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The elephant in ever-more-elegant law firm
conference rooms is the demographic reality
that the over-age-55 population is growing
much faster than the Generation X (45 years
and younger) group that will gradually need to
replace them — starting now. That means
clients are aging too. Most firms, even those
with mandatory retirement ages (which range
from age 55 to 70 in our surveys), have not
squarely faced the issues related to planning 
to transition responsibilities and clients to 
the next generation — and to retaining the 
loyalty and goodwill of senior professionals
when they depart.

Never before have there been so many lawyers
eligible to “retire” in some fashion in any 
given year. The transitioning issues are ones of
intergenerational relationships as well as firm
economics. The most neglected aspect is 
behavioral. When these issues are ignored 
or handled badly, a firm will experience poor
morale and high turnover, resulting in 
diminished client loyalty and negative economic
outcomes. When transitioning is done right, the
firm will have goodwill ambassadors, business
continuity, and profits for the long term.

The issues in transition planning are consider-
ably more complex than just transferring

knowledge and technical skill. In fact, that
transferral is the most straightforward of the
requirements to fulfill. More challenging and
equally important are:

• Establishing trust and confidence on the
part of both senior lawyer and client that
the next generation can perform at the
desired level.

• Fostering client relationship (“soft”) skills
in the new generation of firm leaders.

• Bridging the communication gaps between
Baby Boomer and Generation X lawyers.

• Building appreciation and respect for 
divergent attitudes and approaches to 
work among the generations.

• Easing the inherent tension when older
lawyers report to younger lawyers.

This is not a matter of “fixing” the attitudes
and objectives of any generation. There is no
absolute right or wrong. Once there is agree-
ment on goals, there can be several ways to
reach them, and different approaches favored by
each generation can contribute to the desired
result. In order to harness the strengths of age
diversity, we need to understand where each is
coming from and their different emotional
underpinnings.

A number of generational issues account for
the lack of and resistance to transition plan-
ning. The older generations feel less secure in
their positions than they have in the past and
therefore are reluctant to let go of their ticket to
control — their client relationships. The free
agency environment that has taken hold in
most firms also discourages the building of
relationships across the partnership and the
generations. Teamwork is more important than

ever but is not valued equally: Baby Boomers
participate or at least give lip service to team-
work; Generation Y has worked in teams since
elementary school; but Generation X members
are, by preference, typically not team players.

Further, the next generation is anxious to
acquire authority and make changes that fit the
world as they see it. With the Boomers holding
on, Generation Xers may come to feel a bit like
Prince Charles. And given the heavy emphasis
firms place on billable hours over training and
mentoring lawyers to become well-rounded,
mature professionals, Xers may not be adequately
prepared for the multi-faceted roles they will
need to play.

In leading some of our *Next Generation,
Next Destination* workshops for senior
partners, we have witnessed the tension that
gets in the way of the transition planning
process. While it is often expressed initially in
financial terms (i.e., danger of reduced compensa-
tion), a major emotional component generally 
surfaces. Senior lawyers want to continue to 
feel valued for all their experience, maturity, 
judgment, mentoring and training time, and
stature outside the firm. But it often feels 
to them that all they are valued for is their 
current billables.

Transitioning can’t happen overnight. Planning
should start at least five years in advance.
When planning is left until six months before
changes have to be made, senior partners 
frequently start panicking, although they will
try to hide it. We are seeing this at many excellent
firms, even among highly paid partners. Issues
of losing professional identity are huge and
lead to emotional insecurity, which gets in the
way of the smooth and rational transition that
would benefit the firm and its clients.

Transition Planning: 
A LOOMING 
CHALLENGE
BY PHYLLIS WEISS HASEROT
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An institutional process that respects people at
both ends of the transition needs to be put in
place with sensitivity, with both information
and coaching resources offered. For the
Boomers to “let go,” they must see what’s in it
for them and be optimistic about what’s next.
Building trust and confidence, if they are lack-
ing, takes time yet is essential for a successful
transition in which the firm retains both
younger lawyers (who might be tempted to defect)
and clients.

Baby Boomers are leaving a big footprint in the
legal profession as in all other work and life
arenas, and they are different in many ways
from the generations that came before them.
They are healthier, more tuned in to their own
professional and personal development, con-
scious of their image, and used to determining
their own destiny. It is important to understand
all of these factors in order to develop a work-
able approach to transitioning. For example,
the large number of Boomers has translated
into clout, competitiveness, and compensation
policy changes that favor billing workaholism
rather than overall contribution to the strength

and future of the firm. While the Boomers were
responsible for many of the changes that some
in the younger generations lament, ironically
Boomers themselves now need to finesse
adjustments that meet their new realities.

It may be necessary to establish a sort of “safe-
ty net” for risk-averse senior lawyers through
changes in policy and attitude. In most firms
there is more than lip service to the significant
value of training, mentoring, and treating 
people well. However, it is the exception 
rather than the rule that these actions are
rewarded either with financial compensation 
or with recognition that is meaningful to the
recipient. The following changes will benefit 
all generations.

