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What can you expect today?

60 minutes in total (presentation and  2  Q+A periods.

This webinar may contain legal information, not legal advice. 

The information is current as of today’s date July 23, 2024

Recording and slides will be sent out afterward.

ASL Interpretation is available today. Subtitles (closed captioning) have also 
been enabled.
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Land Acknowledgement

CLEO’s work takes place across the home and traditional territory of the Mississaugas of the 
Credit, the Haudenosaunee, and the Wyandot peoples, on land that many of us know as Ontario. 

As we provide legal information today, we acknowledge the ongoing impact of colonization and 
anti-Indigenous racism, built into our laws and legal systems, resulting in deep and harmful 
inequality for Indigenous Peoples of every generation.  

We also recognize the incredible amount of work and leadership that Indigenous Peoples 
contributed to the Calls to Action in the Truth and Reconciliation Commission report calling for 
Equity for Indigenous Peoples in the Legal System.
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N S R L P/ C L E O  S K I L L -
B U I L D I N G  W E B I N A R

H E L P I N G  S E L F - R E P R E S E N T E D  L I T I G A N T S



FA C T S  A N D  
F I G U R E S



Q U E S T I O N  1

In Civil Cases
a) 20%
b) 40%
c) 10%

In Family law
a) 50%
b) 30%
c) 80%

In urban 
centres
a) 25%
b) 80%
c) 50%

What is the average percentage of Self-Represented 
litigants across Canada? 



SELF-REPRESENTED LITIGANTS 
BY THE NUMBERS
• Numbers of self-represented litigants (SRLs) have been 

exponentially increasing over the last several decades

• Current averages across Canada:
– Up to 40% in civil cases 
– On average over 50% in family cases
– In some urban centres up to 80% of family litigants are SRLs



STATS ON WHO ARE SRLS 
(2021-2023 INTAKE REPORT)
• Gender: 49.2% identified as female & 48.8% identified as male

• Age: 44.4% over the age of 50, 32.7% 40 – 50, 20.6% 30 – 40, 2% 25 – 30, 0.9% 
under the age of 20 (first for the NSRLP)

• Persons with disability: 43.1%, 9% cognitive disability, 6.7% physical disability

• 89.3% of respondents said that opposing party had a lawyer while 10.6% 
percent stated that the opposing party was self-represented. 



STATS ON WHO ARE SRLS CONTD.
(2021-2023 INTAKE REPORT)
• Income: 43.5% of respondents reported their annual income to be below 

$30,000, 19.4% of respondents reported an annual income between $30,000 
and $50,000, 14.6% stated their annual income was between $50,000 and 
$75,000 

• Ethnic Identity: 65.9% of respondents stated that they are Caucasian, 5.9% 
stated that they are Asian or East Asian, 5.56% identified as South Asian, 4.76% 
as Black, 2.78% as Metis

• Education Level: 67.9% university degree, professional qualification or college, 
15.3% have a high school diploma, 4.3% do not have a high school diploma



Q U E S T I O N  2
WHAT DO YOU BELIEVE ARE THE 
BIGGEST REASONS THAT 
PEOPLE SELF-REPRESENT?



WHY SELF-REPRESENT?
• The high cost of lawyers’ fees and the general unaffordability of legal services 

– 68.9% received assistance from lawyers in some capacity 

– 31.1% stated that they had not received any assistance. 

– 55% said they felt the service was poor

– 19.6% said the service was moderate 

– 14.3% said that they were well-satisfied with the service.

• These statistics seem to suggest that many self-represented litigants not only 
feel that legal services are unaffordable, but also that they are unsatisfactory 



QUOTES FROM CANADIAN SRLS
• “I slowly was losing my savings and realized my only option was to self-

represent.”

• “I'm just starting to be an SRL after using a private lawyer for 5.5 years. I am 
now out of money but thanks to the NSRLP course, I feel at least a tiny bit 
prepared for what is to come.”

• “When I was self-represented and unable to afford a lawyer, judges have 
assumed that I chose to appear before them self-represented rather than 
accept the advice of a lawyer.”

