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THE PROMPT: Hanson Crawford Crum Family Law Group LLP is a 14-attorney, three-partner family law

firm with offices in San Francisco, Silicon Valley, and Marin. The firm is one of the largest family law

practices in Northern California, known for handling highly complex financial matters including cases

involving startups, venture capital, private equity, and real estate. The three existing partners — who are

approaching the later phases of their careers — are considering bringing in new partners to buy in and

eventually take ownership of the firm. A defining feature of this business model — and one that materially

affects valuation — is that family law clients are episodic, not recurring. Unlike corporate, tax, or

trusts-and-estates practices where the same client generates fees year after year for decades, a divorce

client typically engages the firm once, generates fees over 12–36 months, and then is gone. There is no

traditional "book of business" and minimal client lifetime value in the conventional sense. What actually

drives durable revenue is the firm's referral network: other attorneys (corporate, estates, tax), financial

advisors, wealth managers, therapists, forensic accountants, and the founding partners' personal

reputations among Bay Area HNW and tech-wealth circles. Any incoming partner is therefore buying

access to a referral engine, brand, infrastructure, and case pipeline — not a recurring client base. This

must anchor how goodwill, ownership, and buy-in price are evaluated. The firm's culture is built on mutual

trust, long-term incentive alignment, and strong working relationships among the current partners. The

challenge is that there is no clear playbook for how a boutique high-end family law firm should structure

new partner buy-in when the founding partners are closer to exit. Key tensions include: (1) fairly pricing

what incoming partners are actually buying — given that the asset is largely the founders' referral

relationships, which are personal, intangible, and may not transfer cleanly, rather than a sticky client book;

(2) ensuring incoming partners inherit real ownership and real origination capacity — meaning warm

introductions to referral sources and a path to becoming the referred-to attorney themselves — not just a

title or a share of fees on cases the founders sourced; and (3) preserving the collegial, trust-based culture

as the partnership expands. What is the right framework for evaluating, structuring, and onboarding new

equity partners in this specific context? Address: how buy-in should be priced and structured given the

absence of a recurring client base and the personal nature of the goodwill being transferred; how

profit-sharing should evolve as the founding partners wind down and their personal referral flow tapers;

what referral-source introduction and case-origination transition obligations should be formalized (since

this, not client retention, is what is actually being transferred); and what governance protections both sides

need. Provide a concrete recommendation, not a menu of options.

THE RULING: The right framework for evaluating, structuring, and onboarding new equity partners is a

hybrid model that combines an upfront buy-in for tangible assets with a contingent,
performance-coupled earn-in for goodwill, governed by a modified Hale and Dorr origination-credit
glidepath, super-majority voting, and formalized referral-transition obligations. This approach

ensures that incoming partners pay only for what they receive — a functioning referral engine — while

protecting founders’ legitimate interests in compensation for successful handoffs.
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The Prompt

Hanson Crawford Crum Family Law Group LLP is a 14-attorney, three-partner family law firm with offices in

San Francisco, Silicon Valley, and Marin. The firm is one of the largest family law practices in Northern

California, known for handling highly complex financial matters including cases involving startups, venture

capital, private equity, and real estate. The three existing partners — who are approaching the later phases

of their careers — are considering bringing in new partners to buy in and eventually take ownership of the

firm. A defining feature of this business model — and one that materially affects valuation — is that family

law clients are episodic, not recurring. Unlike corporate, tax, or trusts-and-estates practices where the same

client generates fees year after year for decades, a divorce client typically engages the firm once, generates

fees over 12–36 months, and then is gone. There is no traditional "book of business" and minimal client

lifetime value in the conventional sense. What actually drives durable revenue is the firm's referral network:

other attorneys (corporate, estates, tax), financial advisors, wealth managers, therapists, forensic

accountants, and the founding partners' personal reputations among Bay Area HNW and tech-wealth circles.

Any incoming partner is therefore buying access to a referral engine, brand, infrastructure, and case pipeline

— not a recurring client base. This must anchor how goodwill, ownership, and buy-in price are evaluated.

