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PRAISE FOR 
BUILT TO RUN


I work with law firms nationwide and can tell you firsthand that Mike McCready defines what it means to run a modern, efficient personal injury firm. This book provides a rare look into the technology and systems that drive his successa must-read for any forward-thinking lawyer.

Todd Richheimer,

Founder and CEO, Lawfty

Ive known Mike McCready for over ten years now. What began as a professional advisor-client relationship has moved into a mutually respectful and valuable friendship. Mikes book brings to mind the proverbial hammer hitting the proverbial nail right on the head! Mikes observations are spot on. Those wishing to move their needle positively and with more speed should read and pay close attention! But most importantly, take the uncomfortable action. Bravo, Mike!

Tim McKey, CEO,

Vista Consulting Team

When I first met him in 2015, Michael McCready, Esq., owned a small, successful plaintiffs firm on the south side of Chicago. Today, Michael owns a thriving plaintiffs firm with offices throughout the Midwest and a powerful overseas team. Michael created a law firm by design and intention that has given him the life he envisioned, and he did this by embracing change and taking action. The transformation of Michael and his firm has been nothing short of amazing, and theres no reason you cant do the same. In his book, Built to Run, Michael shares his secrets for success and holds nothing back. Do you want to know how a highly successful plaintiffs lawyer got there? Everything you need to know is in Michaels book. Read the book, reread the book, and most importantly, take action and implement Michaels ideas. Reading Michaels book just might be the best investment you will ever make.

John Fisher,

The New York Injury and Malpractice Law Firm

Michael cuts right to the heart of what holds firms backand what it takes to move forward. If you run a firm, this is a must-read.

Seth Price,

Managing Partner, Price Benowitz; Founder, BluShark Digital

Having worked with over 2,500 law firms nationwide, I can say this with confidence: founder heroics is a trap, and this book is the way out. Required reading for any firm owner whos ready to stop being the last line of defense for everythingand start building a firm that runs without them.

Ray Mieszaniec,

Cofounder and COO, EvenUp

Michael McCready is much more than a continuous learner. He relentlessly applies newly acquired knowledge to stay on the bleeding edge of innovation. He masters the strategic implications of emerging technologies and is on his third iteration of implementing tactics before most others have even started their first. Michael is a generous sharer and a leader that I admire.

John Nachazel, COO,

Mike Morse Law Firm; Fireproof

A powerful reminder that good enough is the silent killer of greatness. In business and in life, it is easy to feel busy while standing still. This book is an essential guide to breaking that cycle and reclaiming the growth waiting on the other side of chosen discomfort.

Kevin McCarron,

Director of Strategic Partnerships, Morgan and Morgan

From the moment I met Michael many years ago, we immediately connected. Our connection was understanding and using metrics and accountability to grow. What impressed me most about Michael McCready was his willingness to understand what was not working and find a solution based on facts, and his approach to understanding every metric in his firm. He isand certainly wasan early adopter of technology, software, and accountability. Fast forward several years, and he has positioned his firm, because of that early adoption, as a premier and financially successful operation, leaving most of his competitors in the dust. What he did and does differently is pay attention to details and the numbers. In todays world, accountability is everything. By having his focus on accountability and performance, he can now manage his firm from anywhere in the world and have control of his destiny. Most importantly, the outcome is profitability and his own sanity.

Harlan Schillinger
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INTRODUCTION

This book is a manual for building a law firm that runs without constant heroics, a business designed to thrive even when youre not in the room. I should know; I built a firm that gave me the freedom to relocate to Puerto Rico and never look back. It took a lot of work, but I was able to build something strong enough to let me step away, wake up, and actually enjoy the life Id been working so hard to afford. If youve ever wondered whether that kind of freedom is possible for you, this book will show you how to have your own Puerto Rico moment.

If youre honest with yourself, you already know the price you pay for doing it all. Maybe youre proud of how often clients ask for you by name or how your staff calls you the one who always fixes things. Maybe you even brag about the hours, the always on mindset, and the nights when yours was the last car in the lot. All of thats fine, as long as you dont pretend youre happy with it.

