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C

hief Judge (ret.) Judith Kaye suggested that I tell
the story of my own transition to a new career
after law practice as a foil for discussing some of
the challenges and great satisfactions that are offered by
the transition to this third period of our lives. This transition – the journey from what we have been doing for
most of our lives to what we are going to do for the next
10 years or so – is one of the most challenging and least
well-marked that we travel. It is filled with uncertainty,
fears, surprises and unknown ground. But when you get
to the other side, the rewards can be really astounding.
It is most useful to think of this critical and magical
moment in your life not as an ending, not “retirement,”
which connotes a stepping back, but as the beginning of
the third great stage of our lives. It raises for all of us the
question, “Next?” Framing it that way requires that we
face a series of crucial and tough decisions.1 I call the
moment “magical” because it commences one of the few
life transitions in which we have a real opportunity to
consciously shape a major part of our lives.

Why Not Just Retire?
Retirement brings great personal freedom of a sort that
most people have never experienced in their professional
lives. The origin of most of the constraints and obliga24 | January 2014 | NYSBA Journal

tions in our lives shifts from being heavily professional
– no “more senior” partners, no relationship partner and,
most of all, no clients – to being self-imposed and voluntarily assumed. That shift also means there no longer is an
externally imposed structure to your life, and many of us
feel keenly the loss of that structure. As our responsibilities drop away, however, there is a corresponding drop
in our level of stress, including stress we didn’t fully
appreciate was there. Visit friends about three months
after their retirement – they are likely to look alarmingly
relaxed! One observer put it well when he said that retirement is the end of all possibility of failure. But, he said, it
is also the end of all possibility of success.
That observation captures the retirement dilemma
perfectly. If it is important to you to continue to grow as a
person, to learn about new things, to meet new people of
all ages who are deeply involved in what they are doing,
then you need to take on significant challenges and to
take them seriously. That is another way of describing
“work.” And along with that “work” comes constraints
on your freedom, stress and the possibility of failure. I
truly believe that one can’t have the best of both worlds.
If you decide to craft a new career, that doesn’t mean
you have to be paid – indeed, if you decide to go for an
advanced degree, or study piano or painting, you would
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be doing the paying. But make no mistake – that’s work.
It also doesn’t mean you have to work full time. For me,
answering this question was easy. I had no desire to stop
working.
First, a little background about my career and the
beginning of my transition. I spent about 30 years as an
associate and partner at Debevoise & Plimpton in New
York City. Along the way, I had three stints of government
service and two as general counsel of a securities firm
(E.F. Hutton) and a life insurance company (Equitable). In
1993 I again returned to my firm, where I remained until
2004, when I started a new career at the age of 66. I loved
being a corporate lawyer, and I am eternally grateful for
the flexibility that the law and my partners afforded me.

When Do You Need to Start Thinking About These
Questions?
Early! I was facing a mandatory retirement age at my
firm, so I began thinking about what I was going to do
about a year and a half before I left. It is important to start
thinking through these issues at least a year, and preferably two or three, before you retire. If you are like most
lawyers, you have been immersed in your practice and
will not have any idea how to construct this next phase in
your life. I assure you, it takes a lot of time, a lot of false
starts and a lot of conversations with spouses and friends.
Even if you have a clear idea of what you want to do, the
chances are great that it will not work out for one reason
or another.
Be prepared for a lot of rejection. In my carefully
prepared game plan, I was the perfect candidate to run
an international nonprofit, for which I had some background. In any event, no international nonprofits wanted
me to run them, and I got my first rejection. Then my
name was included on the independent Judicial Nominating Commission’s list as a candidate for a vacancy
on the New York Court of Appeals. After a lot of soulsearching, I concluded that I would be a good candidate
for that wonderful job, notwithstanding that I had been
a corporate lawyer, not a litigator, and that I was a registered Democrat and there was a Republican administration in Albany. To no surprise on the part of my friends,
Governor Pataki did not agree. More rejection.
Even if your idea of a new career does work, remember that in most cases you have to find a job. Finding
a new job takes a lot of time – especially at this age.
It is certainly not impossible or even that hard. But it
takes time, perseverance, patience and a willingness to
tolerate rejection. You are, after all, a “non-conventional
candidate.”

Why Not Just Keep Working But Put in Fewer Hours?
One of the wonderful things about being a lawyer is that
this is a real possibility – open to everyone from single
practitioners (like my father, who simply reduced the
size of his law practice as he got older) to some partners

in large law firms who become of counsel and continue
to practice at a reduced level. The good news is that you
don’t have to look for a new job and, unlike starting
something new, you begin with expertise and a reservoir
of experience to draw upon. The transition is easy and
the risk of failure is low. The bad news is that you forgo
one of the great opportunities presented by this transition – the challenge, excitement and satisfaction of doing
something very different, learning a whole new area,
interacting with a new group of talented people and having an entirely new set of satisfactions. For me, the lure of
something entirely different was compelling.
A compromise, of course, is to continue as a lawyer,
but in a very different environment – at a government
agency, an arts organization, a social service organization
or a university. There, you would exercise known skills in
an entirely different context.

