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The Diversification of Career Paths in Law

Executive Summary
This report explores lawyers’ movement out of private practice. Our focus is on the early
career years when more frequent job changes take place. In order to pay close attention to these
formative career years, we sampled from a 19-year cohort (1990 to 2009) of law graduates
admitted to the Ontario Bar. Using a cross-sectional survey conducted in 2009 of 1,270 law
graduates, we examined career paths emerging from private law practice.
Although the divide between private and non-private practice appears to be more
permeable than once thought, little is known about the timing of transitions across sectors and
the factors prompting major career moves within and from the legal profession. Our study offers
new insight to job transitions, specifically career paths that diverge from professional footing in
private law practice.
The results of this study show that the majority of contemporary law graduates who
began their careers in private practice no longer follow the traditional model of a career
characterized by continuous employment and a direct path to partnership within a single law
firm. More common are career paths that include job changes across firms, across sectors of the
profession, and with intervals of unemployment or time away from law practice invested in
further education, travel, full-time work outside law practice, or raising children. Women are at
greater risk of leaving than their male colleagues with whom they entered private practice
following law school. New lawyers are most likely to leave private practice during the early
career years, with a peak in departures at about seven to eight years after entering private
practice. This pattern is, however, distinctively male. Women’s departures from private practice
are also elevated during the early career years, but the pattern is better described as an initially
rapid exodus followed by a steady stream of women leaving private practice over time.
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Background factors connected to legal education appear generally unrelated to
subsequent career movement out of private practice. Factors including graduation from an elite
law school, amount of law school debt and graduates’ assessments of how well law school
prepared them for a career in law did not appear to shape job moves out of private practice. One
exception was law school grades. For men, but not women, successful academic performance in
law school smoothed movement out of private practice. The results also reveal that certain areas
of law held greater retention for lawyers in private practice. Not surprisingly, lawyers working in
litigation were less likely to leave private practice compared with lawyers working in other areas
of law. Men working in the area of business law (including corporate and commercial,
intellectual property, bankruptcy, tax, and insurance) were also at lower risk of leaving private
practice compared with men in other areas of law. However, women engaged in business law did
not experience this same pull to stay in private practice. Clientele responsibilities were important
factors in keeping men and women in private practice. Regardless of gender, lawyers that were
primarily responsible for recruiting new clients to the firm (rather than servicing existing clients)
and that had responsibility for a major client of the firm were far less likely to leave private
practice than lawyers that lacked these responsibilities. Meanwhile, billing long hours lowered
men’s risk of leaving private practice, but had no similar effect on women’s risk of leaving.
Further gender differences emerged in the context of organizational size. Men working as
sole practitioners were less likely to leave private practice than men working in smaller mid-size
law firms (10 to 19 lawyers). In contrast, for women, neither firm size nor whether they started
their careers in solo practice affected their risk of leaving private practice. Furthermore, for both
men and women in our sample, the provision of flexible full-time hours appeared insufficient to
stem the flow from private practice.
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For both men and women, job satisfaction is critical to retention in private practice.
Extrinsic job satisfaction (e.g., satisfaction with remuneration, opportunities for promotion, and
being fairly rewarded in view of the market and one’s level of experience) offered a powerful
incentive to stay in private practice. However, intrinsic job satisfaction (e.g., satisfaction with
intellectual challenge of work, sense of accomplishment through work, the opportunity to use
one’s legal skills in the job, and taking enjoyment in one’s work) failed to hold lawyers in private
practice.
Professional development opportunities, including clientele responsibilities and
mentoring, are powerful levers to keep junior lawyers in the private practice of law. On the other
side, lawyers that felt marginalized and experienced mistreatment by other legal professionals
(e.g., being assigned tasks beneath their skill level, being denied work after expressing an
interest, exclusion from social gatherings or receiving derogatory or disrespectful comments
from other lawyers or judges) were at greater risk of leaving private practice. Interestingly,
although women were more often the recipients of disparate treatment, it was men that were
more likely to leave private practice as a result of these negative experiences.
Finally, parental leaves have a curious effect on departures from private practice.
Although other studies show parental leaves wield damage on the careers of women, our analysis
did not show a similar negative effect on women’s legal careers. Rather, we found the increased
risk of leaving private practice surfaced among men who had taken parental leaves. This finding
contrasts with our recently published study of an earlier cohort of Ontario lawyers (a cohort of
1975 to 1990 bar admissions). In our study of the early fifteen-year cohort, we found parental
leaves moved women out of private practice 37% more quickly, while parental leaves had no
impact on men’s risk of leaving private practice (Kay, Alarie, and Adjei 2013:1252). It is
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possible that many of the women in our current study, a sample of recent bar admissions, were
yet to start families or would remain childless. Certainly, our qualitative analysis of the
comments written by participants in our study revealed that numerous women expressed
apprehension about having children and the difficulties of managing busy careers and family life.
It is, therefore, premature to conclude that parental leaves or having children have little influence
on women’s transitions out of private practice.
For both women and men lawyers, taking time away from law practice (for purposes
other than parental leave) increased their risk of leaving private practice. Women were more
likely to experience these gaps in their careers and for longer durations than their male
counterparts. Women were also more likely to spend the time attending to the care of young
children, while men more often entered graduate school, travelled, or worked on a full-time basis
in positions outside the practice of law.
Our analysis of the comments written by participants in our survey offers further insight
into the processes generating departures from private practice. This analysis provides a more
nuanced understanding of the nature of work-life conflicts, particularly the often relentless,
unpredictable and invasive time demands in private practice. Numerous lawyers in our study
admonished the billable hour system of evaluation used in law firms. Others described strategies
adopted in an effort to harmonize family responsibilities with demanding careers. Their detailed
comments regarding job changes revealed the pressures pushing lawyers out of private practice,
as well as the attractions of work settings outside private practice. This push/pull dynamic was
more commonly reported by women. Some women left in anticipation of having children and
encountering an incompatibility between family life and career; while others left after having one
or more children, sometimes as a short term strategy to managing family demands, with the
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intent to return to private practice in a few years. Yet, not all accounts expressed disappointment
or reproached private practice. Some lawyers wrote of achieving work-life balance in firms that
were innovative in their approach to schedule flexibility, reduced hours, and supports for lawyers
with young children or elder care responsibilities. Many of the lawyers in our survey, including
both those continuing to work in private practice and those who had left, wrote of their love for
the law, their fascination with legal problem-solving, and the pleasure they took in providing
quality legal services to their clients. Participants in our study also provided extensive feedback
as to the changes they would like to see take place in law firms. These included: flexible hours,
improved mentoring and training, modification or departure from the billable hour system, and
targeted efforts to achieve gender equality.
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The Diversification of Career Paths in Law
Careers in law are becoming more diverse. Contemporary law graduates launch their
careers in an array of settings (Dinovitzer et al. 2009; Kay, Masuch, and Curry 2004). Many law
graduates pursue careers outside traditional private law practice, working in government, as inhouse counsel to corporations and labour unions, and in law clinics, Legal Aid services, and
public interest organizations. Others embark on careers beyond the practice of law, applying
their legal knowledge to businesses, academe, and other work settings far removed from law
practice. Even for individuals who follow the more traditional route – joining a private law firm
following law school – careers are becoming more wide-ranging. The traditional partnership
contest, characterized by an up-or-out pyramid structure, has changed to incorporate
intermediary tiers of permanent salaried associates, non-equity (service or salaried) partners, and
equity (owners, profit-sharing) partners (Faulconbridge and Muzio 2008; Galanter and
Henderson 2008; Sokol 2007). For lawyers who set out to establish themselves in private
practice, either in law firms or as sole practitioners, their careers may involve considerable
movement (Kay, Alarie, and Adjei 2013; Monahan and Swanson 2009). Not only do lawyers
move geographically (Dinovitzer and Hagan 2006) and between firms (Fields et al. 2005), some
traverse sectors of practice, leaving private practice to work in government, education, and
corporations (Henderson and Bierman 2009; Kay 1997; Kay et al. 2013).
Yet, the vast majority of studies examining the legal profession focus on partnership
promotions in law firms (Epstein et al. 1995; Hull and Nelson 2000; Kay and Hagan 1998;
Noonan and Corcoran 2004), with particular attention directed to large corporate law firms
(Beckman and Phillips 2005; Chambliss 1997; Galanter and Henderson 2008; Gorman 2006).

8

Only a handful of studies have examined lawyers employed in government (Narcisse 2011;
Vauchez 2008) or those working abroad in organizations such as the World Trade Organization
or international human rights courts (Hagan and Kay 2011; Merry 2006). Rarer yet are studies
that attempt to track law graduates’ mobility across sectors of practice. Yet, some recent work
suggests there may be considerable traffic across sectors (Dinovitzer et al., 2009; Henderson and
Bierman 2009; Kay 1997; Kay et al. 2013).
Our study offers new insight to job transitions, specifically career paths that venture out
from professional footing in private law practice. First, we examine the timing of job moves and
whether movement occurs most often during early career formation or later as opportunities open
up for experienced lawyers to make lateral moves. Second, we pay close attention to gender
differences in the timing of these moves and the factors that encourage lawyers to leave private
practice. Policy initiatives and projects underway at law societies and bar associations suggest
that retention of women in private practice is a pressing concern for gender equality in the legal
profession.1 Third, we incorporate several innovative measures to tap the influence of education
In May 2008, a Law Society of Upper Canada report recommended that the Law Society implement a three-year
pilot project (The “Judicia Project”) for firms of more than 25 lawyers and the two largest firms in each region, in
which firms would commit to adopting programs for the retention and advancement of women. See: The Law
Society of Upper Canada. 2008. Final Report – Retention of Women in Private Practice Working Group. Toronto,
ON: The Law Society of Upper Canada; www.lsuc.on.ca/media/convmay08_retention_of_women_consultation.pdf
[accessed 1 May 2014]; In November 2008 the “Judicia Project” was launched. Firms signed on to the project share
best practices to promote and advance women in the private practice of law, including policies on pregnancy,
parental leave and flexible work arrangements, as well as gender-based programs on mentoring, leadership, and
networking opportunities. See: The Law Society of Upper Canada. 2009. Annual Report: Performance Highlights.
Toronto, ON: The Law Society of Upper Canada; www.lsuc.on.ca/WorkArea/DownloadAsset.aspx?id=5022
[accessed 1 May 2014]; The Law Society of Upper Canada. 2011. Retention of Women in Private Practice. Toronto,
ON: The Law Society of Upper Canada; www.lsuc.on.ca/WorkArea/DownloadAsset.aspx?id=1247485438
[accessed 1 May 2014]; See also Joan C. and Veta T. Richardson. 2010. New Millennium, Same Glass Ceiling? The
Impact of Law Firm Compensation Systems on Women. The Project for Attorney Retention. Chicago, IL: American
Bar Association.
1
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factors, including law school debt and law school preparation for careers, on job changes. Fourth,
we examine the properties of jobs, related to the incentive system, time demands and nature of
work that may influence job moves out of private practice. In this context, we also examine
closely the bases for job satisfaction and experiences of disadvantage and their consequences for
leaving private practice. Finally, we examine the impact of parental leaves and time taken away
from law practice on departures from private practice by women and men. Most studies focus on
employment interruptions that are the result of unemployment spells between jobs rather than
time away to pursue other endeavours, and rarely look at gender differences (Theunissen et al.
2011). We turn next to develop our expectations based on the literature on timing of job
mobility, gender differences in turnover, and causes of turnover among professionals generally
and lawyers more specifically.

Timing of Job Moves
When is movement out of private law practice most likely to occur? Do lawyers move
early in their career, as they explore what it is like to work in law and ‘test the waters’ for
establishing themselves in private practice? Do job moves take place after a few years, once
lawyers have paid off student loans (McGill 2006) and after they have accumulated valuable
practice experience that they can bring to their work as in-house counsel or to business ventures
outside the practice of law? Are lawyers most likely to move once they have children in an effort
to achieve a better balance between personal and professional lives?
Research suggests professionals often switch jobs when they are in the early years
(Wheeler 2008). Novice professionals are perhaps more receptive to change because this career
phase is one of development and exploration, a time when professionals acquire experience and
refine their career aspirations (Klassen and Chiu 2011). During the early career years, lawyers
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also accumulate at least partially transferrable human capital that enables movement across
sectors (Borghans and Golsteyn 2007). But after working for an organization for a few years,
professionals are less likely to quit because their experience with the current employer has
brought increased wages and job responsibilities. Their experience and seniority is associated
with both current and future rewards and, therefore, the cost of job changing is higher than if the
change had occurred early on (Arranz, García-Serrano, and Toharia 2010; Park and Sandefur
2003). These investments bond the individual to the organization (Lambert, Hogan, and Barton
2001). Over time and with more promotions, individuals may become ‘entrapped’ by developing
firm-specific skills and loyalty to the firm (Saporta and Farjoun 2003).
Taken together, research suggests that the early career stage has considerable flux as
professionals explore the market for better job matches. Over time, professionals are likely to
become invested in the firm or solo practice they have spent years developing. Therefore, we
hypothesize:
Hypothesis 1: The greatest risk of job moves out of private practice will occur during the
early years (e.g., less than eight years) of practice experience.

The Gender Gap in Retention of Lawyers in Private Practice
Twenty years ago, studies of the legal profession drew attention to the higher rates of
attrition among women. This overrepresentation of women in an exodus from law has been
referred to by some writers as ‘the flight from law’ (Hirsch 1989; Menkel-Meadow 1989; Otvos
1992). Nelson’s study of Chicago lawyers (1988) found women were more likely to leave firms
prior to partnership decisions than were male associates. The turnover was most pronounced
among earlier cohorts of women. Of women associates hired from 1971 to 1975, only 35%
remained in 1984 compared with 48% of all associates. The gap in turnover declined with the
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next cohort. Of those entering law from 1976 to 1980, 42% of women remained in 1984
compared with 51% of the total cohort (Nelson 1988:139). Spurr and Sueyoshi (1994) surveyed
2,587 lawyers from two cohorts (one entered law firms during the years 1969 and 1973 and the
other between 1980 and 1983) in Chicago and New York cities. These authors found that women
were considerably less likely to be promoted and slightly more likely to leave the firm without
being promoted (Spurr and Sueyoshi 1994). However, in contrast to Nelson’s study (1988),
Spurr and Sueyoshi (1994) found little change in the gender differential in turnover, with the gap
increasing slightly across the two cohorts. Studies in Canada also document a gender gap in
attrition from law. Brockman’s (1992, 1994) surveys of lawyers in Alberta and British Columbia
uncovered that a larger proportion of women than men left the practice of law. In a survey of
Ontario lawyers, Kay (1997) found that women moved out of law practice 60% more quickly
than men and that the small firms appeared to be the least successful in retaining female lawyers.
More recent studies reinforce the claim that a gender gap persists. Patton’s study of U.S.
law firms (2005:174) shows that 9% of women had left their firms within 16 months of being
hired and more than half (55%) had left within four and one-half years of starting in law firms.
The gender differential in exits from law firms is particularly pronounced. Several studies reveal
that gender predicts exits from law firms even when taking into account law school quality, legal
specialization, having taken a leave for childcare, children, current work hours, and measures of
social capital (Hagan and Kay 1995; Hull and Nelson 2000; Kay 1997; Kay and Hagan 1999;
Spurr and Sueyoshi 1994). In a national U.S. study of lawyers admitted to the bar in the year
2000 and tracked seven years into practice, Dinovitzer and colleagues (2009) found that a higher
proportion of women had left larger private firms compared with men. In particular, women who
worked in large law firms (of 100 or more lawyers) at wave one (2003) were more likely than
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men to move to positions in non-profit/education, state government and legal services, as well as
to move to inside counsel at wave two (2008) (Dinovitzer et al. 2009).
More broadly, research documents women’s elevated risk of departure from private
practice, including law firms of various sizes and offices of sole practitioners. The pattern
appears to be one of cumulating disadvantages. As Noonan and Corcoran (2004:146) observed in
their study of University of Michigan law graduates, “[w]omen fell behind men in each stage in
the progression to partnership. Women were slightly less likely than men to try out private
practice (82 vs. 87 percent). Women who entered private practice were 1.8 times as likely as men
to leave within four years (18 vs. 10 percent).” Similarly, in a longitudinal study of Ontario
lawyers, Kay and colleagues (2014:1256) found women were more likely to leave private
practice early in their careers: 31% of women compared with 21% of men departed within five
years. We therefore test the following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 2: Women are more likely than men to leave private practice.

Reasons for Leaving Private Practice
Job Dissatisfaction with Development and Advancement Opportunities
Although research has documented attrition of women lawyers, particularly from law firms
and private practice (Kay 1997; Nelson 1988; Noonan and Corcoran 2004; Spurr and Sueyoshi
1994), only a handful of studies have examined the context and reasons prompting the decision
to leave (Brockman 1994; Kay and Hagan 2003; Reichman and Sterling 2002). We draw on
these studies and the broader literature on turnover to unpack the factors shaping departures from
private practice.
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The literature on job turnover emphasizes job dissatisfaction and perceived alternatives as
catalysts for quitting one’s job (Barak, Nissly, and Levin 2001; Crossley et al. 2007; Lambert,
Hogan, and Altheimer 2010). Most models propose, and empirical research suggests, that job
satisfaction mediates the relationship between job and organizational attributes (e.g., earnings,
nature of the work, advancement opportunities, and work-group relations) and turnover. The
general argument is that dissatisfaction with one’s job triggers thoughts about leaving (Boswell,
Boudreau, and Tichy 2005; Griffeth, Hom, and Gaertner 2000) and actual leaving behaviour
(Rode et al. 2007). Several facets of job satisfaction reduce turnover, including satisfaction with
job, pay, promotions, supervision, and coworkers (Fields et al. 2005). Among these, promotions,
including the opportunities for promotion available and the likelihood of being promoted, are key
considerations in employees’ decisions to stay with an organization or to quit (Benson and
Brown 2007; Patterson and Mavin 2009; Saporta and Farjoun 2003).
In the case of the legal profession, women report lower satisfaction than men with their
prospects for advancement and earnings (Dinovitzer and Garth 2007; Dinovitzer et al. 2009;
Hagan and Kay 2007; Reichman and Sterling 2002; Rhode 2001). Women’s dissatisfaction is
rooted in pervasive gender bias and consequent inequalities for professional rewards. For
example, in a study of 796 law offices, Gorman and Kmec (2009) found that law firms’
propensity to select women declines between entry-level hiring and partner promotion. Gorman
and Kmec (2009) suggest that bias is most severe in upper-level promotion decisions as a result
of three factors (high status, work uncertainty, and predominance of male incumbents) that
combine to trigger gender bias in decision-makers’ evaluation of candidates. Other research
suggests women and men are aware of these gender inequities in the ascent to partnership. For
example, in a survey of lawyers in Alberta, Brockman (1994:135) found “career advancement”
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and “attaining partnership” were most frequently mentioned by women and men as areas in
which women were discriminated against.
Gender inequality aside, both men and women professionals are likely to leave jobs when
they perceive their job tenure is insecure, prospects for promotion are uncertain, or salaries are
not climbing. Their doubts may be seeded through cues from senior lawyers. For example,
managing lawyers may send negative signals to some junior lawyers by overlooking them for
valuable mentoring and challenging assignments, salary increases and annual bonuses, and a
general failure to reward work accomplishments. Senior lawyers may even communicate directly
to associates, in the years leading up to partnership decisions, that their prospects for invitation
into the law firm partnership are slim. As a result, quitting one’s job may be a pre-emptive move
when professionals perceive the risk of losing their job to be high (Batt and Valcour 2003;
Dobrev 2005; Manski and Straub 2000) or their career progression has stalled. Research on job
satisfaction with extrinsic rewards (e.g., opportunities for advancement, earnings, and job
security) and turnover leads us to test the following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 3a: High extrinsic job satisfaction is negatively related to leaving private
practice.
The broader work literature also shows that job resources, such as social support and
inclusion in work teams, play an important role in fostering retention (Lange, De Witte, and
Notelaers 2008). These resources increase employees’ growth, learning and development, and
provide motivation in achieving work goals (Schaufeli and Bakker 2004). Furthermore, job
resources provide a quality of work life that satisfies a professional’s need for skill development,
involvement in the core activities of the organization, and recognition by colleagues for their
contributions. When these job resources are scarce, professionals become dissatisfied with their
quality of work life and this dissatisfaction has been found to influence intention to quit
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(Armstrong et al. 2007). These experiences of scarce resources may be the product of subtle
cognitive bias on the part of superiors that results in women being passed over and
disadvantaged early in their career development in law (Kay and Gorman 2008). Though, some
research posits that direct discrimination and sexual harassment, as well as an array of embedded
institutional practices, marginalize women within law firms (Epstein 1997). Whether subtle or
direct, intentional or not, firms that fail to invest in the professional development of their
associates are at risk of cultivating disgruntled and detached lawyers, eager to find an exit route.
As Kanter (1977:427) observed, “Complex organizations whose opportunity and power
structures routinely disadvantage some kinds of people (whether women or men) are likely to
generate the behavioral consequences of such disadvantaging.”
In the case of lawyers, dissatisfaction with developmental opportunities leads women to
seek out new employment opportunities. For example, Brockman (1994:136) found in her survey
of Alberta lawyers that access to clients and assignment of files were reported as spheres in
which women experienced discrimination. In Ontario, Kay and Hagan (2003) found that women
lawyers were more likely to be excluded from important files, and this experience of being
marginalized increased women’s subsequent intentions to quit the firm and seek work elsewhere.
These studies underscore the importance of development through challenging work, service of
major clients, and inclusive work climates. Challenging work brings the opportunity to exercise
legal skills and is intrinsically satisfying to new law graduates. The opportunity to work with
major clients raises the profile of junior lawyers and establishes reputations. Inclusive work
climates, characterized by respectful and supportive interactions, invite mentoring and involve
new lawyers in the life of the firm. We therefore test three further hypotheses related to these
facets of job satisfaction:
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Hypothesis 3b: High intrinsic job satisfaction is negatively related to leaving private
practice.
Hypothesis 3c: The opportunity to work with major clients of the firm is negatively related
to leaving private practice.
Hypothesis 3d: Experiences of discrimination and disadvantage are positively related to
leaving private practice.

