
If you have James R. Sobieraj as your in-
tellectual property attorney, what you hear is 
what you get.

He has a calm, friendly presence. A warm, 
direct manner of speaking. A quick smile. 
When he talks about his professional style, he 
admits he’s not a bluffer. That he strives to be 
straightforward with clients and opponents. 
That actions mean much more than words.

They’re lessons that were imparted by 
mentors and confi rmed by experience — all 
of them learned during his 32-year career at 
Brinks Gilson & Lione, a fi rm he became 
president of in 2012.

“It’s substance over form,” Sobieraj, 57, 
says. “It’s not who’s glitzy, who’s got the sil-
ver tongue or the fanciest clothes. What really 
works is focusing on and understanding the 
nuts and bolts of the case, representing your 
clients well, being well-prepared. And being 
professional—with your colleagues, with the 
court, with opposing counsel.”

It’s an approach that has laid the founda-
tion for many long-lasting relationships with 
clients, and it’s one that colleagues and general 
counsel fi nd refreshing and benefi cial.

“The way in which Jim operates is that quiet 
and clear-minded and competent approach,” 
says Timothy M. Lowman, a partner at Sim 
IP Practice in Toronto who fi rst met Sobieraj 
about 20 years ago. “I can’t think of another 
IP counsel I work regularly with in the United 
States who has all three of those qualities. Lots 
of them have one or two, but not all three.”

One Job, One Firm, Zero Regrets
Sobieraj grew up in Taylor, Mich., a sub-

urb of Detroit. His mother was a homemaker, 
while his father was an engineer for General 
Motors, which initially made Sobieraj want to 
steer clear of the profession, despite his interest 
in science and math.

He went to the University of Michigan, 
where he enrolled in calculus, physics and 
chemistry courses. He soon discovered that his 
classmates were mostly engineering majors and 
that his father’s line of work was much different 
and more engaging than he expected it to be.

He majored in electrical engineering, but 
always thought he wanted to be a lawyer. He 
found the adversarial advocacy system fasci-
nating and wasn’t motivated by any potential 
connection to science.

Though he had quality engineering job of-
fers from multiple corporations, he stayed at 
Michigan for law school, his long-term plan to 
end up in commercial litigation. But a friend 
and fellow student encouraged him to apply 
for a clerkship with a patent fi rm near Detroit 
that she had previously worked for. One look 
at a patent trial—a dispute over the electronic 
scoreboard at the Pontiac Silverdome, home of 
the NFL’s Detroit Lions—and he was hooked. 
Intellectual property was the practice for him.

In the lead-up to graduation in 1982, 
he considered seeking a job in New York, 
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but eventually settled on Chicago. A profes-
sor encouraged him to jump at any offer he 
might get from Hume Clement, the fi rm now 
known as Brinks Gilson & Lione, because of 
its strength in IP litigation.

More than 32 years later, he’s still there. 
Now, he’s running the fi rm.

“You make decisions throughout your life 
and say, ‘Ah, I wish I had done something dif-
ferent.’ I’ve never looked back and thought I 
should have done something different in terms 
of my career,” says Sobieraj, whose clients in-
clude Ericsson Inc., Tyco Electronics Corp., 
Maui Jim Inc. and large automotive suppliers. 
“I’ve just loved it here.”

A Member of the Corporate Family
From day one, Sobieraj aimed to learn 

all possible aspects of patent law. He started 
working on patent applications and got in-
volved in a couple of pieces of litigation. His 
offi ce was right next to that of Henry Brinks, a 
patient teacher and helpful mentor who Sobi-
eraj worked with on his fi rst trial.

Much of his time early on was divided even-
ly between patent prosecution and litigation. 
Although he knew the latter was what he 
ultimately wanted to do, he recognized the 
importance of writing patents and how under-
standing that process would help him counsel 
clients and litigate on their behalf.

“If you’ve never written a patent, you can’t 
really have an appreciation for it,” he says. 
“When I pick up a patent and read it, I have 
another level of understanding of what hap-
pened and can draw inferences just from the 
experience I had directing applications.”

His career took off when a second mentor, 
John L. Cline, went to another fi rm. Cline 
was fi rst chair in litigation that Sobieraj often 
second-chaired. The move left Sobieraj with 
more fi rst-chair opportunities.

His fi rst case in that position was a patent 
dispute for Amway Corp., a Michigan-based 
maker of health and beauty items, as well as 
many other products. The dispute with a com-
petitor involved three lawsuits and took more 
than 15 years to complete, but it helped So-
bieraj form a rock-solid relationship with the 
company, which has been a client ever since.

Catherine Lynem, Amway’s head of litiga-
tion, says Sobieraj and his fi rm have “spoiled” 
them with their quality representation over 
the years. He doesn’t overlook or brush aside 
in-house counsel, she says, but instead treats 
them like a full, crucial member of his team. 
He includes them in every step of the deci-
sion-making process throughout a legal mat-
ter, always suggesting a course of action, but 
ensuring the company is comfortable with it.

“He allows us to be on the same level,” she 
says. “We’re independent of each other, but 
we’re also dependent on each other. I like that 
about that relationship.”

Lynem says Sobieraj has worked so closely 
with Amway for so many years that he feels like 
a member of the company family. Aside from 
working on their legal matters, he grew so famil-
iar with their business that he was able to recog-
nize aspects of their operations that should be 
considered trade secrets and were worth taking 
steps to legally protect. Amway offi cials hadn’t 

previously considered that safeguard.
“It gave me a different perspective,” she 

says. “There are lots of times where he’s work-
ing on a case, he knows us so well, and his way 
of thinking through the facets of a case really 
helps us get to where we should be.”

