From Billable to Vulnerable:
What Every High-Earning
Attorney Needs to Know

Isaac Schechter




Foreword

If you're reading this, chances are you've built something rare. An exceptional legal
career marked by hard-earned expertise, long hours, and unwavering performance.
Whether you're a litigator commanding the courtroom, a strategist behind complex
deals, or a managing partner shaping a firm’s future, the reality is the same: your ability

to think, lead, and deliver results is your most valuable asset.

Yet for all the risks attorneys mitigate for clients, one risk often goes unaddressed: the
possibility of being unable to work due to iliness or injury. For most professionals, that
means a temporary disruption. But for high-earning lawyers, it’s different. It’s not just a
paycheck at stake. It’s your reputation, your firm’s momentum, and the financial engine

that supports your life and legacy.

This book was written to change that. To bring clarity to an often misunderstood topic.
To separate myths from facts. And most importantly, to help high-performing attorneys

take control of their financial continuity, before a disruption takes control of them.

Disability insurance isn’t just another policy. When structured properly, it becomes a
lifeline, one that protects not just your income, but the practice, partnerships, and

people who rely on you.

Inside, you’ll find practical, lawyer-specific guidance to help you protect what you’ve
worked so hard to build. And while some of these strategies are complex, the goal is
simple: to give you options, not obstacles, if life ever takes an unexpected turn.
Because the smartest attorneys don’t just draft contingency plans for clients.

They have one for themselves.
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Specialist in Income Protection for Legal Professionals
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The Fundamentals of Disability
Insurance for High-Earning Lawyers

Your journey as a lawyer began with a leap of faith, hours spent preparing for the LSAT,
long nights in law school, and the early sacrifices that shaped your career. Whether
driven by a passion for justice, a talent for negotiation, or the dream of building
something lasting, you’ve built a life around your ability to think, argue, lead, and deliver

results.

Over time, that drive has evolved into a thriving career. Some of you stand in
courtrooms. Others build firms, close complex deals, or advise high-profile clients. You

may lead a practice, manage a partnership, or serve as the face of your firm.

But regardless of your path, one thing remains true: your ability to work- your mind,

reputation, and presence, is your most valuable asset.

In fact, for high-performing lawyers, there are really two assets at stake:

First, your income, the engine that supports your lifestyle and long-term goals.

Second, the enterprise value you’ve created through your practice: the brand, client
relationships, team, and infrastructure that generate revenue with or without you at
the helm.

Both are deeply tied to your ability to perform, and both are vulnerable if your health or

capacity changes.

This guide explores how to protect those assets. Written for high-earning attorneys who
want to safeguard their income, lifestyle, and everything they’ve built, personally and

professionally. Inside, you’ll find practical, tailored strategies for protecting yourself,

your partnership, and your firm through comprehensive disability insurance.
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Your Income:
The Engine Behind It All

For most high-earning lawyers, income isn’t just a paycheck, it’s the engine that drives
everything else. It funds your lifestyle, supports your family, fuels your investments,
pays your team, and powers your long-term goals. It’s the foundation on which your

personal and professional life is built.

But here’s the challenge: too many professionals assess their financial picture through

the lens of this year’s income, instead of considering its true lifetime value.

Let’s say you're earning $1 million a year. That may sound like a strong position, and it is,
but the real number you need to protect is $20 to $30 million or more: your projected

income over the next two to three decades. That’s the real value of your ability to work.
And if that ability is suddenly compromised, everything that depends on it, your family’s

security, your firm’s momentum, and your future plans, can be thrown off course.

Case in point:

A 43-year-old trial attorney with a thriving practice suffers a sudden stroke during
routine travel. He survives, but loses partial motor function and the ability to speak

clearly under pressure.

Though mentally sharp, he can no longer perform in court, with his income dropping by
85% within a year. Without adequate disability coverage in place, his firm might

restructure but HIS lifestyle changed overnight.

Unfortunately, this isn’t rare. In fact, 1in 4 working professionals will experience a

disabling event before retirement age, according to the Social Security Administration.




Your income depends on your time, presence, and performance. In many cases, it also
depends on your name- your reputation in the courtroom, at the negotiation table, or in

the eyes of your clients. That’s a pretty high-stakes proposition.

And while you may be able to manage around market cycles, case flow, or competitive
pressure, one variable is harder to plan for: your health. A disability, whether physical or
mental, short-term or long-term, can disrupt your earning power in ways that are

difficult to recover from.

This is where a comprehensive income protection strategy becomes essential. Not just

to cover bills, but to preserve the full value of everything your income makes possible.




The Practice You’ve Built

Beyond your income lies something just as valuable, something you’ve likely spent years

developing, whether intentionally or not: the enterprise value of your practice.

This isn’t just about the cases you’re working on today. It’s about the brand you’ve built.
The reputation your name carries. The trust of your clients. The team you’ve hired and
trained. The systems, referrals, and momentum that translate your time and expertise

into revenue.

Even if you never plan to sell your firm, your practice is an asset. For many firm owners
and equity partners, it represents the second major pillar of long-term value. It’s what

keeps revenue flowing when you're in the office, and ideally, even when you're not.

But enterprise value is fragile. It often hinges on people, especially you.

If you're a founder or partner, your leadership is often the glue. Clients trust you.
Referrals come to you. Your presence reassures your team and drives the work forward.
If a disability takes you out of the equation, even temporarily, the firm can lose its
rhythm. Relationships may cool. Momentum slows. The name on the door isn’t showing

up, and the value of the business reflects that.

Because at the firm level, the damage compounds. The absence of a key contributor
can shake client confidence, disrupt workflows, create leadership gaps, and trigger
long-term erosion of enterprise value. Client accounts may move. Talented associates

may leave. Revenue projections may fall apart.

Consider the managing partner of a midsize Pl firm who suffers a sudden spinal injury.
He had led the firm’s largest cases and attracted high-value clients. Within three months
of his absence, referral sources dry up, top associates get approached by competitors,

and revenue drops by nearly 40%. The firm can survive, but its valuation never fully

recovers.
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But the risk doesn’t stop with you.