Why Not Work in a New Area Part Time or on a
Project Basis?
Why not, indeed? In my conversations with men and
women contemplating retirement, this always comes up
as a preferred route, sometimes coupled with a desire to
work part-time in Florida or Tuscany. If you can find a
job like that, grab it. Our economy is, by and large, not
organized to offer this alternative, even in the nonprofit
sector. There are organizations dedicated to putting talented retirees to work with nonprofits on a project basis,
usually without compensation, and you should explore
whether what they offer is right for you
If money is important, it is hard to find a paying parttime job. Many lawyers think that they can retire and
become part-time arbitrators or mediators, and some
successfully do so. But unless you already have an active
practice in that area, building a practice as an arbitrator
or mediator from scratch is no easier than building a law
practice from scratch. It takes a lot of effort and a lot of
time.
And, to be sure, full-time work involves the sacrifice
of many of the advantages of retirement. You have no
more time to smell the flowers than you had when you
worked full time before retirement. If no good part-time
alternatives are available to you, your choice is either
full-time work or a more conventional retirement. It is
an intensely personal decision, turning upon whether
you can have enough stimulation and personal growth
in a life composed of family, various projects, volunteer
activities, interests and hobbies. The answer for many
people is clearly “yes.”
I decided that I would work full time. I wanted the
discipline and structure of a regular job and significant
challenges. I had the support of a wife who was working
full time and clearly thought it would be a big mistake for
me to do otherwise. A friend suggested that I put my name
in for consideration in an ongoing search for a new Dean of
Pace Law School. That suggestion changed my life.
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Do Not Be Afraid to Look at Jobs You Have
Never Done.
The plain fact is that most of us find it scary to contemplate doing something we have never done before. The
risk of failure rears its ugly head. It is a mistake, however,
to reject potential new jobs because you think that you
don’t know how to do them. For the most part, the people
trying to fill a job will do enough rejecting for both of
you. But if those people are prepared to consider you, it
is because they believe you may have the qualities they
are looking for. When I talked to friends about what I was
going to do next, a number of them suggested academic
jobs – teaching, law school deanships, the presidency of a
new graduate school of international relations and a few
other similar positions.
In my initial planning, I had not even considered academia, and it had never occurred to me that becoming a
law school dean, no less a college or university president,
was even a possibility. However, I thought it would be
interesting to talk to some search committees. It was that
process of talking with search committees, learning more
about the challenges facing American law schools, and
“trying on” the role of a law dean in my mind, that made
me think seriously about my skill set and experiences and
how they matched up with the demands of a deanship.
I talked to two law school search committees and some
other institutions. The Pace Law School search committee brought me back for a second round of interviews,
then campus interviews and then, much to my delight,
the President of the University offered me the job. I concluded that my background could, in fact, be useful to a
law school and that I had the right skill set for this law
school at this point in its history.
My three years as Dean at Pace Law School began
with a very steep learning curve – and they were among
the most satisfying, challenging and fun years of my life.
They called on all the skills and experience I had acquired
through a long career in the law and in government – and
then some. But most of those skills and that experience
were there. They simply needed to be assembled in a different way and applied in a different context. The point
is that you have more of the pieces of the puzzle required
for a new job than you probably realize.

Enjoy the Fact That You Are Liberated
From Ambition
For most of our lives, we put a lot of energy into thinking about how we are going to become partners, or get
clients, or build a bigger practice – or, if we work for a
company, how to get promoted, how to become general
counsel or CEO, how to make more money.
With this transition, we are pretty much beyond these
concerns, not because we have lost our ambition, but
because it is hard to do much about it at this stage. You
should enjoy the fact that this might well be your last
full-time job, and that you are doing it primarily for the
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contribution you can make, its intrinsic interest, and the
gratification that comes with helping others or working
for a worthy cause. It is a wonderful feeling.
After three years as Dean of the Law School, I became
President of Pace University. As of this writing, I have
served in that role for more than six years. Pace is a wonderful university with 13,000 students, multiple campuses, an admirable history and a very exciting future.
It was a total surprise when the Board asked me to step
into this role. I have never been happier, more committed and more excited by what every new day brings. I
am constantly gratified by the palpable transformation
that takes place in our students as they proceed down
the Pace Path.
In part because of my own experience in working
through this transition, we have started at Pace University an Encore Transition Program to help senior professionals and business men and women navigate their own
transitions to a new stage in their lives. This program is
a “giving back” of a different sort, for a goal in which I
deeply believe. The future of our country can be greatly
enhanced by drawing on the talent, skills and experience
of this group of Americans of which I am proud to be a
part.
■
1. See generally, Marc Freedman, The Big Shift: Navigating the New Stage
Beyond Midlife (2011). Freedman is a wise, thoughtful re-framer of our
understanding of this stage of life.
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Stacy Francis, CFP®, CDFA™ is President and CEO of
Francis Financial Inc., a wealth management firm specializing in personalized financial consulting for higher net
worth individuals and families. Her advice for lawyers
going through a transition is to have a financial plan.
Having money saved helped Stacy start her own company
and she believes it’s partly why she was so successful in
transitioning. “Money gives you options. It allows you
to retire early or take a position where you love what
you do but receive less pay.” Stacy added that having
a financial cushion gives you increased confidence and
that alone is extremely important. She explained that
her clients who are lawyers are not often as financially
prepared as they should be, not because they don’t want
to be but because they don’t have enough time. “Those
lawyers should be looking to a financial expert to obtain
assistance.”
– Jocelyn Cibinskas
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