
LAURA MILLER Powerhouse Patent Attorney Tackles
Complex International Issues
by Pat Milhizer 

Laura Beth Miller sees an 18-wheel truck
and can tell you how the inside of the
German-made transmission works. When
she opens a new version of Microsoft Word,
she wonders what’s changed and what
patents might be behind it.

Indeed, Miller looks at some things with a
different lens. But when clients face several
millions of dollars in potential penalties for
product infringement, they rely on her to
help them figure a way out of it.

“You pick up a CD and look at the music
and see what songs are on it. I’ll open it and
I’ll see if there are copyright notices on it. I’ll
see if there are patent notices. So maybe
that’s kind of geeky. I’m sure it’s geeky, but
it just adds another dimension to life—the
things you run into every day,” Miller said. 

And one day last year, Miller and six other
Brinks Hofer Gilson & Lione lawyers 
made history.

They successfully won the first case in
the 75-year existence, at the time, of the
U.S. International Trade Commission in
which an administrative law judge in a
patent enforcement proceeding ruled for a
respondent, the defendants in such cases.
The complaint had sought more than $40
million in penalties in a case involving the
software that controls a truck transmission,
and all were denied.

“This case lays out the road map for how
a company should handle itself when it has
been found to infringe a patent,” said Gary
Ropski, firm president. “It tells you exactly
the right way to do things, and it really helps
other companies better protect themselves.” 

Miller mostly represents manufacturers in
patent and trademark litigation cases, and
most cases feature companies that have
been charged with patent infringement of
products or methods of operating Web sites.

“They’re not unexpectedly disappointed
with the Patent Office that the patent got
issued in the first place. But I think most
clients are sophisticated enough to
recognize that patent litigation these days is
somewhat like any other kind of litigation.
It’s an expected business expense that they
have to address. You try to avoid infringement
the best you can, and there are ways to try
to predict whether your product is going to
run into some issues. So they just deal with
it, and they come to us to try to help them,”
Miller said.

As part of her practice, she represents
companies in proceedings before the ITC,
which provides a forum for American 
and foreign businesses to stop the
importation of infringing products and other
unfair competition.

Hospital work—not for her
Miller, 46, grew up in Virginia outside of

Washington, D.C., and initially thought she’d
be helping people in a hospital. After
volunteering in an emergency room for a
semester while attending the University of
Virginia, she was convinced that the medical
field wasn’t for her.

“I went to college thinking I was pre-med
but came to realize that I wasn’t going to
make it as a doctor,” she said. So she
headed to law school at the College of
William and Mary, Marshall Wythe School of
Law in Williamsburg, Va.

There, the dean of the school said, 
“law school is the haven of the 
vocationally undecided.”

Miller was no exception.
“I realized that law school would expand

my career options. Before going to law
school, my job experience was limited to
working as a swim instructor at a summer
camp. Looking back, that might not have
been such a bad job choice, but at that
time, it didn’t seem like a realistic option,”
Miller said.

She was drawn to litigation and worked
for the U.S. attorney’s office in Norfolk as
part of a class, earning a law degree in 1982.

She settled in Chicago by chance, after
visiting the city for a friend’s wedding. 

“It was unlike any cities on the east coast
or west coast. I remember walking down
Michigan Avenue and thinking how beautiful
the lake was from the hotel room,” Miller
said. “It was one of those rare, warm and

sunny Labor Day weekends. Sometimes I
wonder how my life would have been
different if I had first visited Chicago in 
the winter.”

In 1985, she started a job with Chadwell
& Kayser handling general litigation and
some patent litigation. She took a leave of
absence to work in the abuse and neglect
division of the Cook County public guardian’s
office from 1989 to 1990.

While Miller was working for the county,
Chadwell & Kayser dissolved, and she went
to work for Davis, Mannix & McGrath. The
firm handled intellectual property and
commercial litigation cases, and Miller used
her early mornings and lunch breaks to
attend biology and chemistry classes at the
University of Illinois at Chicago so she could
eventually sit for the patent bar.

“And the rest is history,” Miller said.

Getting better and better
She joined the Chicago office of 

Brinks Hofer Gilson & Lione in 1996, and
Miller now chairs the International Trade
Commission group.

