
SCR CHAPTER 20 

RULES OF PROFESSIONAL CONDUCT FOR ATTORNEYS 

PREAMBLE: A LAWYER'S RESPONSIBILITIES 

[1] A lawyer, as a member of the legal profession, is a representative of clients, an officer of the legal system and 
a public citizen having special responsibility for the quality of justice.  

[2] As a representative of clients, a lawyer performs various functions. As advisor, a lawyer provides a client with 
an informed understanding of the client's legal rights and obligations and explains their practical implications. As 
advocate, a lawyer zealously asserts the client's position under the rules of the adversary system. As negotiator, a 
lawyer seeks a result advantageous to the client but consistent with requirements of honest dealings with others. 
As an evaluator, a lawyer acts by examining a client's legal affairs and reporting about them to the client or to 
others.  

[3] In addition to these representational functions, a lawyer may serve as a 3rd-party neutral, a nonrepresentational 
role helping the parties to resolve a dispute or other matter. Some of these rules apply directly to lawyers who are 
or have served as 3rd-party neutrals. See, e.g., Rule 1.12 and Rule 2.4. In addition, there are rules that apply to 
lawyers who are not active in the practice of law or to practicing lawyers even when they are acting in a 
nonprofessional capacity. For example, a lawyer who commits fraud in the conduct of a business is subject to 
discipline for engaging in conduct involving dishonesty, fraud, deceit or misrepresentation. See Rule 8.4.  

[4] In all professional functions a lawyer should be competent, prompt and diligent. A lawyer should maintain 
communication with a client concerning the representation. A lawyer should keep in confidence information 
relating to representation of a client except so far as disclosure is required or permitted by the Rules of 
Professional Conduct or other law.  

[5] A lawyer's conduct should conform to the requirements of the law, both in professional service to clients and 
in the lawyer's business and personal affairs. A lawyer should use the law's procedures only for legitimate 
purposes and not to harass or intimidate others. A lawyer should demonstrate respect for the legal system and for 
those who serve it, including judges, other lawyers and public officials. While it is a lawyer's duty, when 
necessary, to challenge the rectitude of official action, it is also a lawyer's duty to uphold legal process.  

[6] As a public citizen, a lawyer should seek improvement of the law, access to the legal system, the 
administration of justice and the quality of service rendered by the legal profession. As a member of a learned 
profession, a lawyer should cultivate knowledge of the law beyond its use for clients, employ that knowledge in 
reform of the law and work to strengthen legal education. In addition, a lawyer should further the public's 
understanding of and confidence in the rule of law and the justice system because legal institutions in a 
constitutional democracy depend on popular participation and support to maintain their authority. A lawyer 
should be mindful of deficiencies in the administration of justice and of the fact that the poor, and sometimes 
persons who are not poor, cannot afford adequate legal assistance. Therefore, all lawyers should devote 
professional time and resources and use civic influence to ensure equal access to our system of justice for all those 
who because of economic or social barriers cannot afford or secure adequate legal counsel. A lawyer should aid 
the legal profession in pursuing these objectives and should help the bar regulate itself in the public interest.  

[7] Many of a lawyer's professional responsibilities are prescribed in the Rules of Professional Conduct, as well as 
substantive and procedural law. However, a lawyer is also guided by personal conscience and the approbation of 
professional peers. A lawyer should strive to attain the highest level of skill, to improve the law and the legal 
profession and to exemplify the legal profession's ideals of public service. 

  

 



SCR 20:1.1  Competence 

A lawyer shall provide competent representation to a client. 

Competent representation requires the legal knowledge, skill, 

thoroughness and preparation reasonably necessary for the 

representation. 

[5] Competent handling of a particular matter includes inquiry into and analysis of the
factual and legal elements of the problem, and use of methods and procedures meeting the 
standards of competent practitioners. It also includes adequate preparation. The required attention 
and preparation are determined in part by what is at stake; major litigation and complex 
transactions ordinarily require more extensive treatment than matters of lesser complexity and 
consequence. An agreement between the lawyer and the client regarding the scope of the 
representation may limit the matters for which the lawyer is responsible. See Rule 1.2(c). 

Note –in-house government attorneys may not have the option to limit the scope of our 
representation as allowed in Rule 1.2(c) 

SCR 20:1.3  Diligence 

A lawyer shall act with reasonable diligence and promptness 

in representing a client. 

[1] A lawyer should pursue a matter on behalf of a client despite opposition, obstruction
or personal inconvenience to the lawyer, and take whatever lawful and ethical measures are 
required to vindicate a client's cause or endeavor. A lawyer must also act with commitment and 
dedication to the interests of the client and with zeal in advocacy upon the client's behalf. A 
lawyer is not bound, however, to press for every advantage that might be realized for a client. For 
example, a lawyer may have authority to exercise professional discretion in determining the 
means by which a matter should be pursued. See Rule 1.2. The lawyer's duty to act with 
reasonable diligence does not require the use of offensive tactics or preclude the treating of all 
persons involved in the legal process with courtesy and respect.  

[2] A lawyer's work load must be controlled so that each matter can be handled
competently. 

[3] Perhaps no professional shortcoming is more widely resented than procrastination. A
client's interests often can be adversely affected by the passage of time or the change of 
conditions; in extreme instances, as when a lawyer overlooks a statute of limitations, the client's 
legal position may be destroyed. Even when the client's interests are not affected in substance, 
however, unreasonable delay can cause a client needless anxiety and undermine confidence in 
the lawyer's trustworthiness. A lawyer's duty to act with reasonable promptness, however, does 
not preclude the lawyer from agreeing to a reasonable request for a postponement [from the other 
side] that will not prejudice the lawyer's client.  


