
 
How Long is Too Long? 

By Leslie J. Schiff  
 
I begin my 56th year of active law practice in January 2015. The inevitable question 

that each of us “old-timers” must face is how long is too long. This requires some serious 
analysis and soul-searching. Several basic, and often tough, questions must be asked and 
answered honestly and with the utmost candor. For me, the questions include: 

 
1. What is my physical health? 
2. What is my mental health and alertness? 
3. Are there any known impediments to my continued practice? 
4. Is my level of competence diminished in any respect? 
5. Do I enjoy my work? 
6. Am I able to retire from a psychological standpoint and from a financial standpoint? 
7. What would I do if I retire? 

 
Your list may vary somewhat but my suspicions are that most of us must confront the 

same considerations at some point during our careers. 
Who are the sources that we should consult to make such a heavy decision? 
My list of folks who might provide input to assist my decision-making process includes 

family, friends, physicians, clients, partners, colleagues, judges and office personnel. To a 
greater or lesser extent, these are the people who know us best. Some, of course, are more 
observant than others. There is likely a natural reluctance on the part of those close to us to 
share such information or views. The next obvious question is: What do we ask these folks 
who might assist us in answering the questions that need to be answered to make the critical 
retirement versus continuation of practice decision? 

The conversation should go something like this: 
 

“I have been in the practice of law since January 1960. I like what I do. I have great partners 
and great family and office support. I have gained the confidence of clients, colleagues, judges 
and friends. I want to keep their confidence. I don’t want to hang around beyond the time that I 
have the capability of being able to deliver competent legal services to my clients. I would ask 
a favor of you and a frank and honest answer to this question. If, at any time, in any of our 
dealings, you see me slipping and not up to my historical standard, please pull me aside and 
have a frank and open conversation with me alerting me to your concerns. I realize that this is a 
painful exercise. It is very important to me that I don’t hang around too long. Hopefully, I will 
last forever. I realize that that is not the case. Do me a favor. When you perceive that it is time 
for me to step down, don’t hesitate to tell me. I would consider it a cementing time in our 
relationship.” 
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