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More Than One Way Out: 
Options for Law Practice Transitions

When lawyers want to retire or leave private 
practice, the common inclination is to close their 
law practice. This is particularly true for sole 
practitioners and small firms. While office clo-
sure is a perfectly sound option, all the hard work 
and resources that attorneys invested in building 
their law practice will be gone. An office closure 
eliminates the possibility for the attorneys to reap 
the benefits of the value they created. If lawyers 
give themselves enough time to come up with a 
transition plan and take steps to implement it, 
they have some alternatives to an office closure: 
(1) sell the law practice; (2) make a gradual tran-
sition; or (3) merge with an existing law practice.

Selling the Practice 
Under Oregon Rule of Professional Conduct 

(ORPC) 1.17, lawyers may sell all or part of their 
law practice, including their goodwill. The sale 
must comply with the requirements of ORPC 
1.17. Lawyers buying and selling law practices 
should understand their professional and ethical 
obligations to avoid any missteps that can get 
them into hot water. 

Not all law practices can be sold for the sim-
ple reason that not every law office has a market-
able value. The value of a law practice is based 
on (1) tangible assets, such as office furnishings, 
equipment, building, and books; and (2) intan-
gible assets, such as business earnings and good-
will. A business valuation expert may be able to 
assist with assessing the financial condition of 
the practice. 

Gradual Transition
For lawyers who are not planning to retire or 

leave the private practice of law in the immediate 
future, a gradual transition may work as a succes-
sion plan. In a gradual transition, the transition-
ing-out lawyer brings in another lawyer, usually 
someone younger, and has that person slowly 
take over the practice so the older lawyer may 
slowly transition out of practice. This transition 
model benefits the transitioning-out lawyer in the 
following ways: 

● Ability to work fewer hours and have 
someone available to cover in their absences; 

● Clients continue to be served by someone 
trained by the lawyer;

● Staff, if any, remain employed;
● Sharing of overhead costs; and
● Opportunity to mentor and teach.

The transitioning-in lawyer benefits in these 
ways:

● Consistent workflow;

● An established office system (and any le-
gal staff);

● Opportunity to be mentored and learn from 
the experienced lawyer; and

● Opportunity to own a law practice without 
starting from scratch.

 There is no “right” transition model. What 
works for one lawyer may not work for another. 
A lawyer may make a gradual transition by:
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● Forming a partnership with an experienced lawyer 
who will take over in the future;

● Hiring an associate with the intention that the associ-
ate will take over the practice as a partner in the future; or

● Hiring a contract attorney on a few projects, seeing 
how the attorney performs, then hiring that attorney as an 
associate or entering into a partnership. 

Merging Law Practices
Some lawyers do not want to take on associates or work 

with contract attorneys. The gradual transition model may not 
work for these lawyers. However, they may want to consider 
merging their law practice with an existing practice – another 
partnership or a solo practice. These two existing practices 
will have their own office systems, files, legal staff, technolo-
gies, management styles, and other issues that will need to 
be addressed. Once those issues are resolved, the merger will 
allow both practices to capitalize on each other’s goodwill 
and offer more services to clients. 

Conclusion
If you foresee transitioning out of practice in the next  

5-10 years, now is the time to think about the many options. 
Whether it is selling your practice, making a gradual transi-
tion, or merging with another office, give yourself the benefit 
of time and begin considering your options now. 

The PLF has many resources to help with your transition:

● Checklists for transition on the PLF website,
www.osbplf.org – click on Practice Management, then 
Forms, then search under categories Buying a Law Prac-
tice, Closing Your Law Office, Retiring from Law Prac-
tice, or Selling a Law Practice.

● For a more comprehensive discussion of this top-
ic (including case study scenarios; information on 
valuation, financing, and finding the right match; 
and sample compensation formulas), see the full ar-
ticle on the PLF website at www.osbplf.org. Click 
on Practice Management, then Publications, then 
In Brief.

● PLF Practice Management Advisors: Call 503.639.6911 if 
you would like to discuss transitioning into or out of law 
practice with a practice management advisor.
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