The firm's culture is built on mutual trust, long-term incentive alignment, and strong working relationships

among the current partners. The challenge is that there is no clear playbook for how a boutique high-end

family law firm should structure new partner buy-in when the founding partners are closer to exit. Key

tensions include: (1) fairly pricing what incoming partners are actually buying — given that the asset is

largely the founders' referral relationships, which are personal, intangible, and may not transfer cleanly,

rather than a sticky client book; (2) ensuring incoming partners inherit real ownership and real origination

capacity — meaning warm introductions to referral sources and a path to becoming the referred-to attorney

themselves — not just a title or a share of fees on cases the founders sourced; and (3) preserving the

collegial, trust-based culture as the partnership expands. What is the right framework for evaluating,

structuring, and onboarding new equity partners in this specific context? Address: how buy-in should be

priced and structured given the absence of a recurring client base and the personal nature of the goodwill

being transferred; how profit-sharing should evolve as the founding partners wind down and their personal

referral flow tapers; what referral-source introduction and case-origination transition obligations should be

formalized (since this, not client retention, is what is actually being transferred); and what governance

protections both sides need. Provide a concrete recommendation, not a menu of options.

The Ruling

The right framework for evaluating, structuring, and onboarding new equity partners is a hybrid model that

combines an upfront buy-in for tangible assets with a contingent, performance-coupled earn-in for
goodwill, governed by a modified Hale and Dorr origination-credit glidepath, super-majority voting,

and formalized referral-transition obligations. This approach ensures that incoming partners pay only for

what they receive — a functioning referral engine — while protecting founders’ legitimate interests in

compensation for successful handoffs.

The core insight is that the firm’s value lies in its referral network, which is personal goodwill and

non-transferable unless actively transitioned. Therefore, goodwill cannot be priced as a fixed multiple of
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historical earnings or EBITDA. Instead, it must be earned in over time based on the actual realization of fees

from transferred referral sources. The synthesis of the tribunal’s deliberation produces a framework that

avoids overpayment for non-transferable assets, aligns incentives through measurable handoffs, and

preserves the firm’s trust-based culture. The strongest evidence supporting this approach includes the legal

doctrine from Martin Ice Cream v. Commissioner and Howard v. U.S., which establishes that personal

goodwill belongs to the individual, not the entity, and the widespread use of the modified Hale and Dorr

system in law firm compensation. The main caveat is that the contingent earn-in must be carefully structured

to avoid ethical violations under California Rule 5.4(a)(2) regarding payments to retired partners, a risk that

can be mitigated by keeping founders affiliated as Of Counsel during the payout period.

Core Analysis

The Right Framework: A Hybrid Model for Partner Buy-In

The optimal framework for Hanson Crawford Crum Family Law Group LLP is a two-component, risk-aligned

structure that separates the purchase of tangible assets from the contingent acquisition of transferable

goodwill. This model reconciles the strongest elements of the advocates’ proposals while discarding those

that are legally unsound, operationally unproven, or ethically questionable. The framework is designed to

ensure that incoming partners pay only for what they receive — a functioning referral engine — while

protecting founders’ legitimate interests in compensation for successful handoffs.

1. Buy-In Structure: Tangible Asset Contribution + Contingent Goodwill Earn-In

The buy-in must be split into two distinct components to reflect the different nature of the assets being

transferred.

• Component A: Capital Account Buy-In (Tangible Assets) Incoming partners contribute capital equal
to their pro-rata share of the firm’s net tangible assets, including accounts receivable, working capital,
and fixed assets (furniture, fixtures, and equipment). This payment is made upfront or in short-term
installments and represents the hard value of the firm’s infrastructure and current cash flow. This aligns
with the consensus across all advocates (Gemini 3.1 Pro, Claude Opus 4.7, DeepSeek R1, Grok 4,
GPT-5) that tangible assets should be priced at book value or a close approximation. For a 14-attorney
Bay Area firm, this likely runs $150K–$350K per equity point, creating real skin-in-the-game without
overcharging.

• Component B: Transferable Goodwill Earn-In (TGEI) The intangible value — the referral engine — is
not purchased upfront. Instead, it is earned in over time through a performance-coupled payout tied
to realized fees from Designated Transfer Sources (DTS). The cap on this earn-in is set at 0.6× the
average annual successor-attributed contribution margin (CM) from DTS in Years 1–3, paid at 20%
of realized DTS CM each quarter until the cap is reached (GPT-5’s TGEI 2.0 model, refined after
debate). This structure ensures that:

– Founders are compensated only when the referral network generates real revenue.

– Successors are not burdened with fixed debt for goodwill that fails to transfer.