Work-Life Balance: The Debate over the Impact of Children on Careers
Another reason identified for women lawyers’ departure from work settings, particularly
from private practice, is that work-family conflicts lead women to quit law firms. A large body
of research examining work-life conflict or role overload suggests that women in professions
have “competing devotions” (Blair-Loy 2003:10) to work and family responsibilities. For
example, even when in full-time employment, women still retain major responsibility for
domestic work and caring (Cabrera 2007). Recent cohorts of married men have increased the
amount of time they spend on housework. Nonetheless, married women continue to take on
considerably more housework than men (Bianchi, Casper, and King 2005; Crompton and
Lyonette 2011). Although women in high-paying professional careers can outsource some
housework and childcare (e.g., to nannies, daycares, and private boarding schools), many women
still take on a ‘second shift’ at home (Percheski 2008). One study documented that women
perform double the hours of housework and up to four times as much of the childcare as men
(Preston 2004). Perhaps not surprisingly, demands of family responsibilities are commonly
invoked in theorizing women’s ‘opting out’ of professional careers, with such turnover depicted
as a strategic adaptation in the face of competing demands of work and family (Belkin 2003;
Moen 2007; Moen, Kelly, and Hill 2011; Stone 2007; Stone and Lovejoy 2004). There is some
evidence to support this argument. Research on job turnover has found women and men identify
different reasons for leaving jobs, with women being more likely than men to cite reasons such
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as household responsibilities, illness in the family, pregnancy and wanting to have a job closer to
home, whereas men rarely cited family reasons (Sicherman 1996; Walsh 2013).
The work-family conflict argument has been applied frequently with reference to the
exodus of women lawyers from the private practice of law. As Donovan (1990:142) remarked,
“The most notorious reason for women to leave [a firm] is motherhood.” Similarly, in a 2007
survey of the University of Virginia School of Law class of 1990, Monahan and Swanson (2009)
concluded that the gender difference in law graduates’ full-time employment (a 33% difference)
was largely accounted for by having children at home, though two-thirds of the women with two
children at home continued to work full-time. In a survey of lawyers who had left the profession
in British Columbia, Brockman (1994) found that women expressed concerns over the
difficulties associated with combining family life and law practice. She also found that childcare
responsibilities and family leave policies play a significant role in career decisions (including job
selection, preferred specialties, cases, and hours of work) for women but not for men. Reasons
commonly reported by women for leaving the field of law were the lack of flexibility offered by
law firms, long hours required by the firm, childcare commitments, and the stressful nature of the
work. In contrast, men were less likely to cite work-family conflict as a reason for leaving law;
rather men cited leaving firms in order to use different skills (Brockman 1994). Furthermore, in a
U.S. study based on in-depth interviews with 100 attorneys in the Denver Metropolitan area,
Reichman and Sterling (2002) analyzed the decisions made by women lawyers making job
moves. They found women lawyers move more frequently, move earlier in their careers, and are
more likely to move downward than men. Reichman and Sterling (2002:961) argue:
Women’s ‘choices’ reflect their ability to accumulate professional assets balanced
against the pull of the family. Women described their disappointing experiences
with work assignments, lack of recognition of their abilities, problems they
experienced while trying to find an influential mentor. The stories about work that

18

we gathered suggest that choice may be as much about the push away from work
as it is about the pull of the family.
Reichman and Sterling’s study (2002) alerts us to the possibility that women lawyers’ job
changes, particularly exits out of law practice, may be generated by something other than simply
individual choices. More recent work suggests that women become discouraged with barriers to
upward mobility and only then ‘choose’ to leave their professional workplaces to invest energies
in home and family (Williams and Richardson 2010).
Other studies of the legal profession offer further caution when leaping to the conclusion
that women are leaving law to care for their children. In a survey of lawyers in Calgary, Alberta,
Wallace (2001) found women are less likely to want to leave the practice of law compared with
men. Her research revealed an interesting twist on the work-family conflict or work-life model
(Glavin and Schieman 2012; Laurijssen and Glorieux 2013) by focusing on enticements to stay,
rather than pressures to leave (Wallace 2001). Her study demonstrates that intrinsic and
professional job rewards and work demands significantly influence lawyers’ dissatisfaction and
desire to leave law. It appears that when women lawyers’ work is sufficiently challenging and
service-oriented, while not overly conflicting with their non-work life, women are more satisfied
with and committed to the practice of law (Wallace 2001). Wallace (2001) further found that
neither marital status nor the presence of preschool-aged children triggered lawyers’ job
dissatisfaction or their desire to leave law, a finding that is contrary to various studies suggesting
that young children amplify time demands and pressures of practicing law, especially for women
(Brockman 2001; Kay et al. 2006; Leiper 2006; Reichman and Sterling 2002). Wallace (2001)
suggests that her findings may reflect the growing use and ability of lawyers to pay for childcare
and domestic services that may help alleviate family demands. As she notes, “Contrary to the
assumption that professionals who have young children experience more work-family-strain, the
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high earnings associated with practicing law may make it possible to purchase goods and
services that help parents cope with their childcare responsibilities” (Wallace 2001:140).
In sum, while there appears to be some support for the argument that work-family conflict
pressures women with children to pursue paths outside private practice, there is growing
skepticism of the claim that women ‘opt out’ of their careers to stay home with their children.
We explore one possible impact of children on women lawyers’ careers by testing the following
hypothesis:
Hypothesis 4: The presence of children in the home is positively related to women leaving
private practice.

The Structure of Practice Environments: Billable Hours and Time Rigidity
These challenges to the argument that women are ‘opting out’ from professional careers as
a result of work-family conflict have shifted research away from the rhetoric of personal choice
to a focus on rising time pressures as unsustainable for professionals (Moen et al. 2011;
Percheski 2008). Scholarship increasingly examines factors such as inflexible workplaces, labour
market instability, men’s contributions to housework and other reasons why women may exit
professional careers (Boushey 2008).
Men and women lawyers experience professional work and families as ‘greedy
institutions’ – institutions that demand undivided loyalty (Seron 1996) and excessive hours
(Rhode 2001). In professional careers such as law, individuals work long hours to demonstrate
their dedication. In private practice, lawyers with top billable hours receive financial bonuses and
gain reputations as dedicated and valued assets of the firm. Private practice is dominated by
“engrained cultural beliefs and practices around work time and face time as indicators of work
commitment, productivity, and quality” (Moen et al. 2011:72). Compounding this problem, the
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time commitment required of professional work has escalated in recent years (Jacobs and Gerson
2004), ratcheting up the strains on employees in managing all aspects of their lives (Moen and
Yu 2000). As Moen and colleagues (2011:89) observe, “The boundedness of working time is
evaporating, with information technologies, job pressures, and mounting expectations expanding
many jobs across space and time such that they spill over into weeknights and weekends, further
contributing to employee stress.” Studies of the legal profession attest to these time pressures.
For example, in a study of University of Michigan law school graduates, Dau-Schmidt et al.
(2009) found that the demand for long hours in legal practice contributed to work-life balance
issues, particularly for women. Work time creeps beyond long hours at the office to invade
personal life via information technologies and assumptions of around-the-clock availability on
the part of professionals. The resulting high levels of ‘negative spillover’ from work to home
have been shown to predict turnover (Armstrong et al. 2007; Jones et al. 2007; Moen and Huang
2010).
In response to the turnover generated through excessive time demands, researchers and law
practitioners have advocated for increased flexibility in the hours required at work (Furlong
2013; Makin 2009; O’Brien 2006). Some argue that greater employee flexibility can promote
retention, reducing intentions to quit, especially for professionals with chronic overloads and
time strains (Armstrong et al. 2007; Firth et al. 2004; Hill et al. 2006; Kelly and Moen 2007).
Work schedule flexibility offers a bridge between the work and family roles and lends
professionals greater ability to manage competing demands (Moen et al. 2011). This flexibility
involves being able to arrange work schedules and taking time off work for personal business.
Flexible work schedules have been associated with higher organizational commitment and job
satisfaction (Scandura and Lankau 1997), as well as lower stress and lower work-family conflict
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(Armstrong et al. 2007). Furthermore, research shows that the perception of one’s employer as
‘family friendly’ reduces turnover (Raskin 2006). We examine the impact of flexible schedules
on turnover.
Hypothesis 5: The availability of flexible work schedules will decrease the risk of leaving
private practice.

The Economy, Market for Legal Services, and Turnover
Beyond the hierarchical structure and rigid policies of law firms, broader economic factors
may also play an important role in shaping turnover. A sizeable body of literature suggests
economic factors, including wage compression (Heyman 2008) and unemployment rates (Couch
and Fairlie 2010; Griffeth et al. 2000; Park and Sandefur 2003), influence turnover. Although
economic conditions are salient, their impact may vary. Periods of both economic decline and
prosperity may prompt an increase in job movement, though for different reasons.
Poor economic conditions at the time of career launch may lead law graduates to change
jobs in an effort to land a more desirable or secure position. If, following law school, the
graduate settled for a job that offered practice experience, though was not their preferred job or
in the work setting they hoped for, then they may actively seek improved job prospects. During
tough economic times, they may also quit their initial job as a pre-emptive move against being
terminated through law firm downsizing or dissolution of the firm partnership. Alternatively,
junior lawyers may find themselves let go prematurely, the casualty of working in areas of law
without sufficient demand during a recession, or denied partnership in firms struggling to
weather economic storms. On the other hand, when the economy is prosperous, there may be a
high tendency of professionals to change jobs – even to take career risks by making the jump
between sectors of practice in an effort to explore vastly different work settings. Research shows
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professionals are more likely to express turnover intentions when they perceive that there are
other acceptable employment opportunities (Lambert et al. 2001). Furthermore, when job
openings are widespread, government and corporate employers may be more willing to hire from
outside and to bring in lawyers seeking to change roles or practice domains (Fields et al. 2005).
We suspect that during prosperous economic times, the more common mobility pattern is
one of job movement within private practice, that is, a migration of lawyers across firm settings,
as lawyers jockey for lucrative posts in desirable firms to advance careers within private practice
(Forrier, Sells, and Synen 2009). To a lesser extent, job moves may also involve lawyers
traversing sectors to explore diverse work contexts, with the option of returning to private
practice while the market is strong. In contrast, during difficult economic periods, we expect that
the flow of legal talent is primarily out of private practice to other sectors and even out of law
practice entirely.2 This out-flow is largely the product of forced attrition as law firm associates
encounter weak prospects of making partner and sole practitioners struggle with a shortfall of
business. We pose the following hypothesis, targeting economic climate at the time of entry to
practice as critical to early job moves:
Hypothesis 6: A high unemployment rate at time of career entry is positively related to
leaving private practice.

Career Interrupted
The presence of a gap between jobs may be particularly impactful on careers. The notion
of the ‘ideal worker’ (Kelly et al. 2010; Williams 2000) and the dominant model of career
progression includes requirements for linearity and continuity (Sirianni and Negrey 2000). Yet,
women have traditionally experienced interrupted, nonlinear careers due largely to family
It is likely that government and corporate employers also face cutbacks during economic decline and junior
lawyers seeking entry may find these career paths blocked or limited. Hence, the flow in tough economic times may
largely consist of an exodus from law rather than leaps to non-private practice sectors of law.
2
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commitments (Fondas 1996). These interruptions are sometimes short in nature, as in the case of
a maternity leave of a few weeks or months, and on other occasions more lengthy, as in the case
of a departure for several years to care for young children. Although it may be more feasible for
younger cohorts to pursue careers while raising children than it was for older cohorts,
professional women with children remain less likely to work full-time or long hours than are
male colleagues without children (Percheski 2008). Women may find themselves blocked from
certain jobs or sectors, or they may be dismissed following maternity leaves – in either scenario,
women may need to adapt and pursue less conventional career paths. As Mallon and Cohen
(2001:219) observe, traditional career theory “has never adequately captured the rhythms of
women’s working lives, nor moved beyond male career patterns as the implicit norm.”
Yet, the presence of career interruptions or nonlinear career patterns may be of central
importance to women’s equality in professions. Interruptions from work during the course of
one’s career may carry a stiff penalty. Human capital theory (Becker 1990) reasons that a
professional’s human capital decreases or at best stagnates during interruptions, especially
interruptions as a result of unemployment or unpaid work activities (such as staying home to
raise children or caring for elderly parents). As Theunissen and colleagues (2011:113) observe,
“Outside the context of wage employment, job specific and organization specific experience
diminishes, becomes outdated or is rendered obsolete. Previously acquired skills, when not
regularly practiced, are subject to processes of atrophy and depreciation.” In contrast,
interruptions for other education or other types of paid work may offer gains. For example,
interruption for educational reasons may enhance earnings (Beblo and Wolf 2002). Also,
interruption for self-employment may be viewed favourably by future employers who may
perceive self-employment as signaling self-direction and an entrepreneurial aptitude (Neifert
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2006). Apart from its signaling value, future employers may also see entrepreneurial work as an
opportunity to attract previous business contacts and clients of the entrepreneur (Theunissen et
al. 2011).
Less attractive to future employers are individuals who experienced gaps between jobs for
non-paid work experiences, such as travel, raising children, illness, or unemployment. Studies
suggest that employers interpret these sorts of employment interruptions as a signal of low work
commitment (Kunze 2002). Time without paid work, even though the individual may engage in
volunteer or community service work, may be interpreted as a sign that the person is not
dependable or lacks ambition, which in turn may be seen as an indicator that the individual will
be unreliable and lack productivity upon return to work (Spivey 2005; Theunissen et al. 2011).
Some studies reveal that women who take child-related career breaks could pay a further penalty
because, within the class of women who interrupt their career, employers discriminate against
those who interrupt their career for family-related reasons (Arun, Arun, and Borooah 2004;
Williams 2000). The cost for women returning to law practice following child-related career
breaks may be a stagnation of salary or they might not be able to return to the same type of job,
resulting in depressed wages (Arun et al. 2004). These reduced employment prospects and wage
declines following parental leaves or career interruptions for raising children are often referred to
in the social science literature as the ‘family penalty’ (Tremblay 2013) or ‘motherhood penalty’
(Budig and Hodges 2014; Killewald and Bearak 2014). We test two hypotheses related to leaves
from private law practice:
Hypothesis 7a: Taking a parental leave will increase the risk of leaving private practice.
Hypothesis 7b: Taking time away from the practice of law (for purposes other than a
parental leave) will increase the risk of subsequently leaving private practice.
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Data, Sampling, and Survey Design
Data for this study come from The Career Diversity Survey, an innovative cross-sectional
survey of lawyers conducted in the province of Ontario. In the Canadian context, Ontario is an
ideal setting in which to study legal careers because the province is home to nearly half (41%) of
the nation’s lawyers (Kay and Brockman 2000; Kay, Hagan, and Parker 2009). The province is
home to the country’s largest corporate law firms, based primarily in Toronto, and home to a
large concentration of government lawyers at both the federal (Ottawa) and provincial (Toronto)
levels, as well as a diversity of law practice settings in smaller cities and towns. We conducted
the survey in the autumn of 2009. The sample consisted of a stratified random sample of lawyers
from the membership records of the Law Society of Upper Canada. The sample was stratified by
gender to include equal numbers of men and women called to the Ontario Bar between 1990 and
2009. This near-twenty year cohort was selected for two reasons. First, we aimed to pay close
attention to the formative career years, a period characterized by considerable job turnover.
Second, the junior cohort of lawyers offers a contemporary comparison to a longitudinal survey
of Ontario lawyers conducted with the preceding fifteen-year cohort. This earlier cohort of
lawyers (1975 to 1990 bar admissions) entered law practice during a period in which Ontario’s
legal profession, for the first time, included a sizeable number of women lawyers among its
membership (5% in 1975 to 22.5% in 1990). The more recent, contemporary cohort of lawyers
(1990 to 2009 bar admissions) entered law practice during a period that saw women’s
representation in law continue to rise (23.5% in 1991 to 38.2% in 2009),3 as well as a growing
presence of racial and ethnic minority group members.4

Personal correspondence with Josée Bouchard, Equity Advisor, Law Society of Upper Canada, 11 July 2012.
The Law Society of Upper Canada reported that 12.9% of the candidates in the licensing admission process selfidentified as racialized community members. By 2012 this percentage was up to 24%. See: The Law Society of
Upper Canada. 2013. The Changing Face of the Legal Profession: Fact Sheet. Toronto, ON: The Law Society of
Upper Canada; http://www.lsuc.on.ca/WorkArea/DownloadAsset.aspx?id=2147491913 [Accessed 1 May 2014]. In
3

4
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The 2009 questionnaires were mailed directly to respondents’ places of employment. The
survey, with two reminders (a postcard and follow-up letter and questionnaire), received a 47%
response rate (N=1,270). The survey was specifically designed to provide information on labour
force behaviour and education. The unique format of the survey included a work history
calendar, summarizing job changes across time. Participants were asked to provide a complete
account of their career histories, describing the core features of their current and previous
positions and also of the organizations in which they were employed (Dobrev 2005).
For each job episode, respondents were asked to provide information on their professional
position and start and end dates, with monthly precision in dates. Consequently, a respondent’s
employment history consists of a continuous sequence of employment episodes interrupted by
periods of unemployment and labour market inactivity. The two-page work history calendar
directed respondents chronologically through mutually exclusive states (see also Manzoni et al.
2010). For the employment spells, information was gathered on job characteristics such as
starting and ending salaries, nature of position, full- or part-time work, the types of organization
where they worked, number of lawyers at all locations of the organization, and location (city,
province/state, and country). This survey design instrument provides a more accurate calculation
of the duration of each job than other methods of recall (Park and Sandefur 2003).
In addition, the survey incorporated questions about life outside law, including dates of
marriages and cohabitation, dissolution of unions (separation, divorce), births (and adoptions) of
children, and timing of parental leaves. The survey also included several sections dedicated to
specific themes, including: (1) education and professional training, (2) current professional

2009 the Law Society in Ontario introduced questions asking lawyers to self-identify on annual lawyer reports and
change of status surveys by demographic categories (including, gender, racialized communities, Francophones, and
Aboriginal peoples). See: The Law Society of Upper Canada. 2009. Annual Report. Toronto: Law Society of Upper
Canada; www.lsuc.on.ca/workArea/DownloadAsset.aspx?id=5022 [accessed 1 May 2014].
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responsibilities, (3) exits and returns to practice, (4) mentoring and networks, (5) pro bono work,
(6) social, political and community participation, and (7) family responsibilities and well-being.
We restructured the professional work calendar data into an event history format where a
single spell accounts for each job held by each participant during his or her career since law
school graduation. We then calculated these spells as person-month units. This format of data
collection is ideal for the statistical technique of survival analysis that we conduct in this report.
Particularly important for our research is that participants were asked to indicate if and when
they changed professional positions and when such changes involved transitions from initial
career entry in private law practice to movement out of private practice.

