
CANADA

LEGAL MARKET
REPORT 

EDITION 2



2     B E S T L AW FI RM S I N C A NA DA : TH E LEG A L M A RK E T

Best Law Firms ranks exceptional firms in 
Canada using a methodology that combines 
client feedback, peer nominations and rigorous 
research. As part of the process, we survey 
firms of all sizes from around Canada, and that 
effort yields a trove of data about the state of 
the legal market across the nation. 

In this report, we have aggregated and analyzed 
those anonymous survey results to create a 
uniquely comprehensive report on the state 
of the Canadian legal market. We examined 
survey data from 344 firms employing 14,836 
lawyers, or roughly 11% of the entire lawyer 
population of the country. This broad sample 
includes firms in 9 of the 10 provinces (the only 
exception is Prince Edward Island) and includes 
large national players, midsize firms, smaller 
local and regional firms and solo practices. 

The firms’ responses shed light on their 
financial performance, billing practices, client 
strategies, marketing priorities, workforce and 
response to hot-button legal industry issues 
like artificial intelligence. 
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344 
law firms with offices in 

Canada responded to the 
survey, ranging from global 

and regional players to 
smaller local firms.
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IN THIS REPORT, WE 
DISCUSS: 

•	 Financial Performance. Revenue per 
lawyer averaged $590,000 among 
all firms, with large firms posting the 
highest per lawyer return, $707,000. 

•	 Alternative Fee Arrangements and 
Billing. Three-quarters of firms are 
deploying AFAs, with most favoring flat 
or fixed fees and retainers.

•	 Client Engagement. Firms say client 
service is their top differentiator, yet 
few measure it. Just 16% regularly 
solicit client feedback. Most small firms 
have no plans to do so. 

•	 Generative AI. While most firms 
are still exploring or piloting the use 
generative AI tools,  only 7% have 
implemented them broadly. And many 
small and midsize firms lack clear 
policies about when AI can be used.

•	 Marketing. A majority of firms do not 
measure the return on their marketing 
investments, and most small firms 
said they do not have a documented 
marketing strategy.

•	 Diversity. More than 90% of large 
firms say their management teams 
have made diversity a priority, versus 
three-quarters of midsize and half of 
small firms. 

•	 Pro Bono. Lawyers averaged 25 
hours of pro bono last year—half of 
the annual hours suggested by the 
Canadian Bar Association. 

•	 Cross-Border Work. No matter their 
size, most firms worked primarily or 
exclusively in Canada. Seven out of 10 
international matters came from North 
America and Europe.



More than 80% of the firms responding to the 
Best Law Firms survey provided information 
about the sources of their revenue, their 2024 
revenue figures or both. Among the largest 
firms in our survey—those with 100 or more 
lawyers—average revenue was $163.6 million. 
Midsize firms of 20-100 lawyers pulled in $20.6 
million on average. And firms with fewer than 
20 lawyers averaged approximately $3.2 million. 

Revenue per lawyer (RPL), a critical benchmark 
of firm health, averaged just under $590,000 
among all firms. The largest firms posted the 
highest averages—revenue per lawyer of 
$707,000 for 100-plus-lawyer firms. 

Given the potential impact of outliers whose 
revenue figures may be skewed by a large 

windfall, it is also worth examining the median 
revenue performance of firms. Median revenue 
per lawyer across firms was approximately 
$449,000. The revenue gap per lawyer between 
firms of different sizes also shrank considerably. 
Large firms reported a rounded median RPL of 
$599,000 versus $481,000 for midsize firms 
and $425,000 for the smallest firms.

Across market segments, clients closest to law 
firms’ headquarters drove the biggest share 
of revenue. More than 80% of clients were 
based in the law firms’ local market, in their 
regional market inside a province or territory 
or in a regional market that included adjacent 
provinces and territories. A more detailed 
breakdown of revenue sources and per lawyer 
results follows: 
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Financial 
Performance

 Average   Median

Revenue per Lawyer  
at Canadian Firms

$589,993 $449,194

40%�������������������������������������������������������������������������������Local: Near main office
21%������������������Regional: Within province but outside local metro area 
20%����������������������������������������������������������������������������������� Province or Territory
10%�����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������Nationwide
7% �����������������������������������Regional: Across adjacent provinces/territories
2% ������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������ Other

Where Canadian 
Firms Earn Their 

Revenue
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Where Firms 
Earned Their 

Revenue

K E Y

Percentage  
of Firms Who 
Work With…

Firm 
Average

2%

31%

Local Clients

Regional Clients in 
Province/Territory

Clients in Adjacent 
Province/Territory

Province/ 
Territory-Wide  

Clients

Nationwide  
Clients

Other  
Clients

42%
36%

22%
18%

17%

10%

1%

24%
7%

17%

15%

2%

21%

20%

8%
7%

83%

83%

75%

67%

42%

25%

68%

68%

67%

58%

47%

15%

74%

69%

68%

43%

33%

12%

K E E P I N G  I T  L O C A L

While nationwide and province-wide clients made up 42% of 
their client base, firms of 100-plus lawyers said they earned 
more than 70% of their revenue by serving local clients 
near their headquarters, regional clients in their provincial 
or territorial metro areas, or regional clients in an adjacent 
province or territory. Overall, the largest firms took home 
51% of all revenue earned by firms in our survey. 

