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Janet Pioli doesn’t save lives, but her work
protects the companies that do.
A patent lawyer and shareholder at Brinks

Hofer Gilson & Lione, Pioli represents clients
who design and manufacture medical devices in
many clinical areas, including the field of aortic
intervention—the treatment of aneurysms 
and other diseases that affect the body’s
aortic system.
Pioli’s philosophy is to ensure that her

client’s patents not only cover its products and
inventions but make it difficult to design
around the patent. She also ensures that the
patent can withstand challenges in litigation.
At the firm, Pioli supervises more than a

dozen attorneys who file applications with the
U.S. Patent and Trademark Office in
Washington, D.C.
If a patent examiner doesn’t grant a patent,

cases can climb the legal ladder to the Board
of Patent Appeals and to the Court of Appeals
for the Federal Circuit. Pioli has a large and
growing practice of cases coming out of the
patent office before both court systems. 
In 2011, she filed more than 40 appeals with

the board and one with the Federal Circuit.
Pioli also manages a patent portfolio for an
environmental technology client.
A non-technical aspect to her practice

includes advertising review for clients in a variety

of industries—automotive transmissions;
nutritional supplements; personal care products;
financial services; food and beverage products;
and funeral products—to ensure that the ads
are neither false nor misleading. In addition, she
represents clients who allege false or misleading
advertising against their business competitors.

Clients Who Become Friends
Peers and clients praise her work. One of

her firm’s largest clients is Cook Medical LLP,
a Bloomington, Ind.-based company that
makes medical devices and is a leader in the
field of aortic intervention. The company was
started by William Cook, an entrepreneur and
philanthropist.
“She is an incredibly thorough and persistent

patent attorney,” says David Biggs, director of
global products and market development at
Cook Medical.
“She is extremely knowledgeable of the field

[of aortic intervention]…and just has been
unbelievably, I guess ‘tenacious’ would be the
best word I can think of, in her ability to
monitor this field and provide guidance as we
pursue IP in this area.”
Biggs’ confidence runs “extremely high”

when Pioli represents the company.
“She has demonstrated, through the years,

a tremendous proficiency in this field. She’s

really proven it through results, through
applications that she prosecuted and patents
that we have received for Cook’s innovations
as result of her collaborative work with us.”
Aneurysms work like balloons that

eventually develop a weak spot and rupture,
causing massive internal bleeding and,
potentially, death.
A world-renowned and highly respected

doctor affiliated with Cook Medical has a sign in
his office that reads, “An aneurysm is a death
sentence. We intend to give you a reprieve.” 
Pioli finds inspiration from both the sign 

and physician.
She has been in the operating room with him

while he performed a procedure implanting a
stent graft in a man to treat his abdominal
aortic aneurysm. To treat and seal aneurysms,
a doctor makes a small cut inside the patient’s
thigh and moves a device up the femoral
artery to the area where it will be implanted.
The device creates a new body passageway

in the area of the aneurysm so the aneurysm is
sealed off and cannot rupture. 
“It’s really a miraculous less invasive

treatment for patients and an option for patients
where surgery is not an option,” Pioli explains.
“The fact that I’m doing something 

that actually facilitates protecting this
company’s innovations that save lives is pretty
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darn amazing.
“And, the people I work with at Cook are

incredible and devoted in what they do. No
exceptions. We don’t just have a relationship
of trust and confidence, it’s a friendship. I call
many of these people my friends. I am very
fortunate in this regard.”
The technical nature of the medical field

makes her job challenging and rewarding.
“You look at the pictures in a patent. The

technology sounds really simple, and it looks
really simple on paper. But trying to explain it
to a patent examiner who sees it only on paper
and cannot understand that perhaps a tiny
little change is so significant, and that no one
else has done it before, can be quite
challenging,” Pioli says.
Pioli’s attraction to science stems from her

fascination with biology and the medical
sciences.
“I look at the human body as a complicated,

fascinating machine,” she says. “Mechanical
things come easy to a lot of people, and if you
look at the human body that way, then the
human body just becomes another machine.
It’s just an intricate, molecular-based machine.
“What fascinates me is the research that

goes into trying to find ways to cure diseases,
cure conditions—that kind of thing. That’s
why this fits me very well.”

Paving an Untraditional Path to Patent Law
Raised in Normal, Pioli grew up the third of

four sisters in a family whose parents worked
in management. Pioli’s father managed a
Midwest region of the Kroger grocery store
chain; her mother held a managerial role at
Sears in Bloomington.
The itch to become an attorney started

during her senior year in high school when she
took a business law course.
“I liked it. I liked the teacher. It sort of diverted

me away from the sciences—which was
where I was headed initially,” Pioli says.
Pioli stayed in town and attended Illinois

