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The notion that your lawyer may be getting older is hardly a surprising one. But the idea of his or her 
firm aging? Many lawyers are still practicing well beyond the traditional retirement age of 
somewhere around 65, and in fact, about 40 percent of lawyers practicing today have already 
reached what used to be the retirement age.
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As those lawyers retire from their firms, succession issues will come into play affecting such things as 
the firm’s branding, reputation, and rainmaking techniques. Old and venerable firms seem to always 
be able to remain, well, old and venerable. But for the small- to mid-sized firm, keeping the firm alive 
after senior partners retire poses some very different challenges.

Revenue Reality Check
According to a 2017 study by the 
legal consulting company Altman 
Weil, Inc., over 60 percent of law 
firms rely on lawyers over 60 years 
old to bring in twenty-five percent 
of the firm’s revenue. Put another 
way, as those senior citizen lawyers 
retire, a quarter of the firm’s 
rainmaking ability could retire with 
them. That prospect alone should 
spur law firms to take a serious 
look at how their firm is going to 
weather financial longevity as 
senior lawyers leave. Like the client 
who delays taking estate planning 
measures, many firms 
procrastinate when it comes to 
their own succession planning.

Maintaining Client 
Relationships
Accompanying the issue of ‘who 
will bring in the revenue’ is the 
parallel concern of ‘who will 
maintain what are likely 
decades-old client relationships?’ 
The practice of law is built upon, 
perhaps more than anything, the 
interpersonal relationship between 
lawyer and client. It is not 
uncommon for a lawyer’s social 
circles to have been the seedbed 
from which clients were brought 
into the firm, and for the lawyer 
who has been practicing for many 
years, the lawyer-client relationship 
has either been rooted in or 
evolved into a close friendship. For 

the new, younger partner to move 
into that sphere has its obvious 
‘outsider’ challenges. It is for that 
reason that as senior lawyers look 
to retirement, they should not only 
be grooming lawyers who can take 
over the professional leadership of 
the firm but also prepare both the 
upcoming lawyers—and the 
established clients—for a strategic 
transfer of the attorney-client 
relationship itself.

Why the Reluctance?
There are various reasons why 
retirement-age lawyers might not 
be eager to initiate succession 
plans, among them being the 
denial factor that they are ‘never 
going to retire’ but rather will ‘die 
at their desks’. For others, there is 
the ego factor of ‘there is simply no 
one who is going to be able to do 
the job as well.’ However, it is not 
just retirement-age lawyers who 
oftentimes back away from facing 
the inevitable, but also younger 
lawyers who, out of fear of seeming 
to be overly ambitious or as 
upstarts, avoid bringing up the 
elephant in the room issue of 
succession, perhaps fearing that 
broaching such a subject might 
hurt their careers. 

Timing of the Plan
While there are numerous 
examples of lawyers leaving their 
firms—and likely taking whole 
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practice groups with them—to 
form new firms, examples of 
smaller firms continuing to survive 
once their founders retire or die 
and even flourishing going forward 
are harder to find. So just how does 
the small- to mid-sized firm 
prepare for the firm’s succession?
 
Developing plans for leadership 
renewal within the firm as well as 
client stability from without are 
crucial to protect the firm’s future 
interests and the legal careers of 
those dedicated lawyers—not yet 
of retirement age—who helped to 
build the firm. Experts advise 
starting early, while the founding 
partners are still active enough to 
oversee the transition of their life’s 
work, rather than waiting until the 
issue becomes one of panic, 
fraught with succession 
uncertainties. Fears and/or rumors 
of instability— or even pending 
closure— of a law firm are certain 
to impact the loyalties of lawyers 
within the firm and also resonate 
with clients who rely on firm 
solidity and a permanent, reliable 
address for their legal matters. 

Transition Management
When properly executed, a 
succession plan will maintain the 
branding of the law firm in the 
eyes of the client public (subject to 
rules of professional conduct that 
may restrict the use of the name of 
a lawyer who is no longer 
associated with a firm) thereby 
avoid any market perception of 
sudden change or confusion as to 
who runs the firm. If a name 
change is necessary, then the 
name(s) of continuing founders 
should be coupled with the names 
of newer, shining star partners as a 

signal to clients that the same
firm is continuing, just with the 
addition of new talent on the 
letterhead. By doing so, a
reputation honed over a lifetime
can be kept intact.

Transparent communications
are essential both within
the firm as well as to clients.
Long before a founder retires,
his or her pick for the successor
who will serve the firm’s trophy 
clients should be introduced, 
included in all client meetings,
and handed client-contact 
assignments so as to raise the 
assurance level of the client
and the working comfort
level of both client and
successor attorney. Such 
foreplanning and communication 
will also bolster the younger 
attorney’s confidence that
he or she is a key player in the 
continuation of the firm in the 
long run.

Introducing…
It is not just at the time of 
onboarding that new
talent needs to be well
publicized, but also as that
talent moves up through
the ranks and makes partner
or senior partner. The roster
of rising stars must be
identified and bolstered in
the eyes of clients long before
their file is handed over at the
end of the retiring lawyer’s
tenure. The stable of 
next-generation leaders who
will be leading the firm
should have both name and 
reputation recognition at least
a couple of years in advance
of the founding lawyers leaving

Deal With It:
The topic of firm 
succession should be 
frankly discussed by 
both the founding 
lawyers and the next 
generation of firm 
leadership in an open 
and frank discussion.

