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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This leaflet has been produced by Support Services at Law Society of Ireland to 

provide solicitors who are principals and Partners of small practices with outline 

information organising matters in order to be able to retire. It does not deal 

authoritatively with legal and regulatory matters and it should not be relied upon in 

this regard.  

 

For authoritative guidance, please consult with Law Society of Ireland Committee and 

Regulation Department publications and with the book ‘A Guide to Good Professional 

Conduct for Solicitors’. 

 

 

1.1 Preparing for Retirement 
 

Many solicitors in practice are not very comfortable with the whole concept of 

retirement. They enjoy their work and feel responsible to clients, staff and colleagues. 

Probably associated with all this is an unfortunate reluctance to adequately plan for 

retirement. 

 

This reluctance is unfortunate because retirement is a time when major parts of your 

life and identity are significantly impacted on. Understanding what you are heading 

into, preparing, and taking control are all smart strategies to adopt. 

 

Retirement can be a time of great upheaval - not just financially - but emotionally, 

psychologically and physically. Planning for retirement allows you to consider all 

aspects of your life and to gain an understanding of what retirement will be like for 

you.  

 

A good first step is to consider how your life is likely to change leading up to and 

following retirement. Clarity about what you are facing can assist you to prepare and 

make any personal adjustments that are necessary. 
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Set Objectives 
In retirement, just like in other life stages (such as young adulthood and middle age), 

it is wise to have a clear idea about the direction you want to take. A huge range of 

options will be open to you.  

 

Think through the options that most interest you and about how these might be most 

successfully combined. Look at the different ways that you can retire and lifestyles 

open to you from that point on.  

 

This kind of forward-thinking helps you to consider what will suit your circumstances 

and suit the kind of person that you are. 

 

 

Be Disciplined 
Retirement often spans a longer period than the time a person spends working. 

However, a major difference is that time during retirement is much more your own. 

To make the most of time in retirement, it helps to set clear milestones and personal 

goals in advance.  

 

Discipline like this provides structure and helps to provide focus. It also plays a vital 

role in affirming personal development and self-worth. 

 

Build Reassurance 
 

It is not unusual for Solicitors to feel uncertain about their retirement. Taking the time 

to plan helps to anticipate opportunities that await and to get organised for these. Do 

this and retirement can end up to be a time of great fun and adventure.  

 

Undertaking a training course can provide insights and ideas. In group training, you 

meet other people who are faced with similar concerns. Discussing matters together 

can impact positively on any fear and apprehension that you’re experiencing. 

 

Research has shown that those who plan properly for retirement tend to live longer 

and do better in retirement than those who do not. Quite simply, a well planned 

retirement is very likely to be more enjoyable and more secure than one that is not 

adequately planned. 
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2.  RETIREMENT PLANNING 
 

Like the adage advises, ‘The time to repair the roof is when the sun is shining.’ 

Similarly, when it comes to retirement, you should start the planning while you are 

still engaged in active practice. It is probably impossible to start too soon. 

 

 

2.1 Timing Is Important 
 

The first consideration is “when” to retire. The answer is never simple. Think about 

your answers to the following questions: 

 Do you still look forward to going to work or have you had enough? 

 Have your law firm colleagues suggested you slow down or stop practicing? 

 Does your law practice interfere with hobbies, volunteer work, travel, family, or 

other activities on which you would rather spend your time? 

 How is your physical health? 

 Do you still have the mental edge your clients need and deserve? 

 How healthy is your spouse or partner, or other significant relatives? Is there 

someone you will need to care for? 

 Can you afford to retire? 

 

There’s no magic formula; the decision about when to retire is always a 

“guesstimate”. Factors will be ranked differently by each individual. In addition, many 

of the best predictions could be upset with little advance notice. But it is important to 

at least think about your answers to these questions—and do your best to determine 

a time that feels right. 

 

 

2.2 Take a Time Out 
 

Once you have an idea when you want or need to retire, it is time to think about what 

you want to do when you retire. Here are several useful questions to ask yourself: 

 What excites you the most about retiring? What worries you the most? 

 What will you miss most about your law practice? 
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 Think about family, friends, and colleagues who have retired. What have you 

admired about their approach to retirement? What would you do differently? 

Why? 

 Are there any as-yet-unaddressed reasons that you can accomplish during your 

retirement? 

 As a lawyer or community member, which accomplishments have been 

particularly satisfying and rewarding to you? Can you build on this in retirement? 

 What would attendees at your 90th birthday party say about you, based on your 

current accomplishments? What can you do between now and then to improve 

that script? 

 What do you most enjoy doing in your spare time? 

 What do you most enjoy about your vacations? 