• “It is lonely and it is scary trying to find help when you cannot afford a lawyer.  
When you have mental disabilities, mood disorders, and fluctuating cognitive 
abilities it is harder. “



S R L S  A N D  L E G A L  
S E R V I C E S
M A N Y  R E S P O N D E N T S  W E R E  I N E L I G I B L E  
F O R  L E G A L  A I D  A N D  OT H E R  P R O  B O N O  
S E RV I C E S , A S  T H E Y  W E R E  A B OV E  I N C O M E  
T H R E S H O L D S , W H I L E  S T I L L  B E I N G  U N A B L E  
TO  A F F O R D  O N G O I N G  L E G A L  S E RV I C E S . 
( 2 0 2 1 - 2 0 2 3  I N TA K E  R E P O RT )



THE COST OF LEGAL ACCESS
A single person must earn less than $18,795 a 

year to qualify for legal aid for family 
(limited) and civil cases in Ontario

BUT

Lawyer fees average $360 an hour 
(and increase every year)



THE STRESSES OF 
SELF-REPRESENTATION
CHALLENGES
• Knowledge level

– Substantive law; procedures; finding 
reliable info

• Skill level
– Navigating the court system 

• Emotional comfort
– Unfamiliarity; hostility; case is 

personal
• Outcome

– Low success rates

IMPACTS

• Financial
– Previous legal costs 
– Incidentals (transcripts, time 

off work, child care)
– ‘Costs’ of losing

• Social
– Relationships; leisure activities

• Health
– Mental; physical



WHAT 
SRLS WANT
• For everyone to stop telling them 

to get a lawyer!
• Emotional support
• Reliable information sources 
• Help with substantive law and 

procedure questions 
• Respect from legal service 

providers, court staff, judges
• Access to affordable legal 

services



R E S O U R C E S  F O R  
C O M M U N I T Y  
W O R K E R S



NATIONAL 
SELF-
REPRESENTED 
LITIGANTS 
PROJECT

Primers for SRLs

National & Provincial 
Resources Directory

Directory of Professionals 
Assisting SRLs



Q U E S T I O N  3
W H AT  A R E  T H E  M O S T  C O M M O N  
‘ C O U RT  R E L AT E D ’  Q U E S T I O N S  
YO U  H AV E  B E E N  A S K E D  B Y  S R L S ?



NSRLP.COM

Settlement 
Smarts

~How to wisely 
use settlement 

practices
~Conferences, 

mediation, 
negotiations
~Practical 

strategy tips

Coping with 
the Courtroom

~Preparing, 
technically 

and 
emotionally, 

for court
~What to do 
beforehand
~What court 

will actually be 
like

The CanLII 
Primer

~Case law 
research

~Effectively 
using the 
database
~Search 

strategies, 
legal 

language
~Eng/Fr

Reading a 
Case Primer

~How to make 
sense of case 

law
~Structure of 
case reports

~Understandin
g what you’re 

reading
~Legal 

language



RESOURCES - NSRLP.COM

Mindfulness 
Training

~Practical tips 
and for 

managing 
stress

~Focus 
training, body 

awareness, 
breathing

~Mental/physi
cal health for 

SRLs

My Learned 
Friend

~Working with 
opposing 
counsel

~Constructive 
relationships
~Tips for SRLs 
and counsel
~Practical 
strategies

Suggestions 
from the Bench

~Judges’ 
advice for SRLs 
and judges on 

working 
together 

effectively
~Practical tips

~Future 
possibilities



NSRLP.COM

Directory of resources and organizations for SRLs
- All provinces/territories covered
- Some specific cities, including Windsor



NSRLP.COM

National Directory of Professionals Assisting SRLs
- Lawyers and others providing lower-cost legal 

services
- “Unbundling” and “Coaching”

- Over 300 listings
- Organized by city, province, type of professional
- Also, keyword search
- Windsor, Chatham, Sarnia, London 



QUESTIONS?



L E G A L  F O R M S  
O N L I N E



FAMILY LAW COURT FORMS
ontariocourtforms.on.ca/en/family-law-rules-forms/



COMMON FAMILY LAW FORMS

• Application (8 General; 8A Divorce)
• Affidavit in Support of Claim for Custody or Access (35.1)
• Financial Statement (13 short form; 13.1 long form)
• Certificate of Financial Disclosure (13A)
• Answer (10)

