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California Attorney Guidelines of Civility and Professionalism 
(Abbreviated version, adopted July 20, 2007) 

 
(Following the Ventura County Bar’s adoption of our own civility code, the State Bar of California officially 

adopted the following guidelines in 2007. Other counties and voluntary associations, such as the American Board of 

Trial Advocates, have their own. They are all similar and embrace the same important goals.  Recognizing that many 

lawyers practicing in Ventura County have offices elsewhere, we are publishing this abbreviated State Bar version, 

and encourage consideration of the longer version and our own local guidelines on our respective websites.) 

 

INTRODUCTION.  As officers of the court with responsibilities to the administration of 

justice, attorneys have an obligation to be professional with clients, other parties and counsel, the 

courts and the public.  This obligation includes civility, professional integrity, personal dignity, 

candor, diligence, respect, courtesy, and cooperation, all of which are essential to the fair 

administration of justice and conflict resolution. (Italics added throughout). 

 

These are guidelines for civility.  The Guidelines are offered because civility in the practice of 

law promotes both the effectiveness and the enjoyment of the practice and economical client 

representation.  The legal profession must strive for the highest standards of attorney behavior to 

elevate and enhance our service to justice.  Uncivil or unprofessional conduct not only disserves 

the individual involved, it demeans the profession as a whole and our system of justice. 

 

The voluntary Guidelines foster a level of civility and professionalism that exceed the minimum 

requirements of the mandated Rules of Professional Conduct as the best practices of law in 

California.  The Guidelines are not intended to supplant these or any other rules or laws that 

govern attorney conduct.  Since the Guidelines are not mandatory rules of professional conduct, 

nor rules of practice, nor standards of care, they are not to be used as an independent basis for 

disciplinary charges by the State Bar or claims of professional negligence.   

 

The Guidelines are intended to complement codes of professionalism adopted by bar associations 

in California.  Individual attorneys are encouraged to make these guidelines their personal 

standards by taking the pledge that appears at the end.  The Guidelines can be applicable to all 

lawyers regardless of practice area.  Attorneys are encouraged to comply with both the spirit and 

letter of these guidelines, recognizing that complying with these guidelines does not in any way 

denigrate the attorney’s duty of zealous representation. 

 

SECTION 1.  The dignity, decorum and courtesy that have traditionally characterized the courts 

and legal profession of civilized nations are not empty formalities.  They are essential to an 

atmosphere that promotes justice and to an attorney’s responsibility for the fair and impartial 

administration of justice. 

 

SECTION 2.  An attorney should be mindful that, as individual circumstances permit, the goals 

of the profession include improving the administration of justice and contributing time to persons 

and organizations that cannot afford legal assistance. 

 

An attorney should encourage new members of the bar to adopt these guidelines of civility and 

professionalism and mentor them in applying the guidelines. 
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SECTION 3.  An attorney should treat clients with courtesy and respect, and represent them in a 

civil and professional matter.  An attorney should advise current and potential clients that it is 

not acceptable for an attorney to engage in abusive behavior or other conduct unbecoming a 

member of the Bar and as an officer of the court. 

 

As an officer of the court, an attorney should not allow clients to prevail upon the attorney to 

engage in uncivil behavior.   

An attorney should not compromise the guidelines of civility and professionalism to achieve an 

advantage. 

 

SECTION 4.  An attorney’s communications about the legal system should at all times reflect 

civility, professional integrity, personal dignity, and respect for the system.  An attorney should 

not engage in conduct that is unbecoming a member of the Bar and an officer of the court.   

 

Nothing above shall be construed as discouraging the reporting of conduct that fails to comply 

with the Rules of Professional Conduct. 

 

SECTION 5.  An attorney should be punctual in appearing at trials, hearings, meetings, 

depositions and other scheduled appearances.   

 

SECTION 6.  An attorney should advise clients that civility and courtesy in scheduling 

meetings, hearings and discovery are expected as professional conduct. 

 

In considering requests for an extension of time, an attorney should consider the client’s interests 

and need to promptly resolve matters, the schedules and willingness of others to grant reciprocal 

extensions, the time needed for a task, and other relevant factors.   

 

Consistent with existing law and court orders, an attorney should agree to reasonable requests for 

extensions of time that are not adverse to a client’s interests. 

 

SECTION 7.   The timing and manner of service of papers should not be used to the 

disadvantage of the party receiving the papers. 

 

SECTION 8.  Written materials directed to counsel, third parties or a court should be factual and 

concise and focused on the issue to be decided. 

 

SECTION 9.  Attorneys are encouraged to meet and confer early in order to explore voluntary 

disclosure, which includes identification of issues, identification of persons with knowledge of 

such issues, and exchange of documents. 

 

Attorneys are encouraged to propound and respond to formal discovery in a manner designed to 

fully implement the purposes of the California Discovery Act. 

 

An attorney should not use discovery to harass an opposing counsel, parties or witnesses.  An 

attorney should not use discovery to delay the resolution of a dispute. 

 

SECTION 10.  An attorney should consider whether, before filing or pursuing a motion, to 

contact opposing counsel to attempt to informally resolve or limit the dispute. 
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SECTION 11.  It is important to promote high regard for the profession and the legal system 

among those who are neither attorneys nor litigants.  An attorney’s conduct in dealings with 

nonparty witnesses should exhibit the highest standards of civility. 

 

SECTION 12.  In a social setting or otherwise, an attorney should not communicate ex parte 

with a judicial officer on the substance of a case pending before the court, unless permitted by 

law. 

 

SECTION 13.  An attorney should raise and explore with the client, and, if the client consents, 

with opposing counsel, the possibility of settlement and alternative dispute resolution in every 

case as soon as possible and, when appropriate, during the course of litigation. 

 

SECTION 14.  To promote a positive image of the profession, an attorney should always act 

respectfully and with dignity in court and assist the court in proper handling of a case. 

 

SECTION 15.  An attorney should not take the default of an opposing party known to be 

represented by counsel without giving the party advance warning. 

 

SECTION 16.  An attorney should avoid even the appearance of bias by notifying opposing 

counsel or an unrepresented opposing party, of any close, personal relationships between the 

attorney and a judicial offer, arbitrator, mediator or court-appointed expert allowing a reasonable 

opportunity to object.   

 

SECTION 17.  An attorney should respect the privacy rights of parties and non-parties. 

 

SECTION 18.  An attorney should negotiate and conclude written agreements in a cooperative 

manner and with informed authority of the client. 

 

In addition to other applicable Sections of these Guidelines, attorneys engaged in a transactional 

practice have unique responsibilities because much of the practice is conducted without judicial 

supervision. 

 

SECTION 19.  In addition to other applicable sections of these Guidelines, in family law 

proceedings an attorney should seek to reduce emotional tension and trauma; and encourage the 

parties and attorneys to interact in a cooperative atmosphere, and keep the best interests of the 

children in mind. 

 

SECTION 20.  In addition to other applicable sections of these Guidelines, criminal law 

practitioners have unique responsibilities.  Prosecutors are charged with seeking justice, while 

defenders must zealously represent their clients even in the face of seemingly overwhelming 

evidence of guilt.  In practicing criminal law, an attorney should appreciate these roles. 

 

SECTION 21.  Judges are encouraged to become familiar with these Guidelines and to support 

and promote them where appropriate in court proceedings. 

 

 