Youll never see a law firm collapse all at once. Its a slow grind, starting with one dropped client call, one missed follow-up, or one task pushed back one too many times that snowballs into a weeks worth of fires. The systems that keep a practice running arent built when things are falling apart; theyre built in those moments when youre tired of cleaning up the same mess for the hundredth time and start asking yourself if theres another way.

Over the years, Ive been asked to speak at conferences, bar associations, and mastermind groups full of lawyers trying to figure out how to build firms that dont consume their lives. Ive shared what Ive learned in workshops, coffee meetings, and late-night calls with other founders who were where I used to be, overwhelmed and secretly exhausted.

Those conversations taught me that the problems we face in this profession are universal and the fixes are rarely written down. Thats why I decided to put everything Ive learned in one place. This book is my way of giving the same guidance to people I may never meet, the lawyers who hesitate to reach out, the ones too busy, too proud, or too buried to ask for help.

I write it as someone whos built, broken, and rebuilt a firm until it could finally stand on its own. The lessons here have been tested, refined, and lived. If youve ever wished for a road map from someone whos already fought these battles, youre holding it.

This book is about those moments, the hundred small signals that your firm is running on memory and willpower instead of on design, and the difference between being in demand and being irreplaceable. If you still think the answer is to just work harder, save yourself the trouble and put this down. Youll be back when youre ready to build something that doesnt need you for every answer.

Most managing partners live in the shadow of someday. Someday youll hire the right person, fix the intake script, or document the way you really want files handled. Someday youll step back and see the bigger picture after the next trial, the next hire, or the next emergency. The brutal reality is most of your competitors are drowning in the same somedays that never materialize. If you want to beat them, start by refusing to wait for perfect conditions.

Every chapter in this book is designed to give you something you can use now, not after youve read it all, not after youve attended a seminar, and not whenever you can finally fit it into your schedule. Youll find exercises that expose the cracks in your system, force you to confront your own bottlenecks, and show you the leverage youve been leaving on the table.

If youre looking for inspiration, keep scrolling LinkedIn. Real change is uncomfortable, inconvenient, and usually embarrassing. This book wont coddle you; it will call your bluff, and then it will give you a blueprint to do something about it. Change means someone will get pissed off, a process you built will break, a staff member will resist, or a client will question a new protocol, and for a moment, youll wish you could go back to the way things were.

Dont.

Discomfort is the sign youre moving past your own limits. Every system in this book has been paid for in trial and error. Every applied lesson is one you dont have to earn the hard way. Let me put it plainly. The whole point of this book is to get you to your version of Puerto Rico. Not a beach, not a tax haven, but a moment of real distance. Freedom from being needed every day, being the solution to every problem, having your name on every file and your voice on every call.

Your Puerto Rico moment is about designing a business that breathes on its own so you can finally choose what you want to work on instead of what the business demands. This doesnt happen by accident, and it doesnt happen by delegation alone. It happens by transforming the firm from something that requires your energy to something that creates its own momentum.

You dont get to distance yourself by hustling harder or outsourcing more. You get there by building systems that reflect the best of what you do, then teaching them to others, writing them down, automating where you can, and being ruthless about what only you can decide. This is the book I wish Id read when I was the hero founder, and the one I finally had to write because nobody else was telling the truth.

Lets kill the biggest myth in the profession right now. If your firm cant run without you, its not a business; its a hostage situation. Your clients may love your personal touch, your team might tell you they couldnt do it without you, and your reputation might be enough to keep the doors open, but the day you get sick, take a vacation, or just want to disappear for a week, youll find out exactly how little all that matters.

The real goal is to become unnecessary for the routine and irreplaceable for the vision. Your job is to architect systems so effective, so transparent, and so resilient that your absence isnt felt. When you get there, youll find youve gained the only thing that truly matters, the freedom to grow, think, and to lead.

Every applied lesson and story in this book is aimed at building that kind of system. Some of it will feel counterintuitive, and most of it will anger the people who benefit from depending on you.

Thats the point.

