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 Career Pivots: Lessons Learned from Forty Years of Reinventing Myself 

I’m not one of those lawyers who always wanted to be a lawyer. No way. I was never very good at
imagining big possibilities, much less planning for them, especially when I was in college. I played
sports, worked, and spent time with friends in the campus pub. My grades were so mediocre at the
end of my freshman year, my parents almost pulled me out.

I had no idea what I wanted to do when I grew up. I had no pre-conceived notions of what a career
or my future might look like. I certainly never considered law school. I was not smart enough, I
could not afford it, and I had no exposure to lawyers. I’m from a big family of ten kids and
considered myself lucky to go to college. As it turns out, my lack of pre-conceived notions about my
future was (and still is) a bit of a gift – it’s caused me to be open to new adventures, including career
pivots I never imagined. 

In my junior year of college, a friend encouraged me to consider law school. By now, I had figured
out how to find the library (yes, this was back in the day) and I surprised myself with good grades. I
decided to apply to law school and despite a lot of self-doubt, I got into St. Mary’s University School
of Law and was awarded a full tuition scholarship. Nonetheless, I still doubted myself. My
insecurities led me to work hard, and I surprised myself again with good grades. Then, I (barely!)
passed the bar exam.

Was I actually going to be a lawyer? It was not something I ever thought I could do.

By Mary Brennan Stich
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I also never thought I would be a partner in a large commercial law firm, an associate dean at a law
school, or one of the lead in-house lawyers at a global, publicly traded company. I never thought I
would evolve from commercial litigation to employment law or from billable hours to being an in-
house corporate counsel. I never thought I would teach a law school class or be a career coach for law
students. I never thought I would love negotiating executive employment agreements. I did not
imagine myself on the boards of non-profit organizations or that I would serve as an advisory
director on the board of a for- profit publicly traded financial institution. I did not pre-plan my career
or the many variations in how I served my clients. I did not map out my jobs and my pivots. But in
hindsight, I now see that I reinvented myself time and again because I learned to be open to change,
more strategic, and more opportunistic about doing new things. From one pivot to the next, I began
listening to my gut, my “pivot nudge” as I call it – and I got comfortable taking calculated risk. More
importantly, I have been supported and nudged by family, friends, and my professional network, all
of whom I refer to as my “community of encouragers.” Without them, I may have gotten stuck. I
may have kept blinders on. At times, in fact, I have been very good at staying in a safe lane.

All along my career journey I experienced (and still experience!) self-doubt, imposter syndrome, and
fear. Don’t we all? Is anyone truly fearless? I don’t think so. I think the key may be to find ways to
make friends with our fears and lean forward anyway. My journey of pivots, though sprinkled with
fear, has taught me to remain open, hopeful, and optimistic even in the uncertainty of change. And all
in all, my career has been exciting, unpredictable, challenging, and energizing. By sharing my pivots, I
hope to inspire you to stay open and optimistic in your careers, too. After all, most lawyers do not
stay in one job for their entire careers.

Are you open to a pivot? Do you occasionally feel a nudge? If so, I hope some of the lessons I have
learned along the way will help you on your journey.

I graduated from St. Mary’s University School of Law in 1981. Forty plus years and five job pivots
later, I can assure you that reinventing ourselves is easier and more rewarding than we might ever
imagine. Is it risky at times? Yes. I left a couple of my law jobs without having another one lined up –
and decided to take that risk financially. I left at least one of my law jobs because my relationship
with my boss was not working (which was as much my doing as it was theirs). A couple of my
transitions followed bouts of burnout because I waited too long to listen to my nudge – sometimes it
took me awhile to admit that not only was it time for a change, it was time for me to do something
about it. Change can be scary. But here’s the good news: it is never too late or too early to simply stay
open to change. Even if you stay right where you are, you will be amazed by what you will learn
along the journey of exploration. 

My Pivots and Lessons
After I graduated from law school, I was a law clerk for the Texas Court of Criminal Appeals. I then
joined a large law firm in San Antonio doing commercial litigation. Back in the day, the partner track
was six years. I became a partner after five years because I was given “credit” for the clerkship. As I
said, that was back in the day…. The partner track has certainly evolved. But some things have not
changed: large firms typically depend on billable hours as a business model. And I billed a lot of
hours. I worked on exciting cases and learned from the best. Iran hard on the hamster wheel and
mostly kept blinders on. I billed a lot of time. I had good mentors. Eventually I had the chance to
mentor newly licensed lawyers, become a leader in local bar associations, and lead the firm’s pro
bono efforts. It was a great start to my career.