Steps to Justice’s “Guided Pathways” can help to fill out family law forms – series of 
questions

stepstojustice.ca/guided-pathways

Pleading: formal 
written statement 

of a party’s 
claims or 

defenses – 
Pleadings define 
the issues to be 

adjudicated



COMMON FAMILY LAW FORMS
Steps to Justice’s “Guided Pathways” can help to fill out family law 

forms – series of questions stepstojustice.ca/guided-pathways

• Notice of Motion (14)
• Affidavit – General (14A)
• Motion to Change (15)
• Change Information Form (15A)
• Response to motion to Change (15B)
• Reply (10A)

Motion: a request from a 
party to a judge to decide 

a specific issue before a trial



CIVIL FORM PAGES FROM THE 
COURTS
• Ontario
• Alberta
• British Columbia
• Nova Scotia
• Manitoba
• Newfoundland and Labrador
• Saskatchewan
• New Brunswick
• PEI
• Yukon
• Northwest Territories

https://ontariocourtforms.on.ca/en/rules-of-civil-procedure-forms/
https://albertacourts.ca/kb/areas-of-law/civil/forms
https://www.bccourts.ca/Court_of_Appeal/practice_and_procedure/Civil_Rules_Forms.aspx
https://www.courts.ns.ca/operations/forms-documents/supreme-court-forms
https://web2.gov.mb.ca/laws/rules/forms_e.php
https://www.court.nl.ca/provincial/e-services-forms/forms/
https://sasklawcourts.ca/provincial-court/small-claims-court/how-to-complete-a-claim/
https://www.courtsnb-coursnb.ca/content/cour/en/appeal/content/forms-of-court.html
https://www.courts.pe.ca/forms
https://www.yukoncourts.ca/en/supreme-court/rules-forms
https://www.nwtcourts.ca/en/forms/


LEGAL 
SOURCES



CANLII.ORG (canl i i .org)

• CanLII is a nonprofit funded by the Canadian law societies to 
provide a virtual library of Canadian legal information

• Free legal service accessible to all (English and French)

• Reported court decisions (“case law”, or “case reports”)

• Legislation

• Some articles/papers discussing law 



CANLII.ORG (canlii.org)
• “CanLII Primer” from NSRLP:

– Explains structure of the Canadian legal system and system of 
precedent

– Database basics
– Generating search terms; how to search by jurisdiction, case 

name, legislation
• “Reading and Understanding Case Reports” Primer from NSRLP

– Navigating the different parts of a case
– How to use cases to make your own case



BASIC SEARCH



SEARCH STRATEGIES
• Generate good search terms (as in any other database or search 

engine)
– Familiarize yourself with relevant legal terms and expressions – 

background reading (legal dictionaries, Wikipedia etc.)
– Start broad, gradually narrow and refine
– As you read cases, note terms that seem important, are 

repeated, or appear in quotes
• Start with legislation – figure out what statute or piece of 

legislation covers your issue (e.g. read Divorce Act and Family 
Law Act un family law matters)



SEARCH STRATEGIES
• Look for cases that deal with the specific section of legislation 

that relates to your issue 
– in the common law system, case law builds on judicial interpretation 

of legislation
• Start with cases in your jurisdiction (e.g. Ontario) 
• “Binding” decisions 

– higher court decisions must be followed by lower courts 
• “Persuasive” decisions 

– court not required to follow case, but may influence decision – e.g. 
made in another province/territory



L E G A L  A D V I C E  
V S  
I N F O R M AT I O N



WHAT IS LEGAL ADVICE?



WHAT IS LEGAL INFORMATION?



STEPS TO CONSIDER:
• Direct people to legal information online and in-print

– community law libraries or university law libraries
• Make referrals to explore for getting one-on-one legal help

– NSRLP Directory of Legal Professionals
• Directing people to our primer series
• Direct people to court websites for electronic forms and 

instructions
– Ontario superior court for family law
– Provincial court for family law

• Assist with the mechanics of filling out forms, check for 
spelling/grammar, general editorial assistance

https://www.ontariocourts.ca/scj/family/
https://www.ontariocourts.ca/ocj/family-court/


C O N TAC T  I N F O• Questions?

• Your feedback is 
greatly appreciated!

nsrlp.com

@SelfRepsCanada

Facebook.com/NationalSelfRepr
esentedLitigantsProject



Steps to Justice Legal Information 
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• Help from Lawyers and Paralegals explains for different legal 
topics what to do if you can’t afford a lawyer.

• The Tools and resources section can help you find ‘unbundled” 
or “limited scope’ services from a lawyer, particularly in family 
law.

