
 

 

1 

Executive Summary 

October 29, 2021 

Law Society of Ontario 
Lawyer Change Survey
 



          

        

     

         

     

         

      

      

          

       

          

          

           

   

About the Research
 

Background and Purpose 

In 2008, the Retention of Women in Private Practice Working Group of The Law 

Society conducted a series of consultations to better understand movements within 

the legal profession in Ontario among women. 

The Final Consultation Report of the Working Group put forth a series of 

recommendations to promote the advancement of women in private practice. 

In order to better understand and begin benchmarking movements and changes 

within the legal profession among women, The Law Society commissioned Navigator 

to undertake an analysis of lawyers who have filed a notice of change. 

Three years of research data (2016-17 and 2019 and 2020) have been collected and 

combined in order to inform the Law Society about gender-related trends among 

lawyers, in addition to informing the development of initiatives to support and retain 

women and men in the legal profession – with an emphasis on private practice. 

This report also compares the 2016-2020 data with two previous waves of research 

(2010-2012 and 2013-2015) to provide analysis of changes over time. 
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Issues Explored in the Research
 

What the Research Explored 

The main trends among lawyers who 

make a change: 

•	 Is there a shift to or away from private 

practice? 

•	 Where are those leaving private 

practice going: 

•	 Practise in a non-private practice 

setting; 

•	 Working, but not practising law; 

•	 Not working. 

For those leaving private practice, what 

are the greatest motivators? 

How do trends differ, if at all, between 

women and men? 

Are there trends in movement across the 

three waves of research (2010-2012, 

2013-2015, 206-2020)? 

Who was Surveyed 

The current wave of the survey was 

conducted online among lawyer members 

who made a change in 2016-2017 and 

2019-2020. 

During these time periods, 10,872 lawyers 

submitted a change notice. 

The response rate for the current wave of 

the survey was 23% (n=2473). 
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Respondent Characteristics 

Analytical Approach: 

The analysis focuses on strictly those whose 

change did not involve a move into or out of 

maternity/ parental leave or retirement. 

The  representation  of women  among  the  Law  

Society of Ontario’s  membership  is  44%. 

Those  who  have submitted  a  change  notice  to  

the  LSO, are s ignificantly  more li kely to  be  

women  (59%) then  men (41%).   

The representation of women among survey 

respondents is slightly higher (64%) than the 

broader population of those who submitted a 

change notice. 

* 2020 Law Society Annual Report

(https://lso.ca/annualreport/2020/home) 4 

Lawyer Membership of The 

Law Society in 2020*
 

56%
Men 

44% 
Women 

%  Among survey  respondents (excluding 

those whose  change is related to  

maternity/ parental leave  or retirement) 

35% 
Men 

64%Women 

Prefer not  to  answer 

https://lso.ca/annualreport/2020/home


           

             

         

Respondent Characteristics** 

Among those who have submitted a change notice, over four-in-ten are women under 45 of years of age, with one-in-five under 

the age of 35.  By contrast, only one-in-five are men are under 45 years of age, and just one-in-ten is under 35 years. 

 
22% 

Women 
 
< 35  years 

21% 

Women  

35-44 years 

17% 

Women 

45+  years 

11% 

Men 

< 35 years
 

11% 
Men 

35-44 years 

18% 

Men 

45+  years

** Excluding those whose change did not involve a more into or out of maternity / parental leave or retirement 5 



 

              

    

            

                

            

 

               

               

             

             

             

Key Trends
 

As the Law Society seeks to promote the retention of women in private practice, trends among those who are moving to non-private 

practice are significant. 

The  incidence  of those  who are w ho  are  making  a  change  from a  position  in  private practice  has  increased  significantly  with  each 

wave  (9 p oints  over three  waves).   Further, over the  last two waves, the  drop  in  those  who  are  in  private practice  has  more t han 

doubled  (from 7  points  to  fully 15  points).  These  results  indicate  that there  is  a  challenge  in  private practice  retention  and  are 

reflective  of an  overall decline  of members  in  private practice  evident in LSO’s  membership  statistics. 

Change  trends  among  women  are  critical given that women the  are  disproportionately  represented  among  those  who submitted  a  

change  notice  (59%) compared  to  their  representation  within LSO’s  lawyer membership  (44%). 