Measurement of Variables
Our analysis includes several independent variables to test the hypotheses outlined above.
One of our main goals is to explore how departures from private practice vary across time. We
therefore included a measure of time intervals. We established the duration of employment with
an organization along several two-year interval spans, resulting in nine time periods: 0-24, 25-48,
49-72, 73-96, 97-120, 121-144 months, and finally 145 months or more (reference category).
Among our demographic and family variables, we included gender (1=female), racial minority
(1=minority),5 marital status (1=married or cohabiting), and having children (1=children).
We tapped legal education through three variables. Elite law school is commonly classified
in studies of lawyers in the U.S. where law school hierarchies are dramatically distinct (Sterling,

Respondents were asked to self-identify across a range of characteristics. Respondents were asked if they selfidentified among the following racialized / person of colour / ethnic origin groups: Arab, Black (e.g., AfricanCanadian, African, and Caribbean), Chinese, East-Asian (e.g., Japanese, Korean), Latin American, Hispanic, South
Asian (e.g., Indo-Canadian, Indian Subcontinent), West Asian (e.g., Iranian, Afghan), Aboriginal, and White.
Categories were collapsed to include those who self-identified among the racialized minority groups versus selfidentification as white. It would be preferable to compare different ethnic/racial groups (for example, AfricanCanadians versus Asian Canadians). However, the small number of racial minority group members in the sample
(approximately 13% of the sample) required that we combine groups.
5
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Dinovitzer, and Garth 2007). However, in the Canadian context, law school hierarchies are much
flatter and there is a lack of consensus over what constitutes ‘elite’ among law schools. Ontario
law schools have also assumed different tuition and growth strategies in recent years. For
example, the University of Toronto has the most costly tuition fees in the province and chose to
limit the size of entering classes, making it one of the smaller law schools (it had been among the
largest in the 1990s). In contrast, the University of Ottawa opted to hold its tuition to one of the
lowest in Ontario while growing in size – both were strategies in an effort to improve access to
justice.6 One of the few rankings of law schools is produced by MacLean’s magazine. The
ranking places the University of Toronto first among Canadian common law schools based on
elite firm hiring, national reach, Supreme Court clerkships, faculty hiring, and faculty journal
citations. We employ this ranking as our metric of elite law school (1=University of Toronto).7
Average law school grades were coded along a seven-point scale as follows: 1=D [50-59%],
2=C [60-64%], 3=High C (C+) [65-69%], 4=B [70-74%], 5=High B (B+) [75-79%], 6=A [8089%], 7=High A (A+) [90-100%]. Another variable measured respondents’ assessment of the
foundation with which law school provided them. Respondents were asked to indicate their level
of agreement or disagreement (1=strongly disagree and 7=strongly agree) with six statements
about their legal education: (1) Law school prepared me well for my legal career, (2) Law school
teaching is too theoretical and unconcerned with real life practice, (3) I wish I had received more
business training in law school, (4) I consider my law degree to have been a good career
investment, (5) If I had to do it over again, I would still choose to have gone to law school, and
(6) Law school provided me with good information technology skills. Two of these items (2 and

Personal correspondence with Professor Constance Backhouse, Faculty of Law, University of Ottawa, 22 August
2010.
7
See http://www.macleans.ca/education/uniandcollege/2013-law-school-rankings/ [accessed 17 April 2014].
6
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3) were reverse-coded for consistency of direction. Respondents were also asked how satisfied
they were with opportunities to develop numerous professional capabilities during law school.
Respondents were provided with a list of nine items that they scored along a 7-point Likert-style
scale (1=very dissatisfied to 7=very satisfied). These items included: (1) legal analysis, (2)
problem solving, (3) working with business and financial concepts, (4) exercising ethical
judgment, (5) working as a member of a team, (6) advocacy, (7) negotiation, (8) familiarity with
transactional work, and (9) international opportunities. The full set of law school evaluation
criteria were then incorporated into a unified scale called law foundations (with a Cronbach’s
alpha coefficient (  ) of 0.82).8 A final interval measure tapped the level of debt by the end of
law school (range $0 to $135,000; average=$24,081.85).
Areas of law were coded as business law (including corporate and commercial, intellectual
property, bankruptcy, tax, and insurance), litigation, people law (including administrative law,
adjudication and/or mediation, estates, wills and trust, family law and divorce, employment and
labour relations, and real estate) and criminal law, following the work of Gorman (2006).
Billable hours asked lawyers to report approximately how many hours they billed (a rough
estimate) during the last fiscal year. Client recruitment tapped whether lawyers had primary
responsibility for clients of the firm (coded 0) or clients they bring in (coded 1). We also
assessed whether lawyers have responsibility for relations with one or more of the major clients
of the firm (1=major clients).
Next, we captured the initial organizational setting in terms of organizational size,
workplace benefits, geographic location, and economic climate at the time of entry to law. We

Different standards for an acceptable level of internal consistency (reliability) of items have been suggested, with
lower limits ranging from 0.5 to 0.7 (Pedhazur and Schmelkin 1991). The scale for law foundations therefore has
acceptable internal consistency since the estimated alpha coefficient is well above the range of suggested lower
limits.
8
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asked lawyers to describe their first job in private practice as either: solo practice (solo=1) or law
firm. We then coded the size of firms in terms of: small firms of less than 10 lawyers, small midsized firms of 10 to 19 lawyers, large mid-sized firms of 20 to 49 lawyers, large firms of 50 to
149 lawyers, and very large firms of 150 and more lawyers. We entered solo practice and the
various firm size variables as a series of dummy variables in the regression models. In addition,
we inquired about work benefits, specifically the flexibility of hours afforded at the early career
stage. We asked lawyers whether their job offered flexible work hours (on a full-time basis)
(coded 0=no; 1=yes). Lawyers reported whether they started off their careers in the Greater
Toronto area (Toronto=1) or elsewhere. We also included in our analysis a measure of the
unemployment rate at the time each cohort was admitted to the Ontario Bar (range=5.7 to 10.9).
In addition, we included a set of variables intended to assess facets of job satisfaction. We
measured job satisfaction in terms of two dimensions. Extrinsic job satisfaction asked lawyers to
rate their level of satisfaction with five aspects of their job: (1) income, (2) opportunities for
promotion, (3) whether they are rewarded reasonably given the market for legal services, (4)
whether they are rewarded reasonably given the responsibility they have, and (5) whether they
are rewarded reasonably in view of their experience (  =.89). This scale used a Likert-style
response set of five items, scored from 1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree. A second facet
of job satisfaction, intrinsic job satisfaction, asked lawyers to assess the extent to which: (1) the
work is intellectually challenging, (2) the work gives them a sense of accomplishment, (3) they
look forward to coming to work, (4) the job allows them to use their legal skills, and (5) they
find real enjoyment in their work (  =.86). This scale employed the same 5-point Likert-style
response set. We differentiate between extrinsic and intrinsic job satisfaction because prior
research demonstrates the importance of separating out dimensions of job satisfaction rather than
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using a global measure of job satisfaction (Dinovitzer and Garth 2007; Dinovitzer et al. 2004;
Hagan and Kay 2007; Hull 1999).
We also sought to include a measure of disadvantage. Some of these items appear to
represent discrimination, while others hint at exclusion or disrespectful comments, behaviours
and expressions that while creating disadvantage, may not be intended as direct acts of
discrimination. We asked respondents to assess the frequency with which they experienced
various events during their career as a lawyer. These included: (1) assigned tasks you think are
beneath your skill/experience, (2) not being invited to work with particular senior lawyers in
your firm or office, (3) excluded from social gatherings, (4) denied work when you expressed an
interest, (5) received comments about your physical appearance, (6) received derogatory
comments about your family status, (7) received disrespectful remarks by judges or other
lawyers, (8) received rude or inappropriate remarks by clients, and (9) received a lack of support
by office or firm staff. Respondents were asked to rate each item along a scale from 1=never,
2=rarely, 3=occasionally, 4=routinely, to 5=frequently. We recoded each item as 0=never or
rarely experienced this treatment and 1=occasionally, routinely or frequently experienced this
treatment. Items were then combined into a scale (standardized) (  =.71). We developed this
unique measure because studies of promotion and retention often do not include measures of
sexual discrimination or treatment that is disadvantaging (Noonan and Corcoran 2004:147).
However, research suggests these perceived experiences are significant obstacles to women’s full
integration to the profession (Epstein 2004; Hunter 2002; Ietswaart 2003; Sommerlad 2006;
Thornton 1996; Wilder 2007).
Finally, we included two measures designed to tap aspects of career breaks. The first,
parental leave, measures whether the lawyer reported taking a parental leave during the course
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of their career. The second, time away, measures whether the respondent reported taking time
away from the practice of law for reasons other than a parental leave.9 Table 1 (see Appendix A)
lists the operationalization and descriptive statistics of the variables used in our analysis.

Quantitative Results
Descriptive Analyses
Among our full sample of 1,270 law graduates, the majority of law graduates launched
their careers in the private practice of law (85%). Within private practice, 92% entered law firms
as associates. Two percent started as partners, establishing firms with colleagues or joining an
existing practitioner in partnership. The remaining 6% began their careers working as sole
practitioners. While the majority of law graduates entered private practice, other law graduates
began their careers in various lines of work. About 8.8% worked in government, 1% in Legal
Aid and law clinics, 2.4% in other businesses (including professional service firms), and 2.8% in
other settings (this includes military, labour unions, non-profit organization, and other settings).
Figure 1 displays these distributions across positions, post-graduation.

These included: military service, attending to family responsibilities, holding one or more full-time jobs in the paid
workforce, full-time volunteer work, attending graduate school, travel for personal enjoyment, and other reasons.
9
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Figure 1. First professional position after graduation from law school
First position after law school
1.0% 2.8%
2.4%
8.8%

84.9%

Private law firm or solo practice

Government

Legal aid and law clinic

Other business

Other

At the start of careers in law, there are both similarities and differences in areas of
employment between genders (see Figure 2 below). Among our cohort of lawyers (called to the
Ontario Bar between 1990 and 2009), the vast majority of men and women started their careers
in private practice (87% of men and 83% of women). Within private practice, similar
percentages of men and women started as sole practitioners (7.6% of men and 5% of women),
associates in law firms (92% of men and 94% of women), and as law firm partners (0.4% of men
and 0.9% of women). A slightly greater percentage of women (11%) compared to men (7%)
started their careers as government employees. Other differences are also modest. For example,
1.4% of women and 0.6% of men started out in Legal Aid or law clinics, and 1.9% of women
and 2.8% of men started their careers in other business settings (e.g., professional service firms
and in-house counsel) (χ2=9.017, p=.06).
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Figure 2. Law school graduates’ first professional positions, by gender
First position after law school, by gender
Women

Men

3.1%
1.9%
1.4%

2.8%
0.6%

2.6%

6.8%

10.9%

87.0%

82.8%

Private law firm or solo practice

Government

Legal aid and law clinic

Other business

Other

We also explored the sectors from which lawyers left the practice of law during the course
of their careers to date. In total, 344 of the lawyers in our sample (27%) had at some point in
their careers so far left the practice of law, either for a period of time or more permanently (see
Figure 3 below). The largest share of lawyers left from private practice (67%), followed by
government employment (15%). Nearly 8% of lawyers who had left law practice departed from
work as in-house counsel, while another 9.5% departed from other settings (including
community legal clinics, community or non-profit organizations).
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Figure 3. Sectors from which lawyers left the practice of law
Sector from which they departed

9.5%

15.0%

7.8%
3.4%

64.3%

Government

In-house counsel

Solo practice

Law firm

Other

The places of departure vary between men and women (see Figure 4 below). A similar
percentage of men and women reported leaving from private practice (68% of men and 67% of
women). When we examine law firms and solo practice, we find a larger percentage of women
left from law firms (65.5% compared with 60.9% of men), while a larger percentage of men left
from solo practice (7.0% of men compared with 1.8% of women). A larger percentage of women
left from government work (17.5%) compared with their male counterparts (10.4%). In addition,
a larger percentage of women who left law practice reported leaving from in-house counsel
positions (9.17%) compared with their male colleagues (5.2%). In contrast, a larger share of men
(16.5%) left from other settings (including community legal clinics, community or non-profit
organizations) compared with women leaving this sector (6.1%). The differences between men
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and women and the sectors from which they departed law practice are statistically significant
(χ2=18.887, p<.001).

Figure 4. Sectors from which lawyers left the practice of law by gender
Sector from which they departed, by gender
Women

6.1%

Men

16.5%

17.5%

10.4%
5.2%
7.0%

9.2%
1.7%

65.5%
60.9%

Government

In-house counsel

Solo practice

Law firm

Other

Finally, we examined the organizational settings in which lawyers in our sample are
working presently (at the time of the 2009 survey) (see Figure 5 below). The largest share of law
graduates reported currently working in private law firms (54%). Another 13% reported working
as sole practitioners. In total, 67% of the sample worked in private practice at the time of the
survey (this represents a decline of 18% in the share of lawyers working in private practice
compared with the percentage working in private practice at the time entry to law practice). In
addition, 15.5% of the lawyers in our survey are currently working in government, 1.2% in Legal
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Aid or law clinics, 8% in business, and 8% in other settings (This includes accounting firms,
banking/finance, management consulting, education institutions, and other settings).

Figure 5. Contemporary Organizational Settings
Current Organization

8.0%

13.4%

8.0%
1.2%

15.5%

53.9%

Solo Practice

Private Law Firm

Government

Legal Aid and Law Clinics

Business

Other

When we examine gender differences across contemporary work settings (see Figure 6
below), we find men are slightly more likely to be presently working in law firms (56.6%) than
women (51.2%), as well as in solo practice (16.7% of men work as sole practitioners compared
with 9.6% of women). In contrast, women were more likely to report that they worked in
government (18%) than were men (13%). More similar percentages of men and women worked
in Legal Aid and law clinics (1.1% of men and 1.3% of women), in business (7% of men and 9%
of women), though a slightly higher percentage of women reported working in other settings
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(10.8%) compared with their male counterparts (5.6%). Again, the gender differences in
contemporary practice settings are statistically significant (χ2=30.485, p=.001).

Figure 6. Contemporary Organizational Settings, by gender
Current Organization, by Gender
Men

Women

10.8%

9.6%

7.0%
1.1%

9.1%

5.5%

16.7%

13.0%

1.3%

18.0%
51.2%
56.6%

Solo Practice

Private Law Firm

Government

Legal Aid and Law Clinics

Business

Other

We also asked law graduates who have left law practice and have not returned to tell us
why they left and have not returned. Respondents were provided with a list of 24 possible
options and they were encouraged to check all that applied. For this reason, responses do not add
to 100%. A total of 39 women and 31 men responded to this question (approximately 6% of the
respondents in the survey were no longer practicing law at the time of the survey). The most
common responses reported were leaving for a better work environment (19 women and 13
men), leaving for more compatible hours (18 women and 11 men), dissatisfied with practice area
(17 women and 10 men), leaving for a better job (e.g., higher pay, better benefits, more
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prestigious firm or organization, faster track, more responsibility) (16 women and 9 men), to
better accommodate family needs (12 women and 9 men), and finally, dissatisfaction with
assignments (11 women and 7 men).10
One of the most interesting observations in our data is just how much mobility there is
within legal careers (see Figure 7 below). The lawyers in this study were called to the bar during
the 19 years prior to the 2009 survey. This 19-year cohort of lawyers is now in their early to midcareer stages. Among those lawyers who started their careers in private practice, the average
number of professional positions held to date was three positions. The average does not tell the
whole story, however. Approximately 21% of lawyers starting out in private practice had held
exactly three professional positions at the time of the survey. A sizeable percentage had held
fewer positions: 23% had held one position and 30% had held two positions. A sizeable
proportion of lawyers had also held more than three professional positions over their careers:
13% had four, 8% had five and 5% had six to ten positions over the course of their careers so far.
There is no statistically significant difference between the average number of professional
positions held by women and men.

10

Counts rather than frequency percentages are reported here due to the small number of cases.
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The number of professional positions held reflects various job changes. Some of these
changes consisted of: (1) movement within a law firm from associate to partner, (2) movement
laterally and upward between law firms, (3) departures from law firms to establish independent
law offices (e.g., sole practitioners), and (4) movement out of private law practice. In our report,
we focus attention on this last form of job movement.
The movement between professional positions is not always seamless and many lawyers
took time away from the practice of law during their careers – either between jobs or during their
tenure with employers. Among lawyers in our study who started their careers in private practice,
39% of women and 16% of men reported having taken time away from the practice of law since
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graduating from law school (χ2=59.22, p<.001). During the time away from law practice,
respondents pursued several possible activities. The most common activity listed by women was
attending to family responsibilities (44%). In contrast, only 11% of men reported attending to
family responsibilities during time away from law practice. Among men, the most common
activities during time away from law practice were attending graduate school (23%) and travel
for personal enjoyment (23%). Only 8% of women reported attending graduate school and 6%
identified traveling during these periods away from law practice. Furthermore, a larger
proportion of men (17%) compared with women (5%) reported holding full-time jobs during
their time away from law practice. About 5% of women and men lawyers reported illness as the
reason for their time away from law practice. The gender differences in activities undertaken
during time away from law practice are statistically significant (χ2= 47.72, p<.001).
Surprisingly, a sizeable share of lawyers left private practice during their careers. In our
sample of the 994 lawyers starting out careers in private practice, 299 (32%) had left private
practice at some point by the time of our 2009 survey. Women were more prevalent among the
departed: 36% of women who started in private practice exited compared to 28% of men
(χ2=7.47, p<.01). We are interested to learn more about these lawyers who left private practice.
We explore the factors influencing this exodus in the next section using techniques of event
history analysis.

Techniques of Event History Data Analysis
We restructured the data in an event history format where a single spell accounts for each
job held by each respondent during his or her labour force experience since graduation from law
school. These spells were then divided into person-months segments. Particularly important for
our research is that respondents were asked to indicate if and when they changed jobs and when
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such changes involved transitions between private practice and moves to non-private law
practice (or out of the practice of law entirely). To specify the risk sets for the transitions out of
private practice, we generated a single data-file, with person-months for individuals launching
their careers in the private practice of law. The resulting data file contained 85,330 person-month
spells.
In order to examine the rates of exiting private practice, we employ hazard models, which
estimate the log of job mobility as a linear function of a vector of explanatory variables and
duration terms. Rather than choosing a specific parametric form for the transition rate, we utilize
the piecewise constant exponential model. This model imposes the fewest shape assumptions on
the baseline distribution (Park and Sandefur 2003:246). The piecewise exponential model offers
the flexibility of the Cox proportional hazard model, with the added advantage of being able to
estimate the shape of the hazard function (Mills 2011). This is why some scholars argue it is the
ideal model (Blossfeld, Golsch, and Rohwer 2007). The basic idea of the model is to fracture the
time axis into time periods and allow the transition rates to fluctuate between time periods, but
maintain constant rates within each of these specified intervals (Blossfeld and Rohweer 1995).
The mobility rate from the first job can be expressed as follows:
h(t) – exp(cp + Zβ),
where cp is a constant coefficient varying with each time period and Z is a vector of
covariates, and β is an associated vector of coefficients assumed to be constant across
time periods.
Following the notation of Blossfeld and Rohweer (1995), the vector of covariates in this model
does not contain a separate constant.11

Note that this notation does not set the reference period to zero but it includes estimates of all coefficients for all
time intervals. If the reference period is set to zero, the piecewise exponential model can be expressed as follows:
h(t) = exp(a + c p-1 + Zβ), where a is a constant and there are p – 1 coefficients for time periods (see Park and
Sandefur 2003:356).
11
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Before entering into a discussion of the effects of demographic, human capital,
organizational context and individual attributes on job mobility, we describe the overall gender
differences in the process of moving out of private practice, using the life-tables method to
generate estimates for the hazard functions and medial residual lifetimes for various time ranges
of exit from private practice. These estimates were calculated for the overall sample and were
stratified by the key independent variables (Kramer and Berg 2003). The product-limit (or
Kaplan-Meier) estimation method of the survivor function provides a general description of the
process under study and is useful for graphically comparing survivor functions among two or
more groups (Blossfeld and Rohwer 1995). The survivor functions show the proportions of
lawyers who still remain in private practice over time.
In Figure 8, we plot the survivor functions (product-limit estimations) for men and women.
The survival function, in this context, is essentially the rate of retention within private practice.
Across the different time trajectories, the survival curve for men is higher and relatively gentler
in its decline than for women, indicating that men leave private practice more slowly than
women. In other words, the rate of exit is dramatically faster among female lawyers, as revealed
by the steep survival function among women in our sample. The lines for both men and women
reveal the high degree of movement out of private practice within the first eight years (100
months) following bar admission. This is the case for both men and women, though women’s
high rates of exit (lower survival functions) continue in the years following.
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Figure 8. Product-Limit Survivor Function
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While this description based on survival functions offers a revealing picture of overall
gender differences in job mobility out of private practice, it does not control for individuals’
resources, organizational context, job satisfaction or the impact of job interruptions during the
early career years. Next, we explore multivariate survival models to assess the relative effects of
determinants of job mobility out of private practice specified by our earlier review of the
research literature.