“She’s the best person to do that
because of her experience at the ITC,”
Ropski said.

“We have in our firm, I think, some of the
best intellectual property attorneys in the
country, and Laura is one of them… she’s a
terrific asset to the firm,” Ropski said. “She
just keeps getting better and better. She
tackles a complex problem and makes it
simple. She’s able to respond to client

needs no matter where she is.”
When asked what is the best part of her

job, Miller said it’s the people she sees in
the firm’s NBC Tower office every day.

“You spend so much time working that if
you don’t like the people you’re working with,
it makes for a very long day,” Miller said.

She has the same attitude about her
clients. “You become part of a team,
working with the clients to help them avoid
similar challenges in the future and to
identify what path will meet clients’ long-
term business strategies.”

The most challenging part of her job also
happens to be the most interesting part, 
she said.

“With patent cases, each patent is
presumed to have a new invention in it, so
it’s often cutting-edge technology. So
you’ve got to understand what the patent is
about. You’ve got to understand what your
client’s product is or how their system
works. Each patent is different and each
technology is different,” Miller said.

“Each new case, you have an opportunity
to learn something new.”

Miller also has learned how to balance
work and family life, with a daughter at
LaSalle Language Academy and a son at
Walter Payton College Prep.

At Walter Payton, she serves on the local
school council, which was responsible this
year for selecting a new principal.

She also teaches as an adjunct professor
at John Marshall Law School, team-
teaching a patent (Continued on Page 217)



law class with her partners at the firm. The
school has a relationship with a patent office
in China, and many of her students were
patent examiners from China coming to
learn about U.S. patent law. She enjoyed
teaching the class so much that she ended
up taking a Chinese language class through
the Confucius Institute, a joint venture
between the city of Chicago and the
Chinese government.

More women in the field
In her free time, she rides her bike along

Lake Michigan and attends her childrens’
fencing events.

It’s tricky to balance her work and 
home life.

“If you can get three months organized,
you’re pretty good. It seems like just as you
get one school quarter set up, it ends. Then,
before you know it, it’s June; and you’re
wondering now what? There are a lot of
things you can’t do, and you don’t worry
about it,” Miller said.

More women, Miller said, are entering the
intellectual property field.

“It’s traditionally been male-dominated
because you have to have a science or
engineering background,” Miller said. “So
it’s not unusual for me to be the only woman
in the courtroom or the only woman on 
the phone call. But you quickly forget 
that dynamic.”

In fact, Miller recalled a case earlier in her
career when she was representing a
company who was facing a product liability
case over an allegedly defective tire. The
Cook County jury ultimately found that the
tire wasn’t defective.

Miller had defended the company with
another woman, and the judge let them ask
the jury questions after the trial.

“The jurors interestingly commented that
when they first saw two women defending
a tire company, they thought it was kind of
a ploy on their sympathy. But they quickly
realized that (gender) wasn’t an issue and
forgot whether we were women or men,”
Miller said. 

“As soon as they realized we knew what
we were talking about, how a tire is made
and how in this case it couldn’t have been
defective, they said gender became a
neutral issue after the first five minutes in the
courtroom. In law practice, that’s the case.
People might notice when you first walk in
the room that you’re the only woman. But
five minutes after the conversation starts,
they pretty much forget it,” Miller said. 

Since she started practicing law, she said
the biggest change she’s noticed is that
businesses are savvier about the value of
intellectual property. 

“In the past, most patent cases involved
competitors, with one party owning a patent
and the other allegedly infringing the patent.
The patentee was interested in obtaining a
competitive advantage in the marketplace,
by enjoining the competition from using the
patented invention. Today, its not
uncommon to find that the plaintiff is a

patent holding company, whose sole
business is to leverage the value of the
patents either through litigation and/or
licensing,” Miller said. 

What makes the job so enjoyable, Miller
said, “is there’s always something new.
Even though it’s the same basic law—
infringement law or invalidity—the legal
structure doesn’t change much. But the
facts are always interesting… there’s always
the next case, client or invention. You’re not
doing the same thing over and over.” ■
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