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The Key to Leadership Succession with a Revered Managing
Partner – Certainty
By Michael D. Short on June 20, 2018

Talk of transitions and succession planning is something we are all familiar with right now.  The demographics within
many law firms make these areas of focus critical for future success.  While most of these conversations and plans have
been focused on getting a more senior Partner to let go of a long-standing client relationship to keep it within the firm,
similar challenges are occurring with respect to the transition of law firm leadership from the seniors – some of whom
have held their positions for over a decade – to the next leader(s).

Each leadership transition is a unique event.  However, over the past several months I have worked with three partnerships
with the same general challenge – getting a beloved, revered, and trusted leader to “let go” and help prepare the firm for
the next version of its leadership structure.  In each firm, I heard the Partners universally say the same things –

“Whatever <Managing Partner’s name> wants is fine with me.”

“<Name> doesn’t need to worry about a thing.”

“I know that <name> will be fair to us.”

“Why are we even having this conversation?”

While the revered Managing Partner hears all of this and doesn’t doubt the sincerity of the Partners, one unwavering
hindrance exists within this conversation – the Managing Partner is a lawyer.  As such, this person is trained to foresee
what can go wrong in all transactions including this one.  This is why, in private meetings with these Managing Partners, I
hear them say the same things –

“What if some of the Partners who I’ve had to counsel get on the Management Committee?”

“What if we merge after I’m out of leadership and the firm is run by people who don’t even know me?”

“What if the economics of the firm turn downward and the Partners then look at my compensation differently?”

“Will those who are voted into the partnership after my transition starts care at all?”

In each of the three firms, frustration built because the Managing Partner didn’t want to sound doubtful with respect to the
sincerity and good intentions of the appreciative Partners. Additionally, the Partners didn’t see the need to put structure
around this conversation because that may show a diminishing lack of trust and confidence in the Managing Partner. 
Over time, discussions ground to a halt because both parties entered into the following infinite loop –
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To break out of this loop, someone safe, neutral, and trusted (a Senior Partner or a trusted advisor) needs to intervene and
give both parties some cover. The middle man can do this by declaring to everyone that – despite their mutual admiration
and trust – the smart way to move forward and protect the interests of all parties is to create a detailed plan. A plan that
clearly defines roles, responsibilities, expectations, title, and related compensation by year or phase is required.

Hopefully your firm has a beloved, revered, and trusted leader.  If so, please watch for the scenario described above.  It’s
easy and vitally important to resolve if you recognize it.  Otherwise, you may slip into an infinite loop of inactivity that can
create major problems.

The stakes with a leadership transition are much higher than those associated with any individual client relationship
transition.  Most firms can survive a lost client due to a botched transition.  The uncertainty created by a botched
leadership transition process can be much more damaging. “Fear comes from uncertainty. When we are absolutely
certain, whether of our worth or worthlessness, we are almost impervious to fear” (William Congreve).  Within a law firm,
fear results in departures.  If, per the quote, fear comes from uncertainty then the solution in this scenario is to provide
certainty via a very detailed plan.  With this in hand, your Managing Partner can let go.
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