• Offer the possibility of flexible work
arrangements for people at all levels from
third year associate up based on submission
of concrete business plans. The flexibility
that Gen X and Y are so vocal about want-
ing is equally desired by many Boomers
who, after so many years of billing so many
hours, would like the choice of cutting back

somewhat (with a correlating reduction in
compensation). They are rarely given a
choice other than all out 24/7 dedication or
exiting the firm. 

• Ensure recognition and reward for training,
mentoring, feedback, and transition 
planning. This is necessary to obtain
engagement and sustain effective programs.

• Acknowledge and promote the value of 
veteran lawyers beyond current billables
and originations.

The planning process requires individual part-
ners to recognize the benefits to themselves as
well as to their firm and to buy in to the goals
of transitioning. Senior partners need to start
mapping the transitioning and next career
(reinvention) phase well in advance of leaving
or changing roles so they feel in control. Next
generation partners need to encourage smooth
transitions, with respect for elders and recogni-
tion of senior partners’ value. Many will need
to enhance their soft skills in teamwork, client
relationship management, and building rapport
with clients of all ages. Mutual mentoring and
sensitivity to issues that arise when more sen-
ior lawyers report to younger lawyers will help
to smooth transitions among the generations.

Legal career professionals can advocate for and
help implement the steps that firm manage-
ment must take in order to set and enforce
expectations about transitioning responsibili-
ties and clients to younger lawyers. These
actions include —

1. Recognizing the impact to the firm of 
looming losses of older talent and 
beginning planning now.

2. Setting results-based expectations for 
transitioning and providing clarity on 
time frames.

3. Exploring new solutions that tweak or
break the established model.

4. Encouraging or requiring the two genera-
tions to have transition training together,
including coaching and facilitated dialogues
to work out solutions.

Legal career professionals can advocate 
for and help implement the steps that firm
management must take in order to set and
enforce expectations about transitioning
responsibilities and clients to younger lawyers. 
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Book Review —
LESSONS FROM A
HEADHUNTER…
WITH HEART
BY WILLIAM A. CHAMBERLAIN

Lessons From a Headhunter… with Heart 
by Patricia Comeford with Gina Sauer, The
Esquire Group, 2006.

I admit it. I am skeptical of anything that
smacks of late-nineties feel-good new age spir-
ituality — such as daily affirmations. Too often
these are proposed as simplistic answers to
complex problems. They often trivialize the
problems as well as the solutions.  Pat Comeford,
ably assisted by NALP’s own former President,
Gina Sauer, however, has created a book with
heart and spirituality that is honest, helpful,
and true.

Part of the success of the book comes from its
purpose and format. The goal of the authors is
not to create yet another massive tome on “all
you need to know about job searching and job
transition.” Instead, they have created a handy
little guide to help job seekers handle the
stress, the fear, the disappointment, and, finally,
the rewards of a job transition. According to
the introduction, this is “one of those little
books you can take with you wherever you go
or keep on your nightstand.” The chapters are
very short (two to four pages each) and can be
read when one feels lost or overwhelmed by
the job search. Though written by lawyers, it is
intended for anyone in job transition and
focuses on the emotional and spiritual aspects
of the search. Each chapter concludes with a
“Career Comfort,” such as “I deserve the jobs
that I am applying for; I am qualified and
ready to make my own unique contribution.”

The book is not so much about strategies and

resources, though it provides some of those; it
is more about the inner life of the job seeker in
search of a job where one’s interests, skills, and
passions are in line with the “soul of the job,” a
particularly useful concept for that gut-level
feeling we experience when a job is absolutely
“right” for us. I remember at my first NALP
conference the experience of being surrounded
by people who shared my interests, values, and
energy level — how refreshing and, dare I say it,
empowering!

The authors group their lessons in four sections
based on the four phases of the job search:  “(1)
Contemplating a career change, (2)
Overcoming the obstacles and barriers you
place in front of yourself, (3) Laying the
groundwork and planning to start the more
formal part of your job search, and then (4)
Actually doing the things you need to do to con-
duct an effective search.”  Recognizing the inter-
connectedness of the lessons and that their read-
ers may want to focus on certain themes, the
authors include arrows in the text signaling that
the topic is discussed further in a later or earlier
lesson. At the end of each lesson, the authors
include a set of useful questions that the reader
should consider before moving on to the next
lesson. The authors reference the work of a
number of psychologists, career consultants,

Bill Chamberlain is Assistant Dean, Career
Strategy & Advancement, for Northwestern
University School of Law. He is a member of the
NALP Publications Advisory Group, on whose
behalf this review was submitted.

5. Identifying ways senior professionals
can continue to be valuable to the firm
and considering some senior lawyers
for ongoing positions and role changes,
as appropriate.

6. Supporting the career/life “reinvention”
planning of senior professionals with
resources and advice.

7. Ensuring retention of goodwill of the
senior partners transitioning in order
to assist recruitment, training, and
referrals.

As an expert in career matters in your
organization, you can help put the pieces of
the puzzle together and help assure that
your firm institutes a transition planning
program that will answer the important
questions, create reasonable expectations
and foster positive, long-lasting impres-
sions and relationships between the firm,
personnel at all levels, and external stake-
holders. �
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