The billable hour model is understandable for a commercial firm, but I grew weary of it over time
and began to wonder: is this where I want to work forever? I worked with brilliant lawyers and made
great money. I was a partner in a major firm at a time when women were gaining more seats at the
table. But I started to feel a nudge. I didn’t have much time to pay attention to it. And what else
would I do if I did not do this? On top of my career, and much more importantly, I was starting a
family and was pregnant with my first child. I kept feeling the nudge – that little voice in my gut.
Around that time, I was asked to apply for a judicial appointment for an open seat on the district
court bench. I was honored and decided to go for it. Although I did not get the appointment, the
invitation to apply was a gift -- it caused me to truly open myself up to the possibility of leaving the
firm. I began to take off the blinders. I began to open myself up to new possibilities. I began to say
“maybe” to the nudge.

Soon after I learned that I did not get the judicial appointment, I got a call from the new Dean at St.
Mary’s, Barbara Aldave, the first woman dean of a Texas law school. I had interacted with her at
bar and alumni events, and I was impressed. She asked if I would consider leaving the firm to join
her team as an Associate Dean. My first thought was, “I am a litigator. I don’t know how to do
that.” Dean Aldave explained that she wanted a lawyer to lead the law school’s career services office;
she thought my experiences as a first-generation lawyer would be an inspiration to the students. She
liked the fact that I had my undergrad and law degrees from St. Mary’s. She knew I had developed a
strong network and was a leader in the local bar. She wanted some fresh ideas. And she told me I
would be a great career coach for the law students. Who, me? Although I had coached my daughter’s
grade school volleyball team, I had never been a career coach. Then again, I thought, I had not
imagined I could succeed as a law student or as an associate at a law firm much less become a law
firm partner or one of the first presidents of the Bexar County Women’s Bar Association. I began
looking for the connections between what I had done so far in my career and what I might offer in
this new pivot. I believe in the importance of mentoring. I like coming up with new ideas. I enjoy the
quid pro quo of being an encourager to others. It brings me energy and joy. I started to imagine the
change and I paid more attention to my internal energy meter. How I could use my skills in new
ways and what impact would this have on my energy meter? The Dean said I would also run the
alumni office and could teach if I wanted to. I stayed open. I spoke to my inner circle – my
community of encouragers – and realized that I might, in fact, have something to offer. I would
probably learn a lot, too. After ten years, I pivoted. Some of my advisors thought I was crazy to
leave the firm and that it would be a “step back.” I considered all the advice and then trusted my gut.
In 1992, I left the law firm with immense gratitude for my time there and took a role at St. Mary’s
law school as Associate Dean for Career Services & Alumni Relations. It was my first pivot, and it
was a great one. I was there for eight years.



Lessons from Pivot One:
Not every pivot has to include a pay raise. My pay went down. My energy meter went up. And as my
spiritual advisor once asked, “How much is enough?” Pulling the blinders off and staying open will
lead us to new possibilities, including using a law degree in untraditional ways. Imagining ourselves
in a new role, practice area, or work culture allows us to explore whether a change might have a
positive impact on our energy levels. It’s worth paying great attention to.

My pivot away from St. Mary’s eight years later was a nudge of a different type. The dean who hired
me had left the law school and naturally, with any new leader, priorities and relationships change.
My vibe with a new boss was not a great fit for me. No judgment here, but the natural friction that
sometimes happens in work relationships gave rise to a new nudge. I resisted it for a while, but it
became clear that I should step aside and consider a pivot. In hindsight, the friction was a gift that
opened me up to another new adventure as a lawyer: an in-house role as an international
employment lawyer with Clear Channel Communications, now iHeart Media. But wait, I had been a
litigator for ten years, and then an Associate Dean for eight. How did I end up being an employment
lawyer? I took a call from someone who believed I could use my degree in a new way. And I stayed
open.

After I left St. Mary’s in 2000, I took a break for about a month, not knowing what my next move
might be. I spent some time thinking about the things I like most about being a lawyer. I enjoy
problem solving, strategic thinking, and being an advocate and a negotiator. I like advancing the
ball. I also like being part of team. I got a call from an SVP at iHeartMedia, Demetra Koelling.
Demetra headed up HR and the global employment law function for the company. The company
was in the middle of a huge strategic transaction during the deregulation of radio. She needed to hire
another employment lawyer. By now, I should have learned to keep my insecurities to myself, but I
could not help myself: “Demetra, you know I am not an employment lawyer – I was a commercial
litigator and have been at the law school for eight years.” She persuaded me to meet for coffee where
she talked me off the insecurity ledge. She told me I could learn employment law and offered to teach
me. She said, “Come join my team. It’s an exciting time in the radio business. You can learn new
things. I know what you are capable of, and I think you’re going to love being an in-house lawyer.”
She was right. It was a fantastic pivot. Despite some self-doubt, I learned how to spot and resolve
tricky employment law issues, handicap risks on the fly, negotiate employment agreements, and
move fast to support the rapid pace of a growing company with radio stations all over the country.
My energy meter shot up once again. I started as an entry level “corporate counsel” and stayed at
iHeart for nine years. I was promoted to a VP role and led the global employment law and litigation
team for a publicly traded radio, TV, and outdoor advertising media company with over 30,000
employees. This pivot involved unimaginable career growth and opportunity. And although money
was not a driver, my comp package eventually ended up being better than what I made in previous
roles.