Progress starts when you stop apologizing for wanting more than another year spent just keeping up. No amount of software or AI will save you if your fundamentals are broken. In those cases, automation only makes dysfunction more efficient. If your intake is a mess, AI will just help you screw it up faster. If your client updates are sporadic, automated messages will just reveal how little you actually know about your files.

I have spent the last five years building, breaking, and rebuilding our firms technology stack, from case management to client communications to custom AI for data analysis. Every time we tried to automate a process we didnt fully understand, it failed louder and faster than it ever did by hand, but every time we automated something wed mastered, it freed up hours, focus, and creativity for the team. The point of this book is to get you to the point where the tech finally matters because your processes are so tight, your delegation so clear, and your standards so visible that software can be a multiplier of your success.

Each chapter of this book is meant to be used, picked up, dogeared, marked up, and put into practice before you ever get to the end. The Applied Lessons at the end of each chapter are assignments. If you want to be the kind of leader who builds a firm that works without them, that means getting started tomorrow, not waiting for someday.

You will be tempted to skim and nod along. Dont. The point is to do. If something here doesnt work for you, its either because you skipped a step or because you found a better way. If thats the case, great! Be sure to document it, teach it, and make it part of your firms DNA. You dont get credit for knowing, only for building.

If youre still reading, youve already separated yourself from most of your peers. Most lawyers, even partners, will spend their careers hiding behind busywork, clinging to control, and hoping the next generation magically figures it out. Theyll hire consultants, buy software, and hand out bonuses, hoping to buy loyalty or momentum, but none of it works if they cant step back and see the firm as something bigger than themselves.

The promise of this book is simple. If you do the work, you will not only build a law firm that survives you but create one that can actually make you proud. Youll have the leverage to spend your time where it matters instead of merely where youre needed in the moment. Youll see your team step up, your best people stay longer, and your clients refer others for reasons that have nothing to do with your personal brand. But heres the warning. This isnt a journey you can half finish. The worst place to land is halfway, where youve delegated just enough to lose touch, but not enough to gain freedom. You cant almost let go.

Youre either building a structure that can carry the weight, or youre living on borrowed time. The cracks will show up first in the little things like client emails that slip, turnover that ticks up, and team members who opt out of taking responsibility because they know youll step in anyway. Ignore them, and those cracks become fault lines. If you find yourself constantly fixing, checking, and reworking, what youve really built is a treadmill.

Most lawyers think legacy is about verdicts, settlements, or a name on the door. But a true legacy is a system that keeps delivering when youre no longer the answer to every question. This means your legacy will be written not by the work you do, but by the structure you leave behind. The next generation will inherit either your systems or your gaps, your culture or your caution.

If you want something to last, you have to build it to outgrow you. Thats why every chapter of this book insists on documentation, transparency, and feedback loops. The greatest impact you can make is in the routines that determine the way information flows, decisions get made, and people rise or stall. The best leaders are remembered for the space they made for others to step up. If your systems empower others to take ownership, youve built a legacy.

Youll see this theme repeat in the chapters that follow. Every story of failure is a story of knowledge hoarded and wisdom lost. Every story of growth is a story of process made visible, judgment taught and retaught, and standards lived out in daily work. If you care about what you leave behind, start acting like someone else will need to pick up where you leave off, because they will.

Intentions dont change firms, actions do. The temptation will always be to wait for the perfect moment to start, but the perfect moment is a myth; if you want to move from theory to practice, the only time to start is now. Doing so means choosing a single process to document this week and actually doing it, even if it feels uncomfortable.

Pick the smallest possible step that moves you out of your comfort zone. Let it break, then fix it. Let the team complain, then listen. Let someone else make a mistake, then use it as data to make the system stronger.

This book is a tool kit for movement. It will not solve your problems, but it will show you how to outgrow them. It will not give you all the answers, but it will teach you how to keep building, one tested lesson at a time. By the end, if youve done the work, youll have a better shot at the thing everyone wants but almost nobody gets. True freedom.

