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Howard & Howard 
evolves from single 
ex-farmer to 
160-lawyer team

A decade isn’t long for a 150-year-
old business. 

But for Royal Oak-based law �rm 
Howard & Howard, the past seven to 
10 years o�ered dramatic change: 
dozens of hires, more than doubled 
revenue and new national growth. 
And after surpassing end-of-2018 
goals to build a “longer and deeper 
bench,” the �rm must de�ne its next 
chapter, President and CEO Mark Da-
vis said.

Howard & Howard serves business-
es and owners in 
bankruptcy is-
sues, commercial 
litigation, merg-
ers and acquisi-
tions, and other 
areas. Its recent 
success comes af-
ter the �rm “took 
a hard look at 
ourselves when I 
was elected,” Da-
vis said, and grew 
to adapt to cli-
ents’ needs.

�e company recorded approxi-
mately $81 million in revenue in 2018, 
over its goal of $75 million and up 
from $40 million in 2011. �e �rm 
hired 60 lawyers over the past decade 
and hit a headcount of 160 in 2018, 
surpassing its target of 150. �ere are 
also 130 support sta�. 

It’s a long way from Howard & 
Howard’s Kalamazoo founding.

�e �rm’s start in 1869 came after 
the Kalamazoo community pitched in 
to help pay for Bill Howard, the son of 
a farming family, to attend school to 
become a lawyer. Howard’s agricul-
tural days ended after he fell o� a 
piece of machinery and severed his 
arm. 

Howard started as a sole practi-
tioner in an o�ce above a blacksmith 
shop, serving predominantly the busi-
ness community. His son Harry 
joined in 1896 and the practice devel-
oped from there. 

Battles for the courtroom

Howard & Howard is no longer a 
family a�air — Richard Howard, who 
joined the �rm around 1969, was the 
last of the clan and retired in the mid-
1990s. �e business is currently 
owned by 103 partners. Davis esti-
mates the family started taking on 
owning partners around the mid-
1970s.  

Still, leadership has sought to main-
tain the charitable and collaborative 
nature the Kalamazoo community 
founding represented, Davis said.

“It’s a strong part of our DNA,” he 
said. “�ere are four words I use to de-
scribe our culture: collegial, transpar-
ent ... entrepreneurial and meritocracy.

“It’s hard enough to do battle, and 
sometimes the practice of law is a bit 
of a battle with the other side, (that) 
we do not want to do battle in our own 
hallways.” 

Davis, 56, joined Howard & Howard 
in 1991, focusing on mergers and ac-

quisitions, and was elected as presi-
dent and CEO in 2004. 

“We have changed dramatically 
over the last 10 years” in size and foot-
print, the longtime leader said. 
Around 2010-11, leadership “set some 
target growth goals, not just to be big-
ger, but to be able to serve our clients 
better ... �e business environment 
has become more and more complex 
so you have to have that expertise to 
be able to serve the clients.”

So Howard & Howard narrowed in 
on its core business services, ending 
less essential practices such as person-
al injury law. Hiring and training bol-
stered niche skills in taxes, environ-
mental, securities, bene�ts and other 
areas businesses need expertise. 

More than 30 percent of Howard & 
Howard’s attorneys worked in busi-
ness before going to law school, ac-
cording to its website. �e �rm also 
looks for individuals who have suc-
ceeded in other pursuits, such as col-
lege athletes, former military mem-
bers and musicians, Davis said. 

Expansion westward

Another way Howard & Howard 
needed to grow to keep up with clients 
was expanding nationally. 

�e �rm had eight lawyers and $1 
million in revenue in Kalamazoo in 
1980, according to previous Crain’s re-
porting. Its �rst metro Detroit o�ce, 
in Bloom�eld Hills, opened in 1988. It 
now has o�ces in Ann Arbor; Peoria, 
Ill.; Las Vegas; Chicago; and Los Ange-
les. Howard & Howard spun o� its Ka-
lamazoo o�ce to the partners there in 
2010, as businesses’ presence there 
seemed to wane, Davis said. �e Royal 
Oak headquarters came in 2009 as 
Bloom�eld Hills and downtown De-
troit o�ces were consolidated.

�e Chicago o�ce opened through 
a merger with 22-attorney Defrees & 
Fiske LLC in 2009. Discussions are un-
derway on potential merger partners 
in Los Angeles.

