
Judicial Profile

A Conversation with Judge C.J. Becker 
With experience in private practice, corporations and the 

courts, DeKalb County Superior Court Judge Cynthia “C.J.” 
Becker has had a unique opportunity to witness the legal industry 
from a variety of different perspectives. In a recent interview 
with Laura Meherg she shares her views on challenges facing the 
industry, the Criminal Justice Reform Act and the importance of 
communication.    

On Georgia’s Criminal Justice Reform Act:
Georgia is at the cutting edge of not only sensible reform but 

of creating a balance between economic reality and public safety. 
I applaud our Governor and Chief Justice for their vision and 
collaborative effort. It was a real effort to create something that 
makes a lot of sense. Given the economic circumstances across 
the country, I think other states will be looking to Georgia. 

On the impact of such reforms to communities and 
businesses: 

Clearly, when you thoughtfully reform criminal justice by 
shifting from a prison based model to treatment for crimes driven 
by addiction, you can expect to halve the expense by reducing 
incarceration costs over time. The cost to jail and inmate is $55 to 
$60 per day depending on their various health issues. Compare 
that hard cost with treatment programs that cost between $7 to 
$10 per day and you see immediate real savings. Additionally, 
that savings frees resources for other community investments 
and frees prosecutors, defenders and judges to deal with more 
dangerous and predatory crimes. The other thing is that it 
stabilizes neighborhoods and families. We can put resources 
back into the communities so people can keep their jobs. When 
people are employed, they put money back into the economy. 

When we shift our resources from prisons to libraries and 
schools, it makes the community more attractive for business. 
By taking a much more holistic approach, we can raise the level 
of accountability across the board.  It (the Act) also provides 
companies a qualified resource for conducting background 
checks and hiring sober, competent employees. By this I mean 
that the Act allows for expungement of certain crimes where a 
diversion or drug court program has been successfully completed. 

Technology allows for more background research, but how you 
approach that information is critical. When you have someone 

who has gone through the accountability courts and has sought 
expungement, background checks may not be available or 
accurate. The information in these records are input by clerks 
at the lowest pay and training grade in most States. Further, 
coding differs from State to State so the record can be difficult 
to interpret. 

On challenges facing the legal profession:
The overall level of professionalism has declined. While 

corporations and law firms don’t want to be in court, litigation 
is becoming a lost art. Big law firm teams don’t do well in 
court because they are inexperienced litigators. They send very 
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expensive litigation teams into court and they don’t know how 
to present because they don’t typically go to court. Law firms 
aren’t doing a great job preparing attorneys for using the court to 
effectively resolve cases for their clients. There seems to be a loss 
of the old-time credible counselor who can get things resolved. 
I will ask an attorney, “When is the last time you talked to the 
opposing counsel?” and the response is frequently, “Well never.” 
It’s almost like they need a practical education. 

On resources found in the courts and beyond:
The courts are a valuable resource that is not being used 

effectively in big cases or the routine mundane case. Several firms 
have brought in former judges to help look at these things in 
a practical way. Firms need to do a better job evaluating how to 
provide the service the client wants and how to give good advice 
and prevent the client from doing stupid and criminal things. More 
and more officers and directors have to be concerned about the 
criminal piece. It’s smart for law firms to bring in judges, former 
prosecutors and folks with ADR (Alternative Dispute Resolution) 
experience and to look to criminal defense firms and other people 
who spend a lot of time in court to learn how to keep clients out 
of court. Fulton County has its business court. And with any court 
you can request a special master for any case where you have a 
set of complex business issues. The court can appoint a special 
business master to bring those skills to the table if your law firm 
doesn’t have the necessary business skills. The reality is [that] how 
you resolve business disputes today has been evolving for 25 years. 
The companies that don’t have an eyeball on how to do those things 
are just training lawyers for the big law firms.  

On cultivating the next generation of leaders:
 It’s not that different from how you cultivate leadership in 

any organization. You have to mentor [and] to set up training 
opportunities. I know the Atlanta Bar, the State Bar of Georgia 
and the law schools are working on that piece, but they don’t 
interface together effectively. In my opinion, better interfacing 
should be a focus for the industry. 

Effective mentoring and networking is also where you can 
pull in diversity and provide some of that necessary training 
to bring people along. Frankly, firms need to move away from 
hiring directly from the law school because the attorneys are just 
leaving the firms after a couple years. There needs to be a better 
interface with all those different components so law schools 
are doing a better job of creating people who actually know 
how to do things—not just spot issues. They need face time in 
courtrooms through internships, clinics or programs. The bars 
can do a better job of bringing those things together. The courts 
have the experience but not the money because of the economic 

downturn, but we have a wealth of resources in the courts that 
can provide that kind of interaction and interface to companies 
and law firms. 

On the impact of technology:
We all work more, but we communicate less. There is less 

thoughtfulness about the communication. Everything requires 
an immediate response. Sometimes you need time to percolate, to 
roundtable it [and] to kick it around in your brain a lot before you 
can provide a thoughtful response to a complex issue. Younger 
lawyers are not asking questions. The court reporters don’t know 
where to put the question marks. In court, I see younger lawyers 
talk in “text speak” and that is how an entire cross examination 
will go. That, paired with the rapidity of the speech, results in not 
connecting with clients or the jurors. Instead of writing through 
dictation, they sit down and type everything into their computer 
rather than cogently arguing their points via dictation. With 
dictation a secretary properly formats those points into a brief 
and the lawyer spends his or her time refining the argument. 
Instead, associates spend hours gazing at their computer screens 
and become better typists. There is a huge piece missing because 
of technology. It’s not that I’m anti-technology, but instead of 
providing more interaction, it’s diminishing it. 

When there are mistakes, instead of looking at someone face 
to face and saying, “I screwed up,” younger attorneys just say, “I’ll 
just send an e-mail or text.”  We are losing the ability to connect. 
When you think about being in the board room or the court 
room, that connection is really important. We’re having a good 
conversation on the phone right now, but it would be better if 
we were sitting face to face having a cup of coffee. For attorneys 
trying to develop more business, you have a much better ability 
to form a connection face to face. 

On advice worth taking to heart:
Do what you are passionate about and you will make money. 

When I was thinking about going to law school, it was during 
a bad economic time. People said I shouldn’t go to law school. 
A gentleman who worked his way through law school said, “If 
you love the law and want to practice, do it. Whatever you have 
passion about you will do well.” 

Laura Meherg is a partner at the Wicker Park Group, a boutique consulting 
firm helping law firms design and implement client feedback, client service 
and client growth programs. Every day she talks to clients about what 
matters in their relationships with outside counsel. To learn more about 
Wicker Park Group visit www.wickerparkgroup.com.
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