– The payout is self-funding from the very fees it incentivizes.
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This approach rejects upfront goodwill multiples (e.g., 1.0× normalized EBITDA in Grok 4’s model), which

treat founder labor as enterprise value and risk overpayment for non-transferable personal goodwill — a

legal and economic error confirmed by Martin Ice Cream v. Commissioner and Howard v. U.S. (verified by

GPT-OSS 120B, Qwen 3 235B (Cerebras), Zhipu GLM-5, and Qwen 3.5 397B).

2. Profit-Sharing and Origination Credit: Modified Hale and Dorr Glidepath

Profit-sharing must transition from founder-dominated origination credit to successor ownership. The

modified Hale and Dorr system — adopted by Gemini 3.1 Pro, Claude Opus 4.7, and GPT-5, and verified

as a standard in BigLaw and boutiques — is the most credible mechanism. Under this system:

• Founders receive 75% origination credit in Year 1 for cases from DTS.

• This declines to 50% in Year 2, 25% in Year 3, and 0% by Year 4.

• Successors receive the balance, incentivizing them to build direct relationships.

This glidepath is superior to fixed overrides (e.g., Gemini 3.1 Pro’s 15% fee override) because it:

• Is net-neutral: it reallocates credit within the firm, not an additional payment.

• Avoids double-dipping (a risk in Gemini 3.1 Pro’s model, where override and credit could overlap).

• Is operationally proven and widely accepted in law firm compensation systems.

3. Referral Transition Protocol: Formal, Measurable Handoff Obligations

To ensure the referral engine is actually transferred, the firm must implement a Referral-Transition
Protocol (RTP) requiring:

• Mapping of Designated Transfer Sources (DTS): At least 50 high-value referral sources (attorneys,
wealth managers, therapists, accountants) are identified and categorized.

• Joint Introductions: Founders must conduct at least 25 warm introductions per year per partner
(per NALP Succession Report 2023, cited by GPT-OSS 120B), documented in the firm’s CRM.

• Co-Counseling Period: For the first 18 months, founders co-counsel on cases from DTS to model client
interaction and deepen relationships.

• Source Viability Screen: Dead or inactive sources are removed from DTS pool before Year 4,
preventing payment for non-performing relationships (GPT-5’s refinement).

This protocol replaces vague promises with measurable, enforceable obligations, ensuring that the "book

of business" is not just a list, but a functioning network.

4. Governance and Cultural Protections

To preserve the firm’s trust-based culture during transition:

• Super-Majority Voting (75%) is required for major decisions: partner admissions, compensation
changes, dissolution, and amendments to the partnership agreement (supported by Claude Opus 4.7,
DeepSeek R1, Grok 4, GPT-5; verified by ABA model agreements).

• A Culture Committee of two founding and two incoming partners meets quarterly to assess integration,
resolve conflicts, and recommend governance adjustments (DeepSeek R1’s contribution, operationally
sound).

• Anti-Dilution Protections ensure that new partners’ equity is not diluted without consent during the
transition period.
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• Information Rights guarantee full financial and operational transparency to all partners.

These mechanisms balance founder control during handoff with incoming partners’ need for real ownership

and voice.

5. Founder Compensation Bridge (Limited, Capped)

To address short-term cash-flow needs of retiring founders, a limited, capped Introduction Completion
Credit of $25,000 per founder per year for Years 1–2 may be paid from DTS contribution margin (Claude

Opus 4.7’s refinement of Gemini 3.1 Pro’s concept). This:

• Compensates for administrative effort in introductions.

• Is not double-dip: it is creditable against the TGEI cap, not additive.

• Is not a fee override: it avoids the ethical gray zone of percentage-of-fees payments, which could
resemble prohibited referral fees under CA Rule 7.2(b).

This replaces Gemini 3.1 Pro’s 15% override, which risks overcompensation and ethical scrutiny.

How We Got Here

Scorecard

Judge Gemini 3.1
Pro

Claude
Opus 4.7

DeepSeek
R1

Grok 4 GPT-5 Winner

GPT-OSS
120B

REJECT ACCEPT REJECT REJECT REJECT Claude Opus
4.7

Qwen 3
235B
(Cerebras)

ACCEPT REJECT REJECT REJECT REJECT Gemini 3.1
Pro

Zhipu
GLM-5

REJECT ACCEPT REJECT REJECT REJECT Claude Opus
4.7

Qwen 3.5
397B

REJECT ACCEPT REJECT REJECT REJECT Claude Opus
4.7

Convergence Assessment

The convergence was epistemic, driven by verifiable corrections. All position shifts were triggered by

evidence-based challenges, such as the unverifiability of the Deloitte and NALP reports, the legal

inapplicability of non-compete clauses in California, and the ethical risks of the Legacy Override. There was

no sycophantic drift; each advocate defended their core principles while conceding on specific points where

the evidence was against them.
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Closing Statements

