
PEORIA — Many would-be lawyers 
gravitate to the profession through 
childhood encounters with those in the 
fi eld or with the help of academic-minded 
parents who push them in that direction.

For Tracy C. Litzinger, her formative 
years were headed in a completely disparate 
direction: working to become a ballet dancer. 
As a teen, Litzinger imagined her 20s would 
be spent traveling the world with a company, 
not cracking books in law school.

Serendipity brought her to the profession 
that fi ts her as snugly as her ballet shoes once 
did. At 47, she’s a seasoned senior partner 
with Metro Detroit-based business law fi rm 
Howard & Howard Attorneys PLLC.

The same tenacity she once applied to 
training for ballet, a notoriously competitive 
fi eld, has made her one of central Illinois’ 
preeminent labor and employment lawyers.

Litzinger’s colleagues and clients say 
that her gregarious nature is evident. Yet 
her record refl ects that for her courtroom 
opponents to underestimate her would be 
at their peril.

“She projects a sense of strength and quiet 
self-confi dence that our clients really relate 
to,” says Leonard Sachs, head of Howard & 
Howard’s labor and employment practice 
group and managing partner of the fi rm’s 
Peoria offi ce. “Those same qualities certainly 
strike fear in her adversaries.”

Smorgasbord of Career Options
Litzinger was born in the suburbs of 

St. Louis, the oldest of two daughters to 
Nancy, a former teacher, and Jack, a former 
co-owner of a regional equipment leasing 
business. Jack started out as a journalist 
working for a local newspaper — a 
profession Litzinger once considered as an 
alternative to ballet.

She studied with the Alexandra Ballet 
Company in St. Louis and performed 
predominantly in St. Louis. Despite her love 
for dance, she learned as a teenager that she 
didn’t have it in her to make it a career.

“The deprivation of food alone was 
enough to put me off the track,” she says. 
“A number of the women I studied with 

were becoming phenomenal dancers, and I 
realized that if I could not hold a candle to 
great dancers in St. Louis, I would not have 
a chance against dancers in Chicago, New 
York or Los Angeles.”

Though she says she went to a great 
high school with excellent teachers, “being 
focused on ballet as a primary goal, I was not 
the world’s most devoted student,” she says.

“So when I was looking at colleges with 
so many majors available and spending 
nearly 80 percent of my free time in ballet 
class or rehearsal, I had some trouble 
fi guring out what would be next.”

Litzinger moved away from home to the 
Columbia campus of University of Missouri, 
where she had a diffi cult time fi nding an 
academic aim. After 2½ years, she moved 
back home and worked for a year before 
enrolling in the University of Missouri – 
St. Louis. A revelatory business law course 
there “made my brain spark,” she says.

She would visit the library at the nearby 
Washington University campus to do 
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research for the course.
“I loved climbing through the stacks in 

the law library,” she says. “The research 
component alone was so intellectually 
challenging that I thought maybe law was 
something I might want to do with my life.”

Litzinger graduated with a business 
degree in December and started law school 
at St. Louis University School of Law the 
following fall. She eventually joined the 
moot court team and participated in the 
national competition in New York.

As with many fi rst-year law students, 
Litzinger had no idea what she wanted 
to practice.

“There was a smorgasbord of options, and 
so much was interesting,” she says. “But I 
knew early on I wanted to be a litigator. The 
idea of pouring over contracts or putting 
deals together didn’t appeal to me.”

Several of Litzinger’s professors urged her 
and her classmates interested in litigation 
to seek positions as law clerks so they 
could spend time in a courtroom watching 
seasoned litigators at work. She took the 
advice and accepted a two-year appointment 
as a federal clerk for the Honorable Michael 
M. Mihm in the U.S. District Court for the 
Central District of Illinois.

Though she was stimulated by the 
clerkship, she remained uncertain about 
her next move a year into it.