$163.65 M

T H E  M I D D L E  G R O U N D

Midsize Canadian firms —for the purposes of our survey, firms of 
20-100 lawyers—captured about 36% of all revenue. Like their large 
firm peers, the majority of their work comes from local and regional 
clients. However, midsize firms also showed the highest percentage 
of revenue from national clients, and 47% of firms said they were 
working with clients who had a nationwide footprint—slightly higher 
than the larger firms responding to the survey. 

$20.65 M

H O L D I N G  T H E I R  O W N

Firms with fewer than 20 lawyers were the largest group of 
respondents to the survey, but accounted for just 13% of overall 
law firm revenue. Still, small firms posted revenue per lawyer 
figures within shouting distance of their midsize peers, and 16% 
off the nationwide average. By comparison, small U.S. firms 
surveyed by Best Law Firms fell 30% below the national average 
RPL last year.

$3.18 M

Lawyer 
Revenue

 Average    Median

$706,898 $598,958 $506,928 $480,769 $495,506 $425,000
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Alternative fee arrangements (AFAs) are 
being used by three-quarters of law firms 
in Canada, our survey shows, with all of the 
largest firms saying they provide clients with 
options other than the billable hour.

Firms in Canada are offering alternative 
fee arrangements at a slightly higher rate 
than their U.S. counterparts, according to 
our data. In Canada, 75% of firms reported 
deploying one or more alternative fee 
arrangements for their clients. In Best Law 
Firm’s latest U.S. survey, 72% of firms said 
they used AFAs.

Canadian law firms are also somewhat 
more likely to give clients a wider array of 
fee options. Six types of alternative fee 
arrangements are offered by more than 50% 

of the firms we surveyed, compared to five 
south of the border.  

The most popular arrangements in Canada 
are flat fees, which are used by 65% of law 
firms. Retainers and fixed fees are close 
behind at 62% and 60%, respectively. 
Contingency fees, discounts for large 
numbers of billable hours and capped feeds 
also topped 50%. 

Although they were the most likely to 
say they eschew AFAs, the smallest firms 
surveyed—under 20 lawyers—were also the 
most likely to say they offered “other” fee 
arrangements, including options such as 
deferred fees, step-up contingencies, value-
based fees and monthly subscriptions for 
legal service.
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Does your firm offer alternative billing arrangements?
YES

NO

Alternative Fees and Billing 
Transparency

Type of Alternative Fee Arrangement How the Alternative Fee Arrangement Works % of Firms Using

Flat fee
The law firm charges a predetermined amount for 
certain services, often routine or standardized 
legal matters.

65%

Retainers Clients make an upfront payment. Firms draw 
upon this amount as they do their work. 62%

Fixed fees The firm agrees to the price of a specific matter 
prior to an engagement. 60%

Contingency fees
Fees that are paid only in the event of a successful 
judgment or settlement, usually a percentage of the 
amount awarded.

51%

Discount for large number of 
billable hours

A firm reduces its rates if a client commits to a large 
volume of legal work. 51%

Capped fees The law firm agrees its pricing will not exceed a 
maximum agreed upon with the client. 50%

Blended hourly rates The firm agrees to charge a single rate for all of the 
lawyers working on a matter. 45%

Hybrid fees
In a hybrid arrangement, firms charge billable hours 
for a portion of their work and offer an alternative 
fee (capped, flat, contingency) for the rest.

38%

Collared fee
A client agrees to pay hourly rates within a range. 
Rates decrease if billable hours exceed the upper 
end of the range.

9%

Which alternative billing arrangements 
does your firm offer? 

F I R M S  W I T H  OV E R  10 0 
L AW Y E R S

F I R M S  W I T H  2 0 -10 0 
L AW Y E R S

F I R M S  W I T H  F E W E R  T H A N 
2 0  L AW Y E R S

0.00.20.40.60.81.0

17%

100%
83%

30%

70%
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B I L L I N G  T R A N S P A R E N C Y

Clients may be asking law firms for greater 
transparency in the billing process. Yet, 
the way they feel about it is not translating 
into disputes with outside counsel. Among 
Canadian law firms in the Best Law Firms 
survey, only 3% of client disputes during the 
past year involved billing issues.

Nine out of 10 small, midsize and large firms 
said they now provide detailed, line-item 
invoices for the work they complete. This 
was, by far, the most common form of billing 
transparency firms selected in the survey. 
More than 90% of large and midsize firms 
and more than 80% small firms share upfront 
cost estimates with their clients.

The gap between large and small firms 
widens with other options. While 80% of 
large and midsize firms offer regular budget 
updates during engagements, the number 
drops to 61% for small firms. Seventy-one 
percent of large and midsize firms are using 
fixed fees and predictable pricing models 
compared to 54% of small firms.