Multivariate Analysis
In our multivariate analysis, we nest regression models to examine the utility of various
explanations for gender differences in leaving private practice. The baseline model shows the
relationship between the passage of time in private practice and the risks of departure. The
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second model introduces the effect of demographic and family variables on leaving private
practice. In subsequent models, we add education variables and professional responsibility
measures (Model 3), organizational context (Model 4), and finally, job satisfaction and career
interruptions indicators (Model 5). Nesting the regression models allows us to see which
theoretical explanations account for the relationship between gender and leaving private practice
(Dryfhout and Estes 2010). We turn next to examining the findings from our statistical analysis.
Table 2 presents the multivariate results of our piecewise exponential event history
analysis predicting exits from private practice. These coefficients can be converted to hazard
ratios. In most cases, the hazard ratio is easily interpreted as the relative shift in the hazard rate
that is associated with a one-unit change in the variable (Cleves et al. 2010:131). In the piecewise
exponential model, we assume that the rate of mobility varies across time periods, but remains
constant in each time period. In order to examine the change in rates over duration in a job, we
divided the time in the first job into several time intervals. Based on the exploratory analyses of
the distribution of job transitions across early labour market tenure (measured in months) and to
maximize model fit, we established the duration of the tenure pieces along the following twoyear breakpoints, resulting in nine pieces within which the rate is constrained to be constant but
varies otherwise (Dobrev 2005:809). The time periods are: 0-24 months (first 2 years in
practice), 25-48 months (years 3-4), 49-72 months (5-6 years), 73-96 months (7-8 years), 97-120
months (9-10 years), 121-144 months (11-12 years), and finally, 145 months or more (13 to 19
years) (reference category).
Examining the sets of estimates pertaining to duration terms in job moves out of private
practice (see Model 1 of Table 2), we see that the log of the baseline hazard rates elevated
throughout the first eight years of practice compared with later time frames. Interpreting
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coefficients is easiest if one examines the hazard ratios (Simply exponentiate the coefficient and
then subtract a value of one.). In general, a hazard ratio greater than one implies an increased risk
(probability and timing combined) of attrition, while a hazard ratio of less than one implies a
decreased risk. For example, in the first time interval, when lawyers are within the first two years
of their careers, their hazard of leaving private practice is 187% greater than later in their careers
(after twelve years in practice) (β=1.055, hazard ratio=2.871, p<.001). This level rises in the
second time interval, years 3 to 4, reaching a peak of 264% (β=1.293, hazard ratio=3.644,
p<.001). The hazard of leaving, while still high, falls slightly to 208% in years 5 to 6 (β=1.123,
hazard ratio=3.075, p<.001), and then rises again to a hazard of 238% in years 7 to 8 (β=1.217,
hazard ratio=3.377, p<.001). After year eight, the hazard of leaving private practice falls from
statistical significance and we see what looks like greater stability in terms of staying with
private practice. A sizeable proportion of this cohort (bar admissions 1990 to 2009) is still in the
earlier years of their careers and a longer-term follow-up on their careers is necessary to track
longer-term pathways. Nonetheless, these data reveal that the hazards of leaving private practice
are elevated early on in careers (consistent with Hypothesis 1). This timing of increased hazards
of leaving is possibly in concert with the schedule of contract renewals, mid-tenure track
evaluations, and ultimate partnership decisions. Certainly, it appears many lawyers opt to leave
private practice after only a short period of time. Studies of single job spells tend to show a bellshaped pattern, where risks increase after an initial time interval and then decrease monotonically
(Booth, Francesconi, and Garcia-Serrano 1999; Park and Sandefur 2003). In our study, the risks
of leaving are highest in the early career years. That risk is sustained at a high level for at least 6
to 8 years, with elevated peaks in the periods of years 3 to 4 and years 7 to 8.
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In Model 2, we see that women are significantly more likely to leave private practice
(β=.413, hazard ratio=1.512, p<.001) (consistent with Hypothesis 2). In this case, women face a
hazard of leaving private practice 51% greater than men (recall that women are coded as 1 and
men are coded as 0). None of the three other demographic and family variables had statistically
significant impacts on the hazard of leaving private practice. However, it should be noted that
racial minority group members represented a small fraction of our sample (less than 13%), and
various ethnic and racial groups were combined into a single category. This may have diluted
effects associated with specific ethnic/racial groups. Also, it is important to note that many of the
lawyers in this sample were still relatively young and perhaps were yet to start families.
Therefore, this study does not accurately capture the impact of having children on professional
careers.
Model 3 adds education effects. There are no statistically significant effects on the hazard
of leaving private practice across law schools, grades earned during law school, or based on the
quality of preparation provided by law school training (as assessed by respondents). Nor did the
amount of law school debt appear to influence whether individuals stayed in or left private
practice during the early career years. Where differences emerge is with reference to areas of law
practiced. Those lawyers working in the area of people law (e.g., social welfare, administrative,
wills and estates, family, labour law, and real estate) are less likely to make an exit from private
practice (β=-.410, hazard ratio=.663, p<.01) than those in other areas of law. Meanwhile, lawyers
working in litigation (β=-1.143, hazard ratio=.319, p<.001) are 68% less likely to leave private
practice. Lawyers billing higher hours are less likely to leave private practice (β=-.001, hazard
ratio=.999, p<.001). Not surprisingly, lawyers who are successful early in their career at
recruiting clients (β=-.019, hazard ratio=.982, p<.001) and who represent major clients of the

48

firm (β=-1.335, hazard ratio=.263, p<.001) are also less at risk of leaving private practice
(consistent with Hypothesis 3c). It is important here to note that women are less likely than their
male colleagues to have primary responsibility for bringing in new clients to the firm and women
are also less likely to have responsibility for relations with one or more of the major clients of the
firm (see Table 1 in Appendix A). Including these clientele variables in the model reduces the
gender difference in leaving private practice below levels of statistical significance (β=.118,
hazard ratio=1.126, p=.332).
In Model 4, we examine the effects of characteristics of organizational settings on job
moves out of private practice. Lawyers that launched their careers working as sole practitioners
are 52% less likely to leave private practice than lawyers working in the small mid-sized firms of
10 to 19 lawyers (β=-.743, hazard ratio=.476, p<.05). When we examine variation across firm
sizes, however, we find lawyers are no more at risk of leaving one size of firm than another.
Although the research literature emphasizes the importance of organizational supports, such as
flexible hours for the retention of professionals (Armstrong et al. 2007; Moen et al. 2011), our
results show no statistically significant relationship between organizations offering flexible fulltime hours and individuals’ risk of leaving private practice (counter to Hypothesis 5). Model 4
also introduces larger contextual factors of urban setting and economic climate. We find lawyers
are no more likely to exit private practice whether they started their careers in the large urban
center of Toronto or other cities or towns in Ontario. Similarly, launching one’s career during
poor economic (or more prosperous) times appears to have little impact on future transitions out
of private practice (counter to Hypothesis 6).
In Model 5, we introduce job satisfaction and experience measures. Extrinsic job
satisfaction (e.g., satisfaction with income, opportunities for promotion, and being fairly
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rewarded in view of market and experience level) is an important factor in reducing lawyers’ risk
of leaving private practice (β=-.270 hazard ratio=.763, p<.001). Consistent with Hypothesis 3a,
individuals starting out in settings rich with promotional and financial opportunities move 24%
more slowly out of private practice. In contrast, intrinsic job satisfaction (e.g., satisfaction with
intellectual challenge of work, sense of accomplishment through work, looking forward to
coming to work, job allows them to use their legal skills, and find real enjoyment in their work)
does not have the same ‘holding power.’ Counter to Hypothesis 3b, intrinsic satisfaction fails to
have a statistically significant effect on retention or departures from private practice. It appears
that extrinsic sources of job satisfaction, such as satisfaction with earnings and promotions, are
particularly powerful retainers of legal talent in private practice.
In Model 5, we also introduce a measure of disparate or disadvantaging experiences in the
practice of law. Lawyers who report experiences that in some way place them at a disadvantage
or marginalize them from opportunities to advance professionally are more likely to exit private
practice (β=.190, hazard ratio=1.209, p=.06), leaving 21% more quickly than those who did not
report similar experiences (consistent with Hypothesis 3d). This effect borders on statistical
significance at the 0.06 level. These negative experiences appear to be correlated with gender,
with 29% of women in our sample reporting having experienced behaviors that disadvantaged
them in their careers, while 20% of men reported having these experiences (t-test=-6.200,
p<.001). Finally, in this model, we introduce the effects of interruptions on careers. Parental
leave had no statistically significant effect on the hazard of exiting private practice (counter to
Hypothesis 7a). We also assessed the impact of taking time away from law practice. Consistent
with Hypothesis 7b, having taken time away from law (for reasons other than a parental leave)
moves lawyers out of private practice more quickly (β=.638, hazard ratio=1.893, p<.001).
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Table 2. Piecewise Exponential Hazard Estimates of Leaving Private Practice (N=940)
Model 1
β

Time Intervalsa
Years 0-2
1.055***
Years 3-4
1.293***
Years 5-6
1.123***
Years 7-8
1.217***
Years 9-10
.120
Years 11-12
.243
Demographics & Family
Gender
Racial minority
Married
Children
Education Background
Elite law school
Grades
Law school foundations
Law school debt
Human Capital
Areas of law:
Business law
Litigation
People law
Criminal law
Billable hours
Recruiting clients
Major clients
Organizational Setting
Solo practice
Small firm
Mid-sized firm (20-49)
Large firm (50-149)
Very large firm (>150)
Flexible hours
Greater Toronto Area
Unemployment rate at call
Job Satisfaction and Disadvantage
Extrinsic satisfaction
Intrinsic satisfaction
Disadvantage
Career Interruptions
Parental leave
Time away

Model 2
β

Model 3
β

Model 4
β

.908***
1.193***
1.024***
1.151***
.070
.209

.177
.554*
.494
.729*
-.236
-.029

.119
.508
.461
.712*
-.245
-.028

.085
.484
.431
.691*
-.255
-.065

.413***
.153
-.179
-.069

.118
-.111
-.048
.080

.084
-.052
-.009
.072

-.254
-.070
-.002
-.070

-.079
.101
-.094
.000

-.051
.085
-.080
.000

-.060
.113
.016
.000

-.246
-1.143***
-.410*
.253
-.001***
-.019***
-1.335***

-.299*
-1.195***
-.397*
.207
-.001**
-.020***
-1.355***

-.226
-1.095***
-.330
.365
-.000*
-.018***
-1.229***

-.743*
-.090
.356
.010
-.097
.056
-.192
-.005

-.789*
-.097
.349
.017
-.057
.073
-.106
.007
-.270***
.139
.190†

The comparison category is 13 to 19 years.
The comparison category is small mid-sized firms of 10 to 19 lawyers.
† p=0.06; * p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001 (two-tailed tests).
a

Model 5
β

b
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.072
.638***

In Table 3, we examine these models separately for men and women. Some interesting
gender differences emerge. First, in terms of timing, there appears to be a distinctive pattern
among male lawyers. Men’s risks of leaving private practice are significantly elevated across the
first eight years in practice (see Baseline Model). When the full set of variables is included (see
Full Model), two peaks emerge in the risks of leaving private practice. Men’s risks of leaving
private practice are greatest in years 5 to 6 (β=1.204, hazard ratio=3.332, p<.001) and, to a lesser
extent, in years 7 to 8 (β=1.097, hazard ratio=2.994, p<.001). Five to six years out of law school,
men are 233% more likely to leave private practice than if they were to stay in private practice
beyond twelve years. Men are still nearly 200% more likely to leave private practice in years 7 to
8 compared with lawyers who remain beyond twelve years. For men, it appears that departures
from private practice occur in the time frame immediately leading up to partnership decisions.
The same cannot be said of female lawyers’ exit timing. Initially, in the baseline model, women
appear more likely to leave early (in years 3 to 4) and around the timing of partnership decisions
(years 7 to 8). However, once explanatory variables are introduced in the full model, none of the
time intervals remain statistically significant. This suggests that women’s departures from private
practice are not clustered near the timing of contract renewals or partnership decisions. Rather,
women’s exits from private practice appear to be more dispersed across time and influenced by
factors other than organizational timelines.
Another difference between the exit pathways of men and women is that legal education
variables have no discernible effect on women’s exits. However, higher law school grades
among male lawyers increase the hazard of leaving private practice (β=.245, hazard ratio=1.278,
p<.05). There are further gender differences across areas of law practice. Men who practice in
the area of business law are 36% less likely to leave private practice than men working in other
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areas of law (β=-.441, hazard ratio=.644, p<.05). In contrast, practicing business law has no
statistically significant effect on exit rates among women. For both men and women, working in
the area of litigation reduces the risk of leaving private practice, though this effect is more
pronounced among men. Male litigators are 83% less likely to leave private practice than men
working in other areas of law (β=-1.741, hazard ratio=.175, p<.001). Female litigators are 50%
less likely to leave private practice than women working in other areas (β=-.695, hazard
ratio=.499, p<.05).
For men, billable hours and clientele responsibilities are important factors in retaining them
in private practice. Men who bill more hours, actively recruit new clients and work for major
clients of the firm have lower hazards of leaving private practice. Billable hours do not have a
significant effect on women’s retention or departure from private practice. However, clientele
responsibilities encourage women to stay. Women who successfully recruit clients and hold
responsibility for major clients of the firm are significantly less likely to depart private practice
(as noted earlier, women are less likely to have or be assigned these responsibilities). Further
gender differences emerge with reference to organizational settings. While male sole
practitioners are 66% less likely to leave private practice than men working in law firms of 10 to
19 lawyers (β=-1.090, hazard ratio=.336, p<.05), the same is not the case for women. Rather, no
statistically significant effects emerged for women across solo practice and firms of varying
sizes.
Attitudinal measures reveal some intriguing gender differences. For both women and men,
extrinsic job satisfaction is critical to retention in private practice. Women who report high
extrinsic job satisfaction are 31% less likely to leave private practice (β=-.377, hazard ratio=.686,
p<.001), while men who are highly satisfied are 25% less likely to leave (β=-.285, hazard
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ratio=.752, p<.01). However, intrinsic job satisfaction does not offer women the same staying
power in private practice. Meanwhile, for men, high intrinsic satisfaction actually increases the
hazard of leaving private practice (β=.290, hazard ratio=1.336, p<.05).
Perhaps more intriguing than job satisfaction are lawyers’ reports of their experiences with
behaviours or statements that either discriminated against them or created a situation that placed
them at a disadvantage. Interestingly, although women were more likely to experience these
behaviours than were men (29% of women and 20% of men), men who experienced these
behaviours are significantly more likely to leave private practice as a result (β=.362, hazard
ratio=1.436, p<.05). There is no statistically significant effect on women’s hazard rate of exiting
private practice.
Finally, we consider the effects of interruptions during professional careers. Parental leaves
have a curious effect on departures from private practice. Although other studies show parental
leaves wield damaging effects on the careers of women (Arun et al. 2004; Tremblay 2013),
including increased risks of leaving private practice (Kay et al. 2013), analyses of the recent
cohort (1990 to 2009 bar admissions) do not show a similar statistically significant effect on
women’s careers. Although our data reveal women, more often than men, take parental leaves
(39% of women compared with 9% of men; t-test=-11.362, p<.001), still half of the women were
without children (50% remained childless at the time of the survey). In contrast, the majority of
men (63%) were fathers by the time of the 2009 survey (t-test=4.200, p<.001). Women in our
sample were also relatively young (median age=37 years) and some may have postponed or
foregone having children. Although few men in our sample had taken parental leaves (9%), for
those men who did, they incurred an 83% increase in their risks of leaving private practice
(β=.606, hazard ratio=1.833, p<.05). This finding is consistent with research that demonstrates
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men face stigma associated with taking advantage of available workplace policies, such as family
leave (Rudman and Mescher 2013) or reduced work hours (Coltrane et al. 2013), resulting in the
perception by others that they are ‘not serious’ about their work (Vandello et al. 2013). Finally,
for both women and men, experiencing periods of time away from law practice, for purposes
other than parental leaves, dramatically increases their risk of subsequently leaving private
practice. Taking time away from the practice of law increased women’s risk of leaving private
practice by 108% (β=.731, hazard ratio=2.077, p<.001) and men’s risk of leaving by 112%
(β=.749, hazard ratio=2.115, p<.001).
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Table 3. Piecewise Exponential Hazard Estimates of Leaving Private Practice, Men and
Women Separately

Time Intervalsa
Years 0-2
Years 3-4
Years 5-6
Years 7-8
Years 9-10
Years 11-12
Demographics & Family
Racial minority
Married
Children
Education Background
Elite law school
Grades
Law school foundations
Law school debt
Human Capital
Areas of law:
Business law
Litigation
People law
Criminal law
Billable hours
Recruiting clients
Major clients
Organizational Setting
Solo practice
Small firm
Mid-sized firm (20-49)
Large firm (50-149)
Very large firm (>150)
Flexible hours
Greater Toronto Area
Unemployment rate at call
Job Satisfaction and Disadvantage
Extrinsic satisfaction
Intrinsic satisfaction
Disadvantage
Career Interruptions
Parental leave
Time away

Men (N=487)
Baseline
Full Model
Model
β
β

1.634***
1.535***
1.822***
1.552***
.251
.665

.604
.743
1.204**
1.097*
-.030
.533

-.132
.245*
-.063
.000

-.035
.036
.062
.000

-1.090*
-.515
-.064
-.124
-.427
.006
-.335
-.000
-.285**
.290*
.362*
.606*
.749***
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-.531
.150
-.328
.353
-.460
-.543
-.418
-.152
.057

-.441*
-1.741***
-.317
.339
-.001**
-.012**
-1.411***

b

.444
.953**
.367
.862**
-.077
-.149

.250
.143
-.096

The comparison category is 13 to 19 years.
The comparison category is small mid-sized firm of 10 to 19 lawyers.
* p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001 (two-tailed tests).
a

Women (N=453)
Baseline
Full Model
Model
β
β

.056
-.695*
-.131
.429
-.000
-.026***
-1.150***
-.898
.278
.466
-.004
.091
.244
.043
.001
-.377***
.016
.099
-.168
.731***

These statistical analyses tell part of the story. Our data enable us to see the significant
impact of demographics, professional development, workplace responsibilities and
organizational attributes, among other factors, on career pathways out of private practice. But
how do lawyers themselves understand these transitions and investments they have made during
their careers? We turn next to explore the comments and explanations shared by participants in
our study. The survey design offered numerous opportunities for participants to expand on their
work and life experiences, particularly regarding transitions out of private practice and returns to
private practice. Before turning attention to our qualitative results, we provide a final table to
summarize the results of our hypothesis-testing (see Table 4 below).
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Table 4. Summary of Hypotheses and Results
Hypotheses

Results

1: The greatest risk of job moves out of private practice will occur
during the early years (2 to 8 years) of practice experience.
2: Women are more likely than men to leave private practice.
3a: High extrinsic job satisfaction (e.g., level of satisfaction with:
income, opportunities for promotion, whether they are rewarded
reasonably given the market for legal services, given the responsibility
they have, and in view of their experience) is negatively related to
leaving private practice.
3b: High intrinsic job satisfaction (level of satisfaction with the extent to
which: the work is intellectually challenging, the work gives them a
sense of accomplishment, they look forward to coming to work, the job
allows them to use their legal skills, and they find real enjoyment in
their work) is negatively related to leaving private practice.
3c: The opportunity to work with major clients of the firm is negatively
related to leaving private practice.
3d: Experiences of discrimination and disadvantage are positively
related to leaving private practice (These experiences include: being
assigned tasks perceived to be beneath one’s level of skill or experience,
not being invited to work with particular senior firm lawyers, excluded
from social gatherings, denied work when expressed an interest,
received comments about one’s physical appearance, received
derogatory comments about one’s family status, disrespectful remarks
by judges or other lawyers, rude or inappropriate comments by clients,
and a lack of support by office or firm staff)
4: The presence of children in the home is positively related to women
leaving private practice.
5: The availability of flexible (full-time) work schedules will decrease
the risk of leaving private practice.
6: High unemployment at time of career entry is positively related to
leaving private practice.
7a: Taking a parental leave will increase the risk of leaving private
practice
7b: Taking time away from the practice of law (for purposes other than
a parental leave) will increase the risk of subsequently leaving private
practice.

Support
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Support
Support

No support
(counter for men)

Support
Support (men only)

No support
No support
No support
Support (men only)
Support

Qualitative Results
Within our survey, respondents were provided with opportunities to discuss their
experiences in the practice of law and to elaborate on their responses to specific questions. These
data offer a rich source of commentary on matters ranging from strategies for managing
childcare and mentoring colleagues, to supports suggested for a successful return to law practice.
We begin with a discussion of issues related to work-life balance among lawyers, with
particular attention to the law firm environment, how spheres of work and family are managed
by lawyers, and the challenges associated with coordinating work and family responsibilities.
There were various opinions on the subject of work-life balance. For example, some respondents
contended that work-family conflict is an inherent feature of the legal profession. Other
respondents, however, maintained that work-life balance is possible while pursuing a career in
law.
Following a discussion of work-life balance, we move on to explore job transitions. Here,
we examine the connection between transitioning out of private practice to other legal settings
and the desire to achieve work-life balance. This discussion builds on the previous section of
work-life balance as a primary concern for many lawyers within private practice and in other
settings of legal work. We also touch on the transition back to private practice following a
temporary absence, as well as re-entry intentions among lawyers who have exited law practice.
We include comments regarding accommodations that can be offered within law firms to enable
a good work-life balance and to retain lawyers. Work-life balance is not the only factor
contributing to job transitions out of private practice, and we explore several other factors
underlying this transition.
The final part of this qualitative analysis considers the changes suggested by our
respondents that may improve organizational structures within private law firms. We focus on
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four themes: (1) the provision of flexible hours and work arrangements, (2) proposals for training
and mentoring, (3) departure from or modification to the billable hour structure, and (4) efforts to
achieve gender equality. Flexible work arrangements and professional development (through
training and mentoring) are suggestions that would make the transition back to private practice
easier for lawyers seeking to return. The billable hour structure and gender inequality are issues
that extend beyond assisting returns to private practice. Our discussion addresses structural
concerns of relevance not only to returning lawyers but also to all of those currently in the legal
profession. Together, these themes highlight concerns and recommendations from our
respondents as to how to improve the climate within private practice.

