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Older partners can still manage Firms that throw partners on the scrapheap once they reach the age of 50 are missing out on a wealth of experience, writes Peter Scott There is much talk of ageism in the legal profession forcing partners in their fifties to retire earlier and earlier. 

But what are the facts of this complex social problem? Before we jump to conclusions it is vital that sufficient research be carried out to ascertain what demographic changes are taking place in the UK legal profession and to identify the reasons for those changes. 
For example: l How are mandatory retirement ages coming down throughout the profession? l What are the age group demographics within law firms? l What happens to lawyers in their fifties who retire from their firms? l Is there a talent drain out of firms by senior lawyers who move to clients or other careers? l To what extent are pension arrangements of older lawyers under-funded? l Is a downturn in work going to mean that the axe will fall hardest on older lawyers? Law firms, as businesses, should be making optimum use of all their productive resources. 

Senior lawyers in their fifties may still have the energy and hunger to develop business and continue to be fully contributing to the well-being of their firms. 

They may not wish to bow out prematurely just to make room for younger lawyers or to reduce the number of partners solely to improve profits per partner. 

The long-term future may be with younger partners, but firms should think twice about throwing out the baby with the bathwater. I was on a panel at the recent Solicitors Annual Conference discussing the issue of ageism in the law when one delegate in the audience said that when he turned 50, he was asked by his firm why he considered he should continue to enjoy a full share? Surely individual performance and contribution are the criteria by which partners should be judged? There will always be some older partners who take their foot off the accelerator, but that can be said of partners of any age and firms need to deal with under performance and under contribution, irrespective of age. On the other hand, it is unrealistic to think that lawyers will throughout their legal careers do the same work and have the same roles. 

However, do law firms offer to their lawyers meaningful career paths spanning potentially their whole careers, as opposed to standing back while they burn out at an ever younger age? Surely firms will benefit if, in a creative and flexible manner, they begin to harness the skills and experience of older partners who have the ability and the desire to contribute fully, rather than losing that talent to clients, to other firms or to other professions which still value the qualities which tend to accompany a few grey hairs. The lack of well thought out career paths in law firms becomes very visible in relation to how firms manage themselves. 

What can the lawyer - who at age 45 becomes a managing partner - look forward to in career terms within his or her firm at the end of, say, a five-year stint in management, having passed a client base to other partners? To many the choices seem stark - a return to fee earning, which after a long period managing a firm can be difficult, if not impossible - or leave. 

Given the importance of good management and the need to attract the best possible managers to run law firms, are these attractive or realistic choices? How many partners, who would make good managers and leaders, have been discouraged because of the lack of any visible career path in the firm after their management role ends? There is a wealth of talent within the profession. 

Firms should be flexible and think creatively about how best to use it.
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