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In this Law360 Expert Analysis series, legal professionals who have founded industry-related

nonprofits discuss how to overcome the biggest challenges to getting started, and how to balance
the launch and management of an organization along with the demands of their primary work. If

you have a nonprofit experience you would like to write about,

email expertanalysis@law360.com.

LawWithoutWalls, or LWOW, is a nonprofit, experiential learning
program that teaches innovation and design-thinking principles intended
to transform the legal profession.

It brings together diverse professionals — law and business school
students, lawyers, and business leaders — from across the globe to work

collaboratively on real-world challenges at the intersection of law,

business and technology. Michele DeStefano

The topics of the challenges vary. They range from using artificial intelligence to change the way
law firms bill and helping corporate in-house teams internally leverage repetitive legal advice
received from law firms, to incentivizing law firm partners to use tech to uncover new ways to

train (and retain) associates and modernizing real property recording.
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Although it has had many formats over its 14-year history, it has followed a few key themes.

First, LWOW is fast-paced, and it's focused on connections, creation and community building.

Second, LWOW is cross-cultural and multigenerational learning: Participants are put on teams
sponsored by law firms or corporate legal departments and intentionally exposed to diverse
perspectives, including people from different backgrounds and levels of experience. The goal is
to broaden cultural understanding and collaborative ability.

And third, LWOW is designed to drive change in legal practice.

LWOW started in 2011 as a part-virtual four-month program with two in-person events. Today, it
is a seven-week virtual program for law and business school students, and then a three-day
"sprint" for senior lawyers, business professionals and the students to hone their collaboration and
leadership skills. They work together to solve the problem the sponsor of the team has

selected using the design-thinking method I created.

The Biggest Challenge

I think one of the biggest challenges in getting started was learning how to ask the ask. When you
are starting a nonprofit, especially one that is unlike any that currently exists, you can't just ask
people to join you and rely only on your own passion.

You have to inspire people and give them a reason to believe in both you and your concept. This
isn't easy to do if you are developing a new experiential learning program — in particular, a
program that has never been done before, using tools no one has heard of.

Further, introducing your nonprofit in a marketplace that is resistant to change (like the legal
marketplace) to professionals who don't have any incentive to change or do things differently
adds to the challenge.

It's hard to tell people whose business model is not broken that they need to change their skill sets
and mindsets when they believe that what they've been doing is working — and they don't
believe, in the words of Marshall Goldsmith, that "what got you here won't get you there."[1]

And that's what [ was (and still am) trying to do with LWOW: I'm trying to change the way legal
professionals see and think about their world, and I am especially trying to change the way they
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behave.

I spent almost eight years in marketing and advertising before I went to law school. And although
I had focused my professional life on creating strategies to sell more cereal and jeans, I believed

that law and marketing were very similar.

In each, your job is to understand your consumer's likes and dislikes and why they make the
choices they make, and then provide products or services to them that delight them or to convince
them to do something different. That's very similar to what lawyers do, but law school doesn't
equip lawyers with the mindsets and skill sets to do this as effectively as they could.

When I started as a junior professor at the University of Miami School of Law, I had a dream that
law school could be different, that it could teach lawyers how to be more collaborative and

innovative, more empathetic and self-aware, more flexible and growth-minded.

I had a dream that we could break down the barriers in law between education and practice,
between law schools of different rank or culture, and between law and business. And I wanted to
share that dream with others and to make it a reality. But it was so challenging given that senior
lawyers lacked incentive to change, and law professors lacked incentive do more than simply
teach (at least without being paid more).

So I did four things to overcome the challenge.

First, I worked on my pitch so that anyone I talked to about LWOW would be moved by
the mission, and would be able to see the gap that I was attempting to fill in the legal and

executive education space.

Second, I started with people I knew who believed in me already — eager beavers — people 1
knew would want to say yes to me; and I ignored the Debbie Downers.

Third, in keeping with its "without walls" name, I made it a collaborative, shared venture. I
achieved this by doing two things: I included the participants in the planning and shaping so that
they didn't just feel like they were a part of something new and growing — they were a necessary
part; and I positioned the power of LWOW to be its members, the community.

I repeatedly told the story of "Stone Soup," i.e., that the power of LWOW was who was in it, and
that, just like in the story, if everyone put in the pot whatever they got, it would be a success.[2]
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Lastly, I set up LWOW so that no team and no one individual could experience incompetent
failure. Even if a team does not end up with a fully baked minimum viable solution at the end of
the LWOW experience, this is not incompetent failure.

It is what Harvard Business School professor Gary Pisano calls "productive failures," because it
is the kind of failure from which you can learn and move forward — whether the learnings can be
applied to a future prototype or a future you in which you collaborate better.[3] This is why we
call all teams' solutions "projects of worth."

Finding Balance

Balancing the management of a nonprofit along with the demands of your primary work is tough,
because you can't. Within the first three months of launching LWOW, I realized that balance
really wasn't a feasible goal.

Starting a nonprofit, is like having a baby. It takes a ton of work, nurturing and even love —
sometimes tough love. So fairly early on, since I couldn't avoid bringing my work home, I
decided to also bring my home to work.

What do I mean by that? Instead of work-life balance, I avidly sought work-life integration. I
found ways to get the joy that home brings me when I'm working on LWOW. I included my kids
and some of my best friends on my journey. The current director of LWOW and I have been close
friends since I was 22 years old. We met when I was in my first job after college at an advertising
agency.

One of the main presenters who gets on stage with me during LWOW's three-day sprints is our
other dear friend. Two of my sons participate as project managers on the teams at the sprint. My
daughter and the director's daughter do some of the photography and videography, and my
friends' kids serve as student helpers. Plus, over time, I became close friends with the law firm

partners and general counsel who participated, and their clients.
Just as working moms need a village to help raise their families, it takes a family to raise a
nonprofit when you have another full-time job, like I do as a professor. So basically, I try really

hard to be my authentic self in both places.

It means trusting and opening up to people. And for me, it means participating in LWOW

activities in a way that I never would with colleagues in my roles as a professor.
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Lastly, it was, over time, realizing, that my nonprofit really wasn't my job, it was my calling. It is
part of who I am, as is every single person who has joined our community over the years.

Michele DeStefano is a professor and the Larry Hoffman Greenberg Traurig business of law
chair at the University of Miami School of Law, and founder of LawWithoutWalls.

[1] Marshall Goldsmith, What Got You Here Won't Get You There (Generic 2013) (2007).

[2] Heather Forest, Stone Soup 20 (1998).

[3] Gary P. Pisano, The Hard Truth About Innovative Cultures: Creativity Can Be Messy. It
Needs Discipline and Management, Harv. Bus. Rev., Jan-Feb 2019, at 6-11.
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