Howard & Howard’s disparate of-
�ces meet quarterly at the Detroit 
Marriott Troy for practice group meet-
ings, as well as talks about skills and 
marketing successes. 

“�en the best part is we have din-
ner and a glass of wine,” Davis said. 
“Maybe somebody has a client who 
has an issue and someone else had a 
similar experience. It just keeps us 
connected as people.” 

�e next such meeting is at the end 
of February, and the �rst item on the 
agenda is discussing where the �rm 
should be in — say — 2025. 

“We just hit our goal, so we're going 
to have to reassess,” he said.
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Metro Detroit at less risk  
for job loss from automation

Despite a large manufacturing sec-
tor, jobs in metro Detroit are less at 
risk for being automated than many 
other major cities. 

Jobs in sectors such as o�ce ad-
ministration, production, transpor-
tation and food preparation services 
are, predictably, the highest risk for 
automation, but metro Detroit and 
Michigan fare better in not losing 
jobs to robotics and software than 
communities in Ohio, Indiana, Ken-
tucky and elsewhere, according to a 
recent report by Washington D.C.-
based Brookings Institute.  

Why? Michigan was ground zero 
for the original automation boom in 
the 1980s and globalization, particu-
larly its car factories, and since the 
Great Recession, the state and its 
largest city have worked to diversify, 
said Mark Muro, senior fellow, policy 
director of Brookings’ metropolitan 
policy program unit and lead author 
of the study. 

“Michigan and Detroit were really 
hard hit with middle-skill jobs re-
placement years ago,” Muro said. 
“�e professional and digital services 
sector of its economy has been drift-
ing up, so it’s more safe than it was 20 
years ago.” 

But that doesn’t mean a rosy out-
look for jobs, Muro points out, as 25.6 
percent of jobs in the state are con-
sidered a “high risk” for automation, 
ranking 21st for most at-risk jobs, by 
2030, according to the Brookings re-
search. Indiana is most at risk with 29 
percent of jobs categorized as high-
risk. Most of these are routine, low-

skilled jobs. 
Metro Detroit ranks 57th in the 

U.S. with the highest automation po-
tential — with only 24.7 percent of 
jobs facing the high-risk of automa-
tion. While that �gure is lower than 
metro Milwaukee (24,6 percent), 
Grand Rapids (28.3 percent) and the 
city with the highest-risk for automa-
tion, Toledo, Ohio (29.7 percent), 
that still means more than 640,000 
jobs are at high risk of being auto-
mated between now and 2030, ac-
cording to Brookings. 

“�e places that didn’t adjust well 
to the �rst round of automation and 
globalization are now confronted with 
the next generation of automation 
and arti�cial intelligence,” Muro said. 

Brookings urges legislators to rec-
ognize automation as a threat to the 
workforce. �e impacts could exacer-
bate income and race inequality, 
Muro said. 

�e Brookings study found that 
men will be more negatively impacted 
than women due to automation. Men 
make up over 70 percent of produc-
tion occupations, over 80 percent of 
transportation occupations, and over 
90 percent of construction and instal-
lation occupations, which are all oc-
cupations with a higher likelihood of 

being automated. By contrast, women 
make up more than 70 percent of the 
labor force categorized by the study as 
safer occupations from automation, 
such as health care, personal services 
and education occupations.

But automation also has a more 
pronounced impact on the Hispanic, 
Native American and black commu-
nities, according to the study. For ex-
ample, Hispanic workers account for 
15.5 percent of the U.S. labor force but 
represent 32.6 percent of the con-
struction and extraction industries, 
which face higher-than-average risk 
for automation. 

“While the technology is every-
where, the impact will be uneven 
among the demographics,” Muro said. 
“If we aren’t careful, we could exacer-
bate the many divides we already 
have in this nation.”

Brookings urges the federal, state 
and local governments to adopt poli-
cy changes to make the impact of con-
tinued automation less onerous on 
citizens and the economy. �ose poli-
cies include creating a universal ad-
justment bene�ts program to fund 
worker retraining, creating a subsi-
dized employment program, adjust-
ing the Federal Reserve to focus on 
full employment rather than manag-
ing in�ation, increase research and 
development funding in technology, 
expand certi�cate programs, increase 
employer-led training programs, al-
low �nancial aid to cover more forms 
of education, expand the earned in-
comes tax credit, among others. 
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