If a key partner- a rainmaker, a specialist,
or a visible leader- becomes disabled,
there’s a direct hit to revenue and client
confidence. The firm still runs, but it runs
differently. Deadlines slip. Clients hesitate.
Associates start looking elsewhere. Even
one absence can shift the perception of
stability, and in a competitive market, that

perception matters.

/\ Did You Know?

70% of small businesses would fail within two years if a key person became disabled,

according to the National Association of Insurance Commissioners (NAIC).

Enterprise value is more than spreadsheets and goodwill. It’s fragile, living, and earned

every day.

Rebuilding it is slow. Replacing it is hard. And protecting it starts with recognizing just

how easily it can slip if something happens to the people behind it.

A sudden health issue shouldn’t be the reason your firm falters or your equity fades. But

without a plan, that risk is real, and the cost usually isn’t just operational. It’s personal.
That’s the hidden risk many lawyers overlook: your practice doesn’t just
create value, it relies on you to sustain it. And when your ability to work

disappears, the full weight of that reliance becomes painfully clear.

Recognizing the dual impact, both personal and firm-wide, is the first step. The next is

making sure there’s a plan in place to protect against it.




Summary

What’s at Stake If You’re Sidelined

Owner / Founder

Vision, leadership, client trust, brand equity, referral sources,

Value ) o
firm direction.
Bick Firm’s identity and momentum are closely tied to you. A disability
is
shakes the foundation.
Decline in valuation, client attrition, staff turnover, reduced
Effect

influence, diminished equity over time.
Equity Partner

Revenue contribution, leadership role, strategic influence, client

Value . ]
relationships.
Risk Loss of production and visibility impacts internal trust and
is
external credibility.
Effect Lowered share value, disrupted workflows, potential
ec
restructuring of equity or compensation.
Key Employee
Val Specialized expertise, rainmaking ability, institutional knowledge,
alue
client rapport.
Bick Absence creates gaps that may not be easily filled, especially in
is
niche roles.
Missed deadlines, client uncertainty, associate burnout,
Effect

revenue dip.




Why Protection Matters

By now, the picture should be clear: as a high-earning attorney, your career isn’t just
about billable hours. It’s about value—both the income you generate and the practice

you'’ve built.
And both are vulnerable.

Injury. lliness. Mental health events. These things don’t discriminate by title, income
bracket, or ambition. And when they show up, they don’t just disrupt your routine, they

can dismantle everything you’ve worked for.

The reality? Most lawyers don’t plan to get disabled. But very few are truly protected if

they do.

That’s why a real protection strategy isn’t about ticking a box or holding a generic policy.
It’s about understanding what coverage exists, what it actually does, and, just as

important, what it doesn’t.

In the next few sections, we’ll walk through what’s already out there, how to separate

“better than nothing” from “actually works,” and how to build a plan that’s tailored to

your life, your income, and your practice.




Leading Causes of Disability

When most people think of disability, they imagine catastrophic accidents - car crashes,

falls, or freak events.

In reality, most disabilities stem from far more common, and far less predictable, health

issues. And they don’t wait until retirement.

Top Causes of Disability Claims (Ages 30-55)

What to Watch For:

Causes % of Claims

Musculoskeletal Disorders (back, joints, arthritis) 29%
Cancer 15%
Injuries/Accidents 10%
Mental Health (depression, anxiety, burnout) 9%
Cardiovascular (heart attack, stoke) 9%
Neurological Disorders (MS, Parkinsons’, ALS) 7%
All Other Causes 21%

Why This Matters

The leading causes are often unpredictable, develop slowly, and are entirely

unrelated to your job or work environment. Even healthy, successful attorneys are

vulnerable to issues that can compromise their ability to work at full capacity.

This risk isn’t remote. It’s human.




Income Protection:
What’s Out There Right Now

Before we get into designing the right plan, it’s worth taking a clear-eyed look at what
already exists. Because most lawyers assume they’re “covered”, until they realize what
that coverage actually offers. Let’s break down the most common types of disability

income protection available today.

Most Common Types of Income Protection

Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI)

The government safety net. Technically available to anyone who’s worked and paid into

the system.

What It Is

A federal program that pays monthly benefits if you’re unable to work in any occupation
due to a severe disability expected to last at least a year or result in death.

Pros

It's automatic—you don’t have to buy it.

Limitations
e Hard to qualify (strict “any occupation” definition).
e Long wait times for approval, often 5 months to a year.
e Average benefit is around $1,500/month, not enough to sustain a high-earning lifestyle.

A litigator earning $900K/year. Might qualify for SSDI, but the benefit would be under
$1,500/month. That’s not a bridge. That’s a cliff.

Best viewed as a safety net, not a solution.

See Next ——




Workers’ Compensation

Coverage provided by employers for injuries or ilinesses that occur at work.

What It s

State-mandated insurance that covers medical care and partial wage replacement for job-
related injuries.

Pros

State-mandated at no cost to employee.

Limitations

e Only applies if the disability is directly caused by work!
e Most professional disabilities (illness, stress, accidents off the job) don’t qualify!

e Often pays just a fraction of your income.

A partner at a boutique firm tears his ACL skiing. Can’t work for six months but since it’s
not a workplace injury, workers’ comp would pay $0.

Not designed for highearning professionals, especially in office-based fields like law.
Group Disability Insurance (Employer-Provided)
Typically offered as a benefit by mid-to-large law firms or corporations.

Short-Term Disability (STD)

What It Is

Covers a portion of your salary for the first 3—6 months of a disability.

Pros

Helps bridge the gap during brief medical leaves or recovery.

Continue Reading ——




Limitations

Often replaces only 40-60% of base salary.

Usually taxable if the employer pays the premiums!

Not designed for longterm protection!

Not—Portable—Stops as soon as you leave the firm, potentially leaving you to secure
individual insurance when you’re older and at a higher cost.

Long-Term Disability (LTD)

What It s

Kicks in after short-term disability ends, and can last years or to retirement.

Pros

A step up from short-term; can last much longer.

