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Rebecca Britton’s Fayetteville civil
litigation practice with Hutchens,
Senter & Britton, P.A., concentrates
on medical negligence, personal
injury, wrongful death, civil rights
and sexual assault cases. Since
joining the Academy in 1992, she has
served on the board, as vice president
for public education, as host director
for the 2005 National High School
Mock Trial Championship, and most
recently as president-elect. Britton
received the Kelly Crabtree Award in
2002 for her work exonerating Lesly
Jean, a former Marine who served
nine years in prison for a crime he did
not commit. She was named a Super
Lawyer by Law & Politics magazine
and has been listed in Outstanding
Women of the 20th Century. Britton
is a 1992 graduate of Campbell
University School of Law, where she
has taught pretrial litigation as an
adjunct professor since 1997.
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What’s in a Name? Reframing the Debate

he North Carolina Academy of Trial

I Lawyers’ mission and purpose is to

protect people’s rights. So, which is

the stronger message—telling people who

we are, or telling them what we do and
whom we protect?

When battling anti-justice schemes
seeking caps on medical malpractice cas-
es, it was our clients and their stories that
carried the day. When the battleground
turned to workers’ compensation, again it
was our clients and their stories that pre-
vailed as harmful proposed legislation
died. It wasn’t until Ronald Cotton, Lesly
Jean, Darryl Hunt, and Alan Gell hit the
public and legislative consciousness that
the Innocence Protection Act and the Ac-
tual Innocence Commission grew legs and
became reality.

The stories of the people whose rights
we protect reframe the debate. It is much
harder for our opponents to espouse an
anti-justice scheme when they have to look
the victim of it in the eye.

ATLA’s name change stems from this
reality. It is about what we do and not who
we are. My first visceral reaction to the
news about ATLA contemplating a name
change was, “I'm a trial lawyer and proud
of it,” and “Are they crazy?” BUT, after
trying to keep an open mind and hearing
them out about their extensive research,
their total rationale, their overall messag-
ing and public image campaign, and what
this change would contribute to those ef-
forts, I could see why it was the right move
for ATLA (or soon-to-be-known-as the
“American Association for Justice”). I have
found that many people with whom I have
talked experienced a similar process on
the issue; and, as one would expect, some
have not.

So what about the North Carolina
Academy of Trial Lawyers? What does
this mean for us? It most certainly does
not mean that we are automatically going

to do the same as ATLA and change our
name. It does mean, however, that since
our national and parent organization has
taken this step, we are going to study the
issue and determine for ourselves what is
best for the Academy. The great benefit
we have in reviewing and studying this is-
sue is similar to that of being the youngest
child: you get to watch your older siblings
get into trouble—or not—and learn how to
avoid it for yourself.

For several years now, the Academy has
been engaged in studying and continually
seeking to improve our communications
efforts. You may recall that in 1998, un-
der Liz Kuniholm’s leadership, we com-
missioned Vitalink Communications to
conduct focus groups and form a new
communications strategy and logo for the
Academy. We began the process of taking
the focus off of us and turning the focus
onto what we do by implementing the new
logo with the American flag and the slo-
gan, ‘“Protecting People’s Rights.” In 2001,
under Burton Craige’s leadership, we con-
tinued this focus with the goal of “tearing
down the barriers to justice,” and we began
connecting faces with our causes through
client stories. Then, in 2004, the results of
our membership survey strongly articulat-
ed the need for the Academy to do more to
strengthen the image of trial lawyers. We
recognize the importance of this issue and
have been developing ways to address this
very real problem.

In the past year, following ATLA’s ex-
tensive research on messaging, we con-
ducted our own research, polls, and focus
groups to see if North Carolina would fare
differently. Many of our findings were con-
sistent with ATLA’s, showing similar un-
favorable trends. We found, however, that
from the standpoint of criminal defense
practitioners, we were in better shape—
those members fared better in the public
eye of North Carolinians. Due to the con-
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cerns expressed in our member survey, we
have also been focusing on lawyers’ public
image issues.

As a result of our own North Carolina-
based research and the tremendous ef-
forts of our leadership, the Public Educa-
tion Committee, and the staff, CEO, and
deputy director, our Academy initiated a
comprehensive Communications Plan that
has been implemented in the past year—
and which will continue to carry forward
this year and for years to come. This plan,
which is focused on reframing the debate
over issues that are important to the Acad-
emy, and on improving the public image of
lawyers, has included:

» Hiring a communications director.

e Commissioning Peter D. Hart Research
Associates to survey over 600 voters’
attitudes towards trial lawyers and the
legal system.