Even in the age of AI, firms are not offering 
clients technology solutions to improve 
billing transparency. Just 8% of firms said 
they offer online billing portals for clients to 
track spending. Billing portals are somewhat 
more common at the largest firms—about a 
quarter said they offer them. But only 1 in 10 
midsize firms and less than 5% of small firms 
said the same.
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Alternative Fees and Billing 
Transparency

Which Billing 
Transparency 

Practices Do 
Canadian 

Firms Use? 

90%

84%

67%

60%

8%

2%

Providing detailed line-item invoices

Sharing upfront cost estimates

Offering regular budget updates during engagements

Using fixed fees or predictable pricing models

Offering online billing portals for clients to track spending

None of these

Which AFAs Do Firms Offer Clients?

Retainers Hybrid Fees Flat Fees Fixed Fees Discount 
for Billable 

Volume

Contigency 
Fees

Collared  
Fees

Capped  
Fees

Blended 
Hourly  
Rates 

 100+ Lawyers     20-100 Lawyers     Less Than 20 Lawyers

94% 81% 51% 81%	 40%	 32% 94%	 70%	 60% 94%	 68%	 53% 81%	 64%	 42% 63%	 64%	 44% 56%	 4%	 6% 94%	 47%	 46% 94%	 58%	 34%



Client 
Engagement
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Law firms responding to our survey provided information about 
their most desired types of clients, the ways they describe their 
firms to prospects, strategies for differentiating themselves from 
competitors, how they handle client feedback and the methods 
they use to retain business.

Corporate and business clients are the key targets for a 
plurality—42%—of Canadian firms. That’s especially true of large 
firms, 100% of whom said they wanted to attract corporate 
clients.

Among midsize firms—20-100 lawyers in our survey—corporate 
clients ranked at the top of the list as well. But a significant 
number (35%) were looking for an equal mix of corporate and 
general consumer clients. Among small firms (fewer than 20 
lawyers), an equal number—34% each—are seeking corporate and 
general consumer clients. About a quarter of small firms said they 
wanted an equal mix of corporate and general clients.

About 1 in 10 firms said they are seeking other types of clients. 
Many of these were smaller and midsize boutiques with niche 
practices. For example, firms said they are primarily targeting 
clients among First Nations and indigenous governments and 
organizations, local government agencies, high-net worth 
individuals and trade unions.

Among firms seeking corporate and business clients, the client 
mix is fairly balanced between large, midmarket and small 
enterprises. Each category makes up about a third of the average 
firm’s client roster. Firms of 100-plus and firms with fewer than 20 
lawyers were most likely to be working with large corporations. 
Midsize firms said middle-market companies comprised the 
largest segment of their client base.

All told, firms reported an average of 1,005 active clients. The 
numbers ranged widely depending on firm size, however. Firms 
of 100-plus lawyers reported 5,857 active clients on average; 20-
100 lawyers, 2,116; and fewer than 20 lawyers, 311.

Target Clients

Client Mix

  
Primarily corporate / business clients

  
Primarily general consumer clients

  
Equal mix of corporate and consumer clients

 
Other

  Large Enterprises   Mid-Market Companies   Small Businesses

F I R M S  W I T H  OV E R  10 0 
L AW Y E R S

F I R M S  W I T H  2 0 -10 0 
L AW Y E R S

F I R M S  W I T H  F E W E R  T H A N 
2 0  L AW Y E R S

0.00.20.40.60.81.0

9%

100% 44%35%

12%

34%

34%23%

9%

10 0 +  L AW Y E R S

2 0 -10 0  L AW Y E R

U N D E R  2 0  L AW Y E R S

A L L  F I R M S

33% 28% 39%

27% 42% 31%

33% 34% 33%

31% 36% 33%
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Which Strategies Does Your Firm Prioritize to Differentiate Itself From Competitors? Pct. of Firms

Deep specialization in specific industries or practice areas 88%

Maintaining a strong focus on client feedback and service improvement 80%

Building a reputation through industry awards and rankings 66%

Investing in cutting-edge legal technology to enhance efficiency 36%

Offering alternative fee arrangements (e.g., flat fees, success fees) 34%

Emphasizing diversity, equity and inclusion initiatives 29%

Other 15%
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Client 
Engagement

Operational 
efficiency 
through 

technology

Pricing 
flexibility

Other Recognition 
through 

awards and 
rankings

Industry 
specialization

Superior 
client service 

practices

Which Strategies Are Most Effective  
in Retaining or Acquiring Clients?

1% 2% 4% 5% 28% 60%

This word cloud illustrates the most 

common terms firms are using to describe 

themselves to clients.

T H E  M E S S A G E  T O  C L I E N T S

Across the board, nearly 90% of large, small and 
midsize firms said they are differentiating themselves 
from their competitors by emphasizing their deep 
specialization in specific industries or practice areas. 
Eight out of 10 small and midsize firms and 9 out of 10 
large firms tout their strong focus on client feedback 
and service improvement. 

