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There are few professions that demand as much advanced education and on-the-job 
proficiency as that of the attorney. However, many attorneys remain at a disadvantage 
when managing their hard-won wealth. Neither their college education nor their life’s 
calling provide the time and tools it takes to tackle yet another talent – i.e., managing their 
family’s financial well-being.

CHALLENGE 1: Time is NOT on an attorney’s side.

Attorneys are incredibly busy, with every ticking moment accounted for. Eighty-hour work 
weeks billed in six-minute increments are the norm. Any leftover hours are best spent 
enjoying family and personal interests, leaving little time or desire to fuss over the 
household finances. 

Our goal today is to help readers understand and avoid the top five financial 
challenges attorneys face as an inherent part of their profession. These include:

Attorneys also face unique challenges that can mar their complete investment 
picture. 

A late start. The average attorney finishes law school at age 27, and it can take 
several years for a law school graduate to make partner at a firm. 

Massive student loan debt. Law school isn’t cheap; law school graduates leave 
school with an average of $140,616 of student loan debt. 

Increased professional liability risks. With the number of large legal malpractice 
claims increasing year after year, many attorneys worry about malpractice 
lawsuits. 

Higher burnout. Long days, long hours, and high levels of stress, lead to higher, 
early-career burnout for attorneys, compared to other professionals. 

Challenge 1: Time is NOT on an attorney’s side.
Challenge 2: Attorneys enjoy an (over)abundance of opportunities.
Challenge 3: Not every risk is worth avoiding. 
Challenge 4: It’s hard to get off the treadmill and live a little. 
Challenge 5: Retirement happens … but how? 

http://www.acelsat.com/how-old-is-too-old-for-law-school 

http://abovethelaw.com/2015/08/how-are-lawyers-managing-their-law-school-debt-most-will-never-be-able-to-pay-it
-off/
http://www.insurancejournal.com/news/national/2013/06/27/296979.htm 
http://www.abajournal.com/magazine/article/how_lawyers_can_avoid_burnout_and_debilitating_anxiety 
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In other words, it’s not that attorneys don’t have the intellect to develop an investment 
plan, allocate their assets and oversee the progress toward their financial goals. They’ve 
just got higher demands on the hours in their day. 

An attorney’s inconsistent income stream is equally demanding. Varying caseloads, 
year-end bonuses, and other volatile income events within and across the years make it 
difficult to manage the invariant need for smoothly operating cash flow, tax and 
retirement planning in their personal lives.

Squeezed between a tight time table and an unpredictable income stream, many 
attorneys thus lose their grip on the proverbial financial ball. For example, they may fail to 
take full advantage of their company retirement plan, make best use of disability 
insurance coverage, or optimize their investment portfolio toward funding their 
long-term goals. 

The Game Plan: Attorneys spend many hard years nurturing their careers, and 
understandably want to enjoy the fruits of their success. However, those same 
professional demands make it hard to stay on top of their personal financial interests. A 
financial professional who is familiar with an attorney’s distinct challenges can serve as 
the all-important missing link between earning stellar income and making best use of it 
over time.
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CHALLENGE 2: Attorneys enjoy an (over)abundance of opportunities.

While increased financial opportunity is desirable, it also demands increased organization: 
Organization to fund future goals, manage potential risks, enjoy life today and prepare for 
a satisfying retirement. 

Why does organization matter so much? The more an attorney’s finances are in current 
disarray, the harder it becomes to make wise financial decisions moving forward. The uphill 
climb steepens, until it’s nearly impossible to see the total view, identify financial gaps to 
be filled, and determine how and where one’s hard-earned assets can be put to best use.  

The Game Plan: With everything else going on in their lives, an attorney’s financial picture 
often grows increasingly disorganized. Attorneys are well-served by having a solid strategy 
for aligning their financial assets with their personal goals. Bringing financial order to an 
attorney’s universe helps them make the most of their many wealth-related opportunities. 

CHALLENGE 3: Not every risk is worth avoiding. 

If there’s one thing the legal profession teaches its practitioners, it’s how to minimize the 
risks that a case may not go their way. But this specialized expertise in risk management 
translates imperfectly into managing their investments, where risk plays a different role. 

In investing, a measure of risk is not only desirable but essential when accumulating 
wealth to fund long-term goals such as retirement. On the flip side, when saving for 
short-term goals, such as putting a down-payment on a house, market risk typically plays 
second fiddle to ensuring stable preservation of the assets. This is why most portfolios are 
built with an appropriate mix of stocks (for wealth generation) and bonds (for wealth 
preservation). 

At the same time, with attorneys’ wide income fluctuations, new money often occurs in fits 
and starts. This can call for more frequent attention to proper portfolio maintenance 
through disciplined asset allocation and periodic rebalancing. To provide an analogy, it’s 
like knowing how to adeptly steer a boat toward its destination in uncommonly choppy 
waters. 
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The Game Plan: An attorney’s expertise in managing professional risks often runs 
counter to the kinds of risk management required to manage efficient investment 
portfolios. With the disconnect, attorney’s “do it yourself” portfolios are often full of 
holdings that are needlessly risky, needlessly expensive, and unsuitable for the their 
actual short and long-term needs. A professional investment manager can help 
attorneys discover and make best use of the science of investing, including how to 
appropriately harness the risks and expected rewards inherent to 
our capital markets. 

CHALLENGE 4: It’s hard to get off the treadmill and live a little. 

Attorneys are often primary breadwinners in their families, and they feel the pressure to 
maintain their high income. They’ve worked hard throughout their career to succeed, 
and they want to make sure their assets will work hard for them in return.