Work-Life Balance
This theme chronicles the complaint among many lawyers in our survey that work-life
imbalance remains a pressing concern in today’s legal profession. Respondents also raised
concerns regarding a disproportionate impact on women of work-life balance struggles.
However, not all respondents indicated a work-life imbalance, but rather emphasized harmony
between their work and family lives.
Respondents repeatedly expressed how pressures within the practice of law and
responsibilities in their family lives often competed. Several lawyers shared their general
observations of the state of law firms when it comes to work-life balance:
New people coming into private practice need to truly understand that client
satisfaction is key in a business and sometimes work-life balance suffers.
It is difficult in these early years of legal practice to maintain an active balance
between a successful legal practice and one’s personal life. Senior lawyers lose sight
of how difficult the first few years of practice can be, so expectations can be too high
for both the quality of work a new associate will produce, as well as the volume of
work they can manage effectively.
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The structure of private practice makes it incredibly difficult for women to manage
both their careers and family responsibilities. … The private practice of law is
fundamentally incompatible with the responsibilities most women who chose to have
children have. My sense is until that practice/structure in the private firm setting
changes, women will continue to leave in droves – or, as in my case make choices to
avoid that setting altogether. My sense is that the demands private practice puts on
men also systematically contributes to their partners’ (in life) career choices since
family comes to rely on their incomes and cannot rely on their presence.
Partnership admission criteria are a form of structural discrimination against
women. You cannot bill 1750 hours and do 300 PB hours and still see your kids. If
you want to see your kids, you won’t make partner. I love my work. I hate the fact
law is 30 years behind the rest of the world.
These passages acknowledge the presence of competing work-life pressures. These comments
underscore a reality of work-life imbalance within the legal profession, particularly within law
firms. Two contrasting perspectives are reflected in the statements. The first is that new lawyers
must understand that work-life imbalance will be the state of affairs. The alternate view is that
the failure of the law firm to provide a reasonable work-life balance is a challenge to be rectified.
Further, these responses raise the issue of competing time demands as falling disproportionately
on women. An imbalance between work and familial life may negatively impact the professional
mobility of female lawyers. Other respondents suggested work-life imbalance is the reason “why
women leave” or that personal experiences with discrimination are something with which “other
women would agree.”
Taken together, these opening passages set the stage for acknowledgement of work-life
balance concerns. These comments reveal how conflicts between career and personal life carry
significant career (e.g., discrimination in partnership selection) and personal (e.g., having
children) sacrifices. We turn now to comments from other respondents, drawing more
specifically on their own personal experiences of a discord between law practice and family life.
This next lawyer provided a brief synopsis of her career:
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I’m not sure my life experience and attitudes are common enough to be useful to you.
This is my legal career. I went to law school at the age of 43 and was called at 48. I
have been self-employed – first as a sole practitioner and later as a partner in a
criminal law firm that has been very successful. I have no children, work too hard,
have been married for 44 years and should retire. I can afford to but don’t want to.
Work I do defines me. I am selfish and have always been fortunate enough to have
the skills to do what I choose to.
This quote affords a glimpse into one lawyer’s career and life pathways. A noteworthy element
from this passage is the idea that her work “defines” her. In a similar stream of thought, another
respondent wrote of regret at decisions made:
If I had to do it all again, I would have worked harder at marriage than career, had
babies, done a Ph.D. and not moved to Toronto. I love my current job but hate my
life when I take the time to think about it. I would never do law again. It is all I have
and the only thing that defines me. How sad.
This lawyer also emphasizes that law “defines” who they are. Given the opportunity, this
individual would have selected an alternate career that permitted the time and flexibility to
enhance their marriage and have children. This reflection on life as a lawyer raises questions
about the ability to obtain and sustain a work-life balance while pursuing a legal career. With
career all-encompassing, other aspects of one’s life tend to be placed second.
The following quotes draw on personal experiences and attempts to navigate through
work-life conflicts. Respondents shared their attempts to achieve a work-life balance within their
legal careers:
It seems like you have to select between your family and law. Even in house, there
isn’t time for both. Either my husband is mad that I am late again and my job
accuses me of leaving early! I make everyone mad.
As in-house counsel, this respondent communicates the need to choose between one’s legal
career and family life. This passage emphasizes that work-life imbalance causes a significant
level of tension with spouses and colleagues. When asked about managing childcare, the same
in-house counsel responded:
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Daycare with nanny and help from friends for pick up and drop off. This is the
hardest part of my life. … What can I tell you… that law is an amazing and
intellectually stimulating career. But law is demanding of those who select this
career. It is a war of attrition. People pay us to take care of their problems, to right
wrongs, to advise them and help them chart their course. I am expected to be perfect
in execution, knowledgeable in all fields of law and deliver these services under
increasingly shortened timelines. When I started, it all seemed possible but add on a
sick mother, a husband and a toddler. I don’t see any of them enough. How can I be
a great lawyer and a great mother/wife? This is where I struggle. This is why women
leave – because the choice is difficult and the billable hour/work day that you do is
compared to others without similar circumstances. As one lawyer said “People don’t
have part time problems and that is why part time doesn’t work in the law.” It is
NOT the art/practice of law that is difficult. It is the expectation that we are to work
every hour of every day. I don’t know how to change this and I can’t wait as my son
continues to grow and I want to be there for him now.
This passage is a powerful comment on work-life balance that targets the root of the matter. As a
profession, law is certainly demanding, but “it all seemed possible.” However, once one must
coordinate multiple schedules in different spheres of life the situation becomes, at times,
unsustainable.
The following two quotes extend this theme by highlighting the frustrations associated
with navigating these competing demands of work and family:
I am in private practice with 2 young kids. This is not a sustainable or happy
lifestyle. Unfortunately, career wise, it comes at the cusp of partnership. It’s very
disappointing to realize that I can’t “have it all” – not without making major
personal sacrifices that affect my family. I wish I knew this better when I first started.
The profession has a long way to go to make room for women, parenting adults,
people with disabilities, etc. I learned after the first term of first year that I would
struggle in the profession as a mature student, a woman, and a woman who was
single-parenting two kids. The schedule is unforgiving. The workload
responsibilities, each of which builds on the other in terms of a successful career –
but which I was unaware at the time. Doing the very best you can under the
circumstances, balancing and juggling a host of issues besides the school work or
workload doesn’t count. That will always be disappointing to me. I have found both
the school experience and my work experience in law so unfriendly. I didn’t fit, and
after a certain point, refused to try to fit. All in all, a career limiting move.
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These two respondents, each with unique family situations, have similar experiences of
disappointment and “struggle” in managing both career and family. In the first quote, the
respondent views the current imbalance as unpleasant and believes career-based decisions will
negatively impact family life. In the second quote, the lawyer remarks on the inadequacy of law
school programs to make students fully aware of how demanding legal careers really are. Workrelated pressures and a highly demanding work schedule are issues many associates are not fully
aware of upon entry into law practice. However, expectations of long hours and around-the-clock
(and weekend) availability are firmly embedded in the organizational culture of many law firms.
From the perspective of this second respondent, there has been little compassion for
commitments outside of work. For this respondent, her career selection has brought considerable
frustration, stress and disappointment when it comes to extending life beyond the practice of law.
The following three comments build on the discussion of work-life imbalance, drawing
attention to the work environment of law firms:
If I had chosen to remain childless it would have been easier for me to advance. It is
difficult to spend as much time as I need to at work and as I’d like to at home. There
are no positive role models for me at my firm, male or female. No one has an ideal
work-life balance, many have unhealthy ways to cope with stress. I have not
specifically been held back because I am female, but I lose out on opportunities to
socialize informally with some senior male partners and I am not given the same
opportunities (informal mentorship, powerful formal mentors, plum file assignments,
client contact, etc.) as many male colleagues. I wish someone had told me earlier
that realistically you just cannot have it all.
I am youngest of 3 lawyers, the other 2 partners are male. Organization and
management of staff and business fall to me – the woman. I have accepted the
responsibilities and have family responsibilities whereas the men are cared for by
partners/spouses. I feel as a woman, I have to work more at home and that it doesn’t
count as being important to workload at office. If home life, having and raising
children affects work – too bad, work harder and don’t complain. I know other
women would agree.
I think law firms should offer more family friendly roles for professional women like
those offered by consulting/accounting firms (e.g., Research roles, article writing,
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recruiting, etc.) … I think having a law degree is a good basis to move into many
other areas, including business, education or government all of which potentially
offer greater work-life balance than traditional law firms. I think that to have
established the career I originally envisioned, I would have had to (a) not had
children, (b) forced my husband to step-down his career or (c) completely outsourced child-rearing. Every time I meet a highly successful woman with children I
interview her on her secrets of success. I think you really do have to “work like a
man” and “get a fabulous nanny who drives.” My advice to younger women would
be to not have children until you make partner and be prepared to accept the
“Mommy track” if you go part-time. However, it should be acknowledged that this is
not a bad thing if you want to be involved in your children’s lives while still keeping
a foot in the door. The key is to feel like you have choices and that the work you do is
valued even if you are not doing it 60 hours a week.
There is considerable detail in these passages. For example, both the first and third
respondents allude to the fact that their legal careers would have been significantly
different had they remained childless. The decision to have children has resulted in career
sacrifices, namely lost opportunities for upward mobility. Each respondent expresses a
connection between work-life balance and differential impacts on women in the legal
profession. The first comment denies any explicit discrimination based on being a woman.
She suggests discrimination takes place through reduced work-based opportunities and
limited networking, the result of others assuming she lacks career commitment. The second
respondent, also a woman, points to an increased workload compared with her male
colleagues, particularly administrative work. She also notes gender inequalities in the
home. Specifically, she manages most of the household and familial responsibilities, while
spouses of her male colleagues perform those duties. The third respondent suggests how
firms can offer greater opportunities for women (and men) working to balance career and
family. However, while she emphasizes the perception of choice, there is an underlying
tone of limited opportunities. For example, her advice to new female associates is to delay
starting a family until after partnership decisions and that family choices will impact career
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advancement. These quotes also offer insight into the differential opportunity structures
available to men and women (particularly those with children).
Building on the theme of gender inequality, the following respondents suggested work-life
balance has roots in wider societal concerns:
The balance between work and home life as a working mother of three has been of
huge significance to me. I have come to realize that while there are systemic issues at
work, the greater issues, and the ones that cause me greater concern are the societal
pressures and expectations of women (including the expectations we place upon
ourselves). Partly in response to these issues my personal life is difficult to
categorize … Having recently changed jobs after my kids reached school age – the
issues surrounding maternity leave don’t apply to my current position though there
certainly were issues in the past (e.g., keeping your job for you was considered
accommodation enough).
Society in general devalues the choice to stay home and care for family members.
This is not a criticism of the legal profession, but society as a whole.
Here, the matter of attending to familial responsibilities is placed in a broader context of gender
expectations and the devalued status of childcare in society.
This next comment raises other aspects relevant to the discussion of work-life balance.
Specifically, the passage below addresses apprehension over starting a family. This female
respondent has actively delayed having children because of perceived hostility toward women
who have children at her firm.
My biggest concern at this stage of my life and career is how having a child will
affect my work. I am worried about taking a 12 month maternity leave, leaving my
clients with other members of the firm and about what will be left upon my return.
Partners have made negative comments about others associates taking maternity
leave and I understand that someone who returned from maternity leave was
“squeezed out” when she came back by not giving her work, or providing the “dog
files” or lower rate files. These concerns have caused me some stress and made me
delay plans to have a child.
Her concerns associated with receiving similar “negative comments” or being “squeezed out”
have caused her to postpone having children. Another lawyer summarized concerns over starting
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a family as follows: “It is very difficult to manage career work-life balance working 60-80
hrs/week. I can’t imagine how this will be possible if I have a family. Something must be done!”
This theme is continued by another lawyer:
As it stands, the practice of law is a draining; exhausting and difficult way to make a
living. I wouldn’t recommend it to anyone. … I honestly believe that the practice of
law is a fairly miserable way to make a living. I love “the law” but maybe I just like
the rest of my life (when I had one) more. I’m not sure that is a bad thing but it is
certainly not encouraged in this profession. I look around and I see broken
marriages and substance abuse issues. I don’t want that.
This respondent emphasizes that the pressures, stress and inevitable concerns are not just
associated with starting a family and childrearing, rather these issues extend throughout the lifecourse, impacting relationships and personal health. The above respondent has made the decision
to devote attention to nurturing familial relationships, but her concerns remain with reference to
the profession.
Not all respondents communicated problems with the achievement of a work-life balance:
At this stage in my life, I am extremely satisfied with my career and life. I have a
good work life balance and take time for myself at the gym. I worked constantly in
my 30s at law and in the non-profit community of which I thoroughly enjoyed. Now is
the time to focus on myself and my family and work and in this order. If I won the
lottery, I would still come into work every day and enjoy doing so.
This female lawyer clearly enjoys not only the practice of law, but also the personal and family
life she has developed. It appears that career was given precedence early on in order to establish
desired professional achievements. Now, she is able to devote time to herself and family. This
sequential ordering of commitments raises questions of the ability to actively balance multiple
spheres of life simultaneously. Another female lawyer reflected:
It is difficult to assess whether I’d “do it all again.” In some ways the very difficult
years in private practice allowed me to arrive where I am which is a very satisfying
job with lots of diverse issues, challenges and interest balanced against a more worklife culture which is quite remarkable. I could never have predicted it to bring me
here – but having arrived, I guess I’m pleased with the results.
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This quote suggests that the early years in practice were very demanding for this lawyer, but she
was able to achieve a better work-life balance at a later career stage. Another lawyer, working to
better balance both professional and personal life, stated:
I very much enjoy being a lawyer. I will soon be off on maternity leave with my first
child (I intend to take off 9 months but that is for financial reasons not because of
any pressure by my employer to take less than 1 year) and it saddens me to be
leaving my practice and transferring my files to the other associates. I feel that I
cannot advance in my career past associate until I have my children (I intend to have
another child). Therefore, my career aspirations to make partner are delayed unlike
my male counterparts. I want a family so I accept my making partner (and being able
to focus on my career and build and maintain client relations) will have to wait. I am
confident though that I can be a great mother and lawyer and be successful in
private practice.
The above respondent is expecting a baby and is in the process of planning her parental leaves
and career pathway after becoming a parent. Planning for two children, she is strategic in her
decision-making and anticipates that career mobility will be delayed. There is an
acknowledgment of difficulty with work-life balance particularly in the early stages of one’s
career. The assumption is that balance will be achieved and sustained eventually. In this case, she
is “confident” she will balance both career and family.
Striving to achieve and maintain a work-life balance while working as a lawyer is a
concern expressed by many of our respondents. The concerns associated with work-life balance
can be quite personal and result in the delay of either career mobility or familial commitments.
The effects of work-life imbalance within the legal profession are suggested to
disproportionately impact women, forcing some lawyers to make difficult choices in terms of
career and family priority, and causing significant stress for many. Numerous lawyers reported
making sacrifices – either postponing or foregoing children or accepting delayed promotions.
Several lawyers commented that in order to manage work and family commitments they opted to
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prioritize different realms (family or career) at different points along the life-course. Those who
contended that they have, and are satisfied with, work-life balance were often communicating
this from a more advanced career stage.
We turn our attention next to job transitions. Difficulty retaining skilled lawyers is related
to challenges associated with achieving a healthy balance between career and family. Many of
the participants in our survey emphasized that, to some degree, position and career change
decisions were impacted by the search for work-life balance within the legal profession.