Overall, large firms were more likely to be pulling 
as many levers as possible to stand out from 
competitors. More than 80% of firms with 100-
plus lawyers said they were looking to build their 
reputations through awards and rankings compared 
to 60% of midsize firms and 67% of small 
firms. And 6 in 10 large firms touted their 
investments in legal technology and 
efficiency, alternative fee arrangements 
and diversity efforts. Small and midsize 
were significantly less 
likely to prioritize those 
strategies in their client 
messaging.
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A L L  F I R M S

S M A L L  F I R M S

M I D S I Z E  F I R M S

L A R G E  F I R M S

While firms are most often emphasizing their 
specialized practices, delivering superior 
client service has been a far more important 
factor in client retention and acquisition 
efforts during the past year, firms said. Sixty 
percent ranked client service as their most 
effective retention and acquisition strategy, 
compared to 28% who chose industry 
specialization. No other client retention or 
acquisition strategy garnered more than 5%.

Our survey also asked firms how they 
describe their firms to potential clients. 
Nearly 100  Canadian firms provided open-
ended answers describing their approach. 
With the help of artificial intelligence, we 
determined which keywords or phrases firms 
used most often in their descriptions. The 
answers provide a window into the way firms 
are pitching clients.

Overall, firms emphasize words and phrases 
like “innovative,” “efficient” and “client-
focused.” Their pitches, in other words, focus 
most often on how they deliver services 
rather than the actual legal work they do. 
“Responsive,” “timely,” “practical advice,” 
are also relatively common. Pricing and fee 
transparency-related language is not as 
widespread. “Cost-effective,” “fixed/flat/
alternative fees,” “predictable/transparent 
fees” are used only occasionally. 

A R E  C L I E N T S  S A T I S F I E D ?

Most  f i rms in  C anada—59%—are not 
regularly asking their clients for feedback, 
nor are they surveying them about their 
levels of satisfaction with their work. Just 
16% of firms regularly ask clients about 
their performance and a quarter said they 
occasionally do, usually after major matters. 

Large firms (100-plus lawyers) are the 
most likely to seek feedback. Twenty-
nine percent said they have a regular, 
formal feedback process and 7% have an 
occasional one. Among the large firms that 
don’t measure client satisfaction, all said 
they plan to in the future.  The smallest 
firms—less than 20 lawyers—are the least 
l ikely to say they want to seek cl ient 
feedback. Among small firms, 57% do not 
seek feedback, and 34% said they have no 
plans to do so.

Client satisfaction is critical for firms seeking 
new business. During the last year, 62% of 
new work was the result of client renewals 
or referrals. The firms garnering the most 
feedback are also the ones whose clients 
return to them most often. Fifty-seven 
percent of the large firms said their new work 
came from former clients. Just a quarter of 
midsize and small firms said the same.
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Client 
Engagement

Does Your Firm Seek  
Formal Client Feedback or  

Conduct Satisfaction Surveys?

During the Last Year, How Much  
New Work Came From Returning 

Clients or Client Referrals?

More than 75%  50%-75%  25%-50%  Less than 25%

28%      34%                    28%                        11%

28%      31%                28%                    13%

25% 39%                         30%                                 5%

57%            43%L A R G E  F I R M S M I D S I Z E  F I R M S S M A L L  F I R M S A L L  F I R M S

 
Yes, regularly (e.g., annually)

 
Yes, occasionally (e.g., after major matters)

 
No, but we plan to in the future

 
No, and we do not plan to

29% 7% 64% 0% 21% 26% 28% 25% 13% 26% 27% 34% 16% 25% 30% 29%
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Canada’s large and midsize law firms are 
taking a deliberate approach to artificial 
intelligence, with more than 80% exploring 
the use of or piloting generative AI tools. Just 
7% of firms have fully implemented AI across 
multiple practice areas. And at the opposite 
end of the spectrum, 1 in 10 firms said they 
have no plans to adopt AI tools in the near 
future. 

For those firms currently using AI or planning 
to do so, nearly two-thirds said they plan to 
deploy artificial intelligence to help conduct 
legal research. Fifty-six percent also see AI’s 
potential for developing marketing content 
and client pitches. Approximately half of firms 
said they want to use generative AI tools 
to enhance their knowledge management 
systems and to draft contracts and other 
legal documents.

Generative AI

What Is the Current Level of Generative AI 
Adoption at Your Firm?

We are exploring 
the potential for 

generative AI 
adoption

We are piloting 
generative AI tools 
in select practice 

areas

We have fully 
implemented 

generative AI tools 
across multiple 
practice areas

We have no plans 
to adopt generative 
AI tools in the near 

future

46% 37% 7% 10%

In Which Areas Does Your Firm  
Use or Plan to Use AI?

Enhancing knowledge management systems

Drafting contracts, other legal documents

Developing marketing content or pitches

Conducting legal research

Automating routine correspondence

Analyzing litigation 
risks or strategies

Other

49%

49%

56%

63%

46%

20%

15%
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A R E  F I R M S  E M B R A C I N G 
A U T O M A T I O N ?

At present ,  Canadian law f irms have 
automated just over one-fif th of their 
administrative tasks. Small firms (less than 
20 lawyers) have done somewhat more 
automation than their large and midsize 
peers. 