Youve surely read plenty of books that end with some abstract promise of worklife balance, legacy, or impact. Im not going to do that. Ill leave you with something more practical and more urgent. The early chapters start where every founder begins, in the thick of it, holding the firm together with sheer willpower, convinced that exhaustion is proof of commitment. From there, well dissect the hidden fragility in that model, the slow leaks that hard work alone cant seal. As we move forward, the focus will shift to building structure, systems, delegation, and data that make the business stronger than any one person. By the time we reach the later chapters, youll see how technology and culture multiply those foundations; how AI, metrics, and leadership design let your firm scale without losing its soul.

When I moved my life a thousand miles away from the office, the decision grew out of habits Id been living with for a long time. My wife, Amanda, had been paying attention in ways I hadnt. She noticed what the work took out of me, but she also noticed what happened when I wasnt carrying everything in my head all the time. Over time, she kept circling back to the same point. The firm was something I had built with care and intention, and part of that intention should be making space for an actual life to enjoy it. Her insistence helped me begin to reevaluate the choices in front of me and what I was willing to accept as normal.

Thats the goal I want for you, a new relationship with the business youve built, one where your absence is an opportunity for others to grow. I want you to be able to look up, see sunlight, and know that youve finally earned the right to choose how you spend your days. Your Puerto Rico moment is whatever you want it to be, whether thats a new city, a new challenge, a sabbatical, a month with your kids, or just the ability to think and plan without a dozen emergencies clinging to your attention. The details dont matter; the only thing that matters is that you have the structure, the trust, and the discipline to let it happen.



CHAPTER 1

The First Chapter of a Legal Life

When I first started practicing law, the Chicago personal injury (PI) scene was its own living ecosystem. You knew the regulars, the sharp-tongued defense lawyers who could slice a deposition to ribbons, the grizzled judges whod seen every trick, and the young associates desperate to prove themselves by pulling another twelve-hour day. There was a kind of gritty nobility to it, built on hustle, handshakes, and instinct. If you were lucky, you found a mentor who taught you the unwritten rules, such as how to read a jurors face, how to pause just so in closing arguments, and how to hold a clients story steady when everything else in their life was chaos.

Thats how I learned the trade, one case, one client, one cross-examination at a time. I loved the work, the immediacy of it, the theater, the chance to stand up in front of twelve people and make them see what I saw. Trial law rewards the storyteller, not the technician. You live in the cadence of language, in the art of pacing a narrative so the truth lands just as the jury exhales. Every case was a new performance, every verdict a validation that the story you told mattered.

When youre young and winning, fatigue is proof of ambition. You tell yourself this is how its supposed to feel, the endless late nights, the chaos of paper files, the juggling of clients and court calls. Theres even a kind of pride in it, that old martyrs badge of no one works harder than me. This works for a time, but hard work doesnt scale. At some point, the grind that builds you starts to bury you.

Fatigue feels virtuous long before it becomes destructive.

I didnt yet have the vocabulary for what was happening, but I was running a hero model of law practice. The firms success was entirely dependent on how much I could personally carry. Every client wanted me, every decision ran through me, every victory was mine to claim, and every mistake mine to answer for. The truth is, I loved it; the ego of being indispensable is intoxicating. Until it isnt.

The turning point came in moments so small they hardly seemed worth noticing at the time. A missed callback here, a client email that slipped through the cracks, or a trial delayed because the calendar was double-booked. Individually, none of them felt catastrophic, but collectively, they told a different story. The system, if you could even call it that, was cracking under its own weight. My firm was a reflection of my personal stamina, and thats a fragile foundation to build anything on.

What I didnt realize then was that my real education hadnt even started yet. The courtroom had taught me how to argue, but not how to organize. It taught me persuasion, but not process. I knew how to build a case, not a company. Yet the lessons were sitting there in plain sight; every trial was a project, every verdict a measurable result, and every juror a data point in human behavior. I just hadnt learned to see the practice of law as a system the same way I saw the architecture of a case.

