
Katherine (Kat) Duncan, 37, Fenwick 
and West, Seattle.
Practice area: Corporate.
Law school and year of graduation: 
Loyola Law School, Los Angeles, 2009.
How long have you been at the firm? 
Since January 2010. I became partner on 
Jan. 1, 2021.

What’s the biggest surprise you 
experienced in becoming part-
ner? There’s a real mindset flip—you 
suddenly go from a tiered associate 
reporting structure to being a coequal 
owner in a very collaborative partnership, 
where your opinion carries real weight, 
regardless of book of business or clients. 
Partners are asking me about higher-
level issues about clients, about the firm, 
about associates. Clients also look to me 
differently with a partner title and with 
greater expectations. I’m still adjusting 
to a partner mindset with a heightened 
awareness for clients and mindfulness 
for associates.

It’s also happening during the busiest 
time—in terms of volume and velocity—in 
my career and one of the most chal-
lenging stretches for lawyers in Big Law 
generally. It can be daunting, but it’s an 

exciting time with lots of opportunity, and 
it will be a formative period in my career.

What do you think was the decid-
ing point for the firm in making you 
partner? It was when partners saw that I 
was behaving like an owner—I was going 
above and beyond to own client relation-
ships, to give back to the firm and invest 
in the institution, and I had the legal acu-
men that builds trust with clients.

Before that, though, I had to decide 
whether I wanted to push to make partner. 
I had to come to terms with things about 
myself and what this commitment meant 
for me. This is a client services business, 
and my life is not going to fit perfectly in a 
9 to 6 schedule where weekends are not 
touched. I had to accept who I am—I like 
to work, and I don’t mind working long 
hours—and get over the guilt of thinking 
that I was working too much or sacrificing 
too much. I had to accept that my job 
was not going to be the same as many of 
my friends’ jobs and I wasn’t going to be 
even close to a perfect mom.

At the end of the day, it’s what I’m good 
at. I work with interesting clients, and that’s 
very satisfying. One of the coolest parts 
is working with associates who are really 

smart and good at their job and helping 
them level up. These are some of the most 
satisfying relationships you form, and I’m 
fortunate that I get to spend my time with 
interesting and smart people every day.

Describe how you feel now 
about your career now that 
you’ve made partner. When you’re 
an associate, the focus is on making 
partner. Once you hit partner, you are 
no longer artificially capped. My horizon 
is now the rest of my career, and it’s a 
greenfield to make it into whatever I want.

I think Fenwick is a great platform 
and springboard. Since I joined, the firm 
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has doubled in size and grown to include 
offices up and down the West Coast and 
in New York. Our clients are constantly 
disrupting, and that forces us to embrace 
change. For a law firm, we are much more 
progressive and willing to think differently 
and try to disrupt a little more of the law 
firm model, because if you are not chang-
ing, you are stagnating. It’s an exciting 
place to be, and bodes well for my future 
and the firm’s future.

What’s the key to successful business 
development in your opinion? Fenwick 
emphasizes being a good lawyer and deliv-
ering good work product and excellent 
counsel to clients. Relationships really mat-
ter, as well. Even as a junior associate, 
you can make dramatic impressions on 
important people and clients. People who 
are your equals at a client today will be 
promoted. And, one day when they are hir-
ing, they will want to hire friends and people 
they have experience working with. I’m sur-
prised at how much the connections I made 
as a junior associate have had a significant 
impact on my career, and how important 
they have become over time.

Who had the greatest influence in 
your career that helped propel you 
to partner? A collective of the Seattle 
corporate partners influenced me in dif-
ferent ways. Partner Andy Albertson has 
all the skills that extend beyond just the 
lawyer skills: how to thoughtfully think 
about issues and communicate. Corporate 
Chairman Alan Smith was really helpful 
in guiding me at a point I was unclear 
about wanting to become a partner. 

Partner Jamie Evans gave me so many 
professional opportunities and has 
been a really good friend. Partner Bill 
Bromfield showed me what it means to 
be a good and humanistic startup partner. 
Partner Amanda Rose showed me what 
it’s like to be a young partner hustling 
really hard.

When I thought a lot about what I 
wanted, I realized I really liked all of these 
people. I saw they all had good careers, 
and careers I could have, with a profes-
sional and personal life. It was a part of 
the partnership that I was excited to be 
part of, and I saw myself fitting in with this 
group, complementing their skill set with 
mine and building the Seattle office and 
investing in it alongside them.

What advice you could give an asso-
ciate who wants to make partner? Don’t 
give up. Try to embrace long-term think-
ing, and don’t fixate on short-term chal-
lenges. A hard six-month stretch is such 
a short period in a 40-year career. Also, 
don’t measure yourself against others. It 

took me longer than most to decide if I 
wanted to be partner, and at times it got 
in my head. But in the end, it did not set 
me back, and taking that time helped me 
get clear about what was important to me. 
Finally, learn to love what you do. There 
are long days and nights, but if at the end 
of the day, you like what you do and you 
like the people you work with, then it’s 
worth persevering.

What challenges did you face in your 
career path, and how did it affect your 
career? When I was a more junior lawyer, 
I was excited about videogaming and 
wanted to work with gaming clients. There 
were a lot of people who told me not to 
specialize by industry, and that made me 
question myself: Was I making the wrong 
decisions for how I was taking on clients?

In the end, it wasn’t true, and eventu-
ally I found partners who believed in the 
direction I wanted to take and helped 
me develop the path I wanted to follow. 
My specialization has served me and my 
gaming clients very well. 
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