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Dear Future Badass Media Lawyer: 

MLRC has asked me to write an advice column for young(er) media lawyers. MLRC is either 
flattering me or it’s shuffling me out the door and wishing me well in retirement. I’m not sure.  
But I do know that I am in good company with my predecessor columnists, who have supplied 
a trove of solid advice. Go back and read those columns if you have not already.  

I’ll try here to cover ground not covered in prior columns 
(seriously, go read them). My advice may resonate more with 
women lawyers because, well, I am one. I also happen to own 
(along with my fantastic partner Rachel Fugate) an all-female 
media and intellectual property law firm, so I spend most of my 
time these days training and mentoring other women. That said, 
what I’m about to say is generally applicable to anyone, so here 
are the top five things I think all new(er) media lawyers need to 
know: 

1. Your path to success looks like a toddler scribbled on a 
napkin at the Applebees. 

My career in journalism started when I hosted a syndicated talk 
show while I was in high school, landing such hot interviews as 2 
Live Crew’s Luther Campbell before the Acuff-Rose lawsuit made 
“Pretty Woman” famous in copyright circles. The show was showing some national promise 
and was picked up by a spattering of stations across the country. But the lure of high school 
football games caused me to miss a taping. And I was basically fired. 

I left undergrad with no job and moved right back into my childhood bedroom. I eventually 
landed a not-so glamourous gig doing automatic dialogue replacement for shows like Beavis 
and Butthead. ADR, as it’s called, is when dialogue is re-recorded post-production and then 
matched to the pictures on the screen. In my case, the ADR was a means to replace English 
dialogue with Spanish-language programming. At the time, this audio editing was not done 
digitally. It was tedious work for pay that guaranteed I’d be sleeping on Duran Duran sheets for 
the foreseeable future. 

When an opportunity to be a weekend news producer at an ABC-affiliate in Gainesville, 
Florida came up, I took it. I produced the weekend shows for a bit before being promoted to the 
11pm newscast. On a particularly memorable night, we ran a story about a local man arrested 
in a series of sex crimes. As the anchor read the horrific details of the crime, the State 
Attorney’s image was plastered across the screen. The State Attorney clearly was not the sex 
offender. “Huh,” I thought. “That’s probably bad.” 
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And so I went to law school, worked hard, and landed a job in the media team at Florida’s then 
largest law firm. Several years later, rumors swirled that the media department was leaving, but 
I was oblivious to the plan, having left the media practice’s main hub for Ft. Lauderdale a few 
years before. I was doing some media work and a lot of class action defense, acquiring the 
different skill set that prior columnists have touted as a means to round you out as a litigator. 
It’s good advice, but I took it only by chance.  

When I left Tampa, out of sight meant largely out of mind, and I had to forage for work in a 
new office of the firm. I found that work by finding the laziest partner in the office, offering to 
help him on his cases, and eventually leading them. It was a mutually beneficial relationship. 
But it was also an extended period in my career where the media work dripped like a shower 
head not quite turned off. 

When those rumors turned out to be true, I was invited to join the new firm. It was a no-brainer 
for me. I was pregnant with my second child and had been held back a year in the associate 
ranks because I hadn’t made my hours in the two years between my first and second children. I 
didn’t think I had any chance of ever being partner at the big firm, so off I went. 

This move proved to be transformative. Later that same year, I tried a false light case (Florida 
has since abolished the tort). Most seasoned media lawyers know defamation and privacy trials 
are sparse. This was a unique opportunity – and one that came to me only because Rachel, who 
had been assigned the case before we left the big firm, was tied up in another hot case at the 
time. She had toiled through discovery and summary judgment to get the case ready, and I got 
to step in and try it. We won, and I scored the publicity that came along with the win. 

I was alone, literally alone, in an office for the entire eleven years I spent with the firm. I was 
coming off several years of working on all kinds of commercial litigation cases with a 
sprinkling of media work here and there. If I wanted more media work, it was fairly obvious 
from the start that I had to go get it myself. 

And so I did (more on how to do that later). I spent several years building a practice before 
defecting for a second time. The truth is, I had thought about leaving the firm for years. I 
almost lateralled or took in-house positions half a dozen times (when I say almost left, I mean 
they ordered me business cards almost left). And I don’t think I ever would have left were it 
not for a phone call from Rachel one late-April afternoon.  

I was toiling away at my desk when the phone rang. She was on the other end, as she often 
was. “We have to get out of here,” came the voice at the other end.  “Like right this second? I 
have to finish a brief,” I responded, not taking her seriously. I had been itching to move on for 
years, but Rachel had never talked like this before, and I had never directly shared my desire to 
leave. I think I told her to get back to work and hung up. I gave it little further thought. 
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Rachel knew I hadn’t taken her seriously. But she had also heard the often not so quiet 
discontent at partner meetings over the years. So a few days later, she presented me with a 
chart of all the things we needed to do to launch our own firm. Unable to resist the allure of an 
Excel spreadsheet, a leap of faith and a coin toss to pick a firm name later, Shullman Fugate 
was born.  

