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How | Made Partner:
Kilpatrick Townsend's Caroline Barbee

By Jonathan Ringel

Caroline “Carrie” Barbee, 39,
Kilpatrick Townsend & Stockton
Office: Los Angeles.

Practice Trademark and

copyright.

area:

Law school: Southwestern School of
Law, 2005.

How long have you been at the firm?
Six years.

How long were you an associate at
the firm? Four years.

Were you an associate at another firm
before joining your present firm? If
so, which one, how long were you
there and when did you leave? Yes.
Sedgwick, from 2005 to 2011, and Keats,
McFarland & Wilson, from 2011 to 2013.

What year did you make partner at
your current firm? 2017.

What's the biggest surprise you
experienced in becoming partner? That
| would feel like a first-year lawyer all over
again, in the sense that there was a whole
other skill set involved that | didn't have all
that much experience with.

When | say other skill set, I'm referring
to billing, budgeting, supervising and
managing. The billing and budgeting is

much easier to learn. It's just numbers.
Once you do it a few times you get the
hang of it.

Supervising and managing people, to
me, is a little more difficult. It's psychology.
You have to be very conscious not only
of the type of person and communicator
you're dealing with in the person you're
supervising or managing, but also the
type of person and communicator you are.
Because at the end of the day, a huge part
of being an effective manager is being an
effective communicator (of instructions, of
expectations, of criticism, and of praise).
I've learned a lot about myself in the past
two years in that sense—for the better.

What do you think was the decid-
ing point for the firm in making you
partner? As a general rule, | don’t think
there’s ever just one thing that pushes
a firm to make someone [a] partner. |
think it's a combination of things, which
was certainly the case with me.

| had a track record of being a hard
worker, always exceeding the firm’s
billable hour expectations and willing
to pitch in when someone needed help.
My work product was good, which is
obviously a must for anyone to make
partner, but won't get you there alone.
| had good instincts when it came
to legal strategy, and had learned to
integrate each client’s business priori-
ties into my advice. | was making non-
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billable contributions to the firm by being
involved on multiple firm committees,
including leading the pro bono program
in LA, which is a real firm priority. | was
transitioning into supervisory roles on
all of the matters/clients | was handling.
And | had formed relationships with my
in-house peers working at some of the
firm’s bigger institutional clients.

But above everything else, law firms
are businesses. When it came time to
make my case for partnership, | detailed
the financial contributions | had made to
the firm as an associate and counsel, and
those | would make as a partner, so that
decision-makers would see the tangible
benefit of promoting me (in addition to all
the intangibles | just described). | would
say it was a combination of all of these
things that got me across the finish line.

Describe how you feel now about
your career now that you've made
partner. That's a broad question, but |
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would say that overall I'm pretty proud of
myself. I've been partner for a little over
two years now. The first year was hard
and a bit of a shock. On top of the new
skill set | was trying to learn as a partner,
| was also a new mom. And | was travel-
ing a lot more than | ever had. There was
a lot of learning and struggle to achieve
balance going on that year.

The second year was definitely easier.
| started to get the hang of the traveling
and the billing and the supervising (and the
mothering). By the middle of last year, | had
a big litigation case settle, which opened up
some free time. | started to feel like my feet
were on the ground again and realized that
| had actually made some forward prog-
ress in the new partner skills | was trying
to hone. Add to that the fact that | love my
area of practice—trademark and copyright
enforcement and litigation—and my clients,
and there’s nothing | would change about
my career or how | got here.

What'’s the key to successful busi-
ness development in your opinion?
This is going to sound cheesy, but for me
the answer is relationships, relationships,
relationships. And when | say relation-
ships, | mean authentic relationships.

| remember being a first-year lawyer
thinking that the idea of business devel-
opment was so daunting. | didn’t have
any idea what it entailed and thought
it involved writing articles and going to
conferences and introducing myself to
strangers I'd never met to try to sell them
legal services. That sounded terrible to me
because: first, | had no idea what | was
doing, since | was only a first-year lawyer;
and, second, I'm not a salesperson.

In my mind, | always thought I'd do
much better if | could just make friends

with people first. And that’s exactly how
| view business development now. | think
it's important to have authentic relation-
ships with clients—to try to get to know
them and their business. It's much more
pleasant to work with someone you know
and like, who's invested in the same
thing you're invested in. So that's how
| approach business development, and
how | think really successful business
developers approach it as well.

What’s been the biggest change,
day-to-day, in your routine since
becoming partner? That my day no
longer revolves around being the pri-
mary working attorney sitting at my desk
handling a few handfuls of matters.
I'm now juggling triple that, in a super-
vising role, fielding lots of questions,
reviewing lots of documents/emails, and
counseling clients on how to handle the
myriad of issues that come up on a daily
basis. And with all that juggling, | have
to remind myself to step back, think
broadly, and connect the daily work to
each client’s unique vision.

Who had the greatest influence in
your career that helped propel you
to partner? Dennis Wilson, a partner at
Kilpatrick Townsend. | started working with
Dennis in 2012 after | made the move to

Keats McFarland & Wilson (which has
since merged with Kilpatrick Townsend).

| remember the first case we worked on
together like it was yesterday. | had already
been a litigator for six-plus years at that
point, so | already had the fundamentals
of litigation down. Dennis gave me the
opportunity to run the case almost on my
own, with him in the background offer-
ing me advice about strategy and client
satisfaction. He was one of the best legal
strategists | had ever worked with, and |
had never seen anyone as dedicated to
client service and relationships as he was.

He has since taken me under his wing
and mentored me from associate, to coun-
sel, to partner ... and even to mother after |
had my daughter three years ago. We talk
almost every day—about life, about matters
he’s working on, about matters I'm working
on. There’s always a pearl of wisdom in
every story he tells, and | find myself learn-
ing something useful almost every time we
talk. He doesn't have to take the time out of
his day for all of those conversations, but he
does. And for that | am grateful.

What'’s the best piece of advice you
could give an associate who wants to
make partner? Always give 110 percent,
make sure your work product is the best
it can be (no matter what it is), and if you
have a chance to connect with in-house
counsel you're working with, take it.

Jonathan Ringel is managing editor
of the Daily Report, the ALM newspaper
in Atlanta. He can be reached at jringel@
alm.com. Twitter: @jonathanringel
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