advice would you give to yourself? |
would remind myself, at every stage, to think really hard about what Shalanna’s definition of success is
so that | would more wisely spend my time investing in meeting my definition, instead of letting other
people define success for me and spinning my wheels to meet their needs. | would ask myself whether
my current work, goals, future plans and path I’'m on are serving and meeting my needs. Or are they
better serving and meeting the needs of my employer as opposed to me? Until you understand that for
yourself, you will spend the rest of your life trying to fit into someone else’s neat little box. Life is too
short to not take control of your life and your destiny, so you better get to figuring some things out!

As a leader at the firm, what’s the best career/leadership aavice you would give to up-and-coming
diverse leaders? “Find your voice. Be authentically you. Be persistent. Remember that everything is
possible and that “no” to ideas in the business context doesn’t necessarily mean never, it may just
mean not right now.”

What challenges did you face or overcome in your career path, and what was the lesson

learned? Becoming a single mom in the second year of my legal career without any local familial
support was an incredible challenge. I've also had severe, life-altering health challenges throughout
my career. In managing both, | had to learn to prioritize my health and my family if | wanted to be
around long-term to provide for us and to leave a legacy for my son. They have given me incredible
perspective as | learned to always keep the main thing, the main thing.

What impact would you like to have on the legal industry as a whole? I'd like to influence the hiring,
utilization and retention of more diverse attorneys in my firm’s footprint and across the board.

What lessons, if any, did you learn in 2020 / 2021 (the COVID years)? It's OK to say “no”—and
realize that that word is a complete sentence all by itself. And cherish the time you have. Tomorrow
isn’t promised.

What is one mistake you witness leaders making more frequently than others? Firm leaders aren’t
always as in touch with what individual lawyers or staff find valuable or of most importance. Some
lawyers are motivated by working long hours for more money. Others are motivated by benefits and
flexibility. Others just want an environment where they are viewed as a valuable member of the
team and have opportunities for growth and development. Some leaders seem to be clueless about
their team members’ needs and motivation and thus consistently miss the mark in trying to deliver a
highly sought-after work environment or meet employees’ ever-changing needs. Or they don’t
move urgently enough to meet the moment.

For more career advancement advice and success stories, check out the “How | Made It”
series on Law.com.

ALM'’s Professionals Network on LinkedIn, Advancing Future Leaders. We are
excited about this pivotal group. Click here to join.
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