As for the technology they are currently 
using, 8 in 10 are actively deploying practice 
management software, which is by far the 
most-used tool. Next on the list are e-billing 
platforms and document automation tools, 
used by roughly 60% of firms. AI-driven 
platforms are gaining in popularity, but still 
only used by 29% of the firms surveyed.

Technology adoption in Canada lags behind 
some locales— but not by dramatic margins. 
Best Law Firms’ most recent survey of the 
United States, for instance, found that firms 
had automated 32% of their administrative 
tasks. As in Canada, smaller U.S. firms had 
turned more tasks over to automation than 
large and midsize firms. 

Only 20% of f irms said that ar tif icial 
intelligence was beginning to have an impact 
on their billing practices. And the picture 
is mixed when it comes to AI’s impact on 
billable hours. For 11% of the firms, AI tools 
have resulted in a reduction of billable hours 
for certain tasks. Nine percent, however, said 
AI has increased efficiency without changing 
billable hours.

Which Back-Office 
Technologies Are Firms 
Actively Using?

Percentage of 
Administrative Tasks that 
Have Been Automated

How Has Generative AI Affected Your 
Firm's Billing Practices?

A L L  
F I R M S

F I R M S 
W I T H 

M O R E 
T H A N  2 0 

L AW Y E R S

F I R M S 
W I T H 

L E S S 
T H A N  2 0 

L AW Y E R S 23%

15%

21%

It has increased efficiency 
without changing  

billable hours

It has not impacted  
our billing practices

It has reduced billable  
hours for certain tasks

We do not use  
Generative AI

Practice management software 	 81%

E-billing platforms 	 60%

Document automation tools 	 58%

HR management software 	 39%

AI-driven research platforms 	 29%

Other	 6%

9% 17% 11% 63%

Generative AI
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What Is Your Firm Doing to Ensure the Ethical Use of AI Tools?E T H I C A L  I S S U E S

The list continues to grow of lawyers whose 
cases have been upended or who have faced 
sanctions for including fake, AI-generated 
case citations in court documents. AI 
hallucinations can damage client relationships 
and threaten law firm reputations. And they 
are, for many firms, a major obstacle to 
embracing AI.

What measures are firms taking to ensure 
that generative AI is being used ethically 
by their lawyers? Clear policies on AI usage 
and training for lawyers on the limitations 
and risks of artificial intelligence are the 
most common among Canadian firms. Large 
firms, in particular, are establishing policies 
on when AI can be used in client matters. 
Somewhat less common are efforts to ensure 
clients consent to AI use or regular audits of 
AI-generated material for accuracy. At this 
point, many firms said they are still in the 
process of developing an approach to AI and 
have yet to take specific action.

Clear policies 
on when AI can 
be used in client 

matters

Ensuring client 
consent for AI use 

in their matters

Other (primarily: 
firm is developing 

its policies)

Regular audits 
of AI-generated 

outputs for 
accuracy

Training lawyers 
on the limitations 

and risks of AI

  Large Firms   Midsize Firms   Small Firms

Generative AI

64% 48% 32% 27% 29% 18% 27% 25% 41% 9% 33% 24% 55% 63% 52%
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EVENTS/SPEAKING ENGAGEMENTS�������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 76%

SOCIAL MEDIA����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������72%

BLOGS ��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������47%

SEO��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������46%

PRINT ADVERTISEMENT��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������36%

EMAIL NEWSLETTERS��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������29%

SEARCH ENGINE ADVERTISING������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������29%

SOCIAL MEDIA ADVERTISING����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������28%

PODCASTS������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������19%

TELEVISION / RADIO ADVERTISING ���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 9%

BILLBOARDS���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 7%

YOUTUBE ADVERTISING���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 6%
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Marketing

Law firms across Canada said word-of-mouth 
marketing was their top method of reaching 
prospects. Overall, 90% of large firms (100-
plus lawyers), 96% of midsize firms (20-100 
lawyers) and 92% of small firms (fewer than 
20 lawyers) rely on positive buzz to make 
their case with new clients, our survey found. 

Midsize firms ranked their websites slightly 
ahead of word-of-mouth, and, perhaps 
unsurprisingly, larger and smaller firms also 
said websites were critical. Middle-funnel 
marketing efforts like events and lawyer 
speaking engagements and social media 
were also used by more than 70% of firms. 

Large and midsize firms leaned more heavily 
into paid marketing efforts, l ike print 
advertising and search engine advertising. 
Content marketing also scaled up as firm 
sizes increased. For instance, 26% of large 
firms were producing podcasts versus 18% 
of small firms.

Most Popular Strategies
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Most-Used Marketing 
Channels: By Firm Size

Marketing

The primary reason word-of-mouth marketing 
is so universal is that it works, firms said. 
Fifty-three percent said word-of-mouth 
was their most effective client-generating 
strategy. Digital tools, while common, are 
secondary. Few firms described a single digital 

strategy—such as search engine optimization 
(SEO), websites or social media—as the 
linchpin of their client acquisition efforts. 
Just as effective, firms said, were events and 
speaking engagements, which outpaced more 
tech-based strategies in impact.