Career Transitions
In this next section, we examine career paths in terms of the types of professional positions
held and the context and timing of job changes. Numerous lawyers in our study reported that
their decision to pursue a career outside of the private firm setting has brought them improved
work-life balance:
I am happy with my law career and while there are never enough hours in the day,
my work/life balance based on compensation is satisfactory. I could make a lot more
money in a LAW FIRM but would not see my child grow up. Working IN HOUSE and
getting an MBA were the BEST decisions I ever made.
My friends in private practice seem to be facing much bigger hurdles and sky high
levels of stress… I consider myself very fortunate as I love my job, and enjoy a good
work-life balance. I do not see myself practicing anywhere else than in government,
and if I hadn’t been able to join the Department of Justice, I would likely not be
practicing law today. (I would probably be part of the civil service, in a non-legal
job).
If private practice was more conducive to family-work balance I would be more
inclined to practice in that environment. I am forced to trade off a “substantial
income” for time with my family. … I am very proud of my academic
accomplishments but the debt load that I have had to deal with has been difficult and
has held me back from enjoying life more fully. I love my job and chose it because I
knew that I wanted a family and time to spend with them; however, it has been a
sacrifice financially.
I chose to work in a legal clinic as it provides a better work/home life balance. The
drawbacks are lower pay and a stigma amongst other legal professionals that I am
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somehow less of a lawyer for working with the marginalized in a legal clinic setting.
I am not seen to be doing “real” law.
I left private practice to go in-house because it was impossible for me to strike a
work-life balance at a large firm. As the women in my peer group are having
children, they increasingly are dissatisfied with the hours and lifestyle. Private
practice in large firms needs to change.
Prefer to be adjudicator, more flexible hours/life style to deal with family
responsibilities – 4 children.
The comments from lawyers working outside private practice were generally favorable, as the
quotes above indicate. Consistently, respondents wrote that these practice domains allowed them
to better devote time to family. However, there is evidence in these comments that these career
tracks also entail sacrifice (e.g., less remuneration, lower reputation). The first three quotes
above directly compare lawyers’ own experiences of work-life balance to what they perceive to
be possible within private practice.
Other work environments, either as an initial career point of entry or the result of
movement out of private practice, often offer greater work-life balance. Appreciation for this
improved quality of life and better balance is expressed in the following two quotes:
I strongly feel that I may have the best legal job in the province in terms of
interesting work, control of my work, work/life balance, compensation, office
relationships, work recognition and overall job satisfaction. This job is 500% better
than private practice and I simply adore it more than words can describe!
I feel lucky to be working in the setting I currently am and doing the type of work I’m
currently doing. I feel that working as a prosecutor and for the government is
rewarding and fulfilling in numerous ways. I feel I am usually able to balance my
work and non-work life. I am very grateful not to be engaged in “billing” and I,
frankly, find the practice of billing appalling. I also feel that I will be supported in
my decision, if I make it, to have children and go on one or more maternity leaves.
Having selected a career path outside of private practice from the beginning, this female
lawyer compared her satisfaction to that of her peers:
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Overall, I am satisfied with the decision I made as an articling student to practice
law with the federal government. I have enjoyed the public law issues and found it to
be intellectually stimulating. Government work has also allowed me to achieve a
better home/work life balance than most of my peers in private practice, and for this
I am hugely thankful.
Taken together, these passages suggest work-life balance is possible within the legal profession,
but this balance is more likely acquired outside of law firm settings. The opportunity to achieve
work-life balance motivates some to pursue careers outside private practice. An emphasis on
billable hours negatively impacts the ability to achieve work-life balance in private practice and
serves as a motivational factor in leaving private practice. Although these passages do not reveal
the timing of transitions out of private practice, what is evident is why many have decided to
establish careers in other settings: a quest to achieve work-life balance and general satisfaction
across all spheres of life. One lawyer stated: “Left private practice and moved in-house to be
able to spend more time with my children.” Many job transitions within the profession are
associated with family commitments. Below, we explore several examples of these transitions.
An early experience can trigger the decision to exit private practice:
I do not think I would have the same level of satisfaction with my practice had I
stayed in the large law firm. Creating my own work environment permitted me to
have flexible work hours around my childcare responsibilities. I would not have had
this option without the financial support of my spouse. As a young, pregnant woman
during my articling year (at a large law firm) I experienced the best and the worst.
My concerns about flexibility and questioning of commitment to work drove me to
consider other options.
The above female lawyer suggests that very early experiences in a large law firm contributed to
her decision to transition away from that environment. Similarly, another female lawyer
commented:
I think law school never prepared me for working in private practice. I worked at a
distinguished civil litigation firm and, as a female, I found I could rarely trust other
women in my office. My mentor crushed me with work. I have always been an
individual who prided myself with participating in extra-curricular activities and
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who worked out regularly. When I began work, a number of these activities stopped.
I can tell you that I lost a sense of who I was. I transferred in house nearly a year
after my call to the bar. Although I find that the money is not as high, the work/life
balance makes up for it. In all likelihood, I will never return to private practice
again. I just wish law school provided better preparation for my experiences in
private practice.
This lawyer, who started out in a law firm, determined within one year that this career path was
not sustainable for her. Following considerable sacrifices to her personal well-being, she
transitioned away from the private firm to an in-house counsel position. Family commitments are
one component of much larger concerns regarding personal well-being and balance that, for this
lawyer, superseded a career in private practice. In the passage below, another lawyer also started
out in a law firm and then moved on early in his career:
I learned early on in my career that working for some else was not for me. Also, the
firm environment with its necessity for billing was not for me. I wanted greater
control of my time, even more so after my children were born. What is most
important to me is being a good father and husband to my girls and wife. If I were to
do it again I would not choose a career in law and I would likely discourage my girls
from entering the profession. My wife, a stay-at-home mother who left a large firm in
private practice feels the same way. The money is not worth it.
Experiencing work in a private firm was not compatible for this male lawyer and his career
expectations. A priority for this respondent was having an active role in family life. The lack of
satisfaction within the firm environment, for this lawyer, has prompted him to discourage his
daughters from entering the profession altogether. We are also given a glimpse into the career
changes that were made by his wife. She too started out practicing in a large law firm and left the
practice of law to stay home to care for their children. The husband and wife in this case, both
lawyers, have made significant transitions regarding their respective legal careers in an effort to
achieve manageable work schedules and time with their children.
Finally, while some lawyers shift within the legal profession, others have moved out of law
practice altogether. For instance, one lawyer wrote:
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I permanently left the practice of law in 2004. … An unfriendly and often uncivilized
career. Little respect for work/life balance.
Some lawyers provided detailed accounts of their decision to leave and, in so doing,
emphasize the work-life balance dilemma:
Once I had children, my career became less important to me but I struggle with it
because I have high expectations of myself which I have a hard time balancing re:
being a great spouse, mother and lawyer/employee seems almost unattainable. It was
after my second mat leave that I decided to leave private practice. A partner called
me into his office on a Friday afternoon so excited by a new deal (and I loved
working with this person) and wanted me to lead the team on diligence commencing
the next morning and I thought – no I have swimming lessons – sorry! I am now the
epitome of the sandwich group dealing with ailing parent(s); administering an estate
and juggling kids’ schedules. I’m too tired to focus on my career. Any extra time is
spent trying to look after my mental and physical health and well-being; which
should be more of a priority. I have told myself that any ambitions for my career will
pick up as my kids hit their late teens, I approach my 50s and if I still have the
interest, I will go for it, but for now I’m staying in, keeping my head down and riding
these waves until (hopefully) things get calmer. I’m not dissatisfied with my career, it
is a matter of juggling responsibilities, and the responsibilities at work fall behind
those of family.
Family commitments, including care of elderly parents and young children, led this female
lawyer to exit private practice. The suggestion above is that her departure from private
practice may be a temporary move and that a transition back might be possible at a later
life stage. The difficulties involved in balancing various familial commitments across
generations, while working long hours in a demanding career, led this lawyer to place
priority on family and personal well-being and to leave private practice. The inability to
attend to all of these items in an equal fashion presents a dilemma for some individuals,
particularly women, in the legal profession. This theme was expressed by another female
respondent:
I had to stop practicing when I had my children- I took 5 years off to raise 3 babies
to school age…1st child – I had to return to work after 3 months or lose my job – My
mom came to live in and care for baby for 6 months – then switched to daycare.
Twins born less than 18 mo later – so couldn’t afford care for 3 babies at the pay I
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could earn – too stressful – so stayed home until they were all in JK/and gr. 1… I
wouldn’t give up the kids – but it has been non-stop stress and exhaustion since they
were born. At one point I determined I could not do both jobs well, so I had to leave
law to cope with the time demands of 3 small children. Even as teenagers, the time
demands mean I can’t be a lawyer at my full capacity. … I truly don’t think it is
possible to be a woman and have more than one child and continue to be a lawyer
working to your full capacity. It is still mainly the mother who will be called by the
caregiver or school if there is a problem/sickness/injury with the child, and the
woman continues to do most of the work in the house. I have continuously had to
scale back my work as a lawyer to accommodate the household and child-caring
demands on me. I don’t know how to change this. My only way to cope was to work
for myself so I could control my own hours and work from home as necessary. When
I worked in law firms (medium sized) there was no psychological support for women
who had babies and almost no financial supports. The attitude was very much “why
are you inconveniencing us like this?”— which is unavoidable when the main
purpose of the firm is to earn as much money as possible.
As the above passage indicates, the pressures associated with attempting to balance both career
and family eventually led to a temporary exit from private practice. This lawyer points out that
family demands intensify as families grow beyond one child. She notes that while childcare
demands are intense during the infant and pre-school years, childcare demands continue and
change with school-age children and adolescent years. She addresses a lack of support for worklife balance in private law firms, recognizing that this stems largely from the organizational
culture internal to law firms, a culture driven by the profit goal “to earn as much money as
possible.” She states that the bulk of family responsibilities continue to fall on the mother figure,
suggesting a lack of accommodation and support for women both in their professional and
personal lives. The intensity and heavy workload within each realm intensify the work-life
imbalance for female lawyers in law firms. Another female lawyer builds on this theme:
My treatment by partners as an associate changed markedly from the time I
announced my pregnancy to the time I resigned my position after returning from my
maternity leave:
- Assigned less interesting work
- Attempt to pay me less (less salary and less bonus)
- Less confidence in my abilities
This experience was shared by another female associate at the firm who also left.
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In the above instance, a job transition was made after her return to private practice following a
maternity leave. This respondent reports a pattern of subtle shifts in treatment that appeared once
she started a family. For this lawyer, private practice was unaccommodating, even punitive
toward family commitments. This experience triggered her exit from the law firm, a pattern
similar in nature to the experiences of other lawyers noted above.
Two patterns emerge regarding work-life balance in our survey. First is the observation of
a difficulty achieving a work-life balance within private practice due to pressures to work long
hours with intense work demands. This can lead some lawyers to exit private practice and pursue
other career opportunities. Second, the law firm environment appears designed not to
accommodate family life, perhaps assuming a model where a full-time stay-at-home spouse
attends to children (and the care of elderly parents). It may be possible that beyond lacking
accommodations, the structure of work routines and expectations within firms may even work to
push lawyers with family responsibilities out of the law firm.
Some departures from private practice came about when lawyers anticipated an
incompatibility between work and family roles. Lawyers, anticipating that work-life balance will
not be possible in private practice, decide to find other work environments that offer a more
reasonable and predictable work schedule. This point is made clear in the following quote:
In anticipation of having children, I left private practice. … I selected myself out of
private practice because I knew it would not be compatible with family and for year
1 worked in less remunerative positions because the hours and stress was less. Only
now am I feeling that it is possible to refocus on my career.
Another individual, in response to whether they changed their sector of practice as a result of
having a child, stated: “I did this prior to/in anticipation of having a child.” In these cases,
transitions out of private practice were a pre-emptive move to accommodate family life.
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One trend we uncovered was that of a transitioning out of private practice temporarily. The
following quotes provide further insight into this pattern.
I am currently at home with our child. We have decided that I will take a couple of
years to be at home – this made sense as my husband makes a much higher income
than I currently do.
In this instance, the intent is to return to the legal career following a period of two years.
Whether this will take place and what shape her career will take is unknown at this stage, but the
intent to transition back is clear. Another woman communicated her intention to return to private
practice following a maternity leave. She also shared her concerns regarding life in private
practice:
I am currently on maternity leave. We plan on hiring a nanny when I go back to work
in February. … Answering some of these questions has been difficult as they do not
currently reflect my position as a full time associate on maternity leave planning to
return full time in a few months. I cannot comment on what it is like to have a child
and work, I can only guess how it will be. But I do know that 2 other women in my
department went on mat leave at the same time as I did and I am the only one
returning. One left to go in-house and the other left the practice of law. The message
right now is that you can’t be a mother and work at a large law firm. The billable
hour is killing us. I plan on returning to work because I don’t think it would be fair to
myself or the practice of law if I didn’t at least try being a mother and a lawyer at a
large law firm. But the moment I feel my family is suffering at all at the hands of my
career I will be leaving my job. Too much power has been handed to the clients at
these large firms. Now that all of the large firms boast about 24 hrs access to their
lawyers the clients expect and demand that instant response. We need to take back
some control. I was asked by my firm to provide a major client with my home phone
number, cell phone number, home e-mail, etc. and I refused. I have a Blackberry –
the client can e-mail me or leave a message on my phone at work – both of which I
get on my Blackberry. That is enough. We need to take back some of our personal life
or we are all going to burn out and leave the practice.
Other respondents discussed their experiences in transitioning back to private practice. For
example:
I left the practice of law because it is very difficult to provide the level of parenting
that was important to me to young children while being a lawyer. I returned when all
three children were in school full-time.
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Another individual, in response to the question of managing childcare, stated: “I left full-time
workforce for 7 years. Worked part-time then returned full-time.” These responses indicate that it
is possible to return to law practice after a gap of several years. Another respondent described the
transition his wife went through when she left private practice to pursue teaching at a university
law school:
Had my wife, who used to be a practicing lawyer, not decided to start teaching law, it
would have been extraordinarily difficult for both of us to remain in full-time
practice. In life, you make compromises. My wife compromised her career to have a
family. She bore the brunt of the childcare. I earned many times what she earned, so I
“brought home the bacon” so to speak. Now that the boys are out of the house, she
went back to do her SJD, which she completed last year. As a 56 year old, she is now
concentrating again on her career, after a 25-year period of placing career second.
It is too late for her to consider practice, so she is going the academic administration
route and is now the [position] at [a college]. Before I became a practicing lawyer, I
had been a law professor at [a Canadian University] and [a University overseas].
In this case, a return took time (approximately 25 years according to the above passage), but it
was possible to return to a law-based career. However, in this case the return was to
administration in legal education rather than the private practice of law.
A temporary leave for the purpose of prioritizing family needs demonstrates the difficulty
of investing time heavily in both career and family simultaneously. However, this strategy of a
temporary leave also suggests that the possibility for return to law practice exists. The
respondent below detailed her transition back to a legal job with the government following a
temporary (although “lengthy”) parental leave:
As a mother of four young children, I am faced with having to choose to work or not
– a lack of part-time opportunities prevents me from working. … I have recently
returned to the practice of law after a very lengthy maternity/parental leave. I would
not have chosen to return to work at this time except that if I had not, I would have
lost my position in government. The job I have was and is my “dream” job. While I
am currently working part-time, it is more than I can do. I am required to work four
days a week, whereas I am only able to work two days a week given the
responsibility I have to look after a busy family with four young children. I am facing
the unfortunate reality that I cannot practice law at all because the part-time work is
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not part-time enough and once I leave, I will not be able to return to government
because of closed hiring practices imposed by my own professional association (the
OCAA). I am also unlikely to be able to get into private practice because of the
lengthy absence from the practice of law. I know so many other women my age who
have left the practice of law because it is unaccommodating of family
responsibilities. The sad reality seems to be that if you are a woman who wants to
have children and actually be around to look after them (rather than rely on
daycares, nannies and others to look after them for very lengthy hours), the practice
of law will not accommodate you. Therefore, we disappear quietly, and our places
are taken up by young and fresh young women who have not yet had to make these
choices. Unless things change, and they are unlikely to do so because the women
being affected are leaving rather than fighting, the practice of law will continue to
suffer as will women lawyers. The women who do achieve senior levels in law are
often not sympathetic to change because (a) they do not have children or (b) have
had to sacrifice so much in their family lives that they do not view the current
situation as negative (e.g., They may have had only a six week maternity leave
compared to the current 12 months).
This lawyer draws attention to barriers for those seeking to return to law practice (in this case,
government employment). She notes that attempts to enter private practice, following a
temporary absence, may be fraught with hurdles. Additionally, she points out the failure to retain
women with families and their replacement by “fresh young women who have not yet had to
make these choices.” However, it is not only the law firm environment that presents work
pressures and obstacles regarding work-life balance. The ability to balance work and family
commitments as a government lawyer can be difficult. Although she has returned to her legal
career following a temporary absence, work pressures and blocked opportunities continue to
present challenges.
Another story of transition also reveals concern over the impact of job dissatisfaction on
career continuity:
I stayed home with my son on maternity leave until he was 10 months old. Then, I
decided not to return to private practice, and started working as a legal
editor/research lawyer from home, hired a babysitter. My son went to daycare when
he was 1.5 years old. I started working in-house for a legal publishing firm when he
turned 2. … Before I became a mother, I thought that I would be happy pursuing my
career goals, while my children were being raised by nannies and babysitters.
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However, when my son was born, I realized that I would not be comfortable with
such arrangements. As a result, I (and a number of other women with a similar
mindset) are working in an organization where the atmosphere and the hours of
work are great. We are supported when we need to work from home when our
children are sick and when we need to leave the office at a reasonable time in order
to pick our children up from daycare. However, we’re barely using our legal training
and experience, and are getting paid just a bit above a sophisticated administrative
assistant. I feel that I’m wasting here my education from a top law school, my
clerkship and experience in working at a national level firm. None of us are satisfied
with the path our careers have taken, but it is very difficult to find a middle ground
between our current jobs and private practice (where you work 24/7, evenings and
weekends, with an unpredictable schedule), as work in government and regulatory
agencies, etc. is difficult to find. I am not sure how the present state of things could
be changed.
Working outside of the private firm environment, this lawyer was able to return to work.
However, as she details, while this return may allow for work-life balance and flexibility, the
new work also involves sacrifices in terms of limited use of her legal education and substantially
less pay.
To this point, the discussion has focused on those who have made a job transition,
primarily for reasons related to family. Some lawyers transitioned to legal careers outside private
practice and others left private practice temporarily or permanently in an effort to gain better
control over schedules related to personal and family life. Others who remain in private practice
communicated a desire to make a transition to other work settings:
Work-life balance is atrocious in private practice, especially national law firms. I
will soon be leaving private practice because of this issue and because I have
received little support from my firm with respect to an issue I have been having
involving a partner who does not understand the concept of work-life balance. While
the compensation is wonderful, and the work experience rewarding at my law firm
job, no amount of money is worth the lack of a life outside of work.
This particular passage emphasizes dissatisfaction with the respondent’s current private practice
environment and the intention to exit due to a lack of work-life balance. The above respondent is
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not alone in their desire to exit the private law firm environment. Several lawyers described their
intentions to exit private practice:
Every day I think about leaving the practice of law. I like what I do and my firm has
tried to be supportive, but for what I earn, this may as well be a hobby. I feel like
something has to change, but I can’t find the time to figure out how. I’m winning
awards, writing, speaking, getting great new clients – things seem to be going well –
except that part of me wants to chuck it all. I’m less happy than I used to be and I see
pressures getting worse – aging in laws, sick friends, and I wonder if we really need
to work so hard, and under so much stress. There has to be a better way.
I may leave my current employer to open my own practice. Not because it will result
in fewer hours, but more flexible hours.
I would say generally that I enjoy and am optimistic about my job as a lawyer, but
the hours and work/life balance are absolutely terrible. I worry that I may decide to
leave a firm and a career that I enjoy because too much is expected of me in terms of
hours.
I work in a Bay St. firm and have 2 small children. I struggled to give 100% to both
work and family until I was exhausted and burnt out. The firm allowed me to take a
leave of absence for seven months, from which I have just returned. The damage is
done, though. This leave and my mat leaves (and the fact that I wanted to see my kids
occasionally!), I think, weakened client and mentoring relationships and caused
some to question my commitment to the firm. Firms still seem to be focused on billing
rather than talent, and married to a model that involves a ladder to partnership only.
I am planning to leave private practice within a year.
The quote directly above, in particular, emphasizes impacts of family leaves on careers and the
challenges associated with career-based pressures and workloads. While this female lawyer was
able to take a temporary leave, there is the sense that this has impacted her career through a shift
in opportunities upon return and her perceived role and status within the firm. The intention,
then, is to leave her current position. The following male lawyer’s perspective also hints at an
intention to make a career change in the not-so-distant future:
1. A career in law can make it difficult to build strong personal relationships with a
life partner, family and friends, because they do not understand the competing
demands for one’s time.
2. We talk about work-life balance, however in private practice, work will always
interfere whether during weekends, vacation, evenings if one is going to be
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accessible to clients. This pressure arises from the demands of high billable
targets and client development.
3. While I want to have a family and children I fear that I will always struggle with
being an absentee husband and father, due to work commitments.
4. I do expect to make a career change in the coming future.
Whereas many respondents indicated shifts to in-house, government, solo practice
environments or other positions, the lawyer below reported that she enjoys flexible work
arrangements within private practice:
I am one of several lawyers which I know who work from home, and we agree that
we have done so to remain involved with childcare and raising a family and to
achieve more of a balance between work and other aspects of our lives. Many of the
issues faced by lawyers who practice in a traditional firm environment are not
applicable to those of us who work from home, and I have a sense that on the whole,
lawyers who work from home are happier with their circumstances compared to
lawyers who work in more traditional settings. Among the lawyers I know who work
at home, the rationale for doing so has generally been lifestyle-based (more
independence, more time with family, an explicit decision to share child rearing and
parenting, etc.). Lawyers who work at home have developed common strategies to
accommodate challenges that are perhaps unique: more client screening, early and
explicit adoption of technology, intentional development of mentoring relationships
with senior lawyers in their practice area, etc.
Of particular interest in this passage is that a greater work-life balance can be established when
the law firm is accommodating of particular arrangements. This degree of flexibility was not
commonly reported by our respondents. However, the above example demonstrates strategies
toward improving work-life balance in the private practice of law. Others communicated similar
examples of flexibility:
I am fortunate to work at a law firm that allows me the freedom to work at home, set
my own hours and schedule, and that does not have extremely high billable targets. If
not for that flexibility, I would not be in private practice. I enjoy working with my
clients and have developed a group for which I do most of my work. The greatest
dissatisfaction is with the state of the legal profession. It is not the work itself but the
other lawyers who make it stressful. It is a constant battle, usually for no good
reason. Fortunately, I work with a good group of people and have a good support
system.
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I have been incredibly fortunate to work in two firms in different parts of the country
who were willing to provide flexibility to a mother of 3 who enjoys working. The
financial rewards may not have been extraordinary but certainly very good in
relation to other part-time opportunities…Despite working part-time I have become
very efficient and productive at work which allows this opportunity. I think there are
other such opportunities available if people are prepared to look and compromise on
compensation to achieve a work family balance.
The options of reduced hours or part-time work appear to flourish in some organizational
contexts – particularly in firms that have fostered flexibilities in concert with employees’ desires
to have a better harmony with their family life, while willing to accept trade-offs (e.g., reduced
salary). This theme was discussed further by the following respondent:
I work about 15 billable hours/week – paid hourly – target set by me. The flexibility
is great but there are tradeoffs:
- On most files I do the work of a junior lawyer
- No chance of advancement in this current situation
- Not given challenging work or the opportunity for leadership
- No chance to increase income
- Difficult to see my peers advancing
- No benefits – do not qualify as I do not work 21 hours per week.
However, the tradeoffs are worth it as I have time for my children and feel very little
guilt regarding work. Very happy my department has been flexible. I feel that I still
have a foot in the door.
It is important to note that reasons for transitioning to another job with a different law firm
or to settings outside private practice extend beyond work-life balance:
I left a large firm to work at a smaller firm with more flexible arrangements.
I left my past firm and found present one based upon lifestyle issues and ability to
serve the public again.
I very recently (2 months ago) changed jobs. I moved from a mid-sized law firm to
one with 3 lawyers. Previously, I was an employee with a salary and billing targets.
Now I practice in association (although I am very much a part of the firm) to the
extent that I earn a % of billed and collected work with a modest draw for the first
few months while I work on generating income. There is plenty of work to do and I
have a lot of support from the other lawyers/staff. There is also plenty of new work I
am generating. On the other hand my responsibilities for firm committees and
assisting with firm management are much decreased. This is assisting me greatly to
focus on the practice of law when I’m at work instead of managing various
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workplace issues and going to firm events, sitting on committees, etc. Although I am
now accountable for my income, my stress is much reduced because I don’t have to
feel badly about not meeting targets. I set my own targets and I have a lot more
clarity on setting priorities. By the same token, if I was going to have children, I
would have to self-fund. I was contemplating leaving private practice but for me the
move to a small law office with an existing client base, senior lawyers to act as
mentors and experienced staff support has been a successful move. Now I am no
longer thinking of leaving private practice.
These examples indicate movement between firms. Numerous comments on job transitions came
from lawyers who had made moves from large law firms to small firms. While specific reasons
for doing so varied, many explanations made reference to a desire for better balance in career
and life (e.g., “flexible arrangements” and “lifestyle issues”). Others who exited private practice
and continued legal work in other settings also communicated various reasons for doing so:
I left Bay Street due to pressures of long hours and client development. I’m pleased
to be working in government. The hours are far more reasonable and the work is
interesting. Although I’m not earning nearly as much as my Bay Street peers, I
suspect I have a much more fulfilling life.
Not interested in private practice (billable hours, shilling for clients) but frustrated
in government.
Enjoy freedom of no billable hours and doing what I do while still using my legal
background.
I am quite happy with my decision to leave private practice and to join the federal
government – unless the entire “private practice” model (including billing targets,
sexual discrimination, lack of opportunities) changes dramatically, I do not plan to
return. … When I left private practice, I was completely disillusioned and frustrated
with the practice of law and was ready to leave it all together. Joining the
government was my “last ditch effort” to keep practicing and I am just delighted
with this career change. I was a litigator and now I am a legislative counsel,
advising on and drafting regulations. The level of stress has decreased exponentially.
I just wish the salary was better!
I enjoy policy development. It may be hard to transition after long absence. … My
career may not have turned out how I planned but in some ways it has turned out
better than planned. Too often we focus on the goal of money and respect and getting
ahead opposed to making a difference and having an impact. My current position
allows me to have a tremendous impact with good pay and gives me the free time for
family and to pursue outside interests in volunteer and political activities.
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There is certainly evidence of satisfaction and happiness as a result of career changes. A number
of reasons were cited as prompting the change, but respondents often wrote of the overarching
theme of balance. A high level of satisfaction was reported, particularly in new jobs where
lawyers were able to continue to apply their expertise. In sum, lawyers in our survey have made
career transitions within and external to private practice. These changes were made, for example,
to achieve work-life balance, as well as in response to work-based pressures and dissatisfaction
with the practice of law. Others anticipated pressures and an incompatibility with family roles
and made a decision to leave private practice. Finally, some lawyers returned to private practice
or another law-based professional position following a temporary absence or parental leave, and
have faced challenges in the process.
Next, we move on to explore some of the changes to practice environments recommended
by lawyers in our study. Lawyers, some of whom had left private practice, offered numerous
suggestions for changes to law firms. In particular, respondents detailed various types of
supports that could assist individuals with their return to private practice. We turn next to
examine these suggestions.

Desired Changes in Law Firms
In this section, we highlight four main areas identified by respondents in our survey as
areas where change is needed in law firms. These include: (1) the provision of flexible hours and
work arrangements, (2) proposals for training and mentoring, (3) departure from or modification
to the billable hour structure, and (4) efforts to achieve gender equality. Often multiple
suggestions were put forward by our respondents, indicating that areas of reform overlap and,
together, these changes would improve the law firm structure. Work-life balance remains a
persistent issue on the agenda. For example, in some cases the suggestion for flexible work
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arrangements and removal of the billable hour structure were tied to concerns for sustaining
harmony between work and family life. This section concludes with a focus on striving toward
gender equality. For numerous respondents, concerns related to work-life balance, billable hour
targets and other matters are presumed to disproportionately impact women.