• Guided Pathways are online interviews to help you fill out legal 
forms and letters.

https://stepstojustice.ca/legal-topic/help-lawyers-and-paralegals/
https://stepstojustice.ca/legal-topic/help-lawyers-and-paralegals/resources/
https://stepstojustice.ca/guided-pathways-home/


National Self Represented Litigants Project
• A starter checklist
• An intake survey
• Many resources to help clients prepare for court
• A directory of professionals such as lawyers, paralegals, and counsellors
• Helpful national and provincial organizations and websites, including local 

organizations in nine Ontario communities.
• NSRLP has a school for family litigants. More information about the next session 

of the school will be available at the end of October as part of Access to Justice 
Week 2024.

https://representingyourselfcanada.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Starter-checklist-example.pdf
https://outreach.cleo.on.ca/civicrm/?civiwp=CiviCRM&q=civicrm/mailing/url&u=10488&qid=
https://outreach.cleo.on.ca/civicrm/?civiwp=CiviCRM&q=civicrm/mailing/url&u=10489&qid=
https://outreach.cleo.on.ca/civicrm/?civiwp=CiviCRM&q=civicrm/mailing/url&u=10490&qid=
https://representingyourselfcanada.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/General-and-Provincial-Resources-Updated-December-2020.pdf
https://representingyourselfcanada.com/fall-2022-school-for-family-litigants/
https://lso.ca/theactiongroup/home
https://lso.ca/theactiongroup/home


Community and Legal Resources
• Find your community legal clinic – 1-800-668-8258
• Legal Aid Ontario How do I apply for Legal Aid? Call Monday to Friday, 8 a.m. to 

5 p.m.
• 416-979-1446 (Greater Toronto Area)
• 1-800-668-8258 (toll-free)

• Justice Net for people whose income is too high to access legal aid and too low to 
afford standard legal fees.

• The Family Justice Centre family lawyers supervise law students in virtual clinics of 
free, unbundled legal services.

• Luke’s Place Virtual Clinic for women who have experienced violence in their 
relationship.
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https://www.legalaid.on.ca/legal-clinics/
https://www.legalaid.on.ca/services/how-do-i-apply-for-legal-aid/
tel:4169791446
tel:18006688258
https://www.justicenet.ca/
https://www.probonostudents.ca/family-justice-centre
https://lukesplace.ca/lukes-place-legal-clinic/


Community and Legal Resources

• Pro Bono Ontario offers up to 30 minutes of free legal advice and assistance with 
civil law matters in Ontario (no family law, immigration or criminal).Call
1-855-255-7256 (toll free), Monday to Friday, 9 am to 5 pm. The Hotline does not 
accept calls from Blocked, Anonymous or No Caller ID accounts.

• Ontario Legal Information Centre offers appointments for personalized 30 minute
virtual meetings with a lawyer, in English or French.

• Human Rights Legal Support Centre offers legal advice or assistance related to 
matters covered by the Ontario Human Rights Code.
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https://www.probonoontario.org/hotline/
tel:+18552557256
https://centreinfojuridique.ca/en/book-an-appointment/
https://hrlsc.on.ca/homepage/
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Indigenous Education and Resources
Calls to action: Truth and Reconciliation
• Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada: Calls to Action
• Income Security: A roadmap for change (October 2017)
• Settlers Take Action
Support
• Survivors Secretariat – recovery, reclamation and revitalization
Education 
• Indigenous Canada - Free Course
• Whose Land?

Learn about where you are situated, information for land acknowledgements and learn 
about the treaties and agreements signed across Canada (Turtle Island). 

https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/british-columbians-our-governments/indigenous-people/aboriginal-peoples-documents/calls_to_action_english2.pdf
https://files.ontario.ca/income_security_-_a_roadmap_for_change-english-accessible_0.pdf
https://oncanadaproject.ca/settlerstakeaction
https://survivorssecretariat.ca/
https://www.ualberta.ca/admissions-programs/online-courses/indigenous-canada/index.html
https://www.whose.land/en/


Thank you for joining us!

Subscribe to CLEO Connect for updates on new legal information and 
upcoming webinars. 

Steps to Justice – Steps to Justice

Contact me! Brenda Doner at CLEO
brenda.doner@cleo.on.ca
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https://stepstojustice.ca/
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