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RETIREMENT – WHO ME?RETIREMENT – WHO ME?
By Lynn A. Marks, Eleanor W. Myers, and Janet F. Stotland

“You are Old, Father William,” the young man said,
“And your hair has become very white;

And yet you incessantly stand on your head—
Do you think, at your age, that is right?”

Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderlandewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
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A major goal of this article is to share the 
experiences and perceptions of a group of 
senior public interest lawyers in the hope 
that their insights about retirement will be 
useful. This piece is also intended to en-
courage a conversation within the Bar re-
garding the difficulties and opportunities 
faced by those who, willingly or unwilling-
ly, face major career transitions. We call on 
the Bar to timely support senior colleagues 
transitioning out of full-time work. 

Retirement can be a traumatic experi-
ence for those who have loved their work 
and focused on it, often 24/7 or at least 
five packed days a week. Some reject the 
word “retirement” because it implies that 
our useful work-life is over, and they prefer 
to call this stage “rebalancing,” “transition-
ing,” “next chapter,” or “moving on.” Even 
those who have not “loved” their work 
(and who perhaps find its cessation a relief 
and an escape) can miss the discipline of 
a schedule or the satisfaction of knowing 
they did a job well. 

Work is a defining element of many 
lawyers’ identities, and, when someone’s 
identity is challenged or erased, he or she 
can feel broken and incomplete. We are 
uneasy about being out of the loop on new 
developments, trends in the law, and tech-
nology. We miss our relationships with col-
leagues. We worry about being forgotten. 

The reality of aging likewise presents 
many challenges. Facing retirement inevi-
tably raises concerns about growing older 
and one’s mortality, diminished physical 
and/or cognitive capacities of self, loved 
ones, and friends. And loss. 

In 2014, the Delivery of Legal Servic-
es Committee (DLSC) of the Philadelphia 
Bar Association recognized that many of 
the public bar’s senior staff were retiring or 
getting ready to retire, reducing their work 
commitments, or transitioning to their next 
public interest careers. Many of these al-
ums had important expertise and a desire 

to share. They also wanted to stay engaged 
with each other. To meet this need, the 
DLSC created the Public Interest Alums 
Network (PIAN).1 PIAN’s members are 
career public interest attorneys and others 
who define their work as public service and 
who put a driving emphasis on continuing 
to “be of use.” We are confident that we are 
not the only members of the bar to have 
these issues. Many members of the private 
bar share this goal and experience similar 
struggles and doubts as they transition from 
their intense, full-time careers to the next 
phase. 

Making the Decision to Retire
PIAN members began by sharing how 

each of us made the decision to retire. The 
reasons for retiring were many, but for most 
it was wrenching. Some had no choice be-
cause of mandatory retirement require-
ments or other exigencies of employment. 
Some left because of health, their own or 
the health of loved ones. Others left be-
cause their job had changed into something 
they no longer wished or felt competent 
to perform. For example, some who were 
leading organizations had found that, while 
the legal work still felt important and chal-
lenging, the responsibility to fundraise and 
manage a complex program did not match 
their talents or interest. 

Others’ jobs changed because of new 
leadership. Some left because the de-
mands of learning new technology felt too 
daunting. (One member said that she had 
decided to leave before she had to learn e-
discovery.) Others began to feel generally 
out of touch, especially with new and much 
younger staff whose life experiences, train-
ing, and outlook were different. It became 
important not to hang around. A former ex-
ecutive said that she wanted to leave while 
her colleagues still wanted her to stay. 
Some just wanted a change. Some wanted 
to teach. Everyone found it extremely dif-
ficult to make this decision, some taking 

years to transition fully. 
Some did extensive planning while 

others did nearly none. Mostly, people 
thought about their retirement alone, dis-
cussing it, if at all, with one or two family 
members or friends. Many discovered that 
retirement had implications for and effects 
on family, spouses, and close community. 
Those who considered work colleagues 
to be a second family sorely missed them. 
Obviously, financial concerns were a major 
factor in whether and when to retire.2 There 
are few “golden parachutes” in the public 
interest world. Financial planning needs to 
start early and there are experts who can 
help. Access to health insurance is another 
key factor.

The consensus is that it is critically 
important to acknowledge the weight of 
this decision and the difficulty of this pas-
sage. It is not a decision that should be 
faced alone or without preparation. And it 
is hard work. A former Executive Director 
who employed a transition coach had dif-
ficulty focusing on the personal, always 
defaulting to her program’s needs. The 
important question the coach asked was, 
“what elements of your current work are 
most enjoyable?” This helped her focus on 
ensuring that these elements were present 
in her next life choices. 

Transition’s Impact on Ourselves 
and Others

Beyond the when and why discussions, 
PIAN members explored and continue to 
explore how the decision to cutback or re-
tire has affected us and our families. What 
has gone well; what not so well? Some 
members, especially those who had done 
some prior planning, moved seamlessly to 
other activities or were comfortable with 
a family-based focus. Several members 
continued to volunteer, full- or part-time, 
for the same or another public interest 
program. Others made work-related plans 
but could not implement them—a source 
of frustration. Some, especially those who 
had not left voluntarily, still had unresolved 
angry feelings about their departures. But 
almost all have enjoyed the newfound flex-
ibility in their schedules. It’s great having 
the week to do many home-life tasks that 
had to be packed into a Saturday morning 
before retirement. One member opined that 
the best thing about retirement was not hav-
ing to get up before dawn to get to the pool 
before work, i.e., luxuriating in bed until 8 
a.m.! And then, there’s Netflix streaming!