Flexible Arrangements
While some respondents were cynical regarding the possibility of returning to private
practice (e.g., “Nothing could make me return to private practice. I didn’t like it, and am glad I
left”), others provided thoughts on strategies for improving the work context of private practice.
To begin, the concept of “flexibility” emerged as a significant theme. This has been touched on
earlier in relation to the law firm environment, namely that flexibility in hours and work
arrangements within firms can improve work-life balance and retention of valued employees.
Flexibility is raised again here through respondents’ discussions of desired supports and changes
to the firm environment. This theme was expressed in a number of ways. First, some respondents
were quite frank in their observations, suggesting the need for: “flexible work hours” and
“flexible work arrangements.” Others offered a little more detail:
I am currently in the practice of law at a private law firm. Certain initiatives such as
flex-time, working from home and reduced hours may assist myself and other female
colleagues continue in private practice.
Flexible hours for those with childcare responsibilities.
In response to whether a return is likely, the following respondent stated:
Possibly if firm offered reasonable pay and benefits with flexible work arrangements
including hours reduced or part-time, work from home, no requirement to market the
firm or entertain clients or work for chunks of time with months off.
The availability of flexible hours may ease the return to private practice. For another lawyer,
“Flex hours and part-time have helped” with the return to private practice. Respondents
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documented the utility of having a flexible work environment in place. This theme was raised
earlier in the context of how flexibility contributes to the attainment of a work-life balance. Not
all law firms offer part-time hours and flexible schedules, or perhaps in some cases these
arrangements are ‘on the books’ but not encouraged. The issue of flexibility in schedules remains
an area of improvement for firms.
Some respondents explored the idea of flexibility through other means. For example, one
respondent stated: “40 hour work week – no joke,” while another similarly commented: “more
respect for 9-6 work day.” These responses suggest that predictability of hours, even if hours are
long, would allow for a smoother coordination with family roles (including, for example,
childcare provisions) and personal life.
For some lawyers, the full-time work week seemed to extend beyond a 40 to 50 hour work
week, and there was unpredictability about when these demands may take place from week to
week. Many respondents communicated disdain for the pressures to work beyond a regular fulltime work schedule, including having to work weeknights and weekends, to the point of being
available for work “24/7” in some cases.
The following lawyer did not suggest ways to improve, but described the current state of
the private law firm:
Further, I believe lawyers should take back control of their lives. Too often, they
allow clients to control the hours they work and expect them to be available 24/7.
There is no way someone expects to reach his/her family dentist/doctor at 3 AM, and
there is no reason why lawyers should allow their clients to think it’s o.k. to reach
them at these times. I believe that practicing 20-25 years ago would have been better.
I do not expect to be actively practicing law in the next 5 years.
The above lawyer does not work in a law firm any longer and may leave law practice altogether
in the coming years. Through her detailed description, she emphasizes how time demands are
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unreasonable and stressful. Bearing these observations in mind, the suggestions for “more
regular hours” seems reasonable and may allow for a more enjoyable work environment.
Also present in a number of comments is an emphasis on “part-time opportunities.” This
issue is connected to the potential for flexible work arrangements. Suggestions pertaining to
workplace policies for part-time work included: “More part-time, alternative law career
opportunities,” “Opportunities for part time practice,” and “More options for part-time careers
in the legal profession in order to accommodate family responsibilities.” Several respondents
argued that opportunities for part-time work would draw them back to private practice. These
comments most often, though not exclusively, came from women in the study:
More part-time practices for working mothers, more flexible arrangements and
ability to work from home without stigma.
A preference for flexibility also surfaced in comments pertaining to the need for work-life
balance. When work-life balance is a possible achievement, respected and even encouraged by
the firm, a return to private practice is more likely. For example:
Greater work/life balance
Better (e.g., more reasonable/realistic) work-life balance.
Better work-life balance – esp. for a mother with young children.
Better work-life balance for women in private practice with children.
More support for young lawyers so that they can start having children earlier.
More realistic sense of division between work life and private life. Work-life balance
needs to be improved.
The practice of law in private firms needs to adapt to women’s needs to take time off
to have children and then raise them while balancing a practice.
More focus on work life balance in private practice and less stigma for women and
men who have children and take time off to care for them.
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Clearly, the ability to achieve and sustain a work-life balance within private practice would draw
some lawyers back to private practice. These comments call on law firms to develop means for
enhanced work-life balance in an effort to attract former associates (and partners) to return to
private practice. Respondents offered various comments on this topic:
I have left practice temporarily on maternity leave. Resources which help in dealing
with balancing work and family life would be useful.
Childcare would have been great. Reference for a good house cleaner.
Better hours that allow for work-life balance.
Better paying jobs that allow for a private life – I didn’t work so hard at school for
so long to have to work 15 hour days in order to earn enough to pay off my debt!! …
Young lawyers should not have to choose between working long hours to earn
enough to pay off school debts and having a private life.
The legal profession needs to recognize that children get sick (e.g., mothers need to
take time off work or work from home), have to be picked up at 6 p.m. from daycare,
and want to spend time on the weekends with their Moms. I am not sure how this
could be achieved.
In my experience, private firms pay lip service to the importance of maintaining a
work-life balance. I would like to see the profession take actions towards
implementing a work-life balance, instead of just talking about it.
While not specifically asked how to make this happen, the comments above suggest it is not
always clear-cut in terms of how to put these suggestions into action. The second quote above
indicates that assistance with childcare would have been helpful, while the third quote refers to
the need for “better hours.” The final two quotes both acknowledge that how to best achieve
these goals is unclear, but actions must be taken to improve workplace conditions. Generally,
there is a desire for “support in trying to achieve work-life balance within a law firm.” One
respondent offered a solution to the dilemma of achieving a work-life balance, one that focuses
on shifting gender-role expectations with reference to parental leaves:
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Good luck with this but until men step up and battle for their rights to parental leave
nothing about the work/life balance will change in private practice.
There is work to be done in order to offer improved work-life balance in the context of law firm
practice settings. For now, a few of the above suggestions (e.g., availability of part-time and
flexible hours, predictable full-time hours, and less invasion of time at home by work demands)
may be individual steps toward achieving the ultimate goal of work-life balance.

Training and Mentoring
A second theme to emerge is training and related opportunities for professional
development as helpful tools for lawyers seeking to return to private practice. For one
respondent, “The Private Practice Refresher Course was helpful, but more hands-on training re:
accounting and business practices would have been nice.” Others followed suit with their
suggestions for: “Refresher courses on substantive matters in private law practice” and “An
intensive refresher course in current legislation, rules of professional conduct, best practices,
and recent case law, similar to the BAC I took in my articling year.” The establishment of
refresher training varied from specific courses to general assistance with establishing practice.
The suggestions continued with thoughts such as: “Courses for re-writing the bar exam,”
“Remedial legal education,” and the availability of “mentorship.” Arguably, the presence of
these resources could promote the return of lawyers who have left (or are on leaves from) private
practice. As well, training resources could serve as an indication to lawyers preparing to leave
private practice for a period of time that there are support systems in place for them to manage
their return.
“Networking” was also a suggestion from many respondents. This support may improve
access to jobs within private law firms as well as opportunities to recruit clients. Specifically,
opportunities to network with colleagues and to “develop clientele networks” were discussed as
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support systems that would encourage lawyers to return to private practice firms. For example,
one lawyer stated:
Networking with similarly positioned individuals with similar experiences; support
from firms and genuine indication that I would not be treated differently or
stigmatized.
In sum, respondents emphasized the utility of professional development courses to facilitate reentry for those seeking to return to private practice. Lawyers in our survey also underscored the
importance of mentoring networks to lawyers returning to private practice. In particular, as
lawyers ramp up to speed with changes in the law, technological innovations and develop and
renew clientele and collegial networks, these resources may be invaluable.

Departure from or Modifications to the Billable Hour Structure
Another suggested area for improvement for law firms is a change in the billable hour
structure. This was summarized succinctly by one respondent:
Something needs to be done about billable targets; billable hours and the difficulty in
having a family in this profession.
There was a range presented among comments in terms of how best to approach this matter. For
example, some respondents suggested the removal of this system altogether, as demonstrated in
the following statements: “No billable hours targets” and “Remove billable hour system.”
Another respondent elaborated:
I think the billable hour is contributing to the lack of retention of women in private
practice. Quality of work should be rewarded, not quantity. Male lawyers with less
household responsibilities have more time to linger at the office and bill more. Get
rid of the billable hour.
Others fell short of calling for an end to billable hours and, instead, suggested a shift in the
billable hour structure:
Reduced billable hours target for commensurate reduction of salary BUT
maintaining role within firm in respect of business development, recruiting, etc.
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The above quote represents an argument similar to those calling for flexibility of hours in law
firms. Here, it is the reduction of billable hour targets that would create a more ideal situation
inside private practice. The following comment, which elaborates on the billable hour system,
also alludes to the impact upon women:
I do blame a great deal of women’s issues in the law on the billable hour structure.
Lawyers are valued based on the # of hours billed because that’s the only way firms
make money.
One final comment regarding the current work structure of law practice speaks to a broader
social issue that affects both men and women:
I think part of the trouble with the practice of law is symptomatic of a deeper social
issue – the development of our society into work-focused society. It’s my speculation
various factors have contributed to the increase over the last few decades in the
importance of work (jobs, careers) as a central or dominating part of many people’s
lives. Nothing with that per se on an individual level, except that in a competitive
environment such as law, where money is largely made by the billable hour, it
creates a very unpleasant macro-environment in which survival in certain areas of
law by necessity requires lengthy work hours. This is hands-down the feature I most
hate about the legal profession. The legal culture, and the competitive reality, is
simply not conducive toward a 9-to-5 style work environment that allows room for
substantial outside interests, family commitments, being a large part of your
children’s lives, etc. This is not only an issue for women lawyers (e.g., mothers) but
for male lawyers as well. Solution? I see none absent a cultural shift in thinking,
which may or may not ever occur.
According to this respondent, tension is rooted in a conflict between current law firm demands
and lawyers’ family lives. This lawyer argues that the solution to the competition, pressure and
billable hour structure of the law firm rests largely in change on a grand scale. The argument that
this is also a cultural issue draws attention beyond the law firm structure.

Achieving Gender Equality
A final theme related to recommended changes for law firms deals with the presence of
gender inequality and discriminatory practices. Problems related to practices and structures that
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disadvantage women as lawyers have been raised elsewhere in this analysis. For example,
respondents wrote of excessive hours, inflexible schedules and the billable hour structure as
particularly difficult for women with children. In fact, one respondent suggested these factors are
responsible “for a great deal of women’s issues in the law.”
Some respondents elaborated at length on their observations of gender inequality in the
legal profession, particularly within law firms. The following respondent commented on her own
personal experiences:
I am, in general, very dissatisfied in my career and with my working environment.
Although I am technically a partner in my firm (with one other older male partner)
this means little except I can take responsibility for everything that goes wrong, but I
have very little real authority. I am routinely given work by my partner with
unreasonable time deadlines. He tends to come and go as he pleases, taking on work
while he is in the office and then delegating it all to me, while he goes golfing or on
one of his many other excursions. I also find some clients do not wish to meet with
me in lieu of him because they do not feel I am as qualified, when in actuality my
partner usually comes to me to end up solving the issue. I also find some clients come
with a very negative attitude and no matter how clear you are or what you do they
feel you are trying to rip them off. Then to top it all off, you have to deal with old
male lawyers and in one situation in which I had argued a point very successfully
with an older male lawyer and when he could not come up with a comeback he then
proceeded to verbally attack me and tell me I was nothing but a “little girl who
doesn’t know what she is talking about.” In short, it is still very much a man’s
profession (at least in a small firm environment). The only reward is the money and
the occasional thankful client. Knowing what I know now, I would never pursue a
law career if given a chance to do it over!
Other respondents spoke directly to the issue of being, as women, outsiders in the practice of
law:
Sometimes I notice a “boys club” – certain senior lawyers only work with male
associates; social evenings and at establishments I wouldn’t feel comfortable going
to as a female, etc. Religious affiliations can also cause cliques in large law firms.
It is still mainly “Old Boys club” the attitude needs to change.
The older, male, senior partners at my firm are good people but have no concept of
modern day management practices or the needs of anyone from a diverse
background. The office is not accessible to the disabled, not friendly to women or
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others of racially diverse backgrounds and, most frustrating, there are few policies
or formal meetings to try and discuss these issues. Senior partners meet privately
over a beer to make ad hoc decisions on all aspects of the firm. It is inaccessible for
associates who do not live like them.
In respect of gender, my view is that the business model applied to law firms makes
success a lot more difficult for women. Compensation based on the ability to attract
clients does not take into account the disadvantage that women may face in
attracting new clients. For the majority of files that I work on, I receive instructions
from middle-aged men – with whom it is largely impossible to socialize if you are a
young woman. I feel that I am at a terrible disadvantage when it comes to procuring
new work which means all of my work comes from senior lawyers in the firm.
The second and third quotes above speak primarily to practices that disadvantage women.
According to these respondents, the practice of law is structured in a manner that is not
accommodating of diverse groups. Part of the problem lies with the “model” in place, as well as
the culture and organizational structure that appear to promote an “old boys club.”
Some observations regarding discrimination were grounded in discussions of work-life
balance:
The biggest challenge to women in the law is to allow and ensure for equality with
men. That means requiring firms to allow for paid or topped up parental leave for
men. If our firm is an example all the women whom have had children have taken full
parental leave with a generous top up and not been taken off partnership track
during their leaves. Notwithstanding, a large number of new dads not one has taken
any parental leave. This would be extremely frowned upon in our firm. To make these
issues about women does an extreme disservice to everyone both men and women.
We should be focusing on allowing both sexes to achieve a proper work/life balance
and de-stigmatizing those that choose to have one.
The pressures of billing are too high and there is a glass ceiling for women. Women
are forced to take a not real mat leave for fear of losing their practice/status in the
firm… I am in private practice in a “good firm” which provides flexibility, but
rewards characteristics that men in my firm have. I have a 2 year old and I am 5
months pregnant and at a crossroads in my career. Thinking how am I going to hack
it, having two small children and the intense practice of law, with all the pressures.
Most of my law school friends with small children have left litigation or law all
together. All the men at my firm with children have wives that stay at home. Is this
realistic to expect women can survive in litigation, who want to be parents?
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Again, we see the connection between the structure of the legal profession and gender-based
discrimination. It appears that the traditional career model in law is not accommodating of the
lives of women with children and men who seek to be actively involved in family life. And, as
the two lawyers below observed, the matter extends beyond gender:
As an ethnic minority practicing law, I sometimes find it discouraging to see that not
as many lawyers of different backgrounds are in Bay Street. However, I accept this
as a reality and try to practice law at the highest level and work diligently to pursue
justice on behalf of my clients. I find that sometimes the practice of law involves
more than just being a good lawyer. Although I strongly believe in my skills and
ability as a lawyer, I sometimes feel that I may not have the social network to become
the lawyer I wish to be. Again, I recognize this apparent impediment as just the
reality of the profession and will work that much harder to realize all of my career
goals.
I worked at large law firms almost 10-15 yrs ago and felt that at the time being “of
colour” and a woman was a double whammy. I notice now that firms are more
diverse and in fact I think large law firms are more woman and race friendly. I am
concerned that there is a ghettoization of women in in-house legal positions where
we are asked to work as long hours for less compensation than our male
counterparts.
The second quote above points to the “ghettoization of women” into in-house positions, while
both quotes bring attention to issues of the intersection of race and gender, with compounding
negative effects for women of colour.
The existence of discrimination was summarized succinctly by a male lawyer:
I have been somewhat lucky in this regard, but young lawyers deserve more credit
and should be treated with greater respect. I am a male, but I have witnessed the
sometimes insurmountable hurdles women unjustly face – in addition to the above.
Major changes are necessary to correct this patent unfairness.
His observation is that women tend to face obstacles that men do not in their legal careers. To
address this, it is clear that “major changes” are required and we turn to suggestions below.
Addressing and alleviating the issue of gender inequality is not an easy task, particularly
given observations of broader gender inequalities in housework, childcare, care of elderly
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parents, and expectations regarding which gender ought to take parental leave. Tackling gender
inequality within law firms requires attention to broader patterns of gender inequality in our
society. For the lawyer quoted below, providing accommodations for leaves to care for children
and provisions for job sharing may not be sufficient to successfully overcome gender inequality
in the legal profession:
While I applaud the Law Society’s efforts in addressing the negative impact
maternity leave and childcare obligations have on the careers of female lawyers, it
does nothing to address the underlying problem. It is the attitude of the males in the
profession – which borders on misogyny in some circumstances, and is the real cause
of female lawyers choosing to leave the profession. This attitude is prevalent among
male lawyers of all experience levels, from the newly minted law school graduate to
the senior lawyer. Unfortunately, it is exacerbated by male members of the judiciary,
who seem to feel all powerful over the female lawyer by calling them derogatory
names in the courtroom, or by being condescending or overly hostile. I have
witnessed male judges engage in such practices; heard a female colleague being
called a “Tinkerbell” in open court and had similar negative experiences in the
courtroom and in chambers. Such behavior should bring the administration of justice
into disrepute, but it does not, because it is acceptable for the old boys network to
engage in such conduct. I am a female lawyer who chose law as a second career.
Prior to law school, I worked in an industry dominated by males. I worked in a
business with 30 men – and I was the sole female. I was never treated with such
disrespect and disdain in all those years, nor experienced that until I joined the legal
profession. My female colleagues who have neither childcare nor familial
obligations feel the same way as I. It is the male lawyer that needs to change.
Providing for job sharing or extended leave benefits will do nothing in breaking
down the barriers women experience daily within the profession.
The above comment suggests that attitudes held by male lawyers, as well as the culture within
law schools and law firms, need to change dramatically.
Several respondents put forward a variety of suggestions toward advancing gender
equality:
Equal treatment of all lawyers despite race, or gender. More women and minorities
in large firms, as benchers and as judges. A formal mentorship program for those
under-represented in the profession.
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Courses for older male lawyers (partners and management) on how to mentor, adopt
forward-looking and flexible policies and work arrangements, how to correct
institutional systems which are obstacles for young women.
Mandatory reporting of diversity/gender stats; creation of best practices for firms to
promote diversity.
Promotion of female associates to partnership.
Regardless of what is stated publicly criminal law is an old boys’ network locally
and will likely remain so until senior male lawyers retire – golf, sports events etc.
exclude females from male associations socially.
Systemic and attitudinal change is required. Women must involve themselves in
management of any firm and in client development. Men must create more flexible
arrangements for women lawyers with young children. Mentors are essential to
champion women lawyers.
Be less sexist! This is a systematic change though. I am one female in a group of
male juniors and even when I “keep up with the boys” I don’t get any recognition
from the partners. It is frustrating sometimes.
These suggestions range from having greater visibility of minority groups in certain positions
(e.g., judges), to courses for senior firm members, to new policies and shifted attitudes, to
centralized reporting of human resource information in firms and other settings. According to
one respondent, it is unclear whether change and general recommendations for law firms will be
accomplished “because so much change is needed.” Some of the above suggestions may prove
effective. Yet, several respondents in our survey remained skeptical of reform that falls short of a
complete overall of the system.
As a final comment, one lawyer praised the positive direction their firm has followed:
I would also say that I am proud of our firm, I believe we are a true meritocracy.
Talented lawyers are promoted and pay and power are allocated according to
performance and effectiveness. We are mindful that still women are
underrepresented at the senior ranks but that is changing gradually over time. We
have flexibility for our lawyers to ease up somewhat during child raising years and
still remain fully valued members of our firm. This applies also for other reasons –
health issues, family crises, etc. Ultimately we must remember that law is for us in
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large part a business, and it is in our interest to make it possible for all of our valued
lawyers to find a comfortable and sustainable balance in their lives.
This quote demonstrates one organization's active stance toward achieving gender equality and
reveals the possibility for change and action.
In this qualitative section of the report, we have addressed several themes raised by the
participants in our survey. First, we teased out concerns regarding the achievement of a work-life
balance within the private law firm environment. While a work-life imbalance was also common
in other legal settings, the private law firm appeared of particular concern in the majority of
comments offered by survey participants. We explored how individuals manage their balancing
act and the challenges they encounter throughout their careers. Second, we turned attention to job
transitions, including career pathways, as well as the motivations for job moves and the timing of
transitions. A significant factor involved in job changes, particularly across sectors of practice,
was the achievement of work-life balance. Although not the only motivational factor, the
presence of imbalance between work and family spheres had a strong influence on many of the
lawyers in our survey that had left private practice. In this discussion, we also highlighted
transitions back to private practice, elaborating on respondents’ concerns and obstacles to this
return. Finally, we concluded the section with attention to proposed changes. Respondents
provided considerable detail on the types of changes they wish to see implemented in law firms,
including those that would facilitate re-entry to private practice. This discussion highlighted four
main topics: (1) the provision of flexible hours and work arrangements, (2) proposals for training
and mentoring, (3) departure from or modification to the billable hour structure, and (4) efforts to
achieve gender equality.
Interwoven throughout this section were two main themes: (1) work-life balance, and (2)
gender inequality. These two themes surface throughout respondents’ discussions of law firms
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and organizational culture, challenges faced in the practice of law, departures from and re-entry
to private practice, and desired changes to law firms. The concerns and challenges associated
with work-related pressures and balancing work and family appear to have a disproportionate
and negative impact on female lawyers. Concerted effort is needed to dismantle barriers and
remove discriminatory practices in order to retain female lawyers in private practice and to
improve work-life balance for all lawyers.