In those years, I was too close to the work to see the bigger picture. I thought mastery meant control, knowing every detail, touching every file, and writing every closing argument myself. But mastery, it turned out, was about learning when to let go. That realization wouldnt come for a few more years, but this was the groundwork. The courtroom was my training ground, yes, but it was also my blindfold.

A firm built on stamina inherits all of its limits.

Mastering Trial Work

If there is one truth to learn about trial law, its that you cant bulldoze your way through bad facts or bluster your way past a jury that doesnt believe you. In those first years, I learned to live in my cases. I knew every exhibit, contradiction, and deposition sentence that could turn an otherwise pedestrian cross-examination into an execution. I tended to every file as if it were a living thing, something that demanded discipline, patience, and respect.

I enjoyed trial work because it rewarded obsession. I liked that it was honest work; you either knew the material, or you didnt. I spent nights diagramming timelines on yellow pads and highlighting transcripts until the ink ran out. I wanted to see the music in the facts and the poetry in the details. I needed to know not only what happened, but why it mattered. The courtroom was my lab, and I was hooked on learning the chemistry of persuasion.

It is a strange intimacy that trial work has that people on the outside will never understand. You live with cases for months, sometimes years, until you know the clients story better than they do. You study their fears, habits, and inconsistencies so that by the time you stand in front of a jury, you have rehearsed their pain so many times that its a part of you. That is the empathy that makes trial work and allows you to humanize a case in the eyes of twelve strangers. That is also the risk; it is what will tear you down if you never learn how to carry it.

Back then, I measured success in verdicts. A win in front of a jury was more than professional validation; it was existential, the moment that proved to me that the hours and the sacrifice were worth it.

That belief is a dangerous delusion.

In the courtroom, you have a kind of control. You set the pace of the room, you shape the argument, and you guide the ship. But outside of the courtroom, the phones are still ringing, the deadlines are still piling up, and staff are scrambling to keep pace with a decision made in your head and never written down. I was running my firm exactly how I ran trial work, personally, intensely, and completely unsustainably.

Trial work also taught me the seductive trap of the fantasy that no matter how broken things got, I could fix it, with enough focus and effort. It is the same instinct that makes a good litigator drop into a case with two days prep and somehow pull it off. But in business, those heroics dont scale. You cant work yourself out of a broken system; you can only forestall its collapse.

In hindsight, I realize that what I thought was discipline was actually improvisation. I knew how to prepare for a jury of twelve, but I didnt know how to prepare for a staff of twenty. I could find the narrative path in mountains of evidence, but I had yet to learn how to create it with clients, partners, and employees. I knew how to persuade twelve strangers to see the truth in the facts I presented, but I hadnt yet learned how to persuade my own team that they needed to see a vision I wasnt yet sure how to articulate. The same tools I used to be effective in trial work made me a bottleneck in the rest of the firm.

The funny thing is that the skills that make trial lawyers exceptional are often the very skills that make us the worst managers. We are trained to think about singular outcomes. Win or lose, verdict or mistrial. But business is not singular, or binary; it is a constant balancing of priorities, a thousand small choices that dont have winners or losers but rather the continuous feedback loop of adjustment and refinement. There is no judge at the end to announce the result and no jury to applaud you when youve done a good job. You must learn to create your own feedback loops, and that was a lesson I had yet to learn.

Nevertheless, I have no regrets for those years. The trial work formed everything that came after. I still find ways to use the skills that trial work demands nearly every day. I learned to see patterns where others see chaos, listen for what is left unsaid, and build a rhythm that outpaces the inevitable chaos trial work brings. Later, when I first started building systems, I found those same instincts carried over. Every process, every system, has its own jury. Clients, staff, numbers, every system you build needs to persuade these audiences that what youre building is worth their trust.

Back then, I was too caught up in the day-to-day to think about systems, the future, or scaling. I was still chasing that high, the courtroom dopamine rush, blissfully ignorant of the fact that while I was honing my skills in trial work, the business underneath my feet was methodically starting to crack.

What wins cases can quietly break companies.