That was almost three years ago, and I am finally content and where I want to be. We have 
grown to five lawyers and are thriving thanks to a lot of extraordinary clients who believe in 
and support us. But I didn’t set out to launch my own firm. This “success” is not the result of a 
meticulous or even well-thought out plan. It is the culmination of a series of what I deemed 
necessary shifts away from something that wasn’t working for one reason or another. Success 
is a non-linear path. If it feels like that to you, you’re doing it right.  

2. Trying to find work/life “balance” is like trying to find a leprechaun in the hollow 
trunk of a tree. 

If you’re trying to compartmentalize your work life from your personal 
life, you’re on a fool’s errand. There is no such thing for media 
lawyers, especially litigators.   

When I started practicing law, only partners had cell phones and they 
had to peck out emails by double and triple-tapping keys on truncated 
keyboards to get to the correct letter. This meant it often was not worth 
the effort. When I left the office, there was no way for me to log back 
in remotely. The only way to reach me was to call my house, which 
was not widely done. Work lives and personal lives were separated by 
the physical barriers to mixing the two. 

As technology advanced, the workday expanded, and adjusting to the demands imposed by 
excess accessibility freaked us out. I am from the generation of lawyers – particularly women 
lawyers – who advocated for work life “balance.” Back then, balance meant separation. I 
worked part time, I worked from home, and I watched countless other lawyers (again, mainly 
women) find novel ways to “balance” their personal lives with their work lives. Invariably, the 
work time interfered with the personal time or vice versa. Part time hours often meant part time 
pay for full time work. The balance never seemed balanced, and lawyers ended up resenting 
both their careers and the demands of family life. It was a recipe for disaster to which the 
attrition of female lawyers attested. 

There’s no reason in 2020 to live with the frustration of feeling like you can’t be a good lawyer 
and a good mother, spouse or friend at the same time. Blend your work and personal lives like 
the protein smoothie you’ve convinced yourself is healthy. Fill out school forms at the office. 
Tackle conference calls from the Macy’s dressing room because: You. Have. Got. To. Buy. 
That. Dress. For. Your. Best. Friend’s. Wedding. Today. Get up and leave your office midday 
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to make it to whatever event demands your attention in your personal life. But be fully 
responsive to your clients’ demands and prepared to sit right back down at that computer after 
6pm to finish up whatever you didn’t get done that day while you were trying to score tickets 
to the football game or picking Facebook fights with your politically idiotic second cousins.  

As long as you are promptly available for your partners and your clients, there is no reason 
lawyering has to take place from 9 to 5 (or in lawyers’ cases, to 6 or 7). As soon as you 
recognize that, you take the pressure off of feeling unavailable to your work or your personal 
life, or both. You can go to taco Tuesday lunch with your friend Laura, and you can finish that 
article you promised to write for MLRC. And you don’t have to do either of those at separately 
delineated work and personal hours. If you’re at a firm, and the firm doesn’t recognize the 
value of work life blending, give some thought to whether it’s time to push for that change or 
move on. 

3. You won’t find clients by trying to find clients. 

It should not come as a surprise that law firms sustain themselves on a healthy and steady flow 
of incoming work. If you are in private practice, you will ultimately need to find clients to 
sustain your career, unless you work so hard that it doesn’t matter that you don’t bring in a lick 
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of work. Do not write “find clients” on your vision board. If it’s on there already, go erase it. 
Now! Go on. This article will be here when you get back. 

Instead, look around your firm, your community, the media bar, or wherever else you frequent. 
Find your people. People you look up to. People you respect. People who make you laugh or 
inspire you or share your passion for home workout routines (hey, Leita). Make friends, and be 
a good friend. Build relationships, not a client list. 

Some of your clients may come from the people you build relationships with, and other 
columnists here have already covered the joys of vacationing with and sharing other life 
experiences with your cohorts in the media bar. Build some great memories. But Spoiler alert: 
fundamentally what will build your client list more than anything else is being a damn good 
lawyer.  

This is more than knowing the area of the law, which you should know 
so well that you can rise to the challenge of claims presenting real risk 
as easily as you can spot a bullshit claim. Competently catering to the 
specific needs of your clients is the secret to retaining them and 
attracting more of them.  