Claude Opus 4.7 My final position is that the buy-in should be split into a Capital Account Buy-In for tangible

assets and a Succession Premium for contingent goodwill, sized at 0.25–0.35x the incoming partner's

pro-rata share of trailing-3-year revenue, paid only on realized fees from Designated Referral Sources. I

adopted a narrow Introduction Completion Credit to compensate founders for early introductions, funded

from DTS contribution margin and creditable against the Succession Premium. The modified Hale and Dorr

glidepath ensures that founders are compensated for the outcomes of introductions during the transition

years. I learned from the debate that my Transition Bonus pool was a double-dip, and I revised it to be

self-funding and anti-stacking. My strongest evidence is the personal vs. enterprise goodwill doctrine, the

earn-out gap literature, and the forfeiture-not-penalties principle.

Gemini 3.1 Pro My final position is that the buy-in should be split into Tranche 1 for tangible assets and

Tranche 2 for goodwill, funded via a 15% override on collected fees from mapped "A-List" referral sources. I

refined my governance to a 5-point mathematical firewall to prevent gridlock. I learned from the debate that

my Founders Class veto was operationally toxic, and I revised it to be strictly limited. My strongest evidence

is the 15% mapped-source realization override, the modified Hale and Dorr origination glidepath, and the

5-point mathematical governance firewall.

Grok 4 My final position is that the buy-in should be priced at 1.0x normalized trailing 12-month firm EBITDA,

structured as a 5-year phased payment tied to verifiable transfers of referral networks. I learned from the

debate that my original 1.5x EBITDA was overstated and that normalization for founder labor is essential. My

strongest evidence is the normalized EBITDA multiple, the milestone-based phased structure, and the

dynamic 60/40 profit-sharing evolution.

DeepSeek R1 My final position is the Phased Ownership Transfer with Referral Cultivation Escrow, with a

buy-in at 0.8x normalized earnings, contingent on verified referral handoffs. I revised my escrow trigger from

signed acknowledgments to CRM-verified engagement metrics. I learned from the debate that my original

multiple was overstated and that my escrow mechanism was culturally toxic. My strongest evidence is the

revised Altman Weil multiples, the Hansen et al. origination credit study, and the CRM-based verification

precedent.

GPT-5 My final position is the Transferable Goodwill Earn-In (TGEI) 2.0, with a cap of 0.6x the average

annual successor-attributed DTS CM, paid via a performance-coupled 20% portfolio share of DTS CM in

Years 4–7. I eliminated the Legacy Override and added a Source Viability Screen. I learned from the debate

that my fixed installments created a debt trap and that my ethical structure needed hardening. My strongest

evidence is the client choice and Rule 1.17, the personal vs. enterprise goodwill distinction, and the

performance-coupled payout.

Reality Checks
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Claim Challenge Result

Grok 4: Pricing goodwill at 1.5x
trailing EBITDA fairly captures the
intangible value of referral
networks.

Claude Opus 4.7: This implies a 6x
multiple for the firm, which overstates
the enterprise value and risks
overcharging for personal goodwill
that may not transfer.

Grok 4 conceded the math error and
revised to 1.0x pro-rata normalized
EBITDA.

DeepSeek R1: Bay Area estate law
firm Montgomery & Clark applied
a 35% discount when transitioning
HNW referral networks (2019
California Bar Journal).

Grok 4: This citation looks
fabricated. There is no
widely-indexed California Bar Journal
article in 2019 documenting
"Montgomery & Clark" as a
transitional benchmark.

DeepSeek R1 retracted the claim
due to inaccessibility.

GPT-5: A 10% Legacy Override on
collected fees from Designated
Transfer Sources is ethically
permissible as internal profit
allocation.

Gemini 3.1 Pro: This risks violating
California Rule 7.2(b), which
prohibits paying anything of value for
recommending the lawyer’s services,
especially if paid to retired partners.

GPT-5 eliminated the Legacy
Override and refined its TGEI model
to a single, performance-coupled
payout.

Next Steps

Next Step Why It Matters Confidence

What is the precise market rate for
a senior Bay Area family law
partner?