Limitations

Same replacement rate: 40-60% of base salary (not bonuses, draws, or distributions)

Still taxable if employer paid!
Usually caps out at $5,000-$10,000/month in benefits.

Not—Portable— Stops as soon as you leave the firm, potentially leaving you to secure
individual insurance when you’re older and at a higher cost.

A senior associate assumes his firm policy would cover him. When he reviewed it, the
cap was $8,000/ month, taxable. His real expenses? Closer to $25,000.

Group coverage is helpful—but rarely adequate for high-income earners.

See Next ——




Individual Disability Insurance (IDI)

This is where real protection begins, especially for high-earning professionals.

Short-Term IDI

What It s

Optional coverage for short gaps in income (e.g., 3-6 months).

Pros

Useful for sole practitioners or firm owners with no group STD.

Limitations

e Often unnecessary if you have adequate savings.

Long-term IDI is the backbone of a smart income protection plan for lawyers, while
short-term coverage is best suited for temporary disruptions or recovery periods.

Long-Term IDI

What It s

A private policy that replaces a portion of your income if you can’t work due to iliness or
injury, often through age 65 or longer

Pros

Portable—you own it, even if you change firms.

Can be customized to your actual income (salary + distributions)!

Benefits are tax-free if you pay the premiums!

“Own occupation” definitions available—critical for attorneys.

Limitations

e Premiums can be higher than group coverage.

e Must qualify medically and financially.

Long-term IDI is the backbone of a smart income protection plan for lawyers, while
short-term coverage is best suited for temporary disruptions or recovery periods.




How Much of Your Income
Does it Replace

One of the first things people notice about disability insurance is that it doesn't replace
100% of your income. Typically, policies replace about 50% to 65% of your gross
income. At first glance, that may feel low - but there’s a simple reason: Disability

benefits are usually tax-free.

Since you’re paying premiums with after-tax dollars, any benefits you receive are
generally not taxable. This means the actual net income you take home during a

disability often comes surprisingly close to what you're used to.
For example, Let’s say you earn $1M annually;

e After taxes, your net income might be around $600K-$650K depending on your

state, deductions, and overall structure.

e A disability policy replacing 60-65% of your gross income would pay around $600K—
$650K tax-free.

e |In many cases, you're almost replicating your net take-home pay.

The goal isn’t to replace every dollar of gross income. The goal is to preserve your

lifestyle, financial obligations, and long-term plans - even if you can’t work.

It's a safety net designed to keep your financial house standing while you focus on

recovery.




Individual Disability Income Insurance (IDI):
Your Personal Safety Net

Part 1: What It Is and Why It Matters

Part 2: Pros, Cons, and Common Misunderstandings
Part 3: Definitions of Disability (Own-Occ vs. Any-Occ)
Part 4: Benefit Amounts and Benefit Periods

Part 5: Elimination Periods (The Waiting Game)

Part 6: Riders That Matter (and When they DO)

Part 7: Cost and How It’s Priced

Part 8: The Underwriting Process (What to Expect)

Part 9: Beyond the caps: Non-Traditional Carriers and Stacking Coverage
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Part 1

What It Is and
Why It Matters

For high-earning attorneys, your
income is your greatest asset, and
Individual Disability Insurance (IDI) is
the only product built specifically to

protect it.

IDI is a personal, private contract
between you and an insurance
company. If you become disabled and
can’t do your job, the policy pays you a
monthly benefit. Not a lump sum. Not
reimbursement for expenses. Just
steady, tax-free income, paid directly
to you, so you can keep your life,

family, and financial goals on track.

Unlike group policies, this one doesn’t
disappear if you switch firms. It doesn’t
cap out at $10,000/month. And it isn’t
tied to a committee deciding how

“disabled” you really are.
Yy Y

This is your own plan. Designed
around your income, your profession,

and your needs.

What Makes IDI Different:

@ You Own It

The policy follows you—
regardless of where you work or if
you change firms.

Tax-Free Benefits

If you pay the premiums
personally, the benefits are
typically tax-free.

Custom Coverage

b7

You choose the amount,
definition of disability, benefit
period, and riders.

@ True Protection

Policies can be written to protect
you if you can’t work in your
specific legal specialty—not just
“any job.”




Part 2
Pros, Cons, and
Common Misunderstandings

Individual Disability Insurance is one of the most misunderstood tools in a lawyer’s
financial toolbox. It’s not as flashy as investing, and it’s not something most people talk

about—until they need it. By then, it’s usually too late.

Here’s What You Should Really Know

The Pros The Cons (and Realities)

Income Protection That Scales It’s Not Cheap

You can structure IDI to reflect your full Good coverage costs money, usually 1-3%

income- salary, bonuses, draws, or of the income you’re protecting. But it

even K-1distributions. protects your entire financial engine.

True “Own-Occupation” Coverage You Have to Qualify

If you're a litigator and can’t argue Carriers underwrite medically and

cases, you still get paid- even if you can financially. That means health history

technically work in another role. matters, and so does your income track
record.

Control and Portability You Have to Understand the Details

The policy is yours. Leave your firm, Not all IDI policies are created equal.

start your own practice- it comes with Some are loaded with fine print that

you. undermines the value if you ever need to
use it.

Continue Reading ——




Tax-Free Benefits It Can Feel Optional, Until It’s Not

If you pay premiums with after-tax dollars Many lawyers delay buying until “later.”
(which most do), benefits come tax-free. But if your health changes, your options
That’s crucial. narrow; or disappear.

Custom Fit

You can tailor the benefit amount, length,
waiting period, and optional features to

match your life, not a generic template.

Part 3

Definitions of Disability

Not all disability insurance is created equal, and the most critical difference comes

down to how “disability” is defined.

This one clause can make or break your ability to actually collect benefits when you

need them. Especially for attorneys, the right definition is everything.

Own-Occupation (a.k.a. True Own-Occ)

This is the gold standard for high-performing professionals. If you can’t do your specific

job, you’re considered disabled, even if you can do something else.

e What It Means: If you're a trial attorney and can’t try cases due to a back injury, but

you can teach or consult, you still qualify for full benefits.

e Why It Matters: It protects your income without penalizing you for pivoting into

another role or field.

e Who Needs It: Litigators, specialists, rainmakers, firm leaders, anyone whose role is

performance-specific.