Winning, Piece by Piece
That Sobieraj forms close bonds with his col-

leagues and clients on a professional and per-
sonal level is no coincidence. It’s a conscious 
effort, he says, because close bonds benefi t both 
the outside attorney and the in-house counsel.

Case in point: Soon after a phase of that 
initial lengthy Amway litigation ended, a com-
plex dispute brought by Procter & Gamble 
emerged. Though some of the points of con-
tention involved IP issues, not all did. But Am-
way still wanted Sobieraj on the case, knowing 
he was the lawyer for the job.

As he worked on the litigation, he got to 
know Amway’s general counsel better during 
off-hour skiing excursions. Through conversa-
tions on chair lifts and over meals, he learned 
about the company’s business model, particu-
larly its unique relationship with distributors. 
He might never have learned that information 
if he wasn’t spending free time with his client.

Later, when the company was hit with legal 
action involving those distributors, Sobieraj al-
ready had the background necessary to jump 
right into the dispute.

Amway came out victorious in the Procter & 
Gamble litigation, thanks to Sobieraj deploy-
ing the skills and strategy he honed over his 
career. The key, he says, was to take apart the 
case piece by piece. Lacking a quick, decisive 
kill shot, he had to fi nd the plaintiff’s weakest 
points and knock those out fi rst. Then, with 
their opponent’s claims winnowed down, the 
case looked much more winnable.

He also refused to let himself or Amway be 
intimidated by facing off against a massive cor-
poration. They put their pants on one leg at a 
time just like we do, he’d tell his team.

And, as he often does, he never stopped 
thinking about the litigation.

“I always obsess over my cases. I don’t come 
in, do my work and go home,” he says. “It’s 
really just about thinking about the case, always 
looking for the next move forward, always stay-
ing one step ahead of everybody, do your best 
job. I always found it worked pretty well.”

That ability to pick apart a case until it gets 
down to a manageable point is a skill Sobieraj 
imparts on his colleagues, says Ralph J. Gabric, 
who joined the fi rm 26 years ago.

Although he can take down opponents’ ar-
guments “like a sniper,” Sobieraj doesn’t feel 
the need to be a rough-and-tumble “Rambo 
litigator,” Gabric says. He’s gentlemanly, po-
lite and relates well to clients and juries. As 
fi rm president, he’s a consensus-builder who 
doesn’t feel the need to lead via a bully pulpit.

His ability to motivate is more than evident 
when preparing a group of lawyers for court, 
Gabric says. The fi rst time he was on a Sobi-
eraj trial team as a fi rst-year associate, Sobieraj 
made it clear that he didn’t want yes-men and 
yes-women. He wanted people who would 
question his ideas if they disagreed and pro-
pose theirs if they saw a better way.

“You felt like you owned it,” says Gabric, 
now the chair of the fi rm’s litigation prac-

tice group. “It’s ‘All right, I’m part of this 
team, and we’re going to win.’ It’s the fourth 
quarter and I’m exhausted, I’m beat up and 
bruised, but it’s important to do the best job 
for a client.”

Sobieraj’s fi rm and clients aren’t the only 
ones to benefi t from his leadership and stra-
tegic thinking, says David S. Fleming, a Brinks 
Gilson & Lione shareholder. Sobieraj’s in-
volvement with the Intellectual Property Law 
Association of Chicago and the Licensing 
Executives Society International (LESI)—in-
cluding terms as president of each—show he’s 
equally committed to developing the IP law 
profession as a whole.

“It’s not just work in the groups—but 
he’s provided leadership in those groups,” 
Fleming says. “That shaping, directing, stra-
tegic thinking that he’s had a chance to pro-
vide to clients, he can do that as well with 
those important organizations.”

Involvement in LESI—a group of attor-
neys, business executives and others involved 
in the transfer and licensing of IP rights—has 
fostered productive relationships between 
Sobieraj and many foreign clients. It’s how 
Lowman, the Toronto lawyer, met him. That 
relationship resulted in several referrals of cli-
ents as well as partnerships between the two on 
cross-border litigation.

Clients are always impressed with Sobier-
aj’s effi ciency, Lowman says, but also with his 
communication skills and the way he helps 
them make sense of the always-complicated 
American patent process.

“For Canadian clients who are often con-
cerned about the signifi cant differences be-
tween the Canadian and U.S. systems, they 
have a greater need for an explanation as to 
what their options are,” he says. “That’s what 
Jim provides and what they’re thankful for.”

Always Looking for a Better Path
Sobieraj has been married to his wife, Jacki, 

for 29 years and has two daughters. Away from 
home, handling IP cases, general litigation or 
fi rm business matters remains all about prob-
lem solving. It’s a skill he developed years ago 
while studying engineering, a fi eld where there 
was usually one right answer.

Not so with law. Even once he fi nds what he 
believes might be the right course of action, he 
analyzes his plan and breaks it down, looking 
for a more direct path to the desired result.

He relies on his ability to recognize pat-
terns, but when he sees a familiar situation, it 
doesn’t mean he will simply follow a path he 
went down before. He’s always looking for a 
better way to do things.

Then, it’s time to pitch that new idea to a 
client or his litigation team. They’re likely to 
test his line of thinking, but he’s always ready 
for the intellectual challenge. An open envi-
ronment where all thoughts are fair game of-
ten produces the best solutions, he says.

“If you’re concerned about proposing that 
crazy, new idea because someone might show 
it’s silly, then you don’t come up with new 
ideas,” he says. “You have to be able to let that 
roll off your back. I’m going to throw out new 
ideas so people can test them.

“Then, when it wins, people get really ex-
cited.” ■
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