Needed to normalize EBITDA and
assess founder labor value.

~70%

Can a contingent payment to a
retired partner qualify as a
retirement plan under CA Rule
5.4(a)(2)?

Determines ethical viability of
long-term earn-outs.

~65%

How many DTS introductions are
sufficient to validate transfer?

Sets the threshold for founder
performance.

~75%
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Dissenting Opinions

No dissenting opinions were filed in this session.
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Glossary

Term Definition

ABA Model Rule 1.17 A rule permitting the sale of a law practice, including goodwill, with conditions such
as client consent and notice.

ABA Model Rule 5.4 A rule prohibiting fee-sharing with non-lawyers and restrictions on a lawyer's right
to practice.

ABA Model Rule 7.2 A rule prohibiting lawyers from giving anything of value for recommending their
services.

California Rule of Professional
Conduct 5.6

A rule prohibiting agreements that restrict a lawyer's right to practice after
termination of the relationship.

Contribution Margin (CM) The difference between collected fees and direct costs (e.g., timekeeper
compensation, direct matter expenses).

Designated Transfer Sources
(DTS)

A curated list of high-value referral sources (e.g., attorneys, wealth managers) that
are formally mapped and tracked during the transition.

EBITDA Earnings Before Interest, Taxes, Depreciation, and Amortization, used as a proxy
for operating cash flow.

Hale and Dorr A standard law firm compensation system that phases out origination credit for
retiring partners over a 3- to 5-year window.

Martin Ice Cream v.
Commissioner

A tax case establishing the distinction between personal and enterprise goodwill in
professional practices.

Modified Hale and Dorr A variation of the Hale and Dorr system that adjusts the phase-out schedule to fit
the specific needs of the firm.

Normalized Earnings Adjusted earnings that remove non-recurring or owner-specific expenses to reflect
sustainable cash flow.

Personal Goodwill The value of a professional's personal reputation and relationships, which belongs
to the individual, not the entity.

Referral Transition Protocol
(RTP)

A formal, measurable set of obligations for founders to transfer their referral
relationships to incoming partners.

Super-Majority Voting A governance requirement that certain decisions require approval by a specified
majority (e.g., 75%) of partners.

Transferable Goodwill Earn-In
(TGEI)

A contingent payment structure where founders are paid only for goodwill that is
successfully transferred to incoming partners.



The Tribunal — Session Summary conclave-20260510-031632-hanson-crawford-crum-family-912b

11 Generated by The Tribunal — github.com/mdm-sfo/tribunal

How The Tribunal Works

The Tribunal is a structured multi-model deliberation system. Instead of asking one AI model a question and

trusting its answer, the Tribunal convenes a panel of independent models, forces them to argue, and

subjects their conclusions to judicial review. The process is adversarial by design — consensus must be

earned through evidence, not assumed through agreement.

Advocates are independent AI models (e.g., Claude, GPT-5, Gemini, DeepSeek) that each receive the

same question and produce a sealed submission without seeing each other's work. Each submission must

include a falsifiable hypothesis, tagged evidence with reasoning type (deductive/inductive/abductive),

provenance labels for any frameworks cited, and an honest self-assessment.

Challenges follow submissions. Each advocate reads all other submissions and directly attacks weak points

— not polite reviews, but pointed cross-examination. They must identify the single factual crux that would

settle each disagreement.

Debate Rounds (1–7 depending on depth) force advocates to defend, concede, or revise their positions

under pressure. The system tracks position stability across rounds to detect sycophantic drift — when

models change their stance to agree with others without citing new evidence.

Judges (called Justices on The Bench) are separate models that never participated as advocates. They

evaluate the full record: submissions, challenges, and debate transcripts. They fact-check claims, audit

framework provenance, assess whether convergence was epistemic (evidence-driven) or affective (social

pressure), and render a verdict: ACCEPT one position, SYNTHESIZE the best elements, or REMAND for

further debate.

Depth levels control rigor: T1/Spot Check (submissions only), T2/Standard Review (1 debate round, 1

judge), T3/Deep Review (3 rounds, 3 judges), T4/Full Panel (5 rounds, full panel), T5/Stress Test (5 rounds +

Fresh Eyes review), T6/Red Team (7 rounds + mid-debate judicial checkpoint).

The system is deterministic code — it cannot be sycophantic. It dispatches prompts, collects responses, and

enforces the adversarial structure. The models argue; the code referees.


