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A tectonic generational shift within the leadership of law firms is underway. With the Baby Boomer 

generation on the cusp of retirement, firms are faced with a wave of Gen X and millennial lawyers 

entering the ranks of partner and law firm management. As elsewhere in business—and in life—

transitions can be rocky. However, law firm succession does not have to be if you have the right plan in 

place to face the inevitable. 

Last year, the American Bar Association (ABA) released a report titled “The Path to Lawyer Well-Being: 

Practical Recommendations for Positive Change,” which estimated that 65% of equity law partners will 

retire over the next decade. The ABA report also notes “few lawyers and legal organizations have 

sufficiently prepared to manage transitions away from the practice of law before a crisis occurs.” 

The transition between retiring partners and the next generation of firm leaders will be a critical period 

that defines many firms. A properly planned succession can lay the foundation for years of stability 

within a firm. In the absence of such a plan, the firm risks opening itself up to losing key clients to 
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Eyes on the Next Generation—Creating 
a Succession Plan That Fits Your Firm 
During the life cycle of a law firm, there will be a time when it will be faced 

with the issue of succession planning.  
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competitors, particularly in the event of the unforeseen death or incapacitation of a partner. Work ’til 

you drop is not an alternative to a well-planned transition. 

Talent On The Move 

Where are established partners moving? What firms are increasing partner headcount and in which 

markets & practices? Track Partner moves by firm, region, and practice area with your Legal Compass 

subscription. Log in or get your free trial today. 

Get More Information 

In recent years, state bar associations have increasingly been bringing the problem of succession 

planning to the forefront. For example, the New York State Bar Association (NYSBA) has put together 

a Planning Ahead Guide that outlines the steps a lawyer should take to protect his clients in the event of 

a sudden inability to continue in practice. While there are no specific requirements in the New York 

Rules of Professional Conduct regarding succession planning, the NYSBA lays out guidance in the form of 

general principles and checklists that can assist a firm with the tricky and often sensitive issues that 

frequently arise in the case of accident, illness, disability or untimely death. 

In the event that an accident befalls an equity partner, NYSBA suggests drawing up an “Advance Exit 

Plan” that would include instructions as to: 

 Disposition of closed files;

 Disposition of office furnishings and equipment;

 Authorization to draw checks on office and trust accounts;

 Payment of current liabilities of the office;

 Billing fees on open files;

 Collecting accounts receivable;

 Access to important information (e.g., passwords to your computer); and

 Insurance matters.

https://legalcompass.intelligence.alm.com/#/employmentdetails/lawyers
https://legalcompass.intelligence.alm.com/#/employmentdetails/lawyers
http://www.nysba.org/PlanningAheadGuide2016/
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In addition, a well-executed succession plan helps to ensure continuity by identifying the firm’s core 

leadership, thereby facilitating the retention of key clients and ensuring the continuity of client 

relationships. In order to have a proper succession and provide the firm with a  platform to continue 

into the future, an effective succession plan should include the following elements: 

 Understanding human capital. An understanding of the firm’s talent pool, the ages of firm

partners, and the resources required by firm management and each practice area is

fundamental to a successful succession plan.

 The firm should make its succession plan known. This will provide transparency and buy in, as

well as help in retaining key partners and recruiting talent. Consider implementing a formal

retirement notice period.

 An open dialogue. A key feature of a successful transition is a respectful dialogue with senior

partners. Transitions can be different for each partner. Many senior partners have valuable

technical skills or relationships that can be important to the success of the firm. An effective

plan will provide the continuity needed to provide a tactful exit.

 A graceful transfer. Client transitions need to be planned to ensure a gradual and deliberate

transfer of client relationships. It is important that the client works with the successor while the

retiring partner is still at the firm.

 Identify new leaders and train them. A succession plan cannot be successful without the firm’s

next generation having the necessary leadership and technical skill sets. Inviting new leaders

onto the management/executive committee is an effective way to provide them with the

needed leadership responsibility without overwhelming them.

 Cultivate new leaders. Mentoring younger partners, and high potential associates, and

providing them with measurable performance objectives, is a cost-effective way to build the

ranks of the next-generation leadership team. Mentoring and sponsorship programs should go

hand in hand with an effort to promote diversity and inclusion.

 Value nonbillable time. Firms need to value nonbillable time and adjust their firm

compensation systems to recognize time spent on transitioning client relationships, referral

sources and management responsibility.

 Keep current. Retention of employees is a major component of a good transition plan—firms

may need to change some long standing policies and adapt to a multigenerational workforce.

Firms should examine policies such as flexible working arrangements and employee feedback.

 Stay positive! Above all, do not get discouraged. It is important to realize that succession plans

will require continuous updating and re-engineering as the firm grows and the business evolves.

There are many possibilities to consider when developing a succession plan. When designing a plan, it is 

important to consider each generational level and the needs they have today, as well as in the future. 

Successful plans are also not created in a vacuum—they require collaboration within the firm and with 

the firm’s other trusted advisers. Finally, law firms that have successfully implemented a plan have 

communicated the decisions made to their entire firms. Properly communicating plans for the future of 

the firm will assist in a number of ways, including retaining staff and ensuring a seamless transition. 
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