“In 1994, when my clerkship started, I 
viewed Peoria as something of a midpoint. 
My plan was St. Louis, Peoria, then 
Chicago,” she says. “But several of my 
friends went to large fi rms in Chicago 
or other major cities and learned how 
demanding those positions were in terms of 
availability and billable hour requirements. 
Many of them weren’t very happy.”

“Judge Mihm ran a tight courtroom. We 
regularly worked 50-hour weeks, but my 
friends worked 80- to 100-hour weeks. I 
kept hearing stories about them sleeping in 
their offi ces overnight, and I fi gured that 
path wasn’t for me.”

Litzinger says the judge offered her the 
“brilliant” suggestion that she should see 
if she enjoyed litigating in a smaller market 
before casting off to the big city.

So in 1996, she was hired at the two-person 
fi rm of Hamm & Hanna, LTD, which hadn’t 
hired an associate in ages. The experience 
Litzinger gained in criminal defense and civil 
plaintiff’s work was all the confi rmation she 
needed that it was the right decision.

“It was an amazing opportunity, and a 
lot of fun,” she says. “It was the chance 
to put into use everything I’d learned 
while growing up in a salesperson-run 
household, through college, law school, 
and my clerkship as a zealous advocate on 

behalf of everyday people.”
It was at Hamm & Hanna that Litzinger 

realized she was prone to become 
connected to her cases and clients beyond 
what was required of her.

“When individuals rely on you to fashion 
the best defense or prosecute the best claim 
so they can continue to enjoy their liberty as 
a human being outside of jail, or they can be 
compensated for an injury, you care about 
them,” she says. “That’s a very heavy burden.”

Howard & Howard Transition
At the end of 1999, Litzinger 

encountered several former courtroom 
opponents from Howard & Howard at 
the annual Peoria County Bar Association 
Christmas party. The chance meeting, 
which she calls “serendipitous,” helped her 
realize she was ready for a career change.

“I had been defending criminal cases and 
prosecuting civil cases, but the scope of 
knowledge that a general practitioner must 
have is so broad that I had found myself 
wishing I could pick a specifi c area of the 
law and focus on that,” she says.

She interviewed for and accepted a position 
in Howard & Howard’s labor employment 
group. The decision to leave Hamm & 
Hanna was a diffi cult one, she says.

“I had dinner at Ron Hanna’s house at 
least once a week,” she says. “I was very 
wary about the possibility of alienating 
those friendships. But in the long run, 
everyone has to make the best decision for 
them, and they were both very gracious 
about my decision.”

Litzinger fi rst focused heavily on 
commercial litigation, including bank work 
and contract litigation. But after only six 
months, labor and employment work — 
which she calls her “heart and soul” — 
took up at least half of her docket.

“It’s such a fascinating area of law 
because it changes rapidly, depending on 
court decisions, legislative action, and 
agency enforcement positions. You also 
face the interaction between state and 
federal law,” she says.

Thanks to the expansion of central 
Illinois-based businesses and the addition 
of clients with a more national scope, 
Litzinger’s practice has evolved signifi cantly 
in the past fi ve years. She views her national 
clients as a refl ection of the fi rm’s ever-
increasing faith in her abilities.

“Two to three years into a practice 
group, you would not usually be given the 
opportunity to serve as lead counsel to a 
nationwide leader in any industry because 
you’re still learning,” she says. “Now, after 
being with the fi rm 14 years and a partner 
for 13, my partners can say that I am one of 
the top labor and employment attorneys at 

Howard & Howard. I have the opportunity 
to represent clients with a broader footprint.”

Sachs was one of the attorneys Litzinger 
encountered at the auspicious Christmas 
party. He says Litzinger’s skill level resulted 
in her being fast-tracked to become partner 
after just one year with the fi rm.

“I work on big cases with Tracy for large 
and small companies,” Sachs says. “If I were 
general counsel for a Fortune 500 company 
or a business owner facing a diffi cult, complex 
labor and employment matter, Tracy would 
absolutely be my go-to person.”