Lessons from Pivot Two:
Listen to people who may be pulling back the curtain into an entirely new capability. Sometimes
others see the limitations we place on ourselves.
It is ok to feel unsure but say “maybe” anyway. Sometimes an initial cut in pay or title or scope leads
to bigger and better things. After a great nine year run at iHeart Media, there was a point where I
knew I had finished that race and made my mark. My pivot nudge suggested it was time to take
another break and consider a new adventure. The timing was great because it was the summer before
my daughter left Texas for college. Soon after I started my break, I got a call from a former
colleague, Larry Macon, who was now a partner at Akin Gump Strauss Hauer & Feld, a
multinational firm whose general counsel was based in the San Antonio office. He asked if I would
consider joining the firm as its global in-house associate general counsel in charge of malpractice
claims and risk management. In 2009, not long after leaving iHeart Media, I took the associate
general counsel job at Akin. I worked with great people and did interesting work. But after six
months I knew I was a better fit as an in-house lawyer at a company. I learned that the culture and
pace of an in-house role was a better match for my energy meter. I decided that I would not put
blinders on, and I would not wait for a call this time. After all, I had only been in the role for six
months.No one was going to swoop in and recruit me. I had to activate if I wanted to explore
making a move. I let my inner circle know I was open to a change. At the urging of a close friend and
mentor, Sara Dysart, I sent a note to the general counsel at Rackspace Technology (who I knew
from being active in the bar) and asked for a lunch meeting. There was no job posted at Rackspace
at the time and I had no idea where the meeting might go. As it turns out, the company was growing
rapidly as a cloud computing services provider and needed an employment lawyer and litigator. I got
an offer and made the pivot to a tech company and my second in-house role in 2010.

Lessons from Pivot Three:
Sometimes a pivot is short lived.It’s ok to embrace the bumps along the journey.Find the lessons in
the bumps. By taking the role at the law firm, I knew I was better suited for an in-house role at a
company.

Create opportunity. Although you may get calls about opportunities – and many of my pivots
followed the calls I received - do not wait for a call. Make opportunities happen by reaching out.
You are equipped to activate. It just takes time and some strategic thinking.
Taking the in-house job at Rackspace Technology was a great pivot, but I almost left the job soon
after I got there. I stumbled quickly by not adapting to its unique work culture. In fact, at the end of
my first year my boss said, “You are moving too fast – you are breaking glass (and he wasn’t
referring to the glass ceiling) – and Rackspace is not for everyone.” What? Am I going to pivot away
from this job after one year because of someone’s feed back about my “rapid fire style”as a lawyer?!
Luckily, after some soul searching, I was able to look in the mirror. My boss was right. I was moving
too fast. I was not collaborating with the teams that were impacted by my legal advice. After
recognizing (and telling him) there was truth in his feedback, I made an internal pivot and decided I
had to approach things differently. I still had a lot to learn, despite having been a lawyer for 25+
years. I took off my lawyer blinders and began asking for help throughout the business on how to be
successful in that culture. I learned to be more collaborative and more patient. 



I spent more time listening and compromising. As someone told me, I began to “put deposits of
credibility in the bank” by slowing down long enough to care about what other teams thought and
about the impact of my advice on their operations. I started acting like a business leader, not just a
lawyer. As I built credibility, one coffee meeting after another, I began to see the value of teamwork
throughout the business and figured out how to move fast when necessary. In fact, the more
credibility I built, the faster I was able to go by “withdrawing the credibility deposits” when I needed
to exert influence. I spent time building great working relationships. I got involved in business-wide
initiatives and helped start innovative programs like Mentor Circles. I helped guide an employee
resource group for women in tech. I was asked to speak at companywide events and lead discussion
groups on career growth, pivots, comp negotiations, balance and resilience. I ended up having an
expansive, rich learning experience that was one of my best pivots ever. Over time I was promoted to
Deputy General Counsel and led a team responsible for international employment law, litigation,
insurance and risk management. I stayed at Rackspace for eleven terrific years.

