
Overview of Legal Ethics

Key concepts, principles, and practical applications for lawyers and law students

1. What Is Legal Ethics?

Aspect Description

Definition The body of rules and standards that govern the professional conduct of lawyers.

Purpose
Protect clients, the justice system, and public confidence; promote integrity,

competence, and fairness.

Sources

• Statutes and regulations (e.g., state bar rules)

• Professional codes (e.g., ABA Model Rules of Professional Conduct)

• Court decisions and disciplinary opinions

• Ethical opinions issued by bar authorities

2. Core Principles (Derived from the ABA Model Rules)

Principle Core Obligation Typical Examples

Competence
Provide knowledgeable, skilled

representation.

Continuing legal education;

consulting experts when needed.

Confidentiality

Preserve client information

unless authorized or required by

law.

Secure communications; no

disclosure of privileged data.

Conflict of Interest

Avoid representing adverse

interests without informed

consent.

Reject a case where you previously

represented the opposing party.

Duty of Loyalty
Act in the client’s best interests,

free from personal bias.

Prioritizing client goals over

personal gain.

Candor to the Tribunal
Be truthful to courts; do not

misrepresent facts or law.

Correcting false statements made

by the lawyer or client.

Fairness to Opposing

Party & Counsel

Deal honestly, avoid frivolous

claims.

Not filing baseless lawsuits; not

harassing opposing counsel.
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Principle Core Obligation Typical Examples

Advertising &

Solicitation

Truthful, non?deceptive

marketing.

No false claims about success

rates; no undue pressure.

Fees
Charge reasonable, transparent

fees; avoid overreaching.

Written fee agreements; clear

billing practices.

Professionalism
Uphold the dignity of the

profession.

Dress appropriately in court; refrain

from abusive language.

3. Major Areas of Ethical Concern

Area Typical Issues Ethical Rules Involved

Client Confidentiality

Data breaches, inadvertent

disclosures, electronic

communications.

Rule 1.6 (Confidentiality of

Information)

Conflict of Interest
Dual representation, former client

matters, personal interests.

Rule 1.7 (Conflict of Interest:

General)

Attorney?Client

Communication

Failure to keep client informed,

unreasonable delays.
Rule 1.4 (Communication)

Candor & Truthfulness
Misleading the court, presenting

false evidence.

Rule 3.3 (Candor Toward the

Tribunal)

Competence & Diligence
Taking on matters beyond skill

level, neglecting a case.

Rule 1.1 (Competence), Rule 1.3

(Diligence)

Fees & Billing
Overcharging, hidden fees,

contingency fee abuses.
Rule 1.5 (Fees)

Advertising &

Solicitation

False promises, direct solicitation

of prospective clients.
Rule 7.1 (Advertising)

Professional

Responsibility to the

Public

Pro bono obligations, reporting

misconduct.

Rule 6.1 (Pro Bono), Rule 8.3

(Reporting Professional

Misconduct)

4. Conflict?of?Interest Analysis – A Practical Checklist
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1. Identify Parties – List current and former clients, and any personal relationships.

2. Assess Direct Conflicts – Does representation oppose a former
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