Conclusions
The majority of contemporary law graduates who began their careers in private practice
no longer follow the traditional model of a career characterized by continuous employment and a
direct path to partnership within a single law firm. More common are careers paths that include
job changes across firms, across sectors of the profession, and with intervals of unemployment or
time away from law practice invested in further education, travel, full-time work outside law
practice, or raising children. Women are at greater risk of leaving private practice than their male
colleagues with whom they entered private practice following law school. New lawyers are most
likely to leave private practice during the early career years, with a peak in departures at about
seven to eight years after entering private practice. This pattern is, however, distinctively male.
Women’s departures from private practice are also elevated during the early career years, but the
pattern is better described as an early rapid exodus followed by an ongoing stream of women
leaving private practice over the years.
Background factors connected to legal education appeared generally unrelated to
subsequent career movement out of private practice. Factors including graduation from an elite
law school, amount of law school debt and graduates’ assessments of how well law school
prepared them for a career in law did not appear to shape job moves out of private practice. One
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exception was law school grades. For men, successful academic performance in law school
smoothed movement across sectors of the profession. Male lawyers with high law school grades
were more inclined to step out from private practice. Perhaps high grades build confidence,
marketability and signal productive human capital, easing job moves across sectors, though it is
curious that grades do not have the same currency for women (interestingly, women had, on
average, higher law school grades than their male counterparts).
Turning our attention to human capital and organizational settings, we found that certain
areas of law held greater retention for lawyers in private practice. Not surprisingly, lawyers
working in litigation were less likely to leave private practice compared with lawyers working in
other areas of law. Men working in the area of business law (including corporate and
commercial, intellectual property, bankruptcy, tax, and insurance) were also at lower risk of
leaving private practice compared with men in other areas of law. However, women engaged in
business law did not experience this same pull to stay in private practice. Clientele
responsibilities were important factors in keeping men and women in private practice.
Regardless of gender, lawyers that were primarily responsible for recruiting new clients to the
firm (rather than servicing existing clients) and that had responsibility for a major client of the
firm were far less likely to leave private practice than lawyers that lacked these responsibilities.
Meanwhile, billing long hours lowered men’s risk of leaving private practice, but had no similar
effect on women’s risk of leaving.
Further gender differences emerged in the context of organizational size. Men working as
sole practitioners were less likely to leave private practice than men working in smaller mid-size
law firms (10 to 19 lawyers). In contrast, for women, neither firm size nor whether they started
their careers in solo practice affected their risk of leaving private practice. Furthermore, for both
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men and women in our sample, the organizational provision of flexible full-time hours appeared
insufficient to stem the flow from private practice. Three points are to be noted. First, lawyers in
this sample (2000-2009 bar admissions) are still relatively young and many have yet to start
families. Flexible working hours may be a more pressing concern for lawyers juggling childcare
and family commitments outside a demanding legal practice. Second, it may be that
organizational policies such as availability of flexible full-time hours offer an attractive incentive
for lawyers considering a move between law firms (Armstrong et al. 2007; Reskin 2006), but
these policies may be insufficient for lawyers contemplating a move out of private practice. Our
analysis examined leaving private practice rather than job turnover between firms. Third, a more
desirable option to entice lawyers to stay in private practice is schedule flexibility with reduced
hours – for example, half-time or three-quarter time. Our study examined full-time flexible
hours. However, the ability to slightly flex full-time hours, by working evenings or weekends to
make up for an afternoon departure or late morning start, may simply not be the elasticity
lawyers are seeking to manage family life and career in private practice.
For both men and women, job satisfaction is critical to retention in private practice.
Extrinsic job satisfaction (e.g., satisfaction with remuneration, opportunities for promotion, and
being fairly rewarded in view of the market and one’s level of experience) offered a powerful
pull to stay in private practice. However, intrinsic job satisfaction (e.g., satisfaction with
intellectual challenge of work, sense of accomplishment through work, the opportunity to use
one’s legal skills in the job, and taking enjoyment in one’s work) failed to hold lawyers in private
practice. In fact, for men, intrinsic job satisfaction increased their risk of leaving private practice.
Perhaps male lawyers, satisfied with the substance of legal work but unhappy with particular
aspects of their law firm (e.g., billing quotas, work demands or management approach) opt to
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pursue practicing law in other settings, such as in-house counsel, government or in new business
ventures outside private law practice.
Professional development opportunities are powerful levers to keep junior lawyers in the
private practice of law. Developmental opportunities demonstrate a firm’s investment in junior
lawyers and build lawyers’ competence while integrating them into a full range of professional
responsibilities. As noted, lawyers that were actively involved in recruiting clients and dealing
with major clients of the firm were far less likely to leave private practice than those without
these responsibilities. On the other side, lawyers that felt marginalized and experienced
mistreatment by other legal professionals (e.g., assigned tasks beneath their skill level, denied
work after expressing an interest, excluded from social gatherings, or receiving derogatory or
disrespectful comments from other lawyers or judges) were at greater risk of leaving private
practice. Interestingly, although women were more often the recipients of adverse treatment, it
was men that were more likely to leave private practice as a result of these negative experiences.
Future research needs to further explore women’s resilience against disparate and discriminatory
treatment. Perhaps women compare themselves not with their male colleagues in law but with
women in lower status occupations or with earlier generations of women in the legal profession
and, therefore, women do not respond to mistreatment by quitting private practice. Alternatively,
it may be that after years of investment in legal education and professional training, women feel
little choice but to endure difficult work environments. Thus, it may be that women recognize the
reality of unfair and discriminatory treatment and are simply “lumping it” (Engel 2013:294),
opting to stay on in private practice despite less than inclusive work environments. Regardless of
women’s professional comparisons and expectations of others, behaviours that marginalize or
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demean women may take their toll by way of women’s levels of job satisfaction, earnings, and
promotions (Armstrong et al. 2007; Kay et al. 2008).
Finally, we considered the impact of interruptions on careers in private practice. Parental
leaves have a curious effect on departures from private practice. Although several studies show
parental leaves wield damage on the careers of women (Arun et al. 2004; Tremblay 2013), our
analysis did not reveal a similar negative effect on women’s legal careers. Rather, we found the
increased risk of leaving private practice surfaced among men who had taken parental leaves.
This finding contrasts with our recently published study of an earlier cohort of Ontario lawyers
(a cohort of 1975 to 1990 bar admissions). In our study of the early fifteen-year cohort, we found
parental leaves moved women out of private practice 37% more quickly, while parental leaves
had no impact on men’s risk of leaving private practice (Kay et al. 2013:1252). It is possible that
many of the women in our current study, a sample of recent bar admissions, had yet to start
families. At the time of the survey, 50% of the women remained childless (compared with 37%
of men, t-test=4.200, p<.001). Women in our sample were also relatively young (median age=37
years at the time of our survey) and it is likely many were yet to have children, some postponed
having children, and others may have foregone having children altogether.12 This means that for
some women in our sample, there were yet to have children and experience the encumbrance of
work-family conflict. Even for women with young children, the professional after-effects of
parental leave and potential job changes were perhaps yet to manifest. It is therefore premature to
conclude that parental leaves have no impact on women’s transitions out of private practice.13 A
The median age was 37 years for women and 39 years for men. The age range for lawyers in our sample was 25 to
67 years.
13
We conducted additional analyses, exploring the impact of a composite measure of survey questions that tapped
the perceived adverse career impacts of having children. This scale included items such as: questioning of
commitment to work, loss of clients, loss of challenging work assignments, delay in promotion, and loss of income.
The multivariate analysis revealed a statistically significant increase in the rate of departures from private practice
associated with adverse consequences of having children. This finding suggests that measures that assess simply
12
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follow-up study of the same cohort, perhaps ten to fifteen years hence, would better estimate the
longer-term impact of parental leaves, as well as other interruptions, on job moves within and
from private practice. Future work should introduce time-varying covariates, specifically the
timing of birth in addition to timing of job changes. It is possible that women make career
moves, including job changes across sectors of law practice (and out of law practice) in
anticipation of having children. This is suggested by several lawyers in the qualitative section of
the report. Unpacking the timing of job moves relative to the birth (or adoption or step-parenting)
of young children may be critical to understanding the timing of women’s job moves.
Nonetheless, it is noteworthy that a slightly larger percentage of men in our contemporary
(1990-2009 bar admissions) cohort of lawyers had taken parental leaves (9%) compared with the
earlier (1975-1990) cohort (4%) (Kay et al. 2013:1244). Yet, for those men who elect to use this
workplace benefit, they are at greater risk of leaving private practice. This finding is consistent
with research that demonstrates men face stigma associated with taking up available workplace
policies, such as family leave (Rudman and Mescher 2013) or reduced work hours (Coltrane et
al. 2013). The result is often the perception by others, especially supervisors and managers, that
they are ‘not serious’ about their work (Vandello et al. 2013).
For both women and men lawyers, taking time away from law practice (for purposes
other than parental leave) increased their risk of leaving private practice. Women were more
likely to experience these gaps in their careers and for longer durations than their male
counterparts; women were also more likely to spend the time attending to the care of young
children, while men more often entered graduate school, travelled, or worked on a full-time basis

whether professionals have children or have taken parental leaves fall short in their effort to capture the context and
differential impacts of children on careers. Future work needs to examine more closely lawyers’ experiences of
having children across various work contexts.
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in positions outside the practice of law. Further research needs to explore the consequences of
different types of engagements during periods away from the practice of law. Do lawyers who
take time away from law practice to pursue other paid work (e.g., in politics, corporate business,
or in pursuits related to their practice domains, for example, commercial real estate or banking)
return to private practice and accelerate their career progress as a result of the business acumen
that they have accrued and the ability to bring in new clientele from these professional networks?
Do lawyers who take time out from law practice to pursue further education (e.g., MBA, Masters
of Law, or other postgraduate programs) return to the professional level from which they left, or
do they advance quickly to elevated posts within private practice as a result of their new
credentials? Are some credentials career-enhancers, while others are viewed as a diversionary
path from conventional career progression in law? What are the consequences for lawyers who,
during their interval away from the practice of law, invested energies in volunteer or community
service work, travel, raising children, or whose absence was the result of illness or
unemployment? Are some interruptions viewed less favourably by law firm management and
thus apt to carry diminished salaries and delayed or stunted advancement up career ladders
(Theunissen et al. 2011)? Research also needs to examine the impact of the duration of time
away from law practice. Do longer periods pose obstacles for a professional’s ability to renew
clientele relationships and regain footing on career ladders?
Our qualitative analysis of the rich comments written by participants in our survey
offered further insight into the processes generating departures from private practice. Our
analysis provided a more nuanced understanding of the nature of work-life conflicts, particularly
the often relentless, unpredictable and invasive time demands in private practice. Numerous
lawyers in our study admonished the billable hour system of evaluation used in law firms. Others
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described strategies adopted in an effort to harmonize family responsibilities with demanding
careers. Their detailed comments regarding job changes revealed the attractions of work settings
outside private practice, as well as the pressures pushing lawyers out from private practice. This
push/pull dynamic was more commonly reported by women. Some women left after having one
or more children, sometimes as a short term strategy to managing family demands, with the
intent to return to private practice in a few years. Others left in anticipation of having children
and encountering an incompatibility between family life and career. Yet, not all accounts
expressed disappointment or reproached private practice. Some lawyers wrote of achieving
work-life balance in firms that were innovative in their approach to schedule flexibility, reduced
hours, and supports for lawyers with young children or elder care responsibilities. Many of the
lawyers in our survey, including both those continuing to work in private practice and those who
had left, wrote of their love for the law, their fascination with legal problem-solving, and the
pleasure they took in providing quality legal services to their clients. Participants in our study
also provided extensive feedback as to the changes they would like to see take place in law firms.
These included: flexible hours, improved mentoring and training, modification or departure from
the billable hour system, and targeted efforts to achieve gender equality.
Three limitations of this paper must be noted. First, the data are cross-sectional in nature
and therefore limit our capacity to make causal inferences. For example, job satisfaction was
measured at the time of the survey, rather than during every professional position for each
participant in the survey. It is possible, even probable, that some lawyers had moved to new jobs
where they found improved intrinsic job satisfaction. In this context, high intrinsic job
satisfaction may be the outcome of a job move rather than the precursor to making that move.
Longitudinal data tracking work histories with attitudinal assessments in each job, duration of
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unemployment spells and timing of children would provide a more rigorous test of our
hypotheses.
Second, it useful to note that job changes may not be the product of lawyers’ own
decision-making. Job changes may also consist of quits as pre-emptive moves to avoid the
impact of downsizing, partnership denials and partnership dissolutions (Couch and Fairlie 2010;
Park and Sandefur 2003), or job changes may be as casualties of a difficult economic time.
During an economic downturn the likelihood of losing a job involuntarily (e.g., being fired or
laid off) increases, whereas the likelihood of finding an alternative job decreases, dissuading
professionals from actively seeking new employment. Therefore, a high unemployment rate can
be expected to have a positive effect on involuntary job moves but a negative effect on voluntary
movement (Park and Sandefur 2003). Of course, differentiating between voluntary and
involuntary job moves is a daunting task. For example, in troubled economic times, periods of
rising risk and constraint, voluntary/involuntary turnover distinctions are increasingly blurred.
Yet, regardless of the economy, some lawyers might leave their jobs for more attractive
employment opportunities, for improved work-life balance, or through dissatisfaction with the
nature of their legal work or the firm’s work environment. Other lawyers quit in anticipation of
being let go, or else are encouraged by management to leave “voluntarily” because their
prospects for retention and advancement are weak (Moen et al. 2011:74). In addition, individuals
may choose to describe their departure from a firm as motivated by the opportunity for selfemployment or an enticing offer from a competing organization, corporate or government when,
in fact, they were being pushed out following poor work appraisals, failure to meet targeted
billable hours, or restructuring within the firm (the result of firm mergers or partnership
dissolutions). Taken together, the distinction between voluntary and involuntary departures may
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be less salient than the evidence that women are at greater risk of leaving private practice than
men and for different reasons.
Third, it is likely that job moves are influenced profoundly by the economic climate at the
time of job changes – such as a sudden collapse of economic markets or a period of growth in
particular fields of law such as bankruptcy law, mergers and acquisitions, or real estate law.
Therefore, future research would benefit from incorporating economic indicators measured at
regular intervals rather than once at the time of career entry. Also, it is worth noting that the
experiences of our contemporary cohort (1990 to 2009 bar admissions) differ from an earlier
cohort of Ontario lawyers (1975 to 1990 bar admissions). In the case of the earlier cohort (Kay et
al. 2013), a sizeable proportion of lawyers entered practice during the recession of the late-1980s
and the poor economic climate was a significant force in driving young lawyers out of private
practice. In the case of the more recent cohort, whose work histories are the basis for the present
study, less than 10% (9.3% of the sample) entered practice after 2007 when another sharp market
fall transpired, starting in 2008. It is likely that our survey, conducted in 2009, is premature to
capture the full impact of the recent economic turmoil for lawyers’ attrition from private
practice.
In conclusion, our study demonstrates that retention of women in private practice
continues to be a pressing concern for gender equality in the legal profession. Women leave
private practice at a higher rate than men after launching their careers. The timing of these moves
also varies by gender. For men, the timing of departures from private practice intersects closely
with partnership decisions while, for women, departures are less synchronized with career
ladders and appear to be driven by other factors. The retention of lawyers, both women and men,
in private practice is enhanced through lawyers’ satisfaction with salaries, promotion prospects
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and developmental opportunities (such as working with major clients of the firm, on challenging
cases and with senior lawyers, as well as through experiences of being treated with respect by
fellow legal professionals). Lawyers that felt they were overlooked for developmental
opportunities and were the recipients of derogatory and disrespectful remarks by colleagues,
judges and clients, were at elevated risk of leaving private practice. Interestingly, though women
were more often disadvantaged on these counts, it was men who were likely to exit private
practice in response to these slights. Finally, men who took advantage of parental leave benefits
were at increased risk of leaving private practice, suggesting that policies intended to be genderneutral may nonetheless carry gender-specific impacts, with greater stigma for men pursuing
unconventional parenting roles. In the final analysis, the emerging diversification of careers – the
remarkable departure from the once typical linear, continuous career with a single employer in
private law practice – may not reflect growing accommodation of diverse groups, such as women
and racial minorities, to the profession. Rather, the diversification of careers in law may in part
be the product of blocked mobility and persistent gender inequalities that drive women out from
conventional private law practice.
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APPENDIX A: TABLE 1. Operationalization and Measurement of Study Variables
Independent Variables
Demographics & Family
Racial minority
Married
Children
Educational Factors
Elite law school
Grades in law school

Law school foundation

Men (N = 491)
Mean (%)
SD

Description
0 = white; 1 = racial minority
0 = not married or cohabiting; 1 = married or cohabiting
0=no children; 1=has children
0 = other law schools; 1 = University of Toronto
Self-reported average law school grades. Coded on a 7point scale: 1=D [50-59%], 2=C [60-64%], 3=High C (C+)
[65-69%], 4=B [70-74%], 5=High B (B+) [75-79%], 6=A
[80-89%], 7=High A (A+) [90-100%]
Respondents scored their level of agreement or
disagreement (1=strongly disagree to 7=strongly agree)
with 6 statements about legal education: (a) Law school
prepared me well for my legal career, (b) Law school
teaching is too theoretical and unconcerned with real life
practice, (c) I wish I had received more business training in
law school, (d) I consider my law degree to have been a
good career investment, (e) If I had to do it over again, I
would still choose to have gone to law school, and (f) Law
school provided me with good information technology
skills. Items b and c were reverse-coded for directional
consistency. Respondents were also asked how satisfied
they were with opportunities to develop professional
capabilities during law school. Respondents scored 9 items
on a 7-point (1=very dissatisfied to 7=very satisfied): (a)
legal analysis, (b) problem solving, (c) working with
business and financial concepts, (d) exercising ethical
judgment, (e) working as a member of a team, (f)
advocacy, (g) negotiation, (h) familiarity with transactional
work, and (i) international opportunities. The full set of 15
law school evaluation criteria were incorporated into a
scale (  = .82).
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.13
.84
.63

.33
.37
.48

.13
4.83

4.24

2

Women (N = 453)
Mean (%)
SD

***
***

.14
.74
.50

.34
.44
.50

.34
.96

***

.14
5.02

.34
.81

.76

**

4.18

.82

Law school debt

Reported by respondents in dollars. Range = $0 to
$135,000.

22,567.08

25,719.63

*

25,723.69

[Continued]

TABLE 1. Cont’d
Independent Variables
Human Capital
Areas of law:
Business law
Litigation
People law
Criminal law
Billable hours
Client recruitment
Major clients of the firm

Organizational Setting
Solo practice
Small firm
Small mid-size firm
Large mid-size firm
Large firm
Flexible schedule
Greater Toronto Area
Unemployment rate at call

Men (N = 491)
Mean (%)
SD

Description
0 = else; 1 = corporate and commercial, intellectual
property, bankruptcy, tax, and insurance
0 = else; 1 = civil litigation
0 = else; 1 = administrative law, adjudication and/or
mediation, estates, wills and trust, family law and divorce,
employment and labour relations, and real estate
0 = else; 1 = criminal law
Hours billed approximately during the last fiscal year
0 = lawyer has primary responsibility for clients of the
firm; 1 = lawyer has primary responsibility for bringing in
new clients
0 = does not have responsibility for relations with one or
more of the major clients of the firm; 1 = has responsibility
for relations with one or more of the major clients of the
firm
0 = firm; 1 = sole practitioner
0 = else; 1 = less than 10 lawyers
0 = else; 1 = 10–19 lawyers
0 = else; 1 = 20–49 lawyers
0 = else; 1 = 50 or more lawyers
0 = no; 1 = flexible schedule available with full-time hours
0 = elsewhere; 1 = Greater Toronto area (GTA)
Range = 5.7 to 10.9
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Women (N = 453)
Mean (%)
SD

.29

.45

.27

.45

.16
.26

.36
.44

.14
.29

.35
.45

.10
1,530.81
28.70

.30
408.95
36.99

*
*
***

.07
1,488.19
18.98

.25
352.80
32.25

.48

.50

***

.32

.47

.07
.32
.10
.13
.11
.58
.55
7.66

.25
.47
.30
.33
.32
.49
.50
1.50

†
**

.04
.25
.12
.12
.13
.59
.56
7.49

.21
.43
.33
.32
.34
.49
.50
1.31
[Continued]

*

TABLE 1. Cont’d
Independent Variables
Job Satisfaction
Extrinsic

Intrinsic

Disadvantaging treatment

Career Interruptions
Parental leave

Men (N = 491 )
Mean (%)
SD

Description
Level of satisfaction with 5 aspects of one’s job: income,
opportunities for promotion, whether they are rewarded
reasonably given the market for legal services, given the
responsibility they have, and in view of their experience,
coded from 1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree (  =
.89); scale standardized in regression
Level of satisfaction with the extent to which the work is
intellectually challenging, the work gives them a sense of
accomplishment, they look forward to coming to work, the
job allows them to use their legal skills, and they find real
enjoyment in their work, coded from 1=strongly disagree
to 5=strongly agree (  = .86); scale standardized in
regression
0 = has never or rarely experienced treatment that placed
them at a disadvantage; 1 = has experienced treatment that
placed them at a disadvantage (occasionally, routinely or
frequently). Scale includes 9 items: (a) assigned tasks you
think are beneath your skill/experience; (b) not being
invited to work with particular senior lawyers in your firm
or office; (c) excluded from social gatherings, (d) denied
work when you expressed an interest, (e) received
comments about your physical appearance; (f) derogatory
comments about your family status, (g) disrespectful
remarks by judges or other lawyers; (h) rude or
inappropriate remarks by clients, and (i) a lack of support
by office or firm staff; scale standardized in regression;
(  = .71); scale standardized in regression

3.69

.90

3.85

.74

.20

.20

0 = none taken; 1 = taken at least one parental leave

.09
.16

Time away

0= none taken; 1= time taken away from the practice of
law
†p = .06; * p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001 (two-tailed tests).
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***

Women (N = 453)
Mean (%)
SD
3.43

.97

3.85

.78

***

.29

.24

.29

***

.39

.49

.37

***

.38

.49