❶ Word of Mouth

❷ Website

❸ Events/speaking 
engagements

❹ Social Media

❺ Print advertisement

❶ Website

❷ Word of Mouth

❸ Events/speaking 
engagements

❹ Social Media

❺ Blogs

❶ Word of Mouth

❷ Website

❸ Events/speaking 
engagements

❹ Social Media

❺ Blogs

L A R G E  F I R M S M I D S I Z E  F I R M S S M A L L  F I R M S

What Are the Most Impactful Marketing Methods  
for Attracting New Clients?

WORD OF MOUTH��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������53% 

EVENTS /SPEAKING ENGAGEMENTS���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 8%

SEO���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 8%

SOCIAL MEDIA������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������ 5%

WEBSITE������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������ 5%

BLOGS ���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 2% 

ADVERTISING (PRINT, TV, ONLINE)�������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 2%

OTHER��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������17%

How Much Did Your Firm Spend on Marketing Last Year?

L A R G E  F I R M S M I D S I Z E  F I R M S S M A L L  F I R M S A L L  F I R M S

 
Yes, regularly (e.g., annually)

 
Yes, occasionally (e.g., after major matters)

 
No, but we plan to in the future

 
No, and we do not plan to

29% 7% 64% 0% 21% 26% 28% 25% 13% 26% 27% 34% 16% 25% 30% 29%
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Marketing

S P E N D I N G  A N D  S T R A T E G Y

The majority of firms surveyed spent 1% to 
5% of their annual revenue on marketing 
efforts during the last year. Another third 
devoted less than 1% of revenue to marketing 
spend. A sliver of the market—12%—budgeted 
6% to 10% of revenue.

At many firms, the marketing budget rose 
this year—or at least held steady. Nearly half 
of firms—46%—increased their spending. 

That includes three-quarters of firms with 
100 or more lawyers, and 52% of firms with 
20-100 lawyers. At firms with fewer than 20 
lawyers, 42% said budgets went up. Just 3% 
of firms said they cut their spending. 

The remaining firms said their budgets stayed 
the same. More than half of small firms and 
46% of midsize players made changes to their 
marketing spend. 

While budgets have risen at a number of 
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Not sure. We do not measure  
the ROI and are  
not interested in  

measuring it.

We do not measure the 
ROI of our marketing 

efforts but would like to.

We have systems and 
technology in place to 

measure them.

firms, many lack the means to calculate 
the return on their marketing investments. 
Less than half the firms surveyed have 
systems and technology in place to measure 
marketing returns. One-third said they do 
not track ROI, but would like to do so. One 
in five, however, said they are not interested 
in determining how effective their marketing 
has been.

The survey reveals an additional complication 
for firms with less than 20 lawyers. Currently, 

64% of small firms do not have a documented 
marketing and business development 
strategy. Of those, 26% said they are in 
the process of creating one. Another 7% 
acknowledge they need one. Thirty-one 
percent said they don’t have a plan—and 
don’t anticipate having one. Without a plan, 
firms may be sabotaging their efforts to 
attract viable prospects and retain existing 
clients. Having a clear marketing and business 
development plan and a way to measure 
results is critical to achieve these goals.

How Does Your Firm Measure the ROI of 
Its Marketing Efforts?

Do Small Firms Have  
Documented 

Marketing and 
Business Development 

Strategies?

 No, and we do not anticipate having one.

 No, but we need one.

 We are in the process of creating one.

 Yes, and we are following it.

7%

31%

26%

36%
Did Your Marketing Budget Increase, 
Decrease or Stay the Same This Year?

Increased Decreased Stayed the same

46% 3% 52%

 100+ Lawyers

 20-100 Lawyers

 Under 20 Lawyers

 All Firms

6% 1% 13% 10% 0% 6% 23% 17% 17% 43% 30% 33% 78% 50% 34% 41%



bestlawfirms.com     31

Demographics  
and Diversity

As part of the survey, Canadian f irms 
provided details about the number of people 
they employ and their efforts to encourage 
diversity in the law firm workforce.

L A W  F I R M  S T A F F I N G

The 344 law firms in our survey employ an 
estimated 28,500 people. On average, just 
under half of those positions—48%—are held 
by lawyers. Another 41% are occupied by 
non-lawyer staff, and paralegals account for 
about 11% of the jobs at Canadian firms.

Non-lawyer staffers are the largest single 
category of employees, no matter the size of 
the firm. The percentage is highest at large 
firms (100-plus lawyers), where non-lawyers 
and paralegals hold 56% of the jobs vs. 44% 
for lawyers. At midsize firms (20-100 lawyers) 
and small firms (fewer than 20 lawyers), non-
lawyers hold 49% and 47% of the positions, 
respectively. 