From Craft to Care

Theres a moment in every lawyers career when they realize that doing good legal work isnt enough. For me, that moment came when a client called and was angry, not because wed lost their case, but because they hadnt heard from anyone in weeks. We were winning motions, hitting deadlines, and keeping the file moving, but from the clients perspective, we were invisible. Id built my identity around being a fighter in the courtroom, but what they needed wasnt a gladiator but to know someone gave a damn about them in between court dates.

That was when it clicked. Most clients, especially in PI, dont understand the legal process, and they shouldnt have to. They just want to know that someone is steering the ship. I began to see how the same storytelling instinct that worked in a trial could be applied to client care. If a trial was the performance, the client relationship was the rehearsal, the day-to-day story you tell through updates, calls, and transparency.

I started with small adjustments. Instead of waiting for clients to call me, I built a schedule for outbound updates. Every file got a check-in every thirty days, even if nothing new had happened. That simple consistency changed everything. Clients stopped calling in a panic because they knew when theyd hear from us next. It wasnt high-tech, but it was high-trust, and it built something I hadnt had before, a steady rhythm between my team and the people we represented.

There was also a business consequence I didnt anticipate. Clients who felt cared for referred more people. Thats when I started to see service as a growth strategy. You can pour money into marketing, but nothing scales faster than trust. Over time, client communication became our laboratory for bigger changes. We built checklists, then scripts, then templates. We tracked response times and satisfaction scores long before that kind of thing was common in law firms. What started as empathy became the seed for everything that came later, from automation to analytics and AI. You cant improve what you dont measure, and you cant measure what you dont standardize.

The same curiosity that made me dissect a cross-examination began to turn inward. How could we make client care more consistent? More predictable? More human, even as we grew? This was the beginning of me thinking like a firm owner instead of just a lawyer. The courtroom had taught me how to argue; the clients were teaching me how to lead.

The Business Reckoning

At some point in their careers, every successful lawyer who tries to build a firm confronts an unpalatable truth. A good lawyers skill does not translate into a successful business owner. I thought I was different, that my reputation, my trial results, my staff, and my culture would sustain us for the long haul. I had convinced myself that our past growth justified future inaction, when in reality, my reputation couldnt close the books, skill didnt predict revenue, and there was no cross-examination of inefficiency. So, I kept plugging along, coasting on our firms good name, without realizing that sometimes, progress is impeded by forward momentum.

Like most life-changing epiphanies, the realization that I needed to fix my plane while I was flying it came to me gradually, though I remember it vividly. I was sitting in my office after hours, surrounded by file boxes that had been stacked, floor to ceiling, by the staff (still) working well after sundown. The phone lines were blinking with calls I would never get to, and it struck me that we were really, truly busy. Busier than we had ever been, in fact. Yet despite revenue figures that had never been higher, a nagging voice in the back of my mind kept whispering that we were drowning.

Intake was drowning, staff were drowning, and deadlines were always looming. It felt like we were one staff illness away from disaster. I was proud of what we had built together, and yet, in many ways, I knew it couldnt last. The pieces were there, but they were moving past one another without ever quite lining up. What I didnt know, however, was that success without structure is simply slow failure. You cannot scale hustle, and there comes a moment when the weight of your own effort becomes the thing that holds you back. At that point, your business has become a reflection of you. Its your habits, your decisions, and your blind spots. The only way to scale it beyond what you can personally manage is to start thinking differently.

Growth exposes what design ignores.

The first step in that reorientation was a book one of my colleagues recommended to me, Michael Gerbers timeless The E-Myth Revisited (1995). It changed my life. Ive since loaned copies to every lawyer I know who is trying to build a firm, and I encourage you to read it, too, as soon as you have the chance. Its not a long book, but there is one line from it that changed how I think about building a successful business. Gerber makes the distinction between technicians and entrepreneurs. The problem with most small businesses, he argues, is that the people running them are technicians, not entrepreneurs. Specifically, they are working in the business, but they are not working on the business.