 What is your ideal way to spend the day on a weekend? 

  

 

The work of practicing law provides most of us with more than just income; it also 

provides a sense of purpose and identity. It provides mental stimulation. It provides a 

vast array of professional relationships inside and outside of the office. Finally, at its 

most basic, work provides a place to go every day and gives structure to your day 

once you get there. 

 

While some lawyers cannot wait to be free from the daily commute, environment, 

schedule, and tasks, others feel lost without a routine. When planning the “what” of 

your retirement, find activities to replace the structure and activities that were 

important to you in law practice—above and beyond the money that you earned. 

 

 

2.2 What Are Your Options? 
 

Whether a lawyer works in a firm or as a solo, he or she does not close up shop one 

day and ride off into the retirement sunset the next. Many lawyers gradually wind 

down their practices—over months or years—and transition to part-time before 

retiring completely. Historically, law firms use the “of counsel” designation for lawyers 

nearing retirement. 
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Depending upon the needs of the individual lawyer and law firm, a lawyer’s 

productivity can vary significantly as he or she approaches retirement. For some, “of 

counsel” status is little more than a destination for socializing and regular lunches 

with colleagues. Others continue to bill some hours, mentor younger lawyers, 

represent the firm in the community, and continue to make a significant contribution 

to the firm and its bottom line. 

 

Even solos usually wind down and work part-time before retiring completely. Some 

stop accepting new cases and work until all of their active cases are completed. 

Others transfer active files or sell their practice to former competitors. Either option 

takes some planning. 

 

Whether a lawyer goes cold turkey or slowly phases into retirement, there will be 

many more hours of available time in each day. After working hard for 30 or 40 years, 

rest and relaxation is usually the first goal—sleeping in, renting and watching the 

movies you’ve always wanted to see, and reading the daily issues of The New York 

Times and The Wall Street Journal front to back. 

 

Trouble begins when retirees start expanding two or three hours of relaxation into 

regular full days of nothing but relaxation. That soon results in boredom and a loss of 

professional identity. 

 

Many retired lawyers remain happily connected to the legal profession in a number of 

ways—part-time (and sometimes for pay)—in areas like these: 

 Expert witness work 

 Alternative dispute resolution (ADR)—mediation and arbitration 

 Politics (running for office or working on a campaign) 

 Teaching as adjunct faculty at a law school or college 

 Teaching continuing legal education programs 

 Pro bono work 

 Writing articles for print or electronic media, or blogging. 

 

Lawyers can also look outside the legal profession for fulfilling activities. There are 

paid opportunities in corporate America and the entrepreneurial sphere.  Based on 

your interests, you can also consider an active involvement (most likely unpaid) in 

organizations in the following areas—any one of which would be thrilled to have you 

as a volunteer: 
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3.  SUCCESSION OPTIONS 
 

 

3.1 Hire Your Successor  
 

One retirement exit strategy often considered by sole practitioners and small law firm 

owners is that of recruiting a successor. The idea behind this strategy is to find a 

young, inexperienced lawyer who is then groomed to take over the practice. During 

the initial stage of the transition (usually one or two years), the seller and buyer get to 

know one another. If the fit seems good, the parties then negotiate a “buy out” going 

forward (usually another one to three years). 

 

On paper, everyone seems to win. The senior lawyer obtains some value for the 

practice. The younger lawyer obtains an established practice in far less time than it 

might take to build one. In addition, the successor receives a few years of valuable 

training/mentoring. However, if sellers and buyers dig a bit deeper into the details, a 

variety of fundamental flaws with the “recruit your successor” strategy become 

apparent. In fact, this strategy is so full of holes that I believe older solos should 

rarely consider it. 

 

Can You Find A Successor? 
Problem number one involves finding the one special person to whom you feel 

comfortable handing down your legacy. This is easier said than done. 

 

In practicing employment law more than 30 years, I have seen many workplace 

problems that were the direct result of a poor hiring decision. No matter how careful 

the screening, employers can only glean only so much from a resume, interview and 

references. In addition, as an attorney coach, I’ve heard many stories of even well-

screened new hires not working out quite as planned. 

 

The bottom line is that it is difficult to find a worthy successor. There may be plenty of 

qualified candidates in this terrible job market, but personalities and other intangibles 

still need to mesh. If I were to lay odds on the likelihood of a senior lawyer still being 

pleased with a hire at the end of the first year of working together, it would be no 

better than 50/50. 
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Where’s Does the Additional Money Come? 
Another problem is income to pay a potential successor during the “develop your 

successor” process. The successor probably has a very client bank. Thus, adding the 

new lawyer adds no significant revenue to your practice. At the same time, you now 

have two lawyers working on the same pool of files in early days. 