Firms also prefer full-time versus part-time 
workers. Ninety-five percent of positions are 
full-time, firms said.
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Average Staffing at Canadian Firms
PARTNERS ������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������20% 

ASSOCIATES ��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������20% 

ATTORNEY MANAGEMENT���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 2% 

OF COUNSEL���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 3% 

OTHER LAWYERS ������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������ 3%

NON-LAWYER EMPLOYEES  ������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������41%

PARALEGALS ������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������11%

95% full-time
5% part-time
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D I V E R S I T Y  E F F O R T S

Large firms in Canada have invested heavily 
in diversity-related infrastructure. Among 
firms with 100-plus lawyers, the vast majority 
report having a diversity committee, diversity 
program and a diversity awareness training 
program. More than 40% have a full-time 
diversity/DEI professional on staff. 

Investments decline steeply as firm size 
shrinks,  however.  Across all  f irm size 
categories, roughly 40% have diversity 
committees, programs or training, and 12% 
employ a diversity professional. 

We also asked questions about f irms’ 
commitment to diversity. Size matters here 
as well: Nearly all large firms—95%—say 
their firm’s management team has made 
diversity a key principle of the firm. About 
three-quarters of midsize firms and half of 
small firms say the same. Larger firms are 
also significantly more likely to have won 
awards for their diversity efforts and to make 
diversity a key part of their recruiting efforts. 
Overall, about two-thirds of law firms in 
Canada actively focus on diversity when they 
acquire new talent.

Which diversity-related positions, committees or programs does your firm have?
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Demographics  
and Diversity

L A R G E  F I R M S M I D S I Z E  F I R M S S M A L L  F I R M S A L L  F I R M S

 Diversity awareness training program    Diversity committee 

 Diversity program    Full-time diversity professional / DEI officer

79% 89% 79% 42% 48% 58% 38% 13% 21% 18% 30% 5% 38% 42% 39% 12%

My firm actively 
makes diversity a 

part of its recruiting 
program. 

My firm has won one 
or more awards for 
diversity in the past 

two years. 

My firm's 
management has 

made diversity a key 
principle. 

65% 5% 62%
A L L 

F I R M S

L A R G E 
F I R M S 95% 37% 95%

M I D S I Z E 
F I R M S 73% 9% 74%

S M A L L 
F I R M S 59% 1% 53%
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Pro Bono, 
Sustainability and 
Social Responsibility

Lawyers in Canada are encouraged by 
regulators and professional associations to 
extend pro bono legal services to people who 
may not be able to afford them. While there is 
no rule requiring lawyers to perform pro bono 
work, the Canadian Bar Association’s Pro 
Bono Committee suggests lawyers contribute 
50 hours or 3% of their annual billings.

We asked firms whether they had established 
an infrastructure to help identify and promote 
pro bono projects within their firms. For firms 
with more than 100 lawyers, the answer was 
an emphatic yes. More than three-quarters 
have established a formal pro bono program. 

Among midsize firms (20-100 lawyers) and 
small firms (fewer than 20 lawyers), pro bono 
appears to be more of an ad hoc affair. Half 
of midsize firms, and more than 75% of small 
firms do not have a formal pro bono effort.

Does Your Firm Have a Formal Pro Bono Program?

25
Average annual pro bono hours by firms

L A R G E  FI R M S M I D S I Z E  FI R M S S M A LL  FI R M S A LL  FI R M S

That is not to say that smaller and midsize 
firms are avoiding pro bono work. Far from 
it. On a per-lawyer basis, small and midsize 
outperformed their large law firm peers. 

Overall ,  however, the survey numbers 
showed very few firms are meeting the 50-
hour per lawyer pro bono mark suggested 
by the Canadian Bar. On average, lawyers 
worked 25 hours last year on pro bono 
projects. 

There were exceptions, of course. Three 
firms in our survey surpassed 200 hours per 
lawyer. The 32-lawyer Canadian office of a 
large, U.S.-based firm averaged 634 hours 
per lawyer last year. A Vancouver, B.C., 
solo practitioner did 250 hours of pro bono 
civil rights work. And a six-lawyer litigation 
boutique in Toronto performed 200 hours 
per lawyer.

yes
no

23%
77%

52%
48%

77%
23%

68%
32%

all firms

small firms

midsize firms

large firms

1,335

364

1,689

5,395
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Pro Bono, 
Sustainability and 
Social Responsibility

To encourage pro bono work, firms often 
offer lawyers a series of incentives—billable 
hour credits, for example. Most firms that 
provided pro bono information to the 
survey allow partners to participate in pro 
bono, and more than half give lawyers the 
flexibility to choose their own pro bono 
matters. 

More than one-third of firms reporting pro 
bono work allowed billable hour credits. 
And by a 2-to-1 margin, those who allowed 
billable credits said they did not cap them. 
Among firms that place an annual cap on 
the number of billable credit hours, limits 
ranged from 50 to 150 hours, and averaged 
88.9 per year.

S O C I A L  R E S P O N S I B I L I T Y  
A N D  S U S T A I N A B I L I T Y 

We also asked firms with more than 20 
lawyers about their environmental, social 
and governance (ESG) practices. Do they 
have formal structures in place to help with 
corporate sustainability, and have they 
established a social responsibility effort?

Formal corporate sustainability efforts are 
still relatively rare: 16% of firms said they 
have established corporate sustainability 
committees,  and 18% have corporate 
sustainability programs. Only 4% have hired 

a full-time professional to manage corporate 
responsibility at their firms. 