1)	 

	 

Across all three waves of research, while at least half of women were in private practice prior to their change, 45% or less are in 

private practice after their change. The rate of retention in private practice for women compared to men is significantly lower 

across all waves of the research. These findings strongly suggest that a private practice retention challenge exists for women 

lawyers. 

2) The research finds that in the last two waves, there has been a significant loss from private practice of younger women (<45 

years) who have no dependent children. While there has been a loss in 2016-2020 among men, the rate is lower than for women. 

There was no significant decline in the incidence of private practice among younger men with no dependents in 2013-2015. For 

those with dependents under 13 years of age, there are no significant differences in private practice retention rates between 

women and men. This suggests that there is a particular retention concern among younger female lawyers who have not become 

parents. 
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 Key Trends 

3)	 

	 

	 

Women  who  have left  private practice  for non-private  practice  are mo re li kely than  men  who  have done  the  same  to  report  on  an  

unprompted  basis  that work-life  balance, poor fit or negative  aspects  of previous job  or discrimination  / harassment were  

important factors  in  their  decision  to  leave. On a  prompted  basis, work-life  balance  also  emerges  more s trongly  for women than  

men  who  have left  private  practice, as  do  the  need  to  reduce  stress  in  the  workplace, decrease  workload, and  the  availability of a 

pension  and  parental leave  in  non-private  practice  positions. 

4) Digging  more d eeply into  the  reasons  why  the  youngest cohort  of women  – specifically  those  with no  dependents  – are  leaving  

private  practice  for non-private  positions, fit appears  to  be  a  driving factor.  The  data  provide some  evidence that these  women 

are s eeking  more te am-oriented  environments, and  those  that are  less  competitive  in  nature.  

5) Once  women  have left  private practice, the  vast majority report  that they will be  unlikely to  return.  
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Change Trends 

 

Incidence of private practice setting prior to and 

after a change 

There is an overall decline in the incidence of those 

in private practice after a change across all three 

waves of research. 

Six-in-ten (62%) respondents**  in  the  2016-2020 

wave  indicate  that they were  in  private  practice  prior 

to  their  change.  

Only  47% were in private  practice  following a  

change – down 15  points. 

There  were  also  declines  in  the  previous  two  

waves, but those  declines  were significantly  smaller 

(down 7  points  in  each  wave).   

Overall Change Trends 

2016-20 

Previous Position 
62 24 14 

2016-20 

Current Position 
47  15 pts 34 19

2013-15 

Previous Position 
57 24 19 

2013-15 

Current Position 
50 7 pts 26 24

2010-12 

Previous Position 
53 28 19 

2010-12 

Current Position 
46  7 pts 30 24

Private practice Non-private practice Not practicing law 

** Excluding those whose change did not involve a more into or out of maternity / parental leave or retirement 8 



                 

                

             

 

 

 

Incidence of Private Practice Setting by Gender 
Across all three waves, the decline is evident among both men and women, although for women the decline is greater in each 

wave. The private practice retention rate (i.e., the proportion who are in private practice after a change of status divided by the 

proportion in private practice prior a change of status) is significantly lower for women than it is for men (0.87 and 0.92, 

respectively). 
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Women – previous  position 

Women – current  position 

◼

◼

Retention  

rate = 0.82 

Retention  

rate  =  0.87 

Retention  

rate  =  0.71 

% in private practice 

Previous Current 

2013-2015
 
Previous Current 

2016-2020
 
Previous Current 

2010-2012
 

◼

◼ Men – previous  position 

Men – current  position 

50 52 
59 58 

62 
68 

41 
45 42 

52 
57 55 

9 

points 

6 

points 
17 

points 

7 

points 

5 

points 
13 

points 

Previous Current 

2010-2012
 

Retention  

rate = 0.90 

Previous Current 

2013-2015
 

Retention  

rate = 0.92 

Previous Current 

2016-2020
 

Retention  

rate = 0.81 

Previous Current

2010-2012



              

     

             

               

               

  

 

  

 

 

 

   

   

Private Practice Retention Rates Based on Age of Dependents 
An examination of change rates based on age of dependents in the household finds that women under 45 years of age with no 

dependents are more likely to be leaving private practice than their male counterparts in 2013-2015 and 2016-2020.  Over half of 

women in this cohort in each wave (56% and 66%, respectively) were in private practice prior to their change, but less than half 

(47% and 42%) were in private practice after a change (declines of 9 points and 24 points respectively). Among men, the declines 

are significantly smaller (-3 points and -19 points).  Retention rates reflect the declines among women compared to men. 