State University while also working as a
cashier at a grocery store.
After earning a bachelor’s degree in political

science, Pioli attended Northern Illinois
University College of Law, where she graduated
with honors. Inspired by her intellectual
property law professor, Pioli decided to send
resumes to every patent firm in Chicago.
In 1984, she moved to Chicago and began

her career as an associate at the patent law
firm of Laff, Whitesel, Conte & Saret.
But Pioli lacked a science background—

which most aspiring patent lawyers have
before they head to law school.
“I wanted to be a patent attorney, and merely

working in a patent firm was not enough. In
order to call yourself a patent attorney, you

have to have the science background to sit for
the U.S. Patent Office’s patent attorney
exam,” she says.
Upon researching her options, she found she

had a choice: either draft patent applications
every day of the week for five years or go back
to school to obtain a technical degree or the
equivalent of one.
“I only know two other people who have done

this the backward way I have,” Pioli says. “One
is at my firm and one I encouraged to do it.”
Pioli continued practicing law and went

back to school, taking biology and chemistry
courses at the University of Illinois at Chicago
and at the Illinois Institute of Technology.
She started school while working at Cook

Wetzel and Egan, a law firm that supported her
scholastic endeavor. After nearly two years
there, she went to work as in-house counsel at
Helene Curtis, the Windy City company that
made hair care and personal consumer
products. “A really fun job for a young woman.”
After four years at Helene Curtis, she

accepted a job offer at Olin Corp. in Connecticut.
That didn’t turn out well as the company laid
off most of its legal staff four months after she
started. Fortunately, due to a general counsel for
whom she worked, she received a generous
severance package and returned to Chicago.
“You get laid off and think that’s one of the

worst things in the world that could happen,”
Pioli says. “It ended up being one of the best
things that happened. It changed my life.”
Back in Chicago, she resumed performing

with the Chicago Bar Association’s Christmas
Spirits, an annual musical comedy production
staged by attorneys. There, she talked to Evan
B. Karnes II of Karnes Law Chtd., another cast
member, who needed help with appellate briefs.
Pioli started working with Karnes; a relationship
followed, and the two married in 1996.
Pioli continued looking for work in the

intellectual property field and found a contract
job with a large law firm that needed her
science background as it handled a lawsuit
that involved sequencing the human genome.
But a problem arose when it appeared the

protective order in the case would essentially
preclude her from practicing in the area of
molecular biology for many years if she viewed
confidential information in the case.
She consulted with a longtime

acquaintance—Gary Ropski of Brinks, the
firm’s immediate past president. Ropski
invited Pioli to interview with the firm. She
started there in 1998.
When Pioli started at the firm, she primarily

represented plaintiffs and defendants in federal
lawsuits alleging patent infringement, trademark
infringement, and theft of trade secrets.
The lawsuits can feature discovery,

depositions, airplane travel, late nights at the

office, and sleepless nights. There are also
vacation interruptions.
“Sometimes, it’s just a big old snowball

coming down the hill, and you just can’t get out
of the way,” Pioli says. “I used to travel with a
30-some foot extension cord so I could roll
that thing out to the pool and work on a brief.”
As a litigator, Pioli didn’t enjoy facing a lawyer

who exhibited an overly-aggressive personality,
something she deems unnecessary in litigation. 
“My philosophy is, ‘I will play fair with you. I

will be straight with you. I will be cooperative
with you until you do something that just is
contrary to how I think you should practice.’
And then all bets are off,” she says.
James Holderman, the chief judge of the U.S.

District Court for the Northern District of Illinois,
says Pioli knows how to ethically represent
clients in whatever they want to accomplish.
“She does an outstanding job for her clients,”

Holderman says. “She is as conscientious a
person and working for her clients as any
lawyer I know.”
Roy Hofer, whose last name comes second

in the firm name, mentions the following words
when asked to describe Pioli: energetic,
creative, good writer, and enthusiastic.
When Pioli is handling a case, Hofer knows

it will be done “thoroughly, competently and
efficiently.”
“And by efficiently, I mean it will be done with

the least cost to the client. It will be a cost-
effective work product, which I think is very
important these days to the client,” Hofer says.
Away from the office, Pioli is learning to play

the piano. The lessons weren’t completely
voluntary; she started after her daughter—one
of four children she adopted after marrying
Karnes—and son-in-law moved out of state
and left a baby grand piano in Pioli’s living
room. In other family news, Pioli recently
became a grandmother.
Pioli also serves as president of the

Intellectual Property Law Association of
Chicago, the oldest Intellectual Property Law
association in the country with 1,200 members.
She has also handled pro bono cases on

behalf of veterans and veterans’ widows who
are seeking disability benefits.
“That’s probably been the most rewarding

stuff I’ve done,” she says. “Helping these people
walk through a process that should be a whole
lot easier than it is—that’s very rewarding.”
Pioli’s law office sits just east of Michigan

Avenue and north of the Chicago River in the
NBC Tower, which offers lake and skyline views.
“Having a nice office, having a nice view—I

think really helps your state of mind,” Pioli says.
“Every day I walk in, I see ‘Brinks Hofer

Gilson Lione’ on the wall of the building, and I
smile. There are very few days in the last 14
years that I didn’t want to come to work.” �
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