You see, I was a technician to a fault. I thought I could do it all, and that by sheer hard work and sweat equity, I could scale this business without ever needing to change the way we operated. But the hard truth was I had built a practice, not a company. A practice is not scalable because it is not self-sustaining. A practice is a hunk of work indelibly tied to one person, the practitioner. The minute that person stops, the practice stops. In order for our firm to grow, I had to let it become its own organism. But how does a lawyer do that? How do you take the thing that you have built with your own two hands and let it become something more?

The answer came in incremental steps through delegation, microprocesses, and giving up small pieces of control until there was less and less that required my involvement to keep the machine running. The most difficult shift for me was conceptual. I had spent my career, and built my whole professional identity, as a trial lawyer, not a CEO. What I had yet to learn is that those things are not mutually exclusive. Delegation and design do not replace lawyering, they enhance it. Systems, processes, structure; I had let those things become four-letter words to me when in reality, they were what would finally give me the headspace I needed to focus on the firm, on the long game, and ultimately, on my own worklife balance.

In taking those steps, I was also forced to change how I saw my own role. The system, by definition, had to compensate for the fact that its builder was also its most fragile point of failure. So, as I designed new workflows, it was no longer with the mindset of Will this allow me to try one more case? Instead I focused on the mindset of Will this improve our culture so that someone else can take this work and make it better?

I had to become more like the CEO of a business, not the lead trial lawyer. Not that I am not still both, but in many ways, I had to divorce myself from the identity of a lawyer and become a leader instead. A good leader knows when to hire, when to invest, and when to pour resources into design, even when the benefits of that design may not be reaped for months or years. I have become that leader, but it was hard work.

The hardest part, in the end, was accepting the identity shift that building a business requires; though its true that since that decision, I have found myself spending more time in front of spreadsheets and in meetings than I do in depositions. I understand now that its not enough to just hire good people; you have to design systems that enable good people to succeed. This work is not easy; it is rewarding, but it is not easy.

Building a Firm That Can Run Without You

Lawyers who become founders rarely intend to build a business that depends on their every move, but its the default outcome if they never step back to design for scale. Early wins teach you to keep your hands on every lever. But at a certain size, the brute force of hustle turns against you, and systems become the only way forward. If the work isnt documented, delegated, and predictable, the firms ceiling is exactly as high as your personal stamina. Thats where the first pivot happens, from seeing yourself as a doer to becoming the architect. But now, with AI, theres a new tier of leverage, one that takes what youve built and multiplies its reach far beyond what any single leader could ever sustain.

The real difference between busy and scalable isnt just the existence of systems; its your willingness to define the invisible patterns behind how work gets done and then let technology do what humans shouldnt. AI is the ultimate system multiplier. If your intake, case progression, client updates, and file management are all manual, you are the bottleneck. When those touchpoints are mapped, standardized, and regularly improved, AI can step in, recognize patterns, and handle the thousands of microtasks that used to consume your teams day.

Predictive dashboards show which cases are stalling, which staff members are overloaded, and which processes need adjustment. Instead of putting out fires, youre adjusting the architecture, allocating resources, and designing new solutions at a strategic level.

But if theres one thing AI cant do, its supply judgment. The more you automate, the clearer it becomes that decision-making, pattern recognition, and culture still come from the top. What AI strips away are the rote, repetitive parts of running a law firm, the administrative sludge that buries your best people and blurs your own focus. Whats left is your ability to ask better questions, spot real problems, and lead with the clarity that only comes from having room to breathe.

THE HUMAN ELEMENT

Technology, even at its smartest, is only as good as the culture it amplifies. If the culture is about empathy, responsiveness, and trust, AI will reinforce those values by making them more visible and repeatable. If its about silos, blame, and defensiveness, AI will only make dysfunction harder to hide.

The real value in automation lies in creating the space for human skills to flourish. When your team doesnt have to spend hours every week chasing files, logging notes, or updating spreadsheets, they can spend that time thinking, strategizing, and connecting. The best systems, the ones that outlast their creators, are those built around systems that let people do their best work without drowning in the rest. Culture is how you ensure that technology scales whats great about your firm.

For the managing partner, the ultimate goal is freedom. AI is not a shortcut to that freedom, but it is the lever that makes it possible. Youll get to step back because your firm will finally be capable of thriving without your daily intervention. Thats the point where you move from founder to leader, and from the person with all the answers to the person who sets the right questions in motion.