Retention Rate in Private Practice: Based on  Age of  Dependents 

No dependents <45 Youngest Youngest Youngest No dependents & 

years of age Dependents <6 Dependent 6-12 Dependent 13+ >45 years of age 
1.25 

0.55 difference * 8 pts 0.59 
Women 

0.45 Women 
8 pts 

0.35 30 pts 

0.25 

2013- 2016- 2013- 2016- 2013- 2016- 2013- 2016- 2013- 2016-
2015 2020 2015 2020 2015 2020 2015 2020 2015 2020 

0.95 

0.72 

0.88 
0.84 

0.89 
0.82 

0.94 
0.89 0.87 

0.90 

0.84 

0.64 

0.87 

0.77 

0.96 

0.88 

1.21 

0.85 
0.82 

0.65 

0.75 

0.85 

0.95 

1.05 

1.15 

Men 

Women Women 

11 pts 

Women 

27 pts 

No sig. Women 

No sig. 

difference 

No sig. 

difference No sig. 

difference 
No sig. 

difference 

* 

* Caution: Sample size is under 75.  Results should be considered directional 10 



               

    

  

 

7

pts

9

pts

         

     

    

Incidence of Private Practice by Equity-Seeking Communities 
There have been no significant differences across equity-seeking and non-equity seeking communities in the private practice 

retention rates over the three waves. 

% in private practice 

◼ Racialized equity-seeking:  previous  

◼ Racialized equity-seeking:  current 

2010-2012 2013-2015 2016-2020 

◼ Non-racialized equity-seeking:  previous  

◼ Non-racialized equity-seeking: current 

2010-2012 2013-2015 2016-2020 

◼ Non equity-seeking:  previous  

◼ Non equity-seeking:  current 

2010-2012 2013-2015 2016-2020 

6462 

14 

pts 

5857 55 5553 

8 

pts 

5251 

7 

pts 

49 

15 

pts 

4948 484746 44
40 

7 

pts 

40 

7 

pts 
15 

pts 

7 

pts 
6 

pts 

Pre* Curr Pre Curr Pre Curr Pre Curr Pre Curr Pre Curr Pre Curr Pre Curr Pre Curr 

Ret Ret Ret Ret Ret Ret Ret Ret Ret 

rate = rate = rate = rate = rate = rate = rate = rate = rate = 

0.87 0.86 0.77 0.85 0.88 0.73 0.87 0.90 0.77 

* This category includes: Laid off, termination, contract ended, semi-retired, health problems leading to leave, back to

original position, firm closure, relocation, leave, return after leave, end of articling, return from clerkship. 
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Unprompted Key Factors for 

a Change 

Two approaches were taken to explore why lawyers made their 

change. First, they were asked to identify, on an unprompted basis, the 

key factors that influenced their decision to make a change. Following 

this unprompted approach, they were provided with a list of potential 

reasons for a change and asked how important each was in their 

decision. 

This approach ensures that the exploration taps into both top-of-mind 

(unprompted) reasons for a change, and also peels the onion to tap 

into other, more latent factors that played a role in their decision 

(prompted reasons). 

Unprompted key factors for a change 

Among all respondents, the factor cited most frequently for a change – 
on an unprompted basis - is improved professional opportunities. 

The end of a position, contract or leave is cited by over one-quarter. 

Work-life balance is a factor among just under one-quarter of those 

who made a change. 

Unprompted key factors 

for a change among all respondents 

Improved professional 

opportunities 
 

(e.g.  better quality of 

work, use of skills, 

opportunities  

for advancement) 

38% 

Position  ended,  contract 

ended,  requirement or 

want to move  to new
  
position*
 

28% 

Work-life balance issues 23% 

* This category includes: Laid off, termination, contract ended, semi-retired, health problems leading to leave, back to 

original position, firm closure, relocation, leave, return after leave, end of articling, return from clerkship. 
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Unprompted Factors for 

Change by Gender 

Improved professional opportunities is the key 

factor cited for leaving private practice for a non-

private position among both women and men – 
although slightly more prevalent among men. 

