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as the Holy Grail
Only 50 per cent of respondents to the 
Canadian Lawyer Associates survey on 
attitudes toward partnership say their goal 
is to become a partner in a law firm.

Associates don’t see
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ot every lawyer dreams 
of moving into the cor-
ner office.
At least that’s what the 
results of our annual 

Canadian Lawyer Associates survey of at-
titudes toward partnership suggest. With 
over 300 respondents from firms of all 
sizes across the country, opinions were 
split on whether or not partnership am-
bitions were in their future. Overall, the 
split was 50-50 on wanting to become 
a partner or not. The male-female split 
though told a different story. Among 
male lawyers, 57 per cent of respondents 
said they wanted to become partners, 
but among women lawyers, 59 per cent 
indicated that they were unsure or did 
not want to join the partnership. Overall, 
however, 52 per cent of respondents be-
lieved they were on the track to partner-
ship, whether they wanted it or not. 

It might surprise some people who are 
just starting out, but those who have been 
at this for a while realize partnership isn’t 
always the driving force of a successful 
legal career. “I think that all law school 
graduates start their careers thinking that 
partnership is the Holy Grail,” comments 
one respondent, who has 10 years of 
practice behind her. “Once ‘life’ actually 
begins, and you weigh the pros and cons 
of that kind of commitment, often it is 
not the right decision for everyone.”

When asked why partnership might 
not be the right track, a clear theme 
emerged. Almost 60 per cent chose a lack 
of work-life balance as the main factor 
for their decision. Several people added 

that they feared not getting along with 
the current partners and consequently 
didn’t see partnership as an option for 
an enjoyable and successful future. While 
there has been much talk in the profes-
sion about creating more work-life bal-
ance, it seems that almost half of those 
polled feel alternative work arrange-

ments such as flex-time, telecommuting, 
or part-time options would either some-
what or very much affect their chances 
of becoming partners.

Some respondents were critical of the 
lack of options for lawyers who planned 
to start a family but also wanted part-
nership status, especially among female  
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How satisfied are you 
with your firm?

How satisfied are you with 
your firm? (by firm size)
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Very 48% 56% 49% 39% 24%

Somewhat 33% 28% 34% 48% 48%

Undecided 8% 6% 9% 4% 18%

Not really 9% 3% 3% 4% 6%

Not at all 2% 6% 4% 4% 3%

How satisfied are you with 
your firm? (by region*)

Atlantic  
provinces Ontario Alberta & B.C.
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*Accurate results are not available for Quebec, Manitoba, and Saskatchewan due to lack of data
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associates, saying that the two did not 
appear to be compatible within their 
firm. “The questions of being able to 
have a child and continue working were 
more important to me than partner-
ship,” said one associate who was faced 
with making the choice.

“I think the current partners in our 
firm have huge misconceptions about 
the goals of the current associates,” says 
another lawyer, who was recently called 
to the bar. “They don’t realize that very 
few of us (if any) see partnership as an 
attractive goal given the extreme lack of 
work-life balance at that level. My feel-
ing is that this generation of associates 
sees the practice of law as a job, not as a 
way of life, and we aren’t as guided by 
money as the partners think.”

While money might not be the key for 
everyone, it’s certainly a factor for those 
who do hope to make the transition. 

Increased income was the second-most 
popular reason for wanting to become a 
partner. An additional factor offered by 
many participants was the opportunity 
to have more say in the decision making, 

and more control over the direction, of 
the firm. Interestingly, the number one 
reason selected was that it’s simply the 
next step in their career.

Part of the problem with making 
partner seems to stem from figuring out 

how to get there, particularly in firms of 
under 50 lawyers. “The goals to achieve 
in order to become a partner have never 
been clearly articulated to the associ-
ates,” said one lawyer. Nearly 60 per cent 
of participants felt that the criteria for 
making partnership in their firm were 
not being made clear. Over one-third 
couldn’t even say how many years their 
firm required as an associate before the 
move would be considered. Successful 
organizations know that internal com-
munication is critical to industry suc-
cess, so law firms may want to take note. 
Making career objectives clear can lead 

to better results from the team.
For those who were aware of the crite-

ria, the financial performance and level of 
billable hours ranked highest on the list. 
“Compatibility with clients, other law-
yers, and staff,” as put by one respondent, 

Do you want to become a partner?

Do you want to become a partner?  
(by region)

Why do you 
want to become 
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(respondents could choose 
more than one answer)
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was another common theme, along with 
the “ability to create business opportuni-
ties.” Only 17 per cent said the type and 
amount of non-billable hours play a role 
in making partner at their firm.

While 54 per cent said they were aware 
of alternatives to partnership in their 
firm, most didn’t consider them appeal-
ing. The most common option was as a 
permanent associate with a different sal-
ary and billable-hour track. Counsel po-
sitions and non-equity partnership were 
other common choices offered by firms. 
The majority of associates (57 per cent) 
said they did not find these alternatives 
attractive.

Lack of partnership ambition doesn’t 
appear to correlate to unhappy asso-
ciates, however. Satisfaction levels are 
quite high — 83 per cent of respon-
dents claimed to be very or somewhat 
satisfied with their current firm. Over 
80 per cent stated they had not applied 
for another position in the past year. For 
those who were looking for other op-
tions, in-house counsel and government 

positions ranked highest on the list. Sat-
isfaction on the job may also result from 
quality interactions with other members 
of the firm. Our survey results also sug-
gest satisfaction over opportunities for 
interaction with the existing partners. 
Eighty-one per cent indicated they were 
very or somewhat satisfied with the so-
cial interaction between themselves and 
current partners, while 84 per cent were 
also pleased about their involvement 
with partners for work-related matters. 
At the same time, 70 per cent said they 
felt their firm has a diverse mix of part-
ners appropriate to its mix of lawyers, 
clients, and the community.

But at the end of the day, more than 
56 per cent of survey respondents said 
they either didn’t know how much lon-

ger they would stay in private practice 
or it would be for less than five more 
years. Almost 52 per cent, however, said 
that they would likely stay with the firm 
they’re at right now.

Overall, the Associates survey re-
sults seem to signal a shift away from 
the traditional partner track to a more 
balanced career path that provides in-
creased family time. There are still 
plenty of people out there to fill the 
offices, but as work demands continue 
to increase, we may witness a decline 
in those who are willing to take on 
the partnership challenge. As a lawyer 
from a small law firm in Ontario noted, 
“Apart from an increase in income, I 
don’t really see the benefits at this point 
in time to becoming a partner.” n

How satisfied  
are you 
with your 
opportunities 
to work with 
partners in 
the firm?

Have you 
applied for 
another 
position in 
the last year?

For those who 
have applied for 
other positions, 
what job types 
have you 
applied for?

Very
63%

Somewhat
21%

Undecided
7%

Not really
6%

Not at all
3%

No
19%

Yes
81%

Government 52%

In-house counsel 46%

Private practice 37%

Education 7%

Other 7%

Recruitment 4%

           tHey dOn’t reAlIze tHAt very few Of us  
        (If Any) see pArtnersHIp As An AttrACtIve  
    GOAl GIven tHe extreme lACk Of wOrk-lIfe 
BAlAnCe At tHAt level. my feelInG Is tHAt tHIs  
         GenerAtIOn Of AssOCIAtes sees tHe prACtICe  
      Of lAw As A jOB, nOt As A wAy Of lIfe,  
               And we Aren’t As GuIded By mOney  
       As tHe pArtners tHInk.
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