Transparent 
Communications:
Communications 
surrounding the future 
of the firm should be 
communicated not only 
among founders but 
also to those individuals 
who will be playing a 
key role as the founders 
retire.

Passing the Baton:
Of utmost importance is 
that clients feel a 
comfort level in working 
with the next 
generation of firm 
leadership in order to 
void having any trophy 
clients jump ship due to 
uncertainties over how 
their legal affairs will be 
handled upon their 
lawyer’s retirement.

PR and Publicity:
All changes in the firm 
should be presented as 
dynamic and positive, 
from the onboarding of 
new talent to the 
promotion to partner 
and the transactions 
and lawsuits 
successfully handled by 
those rising stars.
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the firm. In fact, the services of a 
consulting and PR firm should be 
considered as part of the 
long-term campaign of 
familiarizing the public with the 
seamless integration of the 
younger generation into the firm’s 
leadership and, by extension, 
confidence in the continuation and 
longevity of the firm. 

Succession planning does not have 
to be viewed as the death knell of 
what came before it, but rather, 
just the opposite: as an opportunity 
to burnish the legacy of the 
founders while putting the firm on 
solid footing heading into the 
future. 

“SUCCESSION IS A 
CONSTANT TOPIC 
OF DISCUSSION. 
WE’VE WITNESSED 
ENOUGH LAW FIRM 
TRANSITIONS— 
SOME SEAMLESS 
AND SOME 
DISASTROUS—
TO REALIZE THE 
IMPORTANCE OF 
PROPER PLANNING 
AND EXECUTION.” 
—PAUL GELLER, NAME PARTNER
OF ROBBINS GELLER RUDMAN &     

 DOWD
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Further
Reading

Interview Scheduling
and Coordination

Facilitating Offer
Presentation &

Negotiations

Completion
of Hire

Sourcing Top Talent
in the Market

Reference and
Background Checks

High-quality Submissions
for Consideration.

Comprehensive
Candidate Vetting

Placement
Consultations

1. https://cl.cobar.org/departments/staying-ahead-of-the-succession-planning-curve/

2. https://www.americanbar.org/groups/professional_responsibility/resources/
lawyersintransition/successionplanning/

3. https://www.haysellc.com/resources/20-five-reasons-for-law-firms-to-succeed-at-succession
-planning

4. https://mcca.com/mcca-article/5-keys-to-effective-succession-planning/

5. https://www.law.com/dailyreportonline/2022/08/02/law-firms-are-struggling-to-implement-
    succession-plans-as-they-look-to-fill-gap-between-generations/

6. https://news.bloomberglaw.com/us-law-week/in-law-firm-succession-planning-messaging-
    matters
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Will has leveraged his legal experience interpreting 
regulations and appearing before federal (DOJ, SEC, 
FTC) and state agencies (NYAG) to oversee research 
and other areas at Bear Stearns. In this capacity, he 
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About GreenPoint Excecutive 
Search and Recruting

� Founded in 2001, GreenPoint Global offers a blend of 
proprietary technology and US-trained lawyers to 
provide advanced legal solutions to our clients. As 
part of GreenPoint Global, the GPESR team draws 
upon a deep knowledge base across multiple 
disciplines including Legal, Publishing, IT, Finance, 
and numerous other industries.

� By virtue of our unique methods and a proven 
history of providing top-tier legal services to our 
clients, the GPESR team is capable of supporting a 
diverse client base both in the US and globally. From 
solo practitioners to AmLaw 100 firms, legal 
publishers, Fortune 1000 companies, and in-house 
law departments, our team offers legal staffing 
solutions to suit any business needs. GPESR 
provides skilled attorneys in either permanent 
placements or temporary contracts through a 
selective recruiting process. Adherence to quality, 
value, and flexibility are hallmarks of our offerings.

�  Ensuring privacy and security of client data is a 
critical component of our business. GreenPoint has 
instituted rigorous physical, administrative, and 
technical safeguards to protect the integrity, 
security, and privacy of client data, all of which 
comply with the most stringent US and global 
standards and regulations.

International Corporate Center, 555 Theodore Fremd Avenue, Suite A102, Rye, NY 10580

About GreenPoint 
Law & Compliance

� GreenPoint Global was founded in 2001 and since 
that time has faithfully served an expanding roster 
of clients. GreenPoint leverages a unique 
combination of US-trained attorneys and 
proprietary technology to deliver a unique offering 
of skill and flexibility to meet client needs. 

� Our core team of experienced US attorneys is 
based in Israel and works US hours. The breadth of 
experience of our attorneys ensures high-quality, 
cost-effective results across a wide range of legal, 
compliance, and regulatory matters.

� GreenPoint’s methodology and proven track record 
of achieving client objectives has resulted in a 
broad base of clients in the United States, ranging 
from Fortune 500 insurance companies to solo 
practitioners, law firms, in-house law departments, 
and legal publishers. GreenPoint attorneys are 
selectively recruited and deployed based on 
possessing demonstrable subject matter expertise 
covering a broad spectrum of substantive US laws 
and regulations. The work product of our attorneys 
is thoroughly vetted internally before delivery to 
client. Adherence to quality, value and flexibility is 
at the core of our foundation.
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