Social responsibility programs, committees 
and training are somewhat more widespread 
in Canada—though hardly standard operating 
practice at most firms. One in five firms has 
a social responsibility committee or training 
program, and 12% have established a social 
responsibility awareness training program. 
Five percent of firms said they have hired a 
social responsibility professional or officer.

Promoting Pro Bono: How Many Firms offer...

LAWYERS CAN SELECT THEIR PRO BONO MATTERS������������������������������������������������������������������������������51%

LAWYERS RECEIVE BILLABLE HOUR CREDIT����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������37%

OTHER��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������13%

PARTNERS PARTICIPATE IN PRO BONO WORK ����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������82%

PRO BONO PROGRAM LED BY COORDINATOR����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������15%

PRO BONO PROGRAM RUN BY COMMITTEE ��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������24%

NO ANNUAL LIMIT ON BILLABLE HOUR CREDITS������������������������������������������������������������������������������������30%

ANNUAL LIMIT ON BILLABLE HOUR CREDITS��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������16% 

Social Responsibility Positions, 
Committee or Programs

Corporate Sustainability Positions, 
Committee or Programs

Full-Time Social 
Responsibility Professional

Social Responsibility 
Awareness Training Program 

Social Responsibility 
Committee 

Social Responsibility 
Program 

5%

12%

24%

20%

Corporate Sustainability 
Awareness Training Program 

Corporate Sustainability 
Committee 

Corporate Sustainability 
Program 

Full-time Corporate 
Sustainability Professional

12%

16%

18%

4%

Large and Midsize Firms With...
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The law f irms we surveyed are doing 
the bulk of their work domestically, with 
midsize firms (20-100 lawyers) most likely 
to operate only in Canada. Three-quarters 
of firms in that size category said they 
work exclusively on domestic matters, 
compared to 35% of large firms and 9% of 
small firms.

Nearly 9 out of 10 small firms (1-20 lawyers) 
said they focused primarily on Canada but 
may dabble in some cross-border work. 
Large firms (100-plus lawyers) were most 
likely to handle a diverse mix of domestic 
and foreign matters.

Among firms taking in cross-border clients, 
47% said they were working in North 

America outside Canada (i.e., the United 
States and Mexico). Canadian firms are not 
alone. In Best Law Firms’ most recent U.S. 
survey, Canada and Mexico were the most 
common cross-border locations for firms 
based in the United States. 

Europe was the No. 2 location for Canadian 
firms, with one-quarter saying they focused 
on trans-Atlantic matters. Asia/Pacific and 
Latin America ranked a distant third and 
fourth, respectively.

On average, the firms we surveyed reported 
5.48 international offices and 1.75 domestic 
offices. Firms with more than 100 lawyers 
averaged just under five offices, midsize 
firms had two and small firms had one. 
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Cross-Border and Domestic Work

Where Does Your Firm Operate?

47% 

North America 

(Outside Canada)

8% 

Latin America

25% 

Europe

5% 

Middle East

3% 

Africa

12% 

Asia/Pacific

Where Are Firms in Canada Doing the Most  
Cross-Border Work?

How Many Office Locations Does 
Your Firm Have in Canada?

E XC LU S I V ELY  I N 
C A N A DA

M I X T U R E  O F 
D O M E S T I C  A N D 
FO R EI G N  WO R K

PR I M A R I LY  I N  C A N A DA

35% 77% 9% 30% 9% 5% 35% 15% 86%

L A R G E  F I R M S M I D S I ZE  F I R M S S M A L L  F I R M S

4.95 2.1 1.29



bestlawfirms.com     414 0     B E S T L AW FI RM S I N C A NA DA : TH E LEG A L MA RK E T

Canada’s law firms appear to agree on what matters to clients: predictability, 
responsiveness and specialized expertise. But as our survey shows, what firms 

say they do—and how they actually operate—are sometimes two very different 
things. 

For instance, 56% of firms cited client service as the method they use most 
to differentiate themselves from their competitors. Yet only a small share of 
firms—16%—regularly gather client feedback or conduct satisfaction surveys. 
Alternative fees are widely available. Nonetheless, few firms offer clients the kinds 
of modern tools—billing portals or real-time tracking—that would help make legal 
costs more transparent.

Given the risks associated with artificial intelligence, firms are taking a relatively 
cautious approach to adopting AI. While that makes sense, the clock is ticking. 
Clients are awakening to the potential cost benefits that AI may deliver. And 
the firms most likely to thrive are those that have integrated AI tools into their 
workflows and can show clients they are proactively working to deliver value and 
efficiency.

Across issues—financial performance, client relationships, technology and 
professional responsibility—the numbers suggest that firms of all sizes are struggling 
to respond to the changing realities of delivering legal services in the 21st century. 
Some are clearly making progress. Whether the rest succeed will likely depend 
on their willingness to modernize pricing and billing, measure their performance, 
sustain credible commitments to professional responsibilities, invest in technology 
and maintain and improve client service.
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CONCLUSION
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