This is the journey the book traces, from the trial lawyer fighting for every inch to the architect of a firm that keeps growing because its systems, culture, and judgment are bigger than any one person. AI is the bridge from what youve built to whats possible next. The future of law is more human, not less, because the machinery is finally smart enough to let us focus on the parts of the work that matter most. The endgame isnt to be everywhere, but to build something that endures, something that works, scales, and improves, even as you step away to lead from the control room instead of the front lines. AI is the tool that gets you there, if you have the courage to use it and the wisdom to know what only you can do.

Let the next generation stand on your shoulders, not your calendar.

THE FIRM BEYOND THE FOUNDER

The biggest misconception about scaling a law firm is that the goal is to make yourself obsolete. In reality, the point is to make yourself irreplaceable as the culture-setter, the mentor, and the architect of systems that will long outlast your name on the door. Thats the legacy work, the kind that builds something for the next generation to inherit, adapt, and improve.

When I initially started letting go, first in small ways, then in bigger ones, I was sure the firm would lose some essential quality, that something would slip through the cracks. But what actually happened was the opposite. As we built systems for intake, communication, tracking, and reporting, the quality of our work stopped being dependent on memory or heroics. My staff took ownership in ways Id never imagined. New attorneys brought in fresh ideas, tested new technologies, and pushed the boundaries further than I could have alone. The firm grew because I built an environment where growth was inevitable.

The greatest gift you can give your team, and your clients, is a firm that is bigger than any single personality. When you create a culture that values curiosity, feedback, and adaptation, every system you implement becomes a platform for new solutions. AI, at its best, is the culmination of that culture; it unlocks the freedom to find new and better ways to serve.

This book isnt a treatise on technology; its a road map for how a trial lawyer can transform into a business builder without sacrificing what made the work meaningful in the first place. Every chapter ahead will walk through the practical lessons, where things broke, what we fixed, how systems and AI changed the game, and why its always about the people who use the tools, not the tools themselves.

So if youre reading this as a managing partner, a founder, or someone whos just tired of carrying the whole business on your back, know that theres a way out that doesnt mean giving up your standards or your sanity. The pivot from courtroom to control room is about picking the fights that matter and building a place where others can step in and win too.

Thats the promise of this journey, and its what the next chapters will deliver. If youre ready to stop working in your firm and start working on it, if you want to build something that lasts, then youre exactly where you need to be.

Lets get to work.

Applied Lessons

Every founder begins as the hero. You win cases by force of will, stay late to fix what others miss, and believe that control equals care. But that control has a ceiling, and its lower than it looks. The real shift begins when you start designing systems that can hold the weight of your standards without your constant presence. These early exercises are small, practical steps that will help get you in the habit of allowing structure to carry what your stamina used to.

THE DAILY HANDOFF

Tomorrow morning, choose one recurring task you normally do yourself like returning routine client calls, reviewing simple discovery responses, or sending case-status and hand it off completely. Write a short set of instructions or record a two-minute Loom video explaining your process. Resist the urge to check or correct. At days end, note what went right and what broke.

THE WHY AM I DOING THIS? AUDIT

For one week, keep a notepad near your computer. Every time you start a task, write a quick note explaining why it is a task you, and only you, can do. If the answer is because Im fastest, because clients expect me to, or because I dont trust others, circle it. At weeks end, review the circles, theyre your dependency map. Pick one circled task to redesign or delegate next week. Momentum begins when you trade speed for sustainability.

THE TEN-MINUTE DEBRIEF

At the end of each day, spend ten minutes writing two short lists:

 What tasks did I repeat today that I shouldnt have had to?

 What could someone else do if I explained it once?

Patterns should emerge quickly. These lists form the first draft of your operations manual, and every page of that manual is an hour you get back later.

THE SILENT SATURDAY TEST

Once this month, pick a Saturday to stay entirely offline from firm communication.

No texts, Slack, or email. If anything truly
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