Lessons from Pivot Four:
Fail forward. Listen to tough feedback – it’s almost always an opportunity for us to grow and
improve. Not all workplaces are alike. Respect the culture. Slow down and build authentic two-way
relationships – it’s like money in the bank that can be withdrawn when you need it.
Know and honor your strengths. Everyone at Rackspace Technology takes the Gallup Strengths
Finder assessment. Learning more about my strengths made me a much better lawyer,
businessperson, leader, and teammate. I am an “activator” and a “learner.” I am an “achiever” who
wants to check things off the list, and I am “strategic.” I am a “realtor.” Our top strengths can be
leveraged to drive great outcomes – they can also drive others crazy when dialed up too high.
In 2021, after almost eleven years at Rackspace Technology, I felt the nudge. I resisted it for a long
time. I loved my job, I especially loved my team, but I started to feel a little cynical even though I am
an optimist. My energy levels dipped. At first, I thought I was a little burned out from the fast pace,
the rate of change, and the complexity and demands of the work, all of which was very exciting – and
oh, there was the isolation of working from home during COVID. But as I spent time with my
‘nudge,’ I realized I had completed this latest race - I had crossed the finish line, and I was ready to
move on. I decided to take another break and stay open to the possibilities. I also spent time
pondering the very important realization that being a lawyer is not who I am, it is what I do. My life
– and my life purpose - is broader than being a lawyer. I am a mom, a “grammy,” a sister, a friend, a
mentor and a volunteer. My latest pivot has led me to more pickleball, more pro bono work, and
more time with family and friends. I serve on some boards, I mentor law students, and I practice law
part-time with a focus on negotiating executive employment and severance agreements. It’s a balance
of work that brings me energy in this phase of my life. But who knows what’s next? There may be
more pivots ahead, and I hope to stay open to them.
I also hope my story brings you energy.
I hope it inspires you to listen to your nudge.
I hope you know your network is a two-way community of encouragers – they are there for you. I
hope you know you can learn to do completely new things.
I hope you believe great pivots are possible.
And please trust me on this: if I can pivot, you can too. Just start by listening to your nudge. Spend
time with it. Make friends with it. And let it lead you to new possibilities.
I wish you all the best on your journey. Please let me know if I can be helpful to you with a pivot.
You can find me at https://www.linkedin.com/in/marybrennanstich/.

https://www.linkedin.com/in/marybrennanstich/


“It’s okay to admit what you

don’t know. It’s okay to ask for

help. And it’s more than okay

to listen to the people you lead

– in fact, it’s essential.” – Mary

Barra

MENTORSHIP 
W R I T T E N  B Y  R O B I N  T H O R N E R

Thinking about a career pivot? This summer, the

Women and the Law Section is excited to

launch a pilot small-group mentorship program for

members considering a professional change.

Mentoring relationships are an invaluable way to

build relationships and facilitate professional

and personal development, whether as a mentor or

mentee. A mentor can be a valuable guide

and sounding board, sharing experience, knowledge,

and support during a career transition. If

you are a section member whose career path has

been more circuitous than linear, or you are a

member hoping to make a detour or sharp turn, we

hope you will join us in this new

mentorship program. If you are interested in

participating, email Robin Thorner at

rthorner@stmarytx.edu and let us know how and

why you would like to get involved.
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2777 N. Stemmons Frwy., Suite 1257 | Dallas, Texas 75207
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Preferred Qualifications: Ideal candidates will include some courtroom
experience, strong academics, outstanding organizational skills, superior legal
writing and research ability, a strong work ethic, and a demonstrated
commitment to professionalism, ethics, civility, and public service. Applicants
must demonstrate a quick analytical ability and the facility to accurately and
precisely articulate the critical issues involved with a case. Applicants must
display strong interpersonal skills and good judgment. Applicants will be
expected to be substantially self-sufficient in preparing day-to-day
correspondence, discovery, and pleadings and building trustworthy
relationships with clients. The primary focus of our practice is litigation and
trial work on behalf of businesses, insurance companies, medical
professionals, and those in transportation and healthcare industries.
Candidates must have excellent academic credentials and strong written and
verbal communication skills. Candidates with deposition and trial experience
and the ability to independently manage a docket are particularly encouraged
to apply. Benefits: Our competitive benefits package includes: 

•
•
•
•
•
•
• 

401(k) Health
Insurance Dental
Insurance Vision
Insurance Free Gym
On-Site Free Parking
Monthly Billing Bonus 

CONTACT: Lyne Clarke or Jack Ternan at (214) 905-2003 or send
your resume to lclarke@cr.law and jternan@cr.law 

NOW HIRING: 5YEAR+ ATTORNEYS 



Your Online CLE Password is
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write for
THE TEXAS BAR JOURNAL

Write about topics of interest for a savvy audience of lawyers.
We're looking for excellent writers who fuse their knowledge

of the law with thoughtfully crafted prose. 

Contact us at 
tbj@texasbar.com.

Go to 
texasbar.com/submissions

to find out more information 
and to fill out our form.
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Send articles to ecantu@ramonworthington.com 

Want to write for the Women and the

Law newsletter?
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