We’ve spoken with many attorneys who tell us, eventually, they begin to wonder why 
they’re working so hard. The answer is: They want to provide for their families; enjoy their 
career, lifestyle and retirement; leave a legacy for loved ones and potentially 
philanthropic interests. 

But burnout is often an attorney’s biggest burden. Then what? 

The Game Plan: Beyond just tallying up investment dollars, or planning for individual 
financial goals, a seasoned wealth manager can help attorneys create a sustainable 
work-life-money balance by fitting the various people and pieces involved into a unified 
whole. Many attorneys are highly motivated to take the appropriate steps. But first, they 
have to learn what those steps are; next, they could usually use a “personal CFO” to help 
execute and oversee them.
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CHALLENGE 5: Retirement happens … but how? 

After navigating past mid-career burnout, attorneys are usually left very aware that success 
requires pacing, patience and (most of all) planning – especially when preparing for 
long-term outcomes. These insights apply just as well on the job as they do toward an 
eventual, satisfying retirement. 

Most attorneys can envision wanting to stop working someday. But, while they know 
success typically demands solid prep work, getting a confident grip on the details of when, 
how, and how much can be unnerving. 

Moreover, retirement planning can be especially complex for attorneys. as their firms often 
provide myriad retirement plan options, from the traditional 401(k) to defined benefits 
plans and non-qualified deferred compensation plans. These can be incredibly lucrative 
opportunities, but they need to be well-managed to maximize their worth. There are tax 
implications to carefully consider, along with cash-flow constraints, employee matches, 
investment options, and more. Now multiply each of these issues by the number of other 
retirement accounts and assets a family may hold, and divide by how well they are 
integrated into a cohesive strategy.

The Game Plan: Attorneys are in a unique position because they often have ample 
resources to save aggressively for retirement, but those resources are often held across a 
tangle of accounts, representing far-flung interests and based on volatile, often 
unpredictable payouts. Preparing for a relaxing retirement under these circumstances can 
be a lot of work, with opportunities lost to improper oversight. “Investing” in a professional 
advisor to organize and optimize an attorney’s many financial opportunities can be money 
very well spent. 
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Cogent Strategic Wealth: An Attorney’s Personal CFO

Attorneys face shared challenges as well as unique personal circumstances, which means 
no broad approach to wealth management will fit each individual in the field. The finest 
financial outcomes require personalized guidance based on a clear understanding of an 
attorney’s personal and professional interests, goals, values, likely risks and hoped-for 
rewards. 

At Cogent, we are uniquely qualified to help in this capacity. With more than 35 years of 
industry experience, our advisors specialize in serving attorneys and their families as 
their personal CFO, helping them dramatically simplify their financial lives, so they can 
reserve their time and energy to pursue all that is important to them. 

For this, we instill a process – the Cogent Course of Action™ – to align with and address the 
top five financial challenges attorneys face (limited time, organizational obstacles, risk 
management, balancing ambition with burnout, and properly preparing for retirement).

Big picture, we add strategic value by helping attorneys:

Define short and long-term goals. What does an attorney and his or her family seek in 
the immediate future? How do they envision their retirement?

Distill values and priorities. What is most important to you? What do you want to 
accomplish at home and in the office? What are an attorney’s family values and legacy 
goals?

Understand and prepare for unique challenges. Based on an individual’s career path, 
circumstances and needs, what financial challenges do they face? How can we plan for 
both the expected and unexpected setbacks they may experience?

Maximize opportunities and strengths. How can we seize an attorney’s personal 
strengths, and turn their stellar earnings into durable wealth for the future? What are 
the family’s current financial positions and how can we better coordinate them with 
their employee benefits? 
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At a more granular level, we also roll up our sleeves and assist with the heavier lifting: 

Accelerating understanding. Well-educated attorneys don’t want to just blindly “do;” 
confidence comes from (quickly) understanding why it’s being done, what else might be 
available, and whether the risks and rewards add up. Integral to all we do, we offer 
ongoing learning, packaged in digestible formats, ready to process.

Investing rationally. For attorneys’ investments, we replace the typical emotional and 
behavioral financial biases with rational, informed, evidence-based decision-making. 
Then we help implement and manage attorneys’ investments accordingly. 

Reducing taxes. To ensure that otherwise sound financial strategies don’t fall victim to 
unanticipated taxable outcomes, we integrate broad and efficient tax planning across 
everything we do.

Managing personal and professional risks. Attorneys face more risks than usual. We 
help them define their greatest and most likely risks (usually, death, illness, disability and 
professional claims), evaluate their preparedness for them, and align cost-effective 
coverage with individualized needs. 

Articulating estate plans. We also ensure an attorney’s assets are properly aligned with 
their personal intents – for both their family and their business interests. 

Establishing charitable intent. If an attorney wants to give back to their community or 
an organization they’re passionate about, we offer a guided tour through the tax-efficient 
options available.

Preparing for transitions. At work and at home, an attorney’s life is often full of 
transitions. Our process doesn’t stop after initial plans are complete; it includes regularly 
revisiting one another, to review existing progress and explore any new ideas or events 
that may affect the overall plan.

Take the Next Step

We understand that attorneys are often highly motivated to take the necessary steps 
toward aligning their life with their goals, organizing their opportunities and adeptly 
managing the related risks. But wealth management is complex, and doing it “right” is 
time-consuming. 

Cogent Strategic Wealth has the people, processes and personal experience in place to 
help attorneys dramatically simplify their financial lives, while confidently converting 
their stellar income into durable wealth. We also offer professional second opinions 
from an objective source as part of our complimentary Cogent Conversation®. 

To learn more about our Cogent Course of Action™ or to schedule a Cogent Conversation®, 
call our office at 312-382-8388 x1 or email Michael@TheCogentAdvisor.com
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