Work-life balance is next on the list for women 

(41%) – but is significantly less likely to be cited by 

men (27%). 

Other issues that are significantly more likely to 

drive a change among women than among men 

who have left private practice for a non-private 

position are negative aspects of a previous 

position** and discrimination or harassment. 

Unprompted key factors among those who
 
were in private practice prior to a change
 

Women 

% Unprompted 

key reasons for 

change 

Remain 

in PP 

Moved 

to non-

private 

Moved 

out of 

prac-

tice 

Men 

Remain 

in PP 

Moved 

to non-

private 

Moved 

out of 

prac-

tice 
n= 334 224 45* 317 133 30* 

Improved 

professional 

opportunities 
38 51 24 30 58 17 

Position ended 

or required to 

leave position 
25 13 56 31 11 50 

Work-life 

balance 
22 41 24 15 27 17 

Remuneration / 

Benefits 
21 35 11 16 29 3 

Poor fit, negative 

aspects of 

previous job 
15 30 11 9 23 17 

Discrimination / 

Harassment 
6 11 7 2 2 7 

* Base sizes are small. Results should be considered directional only 

** e.g., Didn’t like job, poor fit, billing or client development pressures, did not like type of 
practice, did not like type of work, conflict at previous position. 
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Prompted Reasons for a Change by 

Gender and Change Outcome 

Women who have left private practice are significantly more 

likely than the comparative groups (women remaining in private 

practice, and men both having stayed in or left private practice) 

to identify the following as important reasons for having made 

their change: 

• Balancing career and family

• Reducing stress in the workplace

• Decreased workload

• Pension

• Parental leave

Importance of prompted reasons for change among those 

who were in private practice prior to a change
 

Women 

% Who identify reason for 

change as important 

Remained 

in private 

practice 

Moved out 

of private 

practice 

Men 

Remained 

in private 

practice 

Moved out 

of private 

practice 

n= 334 224 317 133 

Allows me to use my 

talents and legal skills 
57 67 48 64 



Job allows me to balance 

career & family 
55 80 



43 67 


I control the scheduling 56 36 49 38 

My job is less stressful 40 68 37 59 

My workload has 

decreased 
29 62 27 49 

There is a pension plan 5 62 4 52 

There is paid maternity or 

parental leave 
10 37 7 11 

14 



Top Prompted Reasons For Change 

Among Younger Lawyers 

Noted earlier, younger women with no dependents have 

had lower private practice retention rates than men over 

the past two waves. 

Looking at the prompted reasons that have driven a 

change among these women, the most likely to be 

identified as an important reason is the ability to use their 

skills (63%). Although this is the top reason among young 

men as well, the frequency with which it is considered an 

important reason is lower (54%) compared to women. 

Second most important among younger women is the 

ability to balance career and family (58%). This reason is 

lower down on the list among men at 45%. 

Sample sizes restrict the ability to look specifically at the 

differences in reasons among younger women who have 

left private practice compared to other cohorts and younger 

men who have left private practice. 

Top three prompted reasons for a change 

% Important Reason for 

Change 

Women 

<45yrs 

Men 

<45 yrs 

no 

dependents 

no 

dependents 
n=422 n=231 

Allows me to use 

talents/ skills
 63%  54% 

Allows balance career
 
and family 

58%  45% 

Job security is good 55%  48% 

I have the freedom to 

decide what I do in my job 
49%  45% 

The pay is better 49%  48% 

15 



        

               

           

         

               

            

                 

     

              

               

            

                

                

   

   Digging More Deeply into Why Younger Lawyers with No Dependents 

are Leaving Private Practice for Non-Private Practice 

A new set of questions was added to the Change Survey in the most recent wave. 

Those who have made a change were asked to think back to their first position out of articling.  If they started out in private 

practice and moved to another practice setting, the reasons for doing so were explored.  Some of the reasons for leaving private 

practice probed in this wave were not probed in previous waves. 

