
As chief judge of the Superior Court of Fulton 
County, Cynthia D. Wright not only presides 
over the busiest court system in Georgia but 
also recently led the efforts of the Fulton County 
Court Improvement Task Force to “create a 
more performance-driven, customer-friendly, 

and accessible superior, state and magistrate court system.” The 
task force, which submitted its findings in September 2012 after 
a year of research, studied how to improve business practices, 
eliminate systematic inefficiencies, identify duplication of services 
and offer solutions to implement meaningful innovations that 
allow for a more transparent and efficient court. Ultimately, the 
goal of the task force’s final report is to help the judicial system 
anticipate and meet future demands. (Note: The report can be 
found at www.georgiacourts.gov.) In a recent conversation with 
Laura Meherg, Judge Wright shares her views on the importance 
of collaboration, transparency, efficiency and embracing change. 

On collaboration and communication:

A Conversation 
with Chief Judge 
Cynthia D. Wright

You can’t collaborate unless you first communicate. The 
Fulton County Court Improvement Task Force was designed to 
bring diverse constituents, including state, county, community 
and business leaders as well as taxpayers to the table to better 
understand what we do in the courts, the challenges we face with 
regard to funding and personnel issues, then help us determine 
how we can improve efficiency and transparency. Any effective 
collaboration first requires open lines of communication. I like to 
say that as a judiciary, our robes may be opaque but our processes 

and work product should be transparent. Everyone should be able to go into a courtroom to see how cases are tried and how our judges 
act on the bench.  We are a hard-working bench and we want the voters and the funders to know that.  The State Court and Superior 
Court have historically operated as silos and have not communicated well with each other in the past. The task force presented an 
opportunity to open channels of communication and already has led to a reduction in redundancies.

On change within the legal community:
Don’t fear change. It’s inevitable. Unfortunately change is not something that comes easy to lawyers or judges. As an industry, we rely 

on precedent.  Because of economic forces, law firms have had to embrace change. I asked myself, why should the courts not do that 
same type of examination that law firms and businesses have done, especially in this day of limited funds. Technology has dramatically 
changed the way we work and communicate. We have to adapt. We have to embrace change and use it as motivation to do things better.

We may be individually elected but we are collectively judged so that has been the basic premise for getting buy-in. We’ve also had a 
big hammer over our head. That hammer is the budget. 

Don’t fear 
change. 

It’s inevitable.
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On creating efficiencies:
In my first year as chief judge, we consolidated the pre-trial 

functions performed which had been individually performed by 
each court in one office under Superior Court.  It was easy to 
agree to the principle of consolidation. The difficult task was to 
maneuver through the merit system rules and regulations. That is 
why it was so important for the board of commissioners to sit on 
the task force—so that they could gain a better understanding of 
the challenges in achieving operational efficiencies.

 You have to grow change from the foundation up. If your 
foundation is so rigid, then you must address that first.  In my 
opinion, Fulton’s merit system is almost medieval.  It rewards 
the inefficient, is not performance based and makes it almost 
impossible to hire and terminate.  I was dismayed, no appalled, at 
the amount of time and energy it took to shift the responsibility 
from one court to the next to reduce duplicative functions.

For years, Superior Court had its own jury clerk and jury 
pool.  State Court likewise had its own jury clerk and jury pool.  
When a friend of mine moved to Fulton County ten years ago, 
she constantly received a jury summons and I would constantly 
receive her call of complaint.  I got tired of explaining it was for 
different courts and figured it would be easier simply to see if we 
couldn’t agree that a single pool would be more user friendly for 
the public but still meet the needs of the judges of both courts. 

The task force recommended we combine the jury pools.  We 
have agreed in principle and now we are simply waiting on a 
transfer of funds to finalize that recommendation.  Having more 
people in the single pool results in a more efficient use of our 
jurors’ time, and people are not called to service as often. 

On technology and transparency: 
Another success story is the decision to adopt a single e-filing 

system.  State Court has utilized e-filing for years.  The clerk 
of the Superior Court had been unwilling to embrace e-filing 
because a suit was pending challenging State Court’s right to 
require e-filing.  The task force addressed this issue and the clerk 
of Superior Court, the State Court and the Superior Court have 
agreed that we should have a single e-filing system within the 
year.  This is an area which we benefitted from the experience and 
expertise of our State Court colleagues.  

Technology can also aid transparency.  By the end of 2013, we 
will have a unified case information system in place common to 
State Court, Superior Court, Probate Court, the district attorney, 
the sheriff, the jail and all other justice system partners—civil and 
criminal.  We should be better able to track cases and report our 
numbers with confidence so that the public and the funders can 
measure our efficiency—individually and collectively. 

The Fulton County Superior Court has been a leader in 
maintaining case management statistics.

On skills needed for successful leadership: 
Vision and adaptability are vital for us to move forward and 

vital to successful leadership. In my work, it’s been important to 
have the ability to engage with different personalities, to have 
perspective and to build consensus, not just with your colleagues 
inside the courthouse, but with legislators, commissioners, 
community leaders.  We’ve always said the judiciary is a separate 

branch of government: “We can do this and you can’t do that.” 
That division is important, but the courts have to recognize that 
it takes all three branches to work together to create the kind of 
change we need in society to make this a safer, more just state. 
There is a Chinese symbol that stands for opportunity or chaos. 
We have to take advantage of the opportunity we have to effect 
positive change or chaos results.

Judges who came to the bench at the same time I did had an 
expectation of what life would be like.  Life as a judge in 1995 is far 
different than in 2013.  It is more collaborative and less individual.   
Some judges and attorneys have found it very difficult to accept 
some changes, such as increased use of accountability courts. In 
order to build collaboration and trust regarding change, we as 
leaders have to ease or accommodate those concerns. This is a 
fabulous opportunity to serve as a judge, but times are different. 

On her upcoming retirement and future plans:
I’m not retiring because I am burned out.  I’m retiring because 

I think it is important to get fresh energy, new perspectives into 
the judiciary. And, not surprisingly, I’m ready for a change!

I’ll be moving to a foreign country to live part time. I’ll be 
learning a new language and learning about a new culture. I’m 
hoping to work with other U.S. expats in the country to raise 
awareness of human, women’s and animal rights.  

On advice worth taking to heart: 
The best advice I was given is that you build your reputation 

day by day and hour by hour, but you can destroy it in a second. I 
also tell young lawyers that while they may see me and remember 
me and the case I heard, I won’t remember their case but I will 
certainly remember how they treated their opposing counsel, the 
witnesses, and my staff.

Vision and 
adaptability are 

vital for us to 
move forward and 
vital to successful 

leadership.

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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