A personal injury attorney suffering vocal cord paralysis after surgery. Can’t argue in
court, but could manage internal strategy. Her “own-occ” policy would pay in full. A

weaker policy? It might just pay nothing.

Modified Own-Occupation

A step down. You’re considered disabled if you can’t do your job, and you’re not working
in any other occupation. If you do work in another capacity, benefits may be reduced or
stopped.

e Risk: You’re penalized for trying to stay productive, even in a different role or field.

Any-Occupation

The most restrictive. You’re only considered disabled if you can’t do any job you’re
reasonably suited for by education, experience, or training.

e Why It’s a Problem: If you're a corporate lawyer but can technically teach at a law
school, you may be denied benefits

e Where You See It: Government programs (like SSDI), group plans, and lower-tier
policies.

What to Look for in a Policy:

e True own-occupation coverage
e Specialty-specific language (e.g., trial law, appellate, tax)
e No forced “reasonable job” language

e Avoid policies that reduce or eliminate benefits if you take another role

If you’ve spent 20 years building a career in litigation, you don’t want your coverage

treating you like you're interchangeable with a legal editor or paralegal.




Benefit Amounts and Benefit Periods

When people hear “disability insurance,” most assume it’s just a monthly check. But how
much you’re insured for, and for how long, are two of the most strategic choices you’ll

make in your policy.

Benefit Amount: How Much Coverage Do You Actually Need?

This is the monthly amount your policy will pay you if you become disabled. It’s
meant to replace a portion of your income, not 100%, but enough to maintain your

lifestyle, cover expenses, and stay on track.
What You Can Typically Insure:

e Traditional IDI Carriers: Up to 60-70% of gross income, with caps (usually
around $20K-$35K/month).

e Non-Traditional Carriers (covered later): Used to “stack” coverage beyond that

cap for ultra-high earners.

Managing partner earning $1.2M/year. A group policy for $10K/month, personal
IDI for another $15K. Stack a third policy to get to $60K/month, actual income

need.

e Insure the income you actually rely on-not just your W-2. Include bonuses,

draws, and K-1distributions when calculating need.




Benefit Period: How Long Do You Want It to Pay You?

This defines the maximum length of time the policy will pay benefits once you’ve

been deemed disabled.
Common Options:

e 2 years - Lower cost, short runway
e 5 years - Good for short-term planning, often used for key-person needs

e To age 65, 67, or 70 - Most comprehensive and commonly recommended

A 41-year-old commercial litigator with a benefit amount of 30k/month and
benefit period to age 65 develops MS. Her policy would pay for 24 years. That’s

protected income of nearly $9 million over time.

If you’re in your 30s or 40s, anything less than to-age-65 coverage exposes you to

a long-term risk, losing income for 20+ years.

What to Watch For

Item Why It Matters

Traditional carriers often max out at $35K/month,

watch for hidden ceilings.

Some policies reduce benefits if you’re receiving

Social Security or workers’ comp.

You want your benefit and premium guaranteed,

not subject to change.




Part 5

Elimination Periods, The Waiting Game

Most people focus on how much coverage a disability policy provides. But just as

important is when it kicks in.

The elimination period is the waiting period between when your disability begins and
when your benefits start. Think of it like a deductible, except instead of paying money,

you're paying with time.

Common Elimination Periods:

e 30 days - Rare, expensive

e 60 days - More common, slightly

higher cost
e 90 days - Most popular for
professionals

e 180+ days - Lower premium, longer
wait (more suited to those with

strong savings)

O Key Tip

Plan for the elimination period like you would for an emergency fund. If your benefits

won’t kick in for 90 days, make sure your cash reserves can.




Part 6

Riders That Matter (and When They Do)

Once the core policy is in place- benefit amount, elimination period, and duration, you
can fine-tune your coverage with optional riders. Some are essential. Others are smart

upgrades depending on your goals, career stage, and risk tolerance.

Let’s break them down:

Essential or Commonly Recommended Riders

Residual/Partial Disability Rider

What It Does: Pays benefits if you can still work, but at reduced capacity or income.

Why It Matters: Many disabilities aren’t total shutdowns, they’re partial slowdowns.

Example: A litigator reduces his caseload by 60% due to chronic migraines. His
residual rider fills in the income gap, without requiring him to stop working

entirely.

Cost of Living Adjustment (COLA)

What It Does: Increases your benefit annually while on claim to account for inflation.

Why It Matters: A $20K/month benefit today won’t stretch the same, 10 years into a long-
term disability.

Continue Reading ——




Future Increase Option (FIO)

What It Does: Allows you to raise your coverage later, without additional medical

underwriting.

Why It Matters: Your income may grow, but your health may not. This rider lets you keep
up without requalifying.

Best For: Attorneys early in their careers or those growing rapidly.

Non-Cancellable & Guaranteed Renewable

What It Does: Locks in your premium and guarantees your right to renew the policy with
no changes.

Why It Matters: Your insurer can’t raise rates or pull coverage, even if your health

changes.

Available (Situational) Riders

Catastrophic Disability Rider

What It Does: Provides an additional monthly benefit if you suffer a severe, life-altering
disability (e.g., loss of two or more ADLs, cognitive impairment).

Why It Might Make Sense: For high-net-worth individuals who want a buffer beyond

regular benefits in worst-case scenarios.

Student Loan Repayment Rider

What It Does: Pays extra benefit specifically to cover student loan obligations during a
disability.

Best For: Younger attorneys with significant student debt and minimal financial cushion.

A firm owner adds both COLA and Catastrophic riders. At 52, they’re diagnosed with

ALS. The base benefit sustains their lifestyle. The catastrophic rider gives them

flexibility to hire in-home care without touching savings.




Part 7

Cost and How It’s Priced

Let’s address the elephant in the room:

What does Individual Disability Insurance actually cost?
The short answer: typically, 1% - 3% of the income you’re protecting.

But like anything else in insurance, pricing is personalized. It depends on a range of
factors- some you control, others you don’t. Understanding how it’s priced helps you

make smarter choices and avoid surprises.