As women with no child dependents have consistently been moving out of private practice to non-private practice positions at a 

greater rate than men over the past two waves, the findings among this segment are particularly important.  While the results 

should be considered qualitative in nature due to the relatively small sample sizes, they do provide some insights into why 

younger women are leaving. 

The results suggest that women and men with no dependents who have moved to a non-private practice position are equally as 

likely to report that they started out in private practice after articling. Those who reported that they intended to make their careers 

in private practice but their path changed were asked why this has been the case. 

Women place a greater focus than their male counterparts on finding workplace environments that are more team-oriented, and 

those that are less competitive in nature. Further, they are more likely to be seeking a workplace culture that promotes and 

exhibits equality, diversity and inclusion. 
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Digging More Deeply into Why Younger Lawyers with no Dependents 

Leaving Private Practice for Non-Private Practice 
First position out of articles - women 

< 45 years who have moved from 

private to non-private in 2016-2021
 

59 

19 Started in private practice, but did
 
not intend to make it a career
 

7 
Started in private practice, 

most of career in private practice 

15 
Other 

Started in private,  

intended to make 

career there but  

changed path
 

First position out of articles - men 

< 45 years who have moved from 

private to non-private in 2016-2021 

49

21Started in private practice, but did
 
not intend to make it a career
 

14

Started in private practice, 

most of career in private practice 

16 Other 

Women<45 

years no 

dependents 

Men <45 

years no 

dependents 

% Who identify reason 

for change as important 

Private to 

non-private 

practice 

Private to 

non-private 

practice 

n= 32* 44* 

I was seeking better work-life balance 79 73 

I was seeking an atmosphere that was 

more team-oriented 
61 45 

I was seeking a less competitive 

environment 
47 27 

I was seeking a position where strong 

network of legal professionals, mentors 

or sponsors could provide guidance and 

advocate for me 

29 25 

I was seeking a setting that promoted 

and exhibited principles of equality, 

diversity and inclusion 
45 25 

I was seeking a setting in which I saw 

myself reflected in the leadership 
43 41 

The requirements for business 

development were too heavy 
47 41 

17 
* Base sizes are small. Results should be considered directional only 



                 

             

 

     

 

                            

 

Likelihood of Returning to Private Practice Among Those who have 

moved to Non-Private Practice 

Women who have left private practice for a non-private practice position are significantly less likely than are men to report that 

they would consider returning to private practice.  Less than one-quarter in the last two waves report some likelihood to return to 

private practice. 

* Very or somewhat likely 18 

Women 84 Men 
76
 

71

67
 

33
 
29
 

24
 
16
 

Likely* Not Likely Likely* Not Likely Likely* Not Likely Likely* Not Likely 

2013-2015 2016-2020 2013-2015 2016-2020
 



   

  

      

    

    

      

  

  

      

   

 

  

 

 

 

  

 

  

          

Suggestions for What
 
LSO Can Do to Assist
 
Those who have left private practice for non-private practice 

but might consider returning were invited to provide 

suggestions as to how the LSO could assist them to return. 

The sample sizes for this area of exploration are small as 

only a small proportion of these respondents say that they 

might return to practice. As such, results should be 

considered directional. 

Among women, interest in seeing a change in corporate 

culture emerges as a suggestion. This does not appear to be 

an issue among men. 

Among men, there appears to be a greater emphasis on 

education and training opportunities. 

Suggestions for how LSO can assist
 
those who have left private practice for a non-private 


practice  position to return to private practice
 

Women Men 
n=33* n=35* 

Change/Improve corporate culture/work 

environment 
15 -

Change focus on billable hours/ 

Lower fee rates 
12 6 

Allow for different job 

arrangements/Flexible/Part-time 
12 -

Mentoring 6 6 

Job search assistance/Networking/ 

Job postings 
6 9 

Be family-friendly/Support those with 

children or caring for relatives 
6 3 

Education / Training / Refresher courses 

for those returning 
3 23 

Lower LSO fees 3 9 

Free / lower cost CPD / Better CPD 

courses 
3 9 

* Base sizes are very small. Results should be considered directional only 
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Anne Kilpatrick 
Managing  Principal

Sabeen Thaver 
Consultant  

T. 416.642.6450 
info@navltd.com 

121  King  Street West 
Suite  1810, Box 100, 
Toronto, ON M5H 3T9  

navltd.com 
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