 

The successor needs to be paid a living wage. Where does that wage come from? It 

comes from the take-home pay of you. In the short term, the senior lawyer takes a 

financial hit because net income is now being shared with the successor. 

 

Do You Have the Patience? 
Problem number three involves training the new lawyer. Training or mentoring takes 

time, patience and a skill-set completely different from the practice of law. Most solos 

become successful because they know themselves and purposefully stay small. 

Many solos have intentionally rejected the idea of hiring associates because they 

don’t want to train and manage others. The process is not going to be any easier in a 

“recruit your successor” environment. 

 

Will Your Clients Like the Successor? 
Problem number four involves transfer of client relationships. From the successor’s 

perspective, doing a “recruit your successor” deal only makes sense if the retiring 

lawyer’s client base is willing to carry over to the successor. Transferring 

relationships is fraught with potential issues. 

 

Presumably, most of the retiring lawyer’s relationships are with individuals who are 

older than the successor. Will they feel comfortable with a younger lawyer? Will they 

be willing to work with a less-experienced and perhaps less-skilled lawyer, or will 

they take their business elsewhere? 

 

 

Can You Trust the Successor? 
Problem number five involves whether or not you can trust your potential successor. 

Could the successor leave your practice, taking some of your clients? Ethics rules 

prohibit you from imposing restraints on the successor. Are you willing to trust 

someone you barely know with your livelihood?  
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3.2 Go for Experience 

 

An alternative approach is to find an experienced fellow solo practitioner with some 

capacity to grow, or another law firm with an experienced practitioner or practice 

group that would like to expand. Also, it helps to plan a shorter transition period. This 

solves a number of problems: 

 You are taking less of a gamble when the field of candidates includes 

experienced practitioners; 

 The “successor” is already earning a salary, paid by someone else. No need to 

subsidize the successor lawyer or law firm; 

 With experienced practitioners, no significant training or mentoring needed; 

 With experienced practitioners, relationships should transfer more easily; 

 There’s no book of business to steal, since under this structure the senior lawyer 

is out of the picture sooner rather than later. 

 

 

3.3 Sell Your Practice 
 

Another exit strategy involves selling your practice and turning it into cash to either 

enjoy during retirement or pass along to your heirs.  

 

The Difficulty With Law Firm Valuation 
It almost sounds like a cliché, but your practice is worth what someone else will pay 

for it. If you need a more precise answer, consider this: the literature, written primarily 

by bean- counters, describes a wide range of valuation methods. Many valuation 

methods are difficult to comprehend unless you have a strong finance background. 

Even then, in my opinion, the formulas typically have little or no bearing on what is 

actually paid for a law practice. 

 

Why do the usual valuation methods rarely work for law firms? Primarily because of 

unpredictability. Other professional service businesses that are frequently bought and 

sold, like accounting practices and medical or dental practices, have fairly predictable 

books of business. The transferability of an attorney’s book of business is much 

harder to predict. In large part, this is because many services that lawyers perform 
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are one-time or at best sporadic. In addition, certain client relationships may be not 

be as easy to transfer as the seller and buyer hope. 

 

In theory, comparables can help determine a fair price. In practice, not so much. The 

marketplace for selling law firms is very immature. There are few comparable sales. 

Furthermore, there is no standardized way to find out what other law practices sold 

for. It is not like finding comparables for the house that sold down the street. 

 

You may know of a law firm in your area that has sold recently, and might be 

thinking, “Those parties must have determined a value somehow.” Indeed they must 

have, but it is unlikely that this number was based on any strict accounting valuation 

method. Most deals of this sort are insider deals. In other words, the parties knew 

each other and have worked 

  

together for years, many times in the same law firm. The actual method in such 

cases is “what seems fair.” For arms’ length transactions, the determination of “fair” 

creates a much bigger problem. 

 

There is one circumstance in which legal practices are regularly assigned a value: 

when the lawyer is going through a divorce. However, valuations in a divorce context 

assume that the divorcing attorney intends to continue practicing law and maintaining 

relationships full-time. They are meaningless in a marketplace setting when the 

attorney wants to sell his or her practice. 

 

In a divorce situation, there is relative certainty about the amount of business going 

forward. Few factors are changing. If a lawyer going through a divorce has netted 

€250,000 annually for the past three years, it is very reasonable to assume that those 

numbers will not change significantly in the near future. Moreover, the parties in a 

divorce must strike a deal or a judge will do it for them. 

 

In contrast, when a law practice is transitioned to someone else, many factors are 

changing. You can’t make the same assumption about revenues going forward. Also, 

there is no court mandate in a buy/sell situation. Neither party is required to do a 

deal. Either party can walk. 
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