How to Think About Cost:

Don’t just ask, “How much does this cost?”
Ask: “What does this protect?”

e If you're protecting a $10M-$20M
income stream over your career, does it
make sense to spend $10K-$15K per

year to lock that in?

e If you had a machine in your office
printing $60K/month, how much would

you pay to insure it?

Disability insurance protects your income the same way malpractice insurance protects

your reputation. You may never need it. But if you do, it’s everything.




What Affects the Cost of Your Policy?

Factor Impact

Age

Health History

Occupation Class

Benefit Amount

Benefit Period

Elimination Period

Riders Chosen

The younger you are, the lower the cost.

Pre-existing conditions may raise premiums—

or exclude certain risks.

Riskier professions pay more. Lawyers are often

favorably rated.

More coverage = higher premium. Common

sense, but worth noting.

“To age 65” costs more than 5 years, but gives

better long-term protection.

Longer wait = lower premium. (90 days is a

common sweet spot.)

More customization can add cost- but also

flexibility and protection.

A 38-year-old transactional attorney earning $750K/year would pay about $9,600/year

for a $25K/month benefit to age 65. A version of the same policy at 45 would cost over

$12,000/year—with tighter underwriting.




Part 8
The Underwriting Process— From Start
to Finish

Buying individual disability insurance isn’t instant. The process is thorough for a reason:
you’re asking an insurance company to commit to potentially paying you millions of

dollars if something goes wrong.

It's more personal than buying life insurance. More nuanced than buying malpractice.

But with the right guide, it’s straightforward and manageable.

Here’s what to expect, start to finish.

Step 1
The Discovery Conversation

This usually starts with a short call or meeting.
You’ll talk about your income, your role, your
goals, and how you’d want the policy to work

if you ever had to use it.

You don’t need to know everything.

You don’t need to commit.

You just need to be transparent about what

matters to you.

Your exact role matters: trial attorney, M&A

counsel, family law, appellate, etc.

“l want enough to keep my family steady, my
firm running, and my future intact.” That’s how

one equity partner puts it. That’s a good place

to start.




Step 2
Application + Income Review

Once you choose a policy design, the actual

application is straightforward. It includes:

e Basic personal info

e Medical disclosures (past conditions,
medications, surgeries)

e Financial verification (W-2, 1099, K-1, or
CPA letter)

O Key Tip

It’s okay to say “I’'m not sure” on health

questions. Your advisor can guide the

language and help clarify what matters.

Step 3
Step 3: Medical Screening

Most policies require a basic medical screening.

It’s usually:

e 15-20 minutes
e Done at your home or office

e Includes vitals, bloodwork, urine sample, and

sometimes a short health questionnaire

e A follow-up medical questionnaire for
additional clarification. Either a phone
interview (Tele-CMI), usually around 15 min. or

an online questionnaire.

What they’re really looking for: long-term health

risks. Chronic conditions, prior claims, or anything

that could suggest a higher likelihood of disability.
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Now the insurance company reviews

everything:

e Medical history — Do any conditions

need to be excluded or rated up?

e Income verification — Is your
income high and consistent enough

for the benefit requested?

e Occupation classification — What’s

the true risk level of your role?

This stage takes the longest—usually 3

to 6 weeks.

What to Expect

What Might Happen Why

Approved as applied All good. Policy is issued.

Approved with Certain conditions (e.g., back, migraines) may
exclusions be excluded.

Rated up Premium is higher due to health history.

_ Rare with good guidance, but happens if risks
Declined

are too high.




What Can Affect Approval

Issue Impact

) May lead to exclusions (e.g., back pain,
Chronic lliness L. L
migraines) or premium increases.

) Common. Could affect eligibility for mental/
Mental Health History
nervous coverage.

History of alcohol or drug treatment is heavily
Substance Use

scrutinized.
Foreign Travel or Frequent international travel or risky hobbies
Activities (piloting, scuba diving) may raise red flags.

What Helps:

e Applying while young and healthy
e Having strong, documented income

e Working with a specialist who

understands how to frame your role,

earnings, and goals properly




The Role of a Good Advisor

A real specialist can make all the difference. They know how to:

e Position your income properly (especially with draws or variable comp)
e Frame job duties for the best occupational rating
e Navigate medical disclosures clearly

e Push back on underwriting decisions, when appropriate

Your W-2 might only entitle you to $15K/month in benefits. But clarified properly with
your additional K1’s and 1099 income, might just get you approved for $35K/month.

Same carrier.

In total,

The underwriting process isn’t about proving you deserve coverage, it’s about setting up
the right structure to protect your future. And with the right guidance, it’s just another

smart business move.

Quick Guide
What to Expect When Applying for Disability Insurance

Step What Happens What to Know

) Talk through your No prep needed- just
1. Discovery )
) income, career, and be honest about your
Conversation
goals needs

o Submit health
2. Application + . ) . W-2, 1099, K-1s, or CPA
_ disclosures + financial )
Income Review q letters often required
ocs

. Takes ~20 minutes,
3. Medical Short health exam

. . . often done at home or
Screening (vitals, blood, urine)

work




Policies can include

4. Underwriting Carrier reviews your ) )
) . i exclusions or rating
Review health, job, and income .
adjustments
o You get approved, Policies can include
5. Decision . . .
modified, or (rarely) exclusions or rating
Issued . .
declined adjustments

O Key Tip

The better the guidance, the smoother the approval. A great advisor can often

double your benefit, or cut your premium, by properly structuring your application.

How Long It Takes

Initial Application: 15- 30 minutes with an advisor

Medical Exam (if needed): 15- 20 minutes, often done at your home or office

Medical Questionnaire: 15 minutes

Underwriting Decision: 3—6 weeks on average




Part 9
Beyond the Cap: Non-Traditional Carriers and
Stacking Coverage

Traditional individual disability insurance is powerful, but it has a ceiling.

Most major carriers (MassMutual, Guardian, Principal, etc.) cap monthly benefits at
around $20K to $35K, depending on income and underwriting. For many professionals,
that’s sufficient. But for high earners, particularly partners, firm owners, and top

producers, that’s only a piece of the picture.