It’s about understanding your client’s goals and charting a course to 
obtaining them. Sometimes, the client’s goal is to prevail in litigation. 
Sometimes, the goal is to salvage the underlying failed relationship that led to litigation or to 
meet some business need wholly unconnected to the litigation (like the time I settled a bogus 
invasion of privacy claim for many times its actual value so the client could clear a $10-million 
litigation holdback in its agreement to sell to another company). Do you know the best way to 
assess your clients’ goals? Ask them. 

Building a client base is about communicating with your client in the way that works best for 
that specific client. This isn’t the difference between emails and text messages or phone calls. 
This is knowing what level of information your client expects and how you need to 
communicate that information to meet the functional, intellectual and often psychological 
demands of each and every client you interact with.  

Building a client base is also about providing value to your clients. As an associate, I once won 
a case a trial. When I asked the client how he felt about it, he said he wanted to win – “but not 
that badly.” He was saying that the cost of winning outweighed the value of winning. It’s the 
old adage that you shouldn’t kill an ant with a hammer. Don’t overbrief, overthink, or overbill.  

Know your client’s goals and needs and get the job done in the most efficient means possible. 
The more you understand those needs and work to meet them, the more clients will return to 
you time and again and encourage others to do the same. 
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4. Lawyering is a team sport. Make sure you’re the last picked. 

Strive to be the dumbest person on the team. Seek opportunities to work with the lawyers you 
think are the smartest lawyers in your firm, soak up their way of writing or thinking or 
advocating and aspire to be like them. Get to know the strengths of your teammates and 
compliment them with your own strengths and skills when you can. If there’s a particular 
partner who is a very effective oral advocate, go watch her in court. Seek opportunities to write 
for the partner with the best briefing skills so you can improve your writing skills by having 
your writing evaluated by that partner. 

Understand how central your support system is to your success as a lawyer. The very first time 
I was introduced to my very first legal assistant, she stuck out her hand and told me she was the 
most important person in my work life. I laughed it off. God, she was right. You need these 
amazing people, and they can make you look like a hero as readily as they can make you look 
like a fool.  

I am the first to admit my staff is the real brains behind my operation. Over the years my legal 
assistants, paralegals, associates and office managers have saved me from certain disaster a 
thousand times. I can probably figure out how to e-file something in the same way a blind rat 
eventually finds cheese. Alyssa can e-file while standing at the copier trying to get a document 
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production out and on the phone with a judicial assistant. Rachel and I refer to our office 
manager Katie as our “boss” so frequently that at Giselle’s wedding in January, multiple people 
asked us if we work for Katie. Yes. Yes, we do. 

Train these people hard. Respect these people harder. Reward them for their hard work with a 
steady stream of positive feedback, and (once you’ve become a badass partner yourself) 
compensate them in a way that reflects their value to your law practice. 

5. Know when to fold ‘em 

A few years ago, Pat Groshong at AXIS Capital addressed a crowd of media lawyers gathered 
in the foyer at AXIS’s Kansas City offices. I was in that crowd. He thanked the media bar for 
its role in defending free speech and a free press. Despite having penned dozens and dozens of 
briefs touting the press’ role as a public surrogate, it was the first time I had really pondered 
our role as defenders of freedom. 

In the ebb and flow of the day to day, don’t forget the larger role you play as a media lawyer. 
You’re not just solving problems or winning cases. You are shaping the contours of a 
fundamental right of not just the press – but of  every citizen. As Justice Marshall so famously 
said two hundred years ago in McCulloch v. Maryland “it is a constitution [you] are 
expounding.” 

Take that job seriously. You must bring to this profession a passion for First Amendment rights 
so profound that you want to stay up all night writing that brief to overturn a prior restraint. 
You must want to slap on the ill-fitting suit on the back of your office door and hurry down to 
the courthouse to get a closed courtroom opened up. You must want to read a story at 5:53pm 
on a Friday because it is airing in seven minutes (sidenote: all media emergencies happen after 
4pm on Fridays. It’s true. Look it up.)  

If a journalist getting kicked out of a courtroom or a judge entering a gag order doesn’t light a 
fire in your belly, you’re in the wrong line of work. I’ve watched countless lawyers approach 
this practice with detached interest. It doesn’t end well. You don’t have to do this. If it’s not for 
you, you shouldn’t. You deserve a career you feel passionate about, and your clients deserve 
lawyers who feel passionate about their line of work. 

But if you are fortunate enough to discover media law is for you, you will find yourself doing 
rewarding work for truly admirable people among truly remarkable colleagues. Best of luck. 
Reach out. I, and lots of other great lawyers in this bar, am here for you. 

Deanna Shullman is a partner at Shullman Fugate, a media law, intellectual property, and 
business litigation law firm with offices in Jacksonville, Tampa, and West Palm Beach, 
Florida. 

(Continued from page 44) 

For exclusive use of MLRC members and other parties specifically authorized by MLRC. © 2020 Media Law Resource Center, Inc.


