
Caryn Coppedge McNeill of Smith Anderson in Raleigh is 
the new president-elect of the North Carolina Bar Association. 

She was elected by acclamation on June 25 at the 2016 
Annual Meeting in Charlotte and will become the 123rd 
president of the NCBA on Saturday, June 24, at the 2017 Annual 
Meeting in Asheville. 

“I am honored and humbled to have been asked to serve the 
North Carolina Bar Association in this way,” said McNeill. “The 
NCBA is remarkable. To be asked to lead this tremendous group 
of lawyers, paralegals and law students as we continue to work 
together to carry out the NCBA’s mission of serving the public 
and the legal profession is thrilling.”

McNeill’s name was placed in nomination by Catharine 
Arrowood, immediate past president and chair of the Presidents’ 
Council which annually nominates the president-elect. 
Seconding speeches were provided by Margaret Kantlehner, 
associate professor and director of externships at Elon University 
School of Law, and McNeill’s longtime law partner Martin 
Brinkley who now serves as dean of the University of North 
Carolina School of Law.

Upon her election, McNeill was ushered to the stage by the 
past presidents of the NCBA. Although she has seen the past 
presidents perform this ritual many times, McNeill said she was 

bolstered by their visible show of support as she delivered her 
brief acceptance address.

“Truthfully,” McNeill said to the past presidents that 
morning, “I’ve always held you in such high esteem—not only as 
lawyers, but as people—that it is a bit eye-opening to find myself 
on the path to becoming one of you.  

“I will do my best to live up to your expectations, and to 
honor all that each of you has put into this organization—not 
only of your time but of yourselves.”

McNeill has spent her entire career at Smith Anderson, where 
she leads the Employee Benefits and Executive Compensation 
Practice Group. She will be the fifth member of the firm to serve 
as president of the NCBA, preceded by Willis Smith (1941-42), 
James K. Dorsett Jr. (1959-60), John L. Jernigan (1999-2000), 
and Brinkley (2011-12).

“Twenty-five years ago,” McNeill said, “I chose Smith 
Anderson because I liked the people there. They were good 
people. I didn’t know much about the practice of law, but I 
thought that if I liked them and they liked practicing law, that by 
some transitive principal I would like practicing law, too.

“It was a great decision; one I’ve never regretted. I’m 
particularly indebted to our firm for its culture, which allows me 
—and lots of others like me—to serve nonprofit organizations in 
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President-Elect Caryn McNeill:  
‘NCBA’s Best Days Are Yet To Come’

NCBA President-Elect Caryn McNeill addresses the General Session of Annual Meeting after her election, joined by 
past presidents of the NCBA.  Photos: Russell Rawlings, Glennon Toone

By Russell Rawlings
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President-Elect Caryn McNeill, left, reacts to a colleague’s comments during the nomination process. NCBA past-
president and UNC School of Law Dean Martin Brinkley, congratulates McNeill, right, on her election. 

our community and beyond. I know I’m a better lawyer—and a 
better leader—for these experiences. And I know I’m fortunate 
to practice with a firm that continues to lift up this model as a 
worthy and worthwhile one.”

McNeill has been an active member of the NCBA 
throughout her career, beginning with her involvement in the 
Young Lawyers Division. Her first assignment as chair of the 
Silent Partners mentoring program resulted in a national award 
from the American Bar Association.

McNeill proceeded to serve as a division director and ABA 
YLD District 9 representative, and chaired the YLD in 1999-
2000. She served on the NCBA Board of Governors in 2001-
02, the first year in which each board class included one young 
lawyer.

Additionally, McNeill is a former member of the Tax Section 
council and past chair of the Lawyer Effectiveness & Quality of 
Life Committee and the Pro Bono Strategic Planning Task Force. 

In 2007, President Janet Ward Black appointed McNeill and 
Brinkley to serve as co-chairs of the new 4ALL Task Force. In its 
efforts to draw attention to the dearth of civil legal representation 
for North Carolina’s poorest citizens, the task force implemented 
the first 4ALL Statewide Service Day.

The following year the 4ALL initiative received the ABA’s 
Harrison Tweed Award, which recognizes “the extraordinary 
achievements of state and local bar associations that develop or 
significantly expand projects or programs to increase access to 
civil legal services for poor persons or criminal defense services 
for indigents.”

“Personally, I have always found great joy in working 
alongside other lawyers who are committed to serving our 
profession and the citizens of North Carolina,” McNeill said. 

“It is inspiring. My work with the NCBA has provided me with 
mentors, leadership opportunities and avenues for public service 
—and been the source of countless friendships.

“As much as I’ve put into it, I’ve taken far more away.”
In addition to her bar association responsibilities, McNeill 

recently completed her first year as chair of the Ravenscroft 
School Board of Trustees. She joined the board of trustees in 
2010 and is the first woman to serve as its chair in the school’s 
156-year history.

McNeill has also served as vice president and executive 
committee member of the Carolinas Chapter of The ESOP 
Association, and is a member of the National Association of 
Stock Plan Professionals, the Triangle Benefits Forum and the 
Montreat President’s Council.

A native of Potomac, Md., McNeill attended the Holton-
Arms School in Bethesda, Md. She is a 1988 graduate of 
Davidson College and a 1991 graduate of the Duke University 
School of Law.

McNeill and her husband John have three children. Johnny 
is an entering freshman soccer player at Sewanee: The University 
of the South, and Alex and Jane are students at Ravenscroft.

In addition to serving as president-elect in 2016-17, McNeill 
will chair the Audit & Finance Committee of the NCBA and the 
NCBA Foundation.

“The NCBA,” McNeill said, “is a fabulous organization—
one my partner John Jernigan says unequivocally enjoys the 
reputation of being ‘the finest volunteer organization in the 
country.’ 

“I believe that. And I believe that as proud as we are of our 
well-deserved reputation, if we continue to work together, the 
best days of the NCBA are yet to come.”  NCL