If your actual lifestyle or financial responsibilities require $50K, $75K, or even $100K+/
month, traditional carriers won’t get you there. That’s where non-traditional carriers

come in.

What Are Non-Traditional Carriers?

These are insurance companies that specialize
in high-limit disability insurance, offered as a
second or third layer of coverage on top of

your traditional IDI.

They don’t replace your base coverage, they

supplement it.

When to Consider Stacking:
e You earn more than $500K/year
e Your fixed expenses exceed what a base policy would cover
e You want to insure your entire earning power, not just the first slice

e You're taking out debt, investing in your firm, or protecting long-term family

obligations




Protecting the Other Half of the
Equation: Enterprise Disability Strategies

Protecting your income is about survival- it's what keeps your lifestyle stable, your plans

on track, and your family secure if something goes wrong.

But for firm owners, partners, and anyone with a real stake in their practice, income is

only half the equation.
There’s also the business itself.

Whether you built it from the ground up or bought into it over time, your practice
carries real value, and real risk. And just like your income, it depends on your ability to

lead, produce, and perform.

If that changes, the firm feels it. Clients notice. Partners shift. Numbers drop. And

unless there’s a plan in place, the loss isn’t just temporary, it’s structural.

Enterprise protection strategies exist to keep the business standing while you're down,
to preserve its value, and to ensure you have real options, not panic plans, when you're

at your most vulnerable.

Let’s break down the tools available to protect the practice you’ve built.

/\ Did You Know?

82% of businesses report financial disruption within six months when a key person is

unexpectedly lost to illness or injury.




Business Overhead Expense (BOE) Insurance

BOE insurance covers the fixed monthly costs of running your business if you become
disabled.

Think rent. Payroll. Utilities. Malpractice premiums. Even your assistant’s salary.

Who It’s For What It Pays For Benefit Period

Solo attorneys, firm Office expenses, not Typically 12-24
owners, or any professional personal income. It months, just long
whose name is on the lease, keeps the business lights enough to return or
payroll, or monthly nut. on while you’re out. restructure.

A boutique estate planning attorney with a BOE policy that covers $25K/month in
overhead. After a cancer diagnosis and throughout a year-long treatment, that policy

would pay rent, staff, and bills while they focused on recovery.

Why It Matters: Without BOE, you’re left paying business expenses out of personal

savings, or worse, shutting the doors.




Key Person Disability Insurance

Some people in a law firm are hard to replace. Rainmakers. Lead litigators. Client

magnets.

Key person disability insurance provides a cash benefit to the firm if a critical team

member becomes disabled.

Who It’s For What It Pays For Benefit Period
Firms with one or two Replacing lost revenue, The firm owns the
individuals who generate a recruiting/hiring temps, policy and is the
disproportionate share of or retaining clients beneficiary.
revenue or goodwill. during transition.

A PI firm insures their lead litigator for $2M. When he goes out on an extended leave
due to an injury or illness, the policy payout covers case delays and allows the firm to

onboard interim help without losing their footing.

Why It Matters: You insure your building. Why not insure the person holding it up?




Partnership Disability Buyout

What happens if a partner becomes permanently disabled and can't return?
Without a clear agreement, things get murky, and tense.

A disability buy-sell agreement, funded by insurance, gives the healthy partners the

cash to buy out the disabled partner’s share, without draining the firm’s reserves or

taking on debt.

Who It’s For Structure Trigger
Multi-partner firms, Insurance pays a lump sum Usually after 12-24
especially when to the firm or partner(s), months of
ownership is shared. which is used to buy out the continuous disability.

disabled partner’s equity.

A three-partner firm fails to plan. When one partner gets diagnosed with early-onset
Parkinson’s, they neither work nor leave. The firm cannot afford to buy him out, and for
two years, income distributions are frozen. A $1.5M buyout policy would’ve solved it

instantly.

Why It Matters: Disability buyouts protect the business, AND preserve the dignity and

equity of the partner who’s stepping away.




One-Way Buyout Protection

What if you’re the sole owner, but want to ensure your family or estate gets value if you

can’t return to work?

A one-way buyout agreement allows a junior partner or pre-arranged buyer to purchase

your equity if you become disabled, funded by a disability policy.

Who It’s For Structure Funding

Sole owners or You set terms with a A lump-sum policy pays

founders grooming buyer, who gets the option the buyout amount,

a successor. to buy you out if you’re making the deal
permanently disabled. immediate and clean.

An appellate firm founder sets up a one-way buyout with her #2 attorney. In the event
she gets disabled, a $2M policy funds the buyout. Her family receives full value. The

firm continues without disruption.

Why It Matters: It creates an exit strategy for you, and a growth path for the next

generation.




Designing a Coordinated Disability Strategy

By now, you’ve seen the pieces: income protection, business continuity, partnership

planning.

But what brings it all together is coordination, making sure each piece works with the

others, fills the right gaps, and reflects your actual risks.

You don’t just need coverage.

You need the right coverage, in the right places, for the right reasons.

A coordinated disability strategy connects your personal income protection and
practice-level risk planning into one cohesive approach. It prevents overlap, closes
gaps, and aligns with your real-life responsibilities, as an attorney, an owner, a leader,

and a provider.

Let’s break it down.

Step 1
Start with Your Income

Your personal income is the engine behind your lifestyle, family needs, and

long-term goals. Start here.

e What’s your actual monthly income (W-2 + bonuses + K-1s)?
e What portion of that is essential to your household or financial obligations?

e How long could you go without income before lifestyle or savings are

impacted.

Continue Reading ——




Once you have that number, check your current coverage (if any). If your firm-
provided plan maxes at $10K/month but your lifestyle runs on $40K+, there’s
your first gap.

Step 2
Map Out Your Business Role

Your business impact doesn’t stop with your paycheck. Ask yourself:

e Do clients come to the firm because of you?
e Do you lead cases, generate referrals, or set strategic direction?

e Would your absence create an operational, leadership, or financial void?