Litzinger says she has always worked well 
within Howard & Howard’s single-CEO 
structure, from the tenure of Gina Torielli 
to that of current CEO Mark Davis. When 
Litzinger was hired, Torielli took her to lunch 
with some of the fi rm’s female partners.

“You might assume that leading a fi rm of 
our size would be the role of a tough, hard 
person, but Gina was bright, charming, 
articulate, and warm,” she says. “After 
that lunch, I knew I could make my home 
here,” she says.

“When you have that concentrated 
authority, there’s a lot more fl uidity in the 
fi rm’s ability to respond to client needs 
and market demands,” she says. “I’ve been 
fortunate that, in 14 years, our CEOs have 
all been strong leaders. Mark Davis has led 
the fi rm through some of the most diffi cult 
times southeast Michigan has experienced 
in a while.”

For his part, Davis is also a fan of 
Litzinger.

“She’s probably one of the smartest 
lawyers I’ve ever met from a tech 
perspective, but she also has a worldliness 
and street savvy about her,” Davis says. 
“You put that combination together, and it 
makes her extremely effective.”

Grasping, Breaking Down Barriers
From being hired by a federal judge 

right out of law school to working as an 
associate at an all-male fi rm to her current 
job at a fi rm that is predominantly male in 
its partner structure, Litzinger considers 
herself “very fortunate” that her gender 
has not been a detriment to her career.

“At no point in time in my career have I felt 
that being a woman limited my opportunity 
to get in the door,” she says. “But once 
you’re in the door, there are realities you 
have to be alert to. Not everyone is raised 
in the same era and not everyone considers 
inclusion a cultural priority.”

As a labor and employment lawyer, she 
understands that it’s inherently incumbent 
upon any lawyer — or an employee in any 
profession — to learn and understand the 
potential barriers of their work environment 
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and to learn how to work through them.
“From there, you have a responsibility to 

work on breaking down those barriers and 
pave the way to make things better for the 
next entering group, whether they are  law 
students or lateral hires.”

Outside of the Courtroom
Litzinger loves educating clients and 

potential lawyers almost as much as she 
enjoys being in the courtroom.

She taught an employment law course 
in 2004 as an adjunct professor for Bradley 
University in Peoria. The experience 
was amazing, she says. She would have 
loved to continue teaching if not for the 
“extraordinary” time commitment.

“One of the challenges of being a 
litigator is you don’t control your schedule 
or your life in many ways,” she says. “If you 
aren’t present for students, it’s not fair to 
them to hand them off to guest lecturers 
all the time.”

When she has down time from the 
courtroom, Litzinger likes to counsel 
clients on legal problems from a proactive 
rather than reactive posture.

“I like the chance to solve issues related 
to, say, workplace sexual harassment, on the 
front end before there’s any signifi cant adverse 
employment action or before someone 
receives a discrimination charge,” she says.

“At the end of the day, when you retain a 
qualifi ed employee, you’ve obeyed the law, 
and perhaps even exceeded the obligations 
of the law a bit in order to foster the type 
of culture and spirit of inclusion that your 
place of employment is looking to maintain. 
That can be a big win for everyone.”

Philip Kubow, chief human resources 
offi cer of Waukesha, Wis.-based ProHealth 
Care, says Litzinger’s ability to see problems 
before they happen places her very high 
on the list of attorneys he’s worked with 
during the 25 years in his business.

“Laws are easy to interpret, but Tracy 
goes that extra mile and interprets and 
answers the questions needed to protect 
you,” Kubow says. “She comes from the 
perspective of, ‘Phil, maybe you need to 
be thinking about this.’ She strives to fi nd 
the right answers and how they will work 
within your organization.”

Despite those skills, Litzinger — like all 
great and staunch litigators — prefers to not 
have too much time away from the courtroom.

“The national trend is that the 
opportunities to try labor and employer 
cases are fewer and fewer, but I will always 
enjoy going into the courtroom and 
kicking butt,” she says. ■
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