» Forming a new committee for members
who invest in advertising to address the
negative message some lawyer advertis-
ing conveys to the public.

* Conducting two focus groups to refine
our messaging on medical malpractice,
help us improve the image of trial law-
yers, and test an overall message frame-
work for the Academy.

* Identifying our Web site as a key part
of our communications effort, work-
ing with a professional Web designer to
launch a redesigned site, and continually
working to improve that site.

* Distributing press releases, coordinating
media events, fielding press inquiries,
pitching Op-ed pieces and letters to the
editor, and cultivating media contacts.

» Having our media consultant, George
Lawrence, visit more than a half-dozen
counties in North Carolina to present
tools to our members that can be used to
chip away at the negative stereotypes of
trial lawyers. This effort will extend to
even more counties, reaching out to our
members across the state.

* Bringing in communications consultant
Ed Lazarus to conduct on-camera media
training with leadership and select staff
members. Ed will conduct a similar
training session for members at
Mountain Magic.

* Designing a new “Member Toolbox”
that is a single-source location on our
Web site providing the tools members
need to combat negative stereotypes of
trial lawyers. Check out the Toolbox—
it is a great resource!

The Academy’s Communications Plan
encompasses many concerns that our mem-
bers have voiced to us, including public im-
age, poisoned jury pools, and anti-justice
schemes designed to protect big business
and take away the rights of our clients,
among others.

If our name is a detriment (or not) to our
efforts and mission as an association, we
need to know that. If it appears to be a detri-
ment, we will then bring that information to
our members and carefully navigate whether
a change should take place, and if so, how.
If it is not a detriment, we will share that in-
formation, as well.

It is important to remember, however,
that our Communications Plan is multifac-
eted and reaches far beyond the single issue
of a name change. While that issue is an
important one to evaluate, our overall Com-
munications Plan is the bigger picture. Let’s
avoid failing to see the forest for the trees.

We also must recognize and understand
that while the Academy staff will continue
the excellent work they have been doing,
our success in overcoming negative public
image, poisoned jury pools, and anti-justice
schemes can only be measured by the par-
ticipation and support that each of us indi-
vidually invest in it.

In the months to come, I urge you to
check out and use the Member Toolbox on
the Academy’s Web site. The Wade Edwards
High School Mock Trial Competition is set
for November 18, 2006—volunteer your
time to coach or be a scoring or presiding
judge at a regional competition near you.
Get involved with a local charity or non-
profit in your community. Put your public
service efforts on your Web site, along with
helpful information for the public that visits
it. Speak at a local school or civic organiza-
tion meeting. Think of ways in which you
can become more visible in your communi-
ty as a professional who cares and is giving
back. Ask yourself: “How can I serve?”

Together we can make a difference. I
look forward to making that difference
with you. =

CALENDAR

NOVEMBER

November 3
Insurance Law (LIVE)
Academy Headquarters, Raleigh

November 8

Basic Workers’ Comp Practice
(VIDEO)

Raleigh

November 16

Basic Workers’ Comp Practice
(VIDEO)

Greenville

November 17
Motions Practice (LIVE)
Academy Headquarters, Raleigh

November 17

Meth 101: Strategies for
Defending a Meth Case in
North Carolina (LIVE)
Renaissance Hotel, Asheville

November 17

Basic Workers’ Comp Practice
(VIDEO)

Goldsboro; Rocky Mount

DECEMBER

December 1

Workplace Torts & Workers’ Comp
(LIVE)

The Friday Center, Chapel Hill

December 1
DWI Seminar (LIVE)
Sheraton Four Seasons, Greensboro

December 8
Social Security Practice (LIVE)
Downtown Marriott, Winston-Salem

December 13
End-of-Year Video Replays
Academy Headquarters, Raleigh

JANUARY

January 11

Workplace Torts & Workers’ Comp
(VIDEO)

Asheville

January 12
Death Penalty 2007 (LIVE)
Marriott Civic Center Hotel, Durham

January 12
Family Law Seminar (LIVE)
Academy Headquarters, Raleigh

January 19

DWI Seminar (LIVE repeat of
December program)

Blockade Runner, Wrightsville Beach

January 19
Insurance Law (VIDEO)
Goldsboro
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