If the answer is yes, and you have ownership or leadership responsibility, your

protection needs go beyond income. You’re protecting enterprise value.

Step 3
Match Protection to Your Profile

Managing Partner or Multi-Partner Firm Leader

What to Protect How
Income IDI + High-Limit (stacked)
Key staff Key Person coverage on top performers

Continue Reading ——




Partnership structure

Office infrastructure

Buy-sell agreement with disability funding

BOE if tied to firm finances

Solo Attorney or Owner-Operator

What to Protect
Personal income
Office expenses

Long-term

business value

Equity Partner in a Firm

What to Protect
Income
Partnership equity

Practice disruption

(your absence)

How
IDI + High-Limit (stacked)
Disability Overhead Expense (DOE)

One-way buyout or succession

plan (optional)

How
IDI + High-Limit (stacked)
Partnership Disability Buyout policy

Optional Key Person policy (if you carry

client/revenue weight)

Founder Grooming a Successor

What to Protect

Income

How

IDI + High-Limit (stacked)

Continue Reading ——




Business continuity BOE + Key Person on successor

Exit strategy One-way buyout funded by disability
policy

Watch For:

Too much coverage in one area, none in another

Dependence on group LTD as a primary solution

No formal buy-sell structure in multi-partner firms

No key person plan if a single rainmaker carries the load

Plans that assume you’ll always be there
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The Cost of Not Being
Ready: A Case Study

The Story of “David” - Founding Partner,
Trial Attorney, Father of Four

David was 46. A powerhouse litigator, founding partner of a boutique firm pulling in just
under $3M a year in gross revenue. Personally, he earned about $950,000/year. A mix

of salary, profit share, and case-based bonuses.

He had built a reputation over 15 years. His name opened doors. He brought in most of
the firm’s biggest cases. He had two other partners, a team of associates, and a steady

referral network.

His coverage?

e A group long-term disability policy through the firm that paid $10,000/month
(taxable).

e No individual policy.
e No disability buy-sell agreement.

e No overhead expense coverage.
And then, he had a stroke.

He survived. But his speech was affected. His stamina was gone. He couldn’t lead
strategy meetings, argue in court, or meet clients with the same clarity and confidence.
The doctors were unsure if he'd recover fully. He was 46 years old. And functionally

sidelined.

Continue Reading ——




Financial Fallout

Personal Income Lost:

e Annual income: $950,000

e Group policy benefit: $10,000/month = $120,000/year (taxable)
e Real after-tax benefit: ~$90,000/year

e Shortfall: $860,000/year

Lifetime loss (age 46 to 65): $860,000 x 19 years = $16.3 million lost
Enterprise Value Erosion:

e Clients slowly left when David wasn’t showing up.
e His two partners delayed any buyout, unsure how to proceed.
e Referrals dried up.

e Within 18 months, the firm’s valuation dropped by over 40%.

Without a disability buyout in place, David remained a silent partner. Unable to work.
Still entitled to equity. But contributing minimal value. It created tension, gridlock, and

eventually a partial restructure that left everyone dissatisfied.

What Protection Could’ve Looked Like:

¢ Individual Disability Insurance (IDI): $30K/month, own-occupation,
tax-free

e High-limit supplemental policy: $20K/month additional benefit

e Buy-Sell Disability Policy: $2.5M lump sum for equity buyout

e BOE Policy: $25K/month to keep the firm running for up to 18 months

Continue Reading ——




All combined, the total annual premium would’ve been around $18,000-$25,000/year

—about 2.5% of his annual income.

Instead, the loss was over $16 million in personal income, an unstructured exit, and a

firm that never regained its stride.

£ Lesson

Disability isn’'t just about being unable to work.

It’s about what happens when you’re no longer there to hold it all together.

Planning ahead isn’t about fear. It’s about options.

When the foundation cracks, you either have a structure in place...

or you start scrambling.
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Protected, Prepared,
and Still in Control:
A Case Study

The Story of “Melissa” - Appellate
Attorney, Firm Owner, Single Mom

Melissa was 42 and owned a respected boutique appellate firm in DC. She brought in
about $800,000/year, mostly through high-stakes federal appeal work and referrals
from larger trial firms. Her firm employed five people, including a rising associate she

had begun grooming as a future partner.
Melissa wasn’t flashy, but she was a planner.

She had worked with a specialist two years earlier to design a full protection strategy.

“Just in case.”
Her plan included:

e Individual Disability Insurance (IDI) - $25K/month, true own-occupation, COLA

rider

Supplemental High-Limit IDI - Additional $15K/month

Business Overhead Expense (BOE) - $22K/month for up to 18 months

Key Person Policy - $1M benefit on herself, payable to the firm

One-Way Buyout Agreement - Pre-arranged with her junior associate, funded by a

$2.2M lump-sum disability policy

Continue Reading ——
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What Happened?

At 44, Melissa was diagnosed with a rare neurological condition. It impacted her ability
to write and speak for long periods. Her legal mind was still sharp - but her stamina and

clarity fluctuated too much to represent clients.

She made the difficult decision to stop working full-time. But because of her planning,

she didn’t panic.

The Financial Outcome

Her IDI policies paid a combined $40,000/month, tax-free

Her DOE policy covered firm expenses for 14 months, until the business stabilized

The key person policy gave her firm an extra cash cushion to restructure

Her associate exercised the buyout option, backed by the disability-funded lump sum

Melissa received the full value of her equity. Her clients were smoothly transitioned.
Her employees kept their jobs. And she had the financial freedom to focus on her health

and kids without rushing decisions.

“It wasn’t ideal. But it wasn’t a crisis. | didn’t lose everything. | had
options. That’s what planning gave me.”

Category Outcome
Personal income $40K/month tax-free, long-term
Business Expenses Covered during the transition

Continue Reading ——




Firm Continuity Junior associate stepped in seamlessly

Equity Value Preserved through structured buyout

Stress Level Significantly lower than it could’ve been

£4 Lesson

Melissa didn’t know if she’d ever need her plan.

But when life shifted, she didn’t scramble. She led the transition, protected her

people, and preserved what she built.