And, of course, we discussed aging, 
but that is another article.

M ost  a t torneys s t i l l  pract ic ing—and 
even those yet  to  enter  the profession—
will  one day t ransi t ion to  working 

fewer hours  or  not  a t  a l l .  Many of  you wil l  now stop 
reading,  thinking that  these ref lect ions are  a imed at 
those closer  to  re t i rement  age.  We hope you wil l  keep 
going.  Over  the next  decade,  the Phi ladelphia  Bar 
wil l  see  a  huge group of  lawyers  reach ret i rement 

age—perhaps even you. 
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Everyone participating found the op-
portunity to share with other lawyers to be 
profoundly helpful. 

Ways to Continue to  Serve our  
Community

The topic of volunteering arose re-
peatedly. We explored how to find cases to 
handle and how to ensure that volunteers 
have malpractice coverage. For example, 
we explored volunteering with Philadel-
phia’s Volunteers for the Indigent Program 
(VIP). VIP recruits, trains, and supports 
volunteer attorneys who represent without 
charge low-income individuals, families, 
businesses, and nonprofits.3 Lawyers vol-
unteering through VIP or most other public 
interest law programs are covered by the 
organization’s malpractice plan and free 
CLEs are usually available. 

In 2018, the Pennsylvania Supreme 
Court adopted “emeritus” Rule 403 to cre-
ate a pool of qualified volunteer attorneys 
to provide services to those in need. An 
emeritus attorney must be registered as re-
tired, must complete six hours of continu-
ing legal education within one year prior to 
the application date, must verify that he or 
she is authorized solely to provide pro bono 
services, is not permitted to handle client 
funds, and is not permitted to ask for or re-
ceive compensation.4

Engaging the Broader Legal 
Community

While there is a consensus in the legal 
community that we must mentor and nur-
ture those entering the profession, missing 
is a consensus that the profession also has a 
responsibility to help those who are leaving 
a regular practice. This needs to change. 
The profession has a responsibility and an 
opportunity to assist those who are transi-
tioning from full-time work. 

We have several suggestions as we 
seek a wider discussion.

• A Chancellor’s Forum could 
spark the discussion and identify next 
steps. Topics might include: What are 
the demographics of those leaving the 
profession over the next decade; how 
might their talents be redeployed to 
enhance the delivery of legal services 
and boost prosperity in our communi-

ty; and what can the Bar do to ease the 
transition? One area to explore could 
be whether the emeritus rule is meet-
ing its goals and is widely understood.
•  A series of seminars and/or CLEs 
focusing on some of the big issues 
touched on here, such as: When and 
how to step away from full practice; fi-
nancial issues (including health insur-
ance); and how to maintain a healthy 
work-life balance before and after re-
tirement. 
• We encourage employers to ex-
plore whether there are part-time op-
tions in their firms or organizations, 
paid or unpaid. Perhaps transitioning 
employees could mentor newer attor-
neys, either formally or informally. For 
another example, the Bar Association 
could establish an electronic bulletin 
board where employers could post 
their need for volunteers or temporary 
help. It could also include opportuni-
ties for service on nonprofit boards. 
• The Bar could sponsor a panel of 
volunteer transition coaches who could 
be available to those who want a men-
tor during their transitions. The collec-
tive wisdom of our PIAN colleagues 
has helped members navigate this pas-
sage. The Bar could add a counseling 
assistance program (primarily identi-
fying resources) for those considering 
full- or part-time retirement.
The important task ahead is for the Bar 

to identify this issue as a priority. There 
is much that the Bar can do, and there is 
much that retiring lawyers can do for the 
Bar. Most of us will get there. We can help 
each other, and we can continue to serve 
our community. In this process, we must 
not forget the values that brought us to pub-
lic interest careers in the first place, values 
that are shared by many in the broader legal 
community.

We welcome a robust conversation.

1 The Philadelphia Bar Association also 
has a Seasoned Lawyers’ Committee, 
which is engaging senior attorneys in vol-
unteer projects. 

2 This is a particularly tricky issue for 
many public interest lawyers, as most legal 

services programs have weak or no retire-
ment plans. There will always be a tension 
between these agencies’ desires to focus 
limited funding on program needs versus 
the needs of employees to be well treated 
and protected. More focus on identifying a 
fair resolution of this tension is needed in 
the future.

3 VIP has a full-time staff of 20 to assist. 
For more information, check out its website 
at https://www.phillyvip.org. 

4 The current PA registration fee, due at 
the time of application, is $35. An emeri-
tus attorney is eligible to provide pro bono 
services only through an eligible legal aid 
organization, a not-for-profit organization 
that provides legal services. For the full text 
of the Rule see, http://www.pacourts.us/as-
sets/opinions/Supreme/out/Attachment%20
%2010353802736697871.pdf?cb=1. Most 
of the organizations for which emeritus at-
torneys would work offer free training with 
CLE credit.

Lynn A. Marks (lynnmarks49@gmail.
com), Eleanor W. Myers (emyers@temple.
edu), and Janet F. Stotland (Stotland@
msn.com) are members of the Public Inter-
est Alums Network (PIAN).

There is much that the Bar can do, and there is much that retiring lawyers can do 
for the Bar.

Answers to the Figure 8 puzzle on page 39