Common Hesitations And Why They
Deserve A Second Look

“Do | Really Need This?”
Common Objections, and the Truth Behind Them

It’s perfectly natural to hesitate before buying disability insurance. It’s not fun to think
about worst-case scenarios. And it doesn’t come with instant gratification like a new car

or a market rally.

But when you dig into the most common objections, you’ll find that most of them aren’t

rooted in logic. They’re rooted in assumptions.

Let’s take a look.

“l already have coverage through my firm.”

Maybe. But have you read the fine print?

e Most group LTD plans cover up to 60% of your
income, and cap out at $5K-$10K/month. And

that’s usually taxable.
e They often exclude bonuses, K-1s, and draws.

e And they don’t follow you if you leave the firm

or go out on your own.

What if the plan you’re depending on covers just

20% of your actual lifestyle?




“l have savings. I'll be fine.”

Savings are a cushion. Disability is a long-term

storm.

e Could you comfortably cover $30K-$50K/

month in expenses for 2-5 years?
e What if your recovery drags out?

e What happens to your retirement, your

kids’ education, your equity stake?

Savings are for opportunity. Insurance is for

protection.

“m healthy. This won’t happen to me.”

Most disabilities aren't from freak accidents.
They’re from illness, burnout, and things no

one plans for.

e Neurological conditions. Chronic pain.

Mental health. Autoimmune flare-ups.

¢ 1in 4 professionals will face a disabling

event before retirement.’

You insure your house, your car, your
malpractice risk. Why not the one thing that

funds all of it, your income?




“It's expensive.”

It typically costs 1-3% of the income it

protects.

e That’s like paying $0.01 to insure $1.00.
e Or spending $12K/year to protect a $30K/

month cash flow—and a $15M lifetime

income.

If your income was a machine printing $60K/

month, would you insure it?

“l don’t have time to deal with it.”

The application process is simpler than most

expect. And the cost of waiting is real:

e Premiums rise with age
e One diagnosis can limit or eliminate your
options

e Underwriting can take weeks—not having
it when you need it is far worse than

applying when you're healthy

Future you will never regret setting this up

early. But they might regret not doing it at all.




Final Chapter: What Happens Next?

This isn’t about fear.

It’s about planning.

You’ve spent your career protecting others- clients, families, businesses. This book has

been about helping you do the same for yourself.

Disability insurance isn’t about predicting the future. It’s about preparing for the
possible, so that your income, your firm, your equity, your family, and your future aren’t

left unguarded.

Now that you understand the moving parts, what’s available, how it works, and what’s at

stake, you're in a position most lawyers never reach:

e You know what needs protecting.
e You know how to protect it.

e You know what happens if you don’t.

The next step isn’t a leap.

It’s a conversation. With someone who understands how to design a coordinated

strategy around your specific life, income, and role.

Because the smartest lawyers don’t just protect others.

They protect the thing that makes it all
possible: themselves.




If You Remember Nothing Else...

1. Your income is your most

valuable asset.

2. Your practice has value

beyond your salary.

3. Most group plans fall short.

4. The best time to planis

before something happens.

5. You don’t need to solve

everything overnight.

6. Thisisn’t about fear.

You’ve spent years building it.
Protecting it is not optional. It’s

foundational.

Your firm, your reputation, your equity.
They all depend on you showing up. If

you can’t, that value can fade fast.

They’re not built for high earners. If you
make $500K+ a year, you likely have a

major gap.

Once your health changes, your options
shrink. Get this in place while you still

can.

You just need a coordinated strategy. A
plan that works for your income, your

role, and your future.

It's about having choices. Control.
Dignity. And a way to protect what

you’ve worked so hard to build.

Because when your ability to work is suddenly taken away...
The last thing you want is to be figuring it out on the fly.




Glossary of Key Terms

e Own-Occupation: A policy definition that pays benefits if you’re unable to perform

the duties of your specific occupation. Even if you can do something else.

e Any-Occupation: A stricter definition that only pays if you can’t work in any job

you’re reasonably suited for.

e Elimination Period: The waiting period (usually 30-180 days) between when a

disability begins and when benefits start.

e Benefit Period: The length of time benefits are paid once you qualify. Commonly 2, 5
years, or to age 65/67/70.

e Residual Disability: A rider that pays partial benefits if your disability limits your

ability to earn at full capacity.

e Cost of Living Adjustment (COLA): A rider that increases your benefit annually

while on claim to account for inflation.

e Future Increase Option (FIO): A rider that allows you to increase your monthly

benefit in the future without further medical underwriting.

e Disability Business Overhead Expense (DOE): A policy that pays your business’s

fixed monthly expenses if you’re disabled and can’t work.

e Key Person Disability: Insurance that pays a business if a critical employee becomes

disabled, helping cover lost revenue or hiring costs.

e Disability Buy-Sell Insurance: A policy that funds the buyout of a disabled partner’s

ownership interest in a firm.

e Stacking: The practice of layering multiple disability policies. Usually from

traditional and non-traditional carriers, to achieve higher monthly protection limits.




Appendix

Sources

1. “1in 4 working professionals will experience a disabling event before retirement.”
Source: Social Security Administration - Disability Facts.

https:/www.ssa.gov/disabilityfacts/

2. “70% of small businesses would fail within two years if a key person became
disabled.”
Source: National Association of Insurance Commissioners (NAIC), Key Person
Insurance Guide.

https://content.naic.org/

3. “Top Causes of Disability Claims (Ages 30-55) Table.”
Source: Disability Insurance Statistics (2023)

https:/www.disabilityquotes.com/disability-insurance-statistics

4. “Leading causes of disability claims”
Source: Council for Disability Awareness, 2023 Long-Term Disability Claims Review

https://disabilitycanhappen.org/disability-statistics/

5. “Average SSDI benefit is under $1,500/month.”
Source: SSA Monthly Statistical Snapshot (Feb 2024)
https:/www.ssa.gov/policy/docs/quickfacts/stat_snapshot/

6. “82% of businesses report financial disruption within six months when a key
person is lost to illness or injury.”

Source: Guardian Life Business Owner Pulse, 2023.

CRN202811-9833533
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