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Most lawyers understand their obligation to comply with the Rules of Professional Conduct. Ethical
rules establish important boundaries, protect clients, and help preserve confidence in the legal system. 

But professionalism requires more than simply avoiding ethical violations. 

The most respected attorneys are not defined solely by what the rules prohibit. They are distinguished
by how they treat clients, opposing counsel, courts, witnesses, and others involved in the legal process.
Professionalism, civility, integrity, and judgment remain essential qualities of effective advocacy and
successful legal practice. 

The Misconception About Zealous Advocacy 

Lawyers often hear that they must be zealous advocates for their clients. That principle is both
important and correct. 

The Utah Rules of Professional Conduct recognize that lawyers serve as advocates who assert their
clients’ positions within the adversarial system. At the same time, lawyers serve as counselors,
negotiators, evaluators, and officers of the court. These roles require attorneys to balance vigorous
representation with honesty, fairness, and respect for the administration of justice. 

Problems arise when zealous advocacy is misunderstood as permission to engage in hostility, personal
attacks, gamesmanship, or obstructive conduct. 

Effective advocacy does not require incivility. In many cases, professionalism makes advocacy more
persuasive, not less. 

Professionalism Is a Core Responsibility of Every Lawyer 

The Utah Lawyer’s Oath reflects the importance of professionalism by requiring attorneys to serve as
officers of the courts with honesty, fidelity, professionalism, and civility. 

Similarly, the Utah Standards of Professionalism and Civility emphasize that lawyers should conduct
themselves with personal courtesy and professional integrity at all times. The standards recognize that
the legal system functions best when disputes are resolved rationally, peacefully, and efficiently. 

Conduct that is hostile, abusive, obstructive, or unnecessarily confrontational can delay proceedings,
increase costs, and undermine public confidence in the justice system. 

Professionalism is therefore not merely an aspirational ideal. It is an essential part of a lawyer’s
professional responsibility. 



What Do the Utah Standards of Professionalism and Civility Require? 

Although the standards contain numerous specific provisions, they are grounded in several fundamental
principles. 

Treat Others with Courtesy and Respect 

Lawyers are expected to treat opposing counsel, parties, judges, witnesses, and other participants in
legal proceedings with courtesy and dignity. 

Professional disagreements are inevitable. Personal attacks are not. 

The standards discourage lawyers from using hostile, demeaning, or humiliating language and caution
against attributing improper motives to others without a factual basis. 

Honor Commitments and Agreements 

The legal profession depends heavily on trust. 

Attorneys are expected to honor promises, accurately memorialize agreements, and ensure that written
communications fairly reflect the parties’ understandings. Professionalism requires transparency and
candor, even when doing so may not provide a tactical advantage. 

Avoid Litigation Gamesmanship 

The standards repeatedly discourage conduct designed to gain unfair advantage through procedural
maneuvering rather than the merits of a dispute. 

Examples include: 

Scheduling matters for tactical purposes 

Using discovery to harass opponents 

Seeking sanctions for improper reasons 

Delaying proceedings unnecessarily 

Filing documents at times calculated to disadvantage opposing counsel 

While such tactics may occasionally create short-term leverage, they rarely advance the broader
interests of clients or the justice system. 

Cooperate When Cooperation Is Appropriate 

Professionalism does not require lawyers to abandon advocacy. It does require lawyers to cooperate on



matters that do not affect the merits of a case. 

Reasonable scheduling accommodations, procedural extensions, stipulations regarding undisputed facts,
and efforts to resolve minor disputes without court intervention often reduce costs and improve
efficiency for everyone involved. 

Professionalism in the Digital Age 

The Utah Standards also recognize that professionalism extends beyond traditional courtroom and
litigation settings. 

Email, text messages, social media, and other digital communications can create permanent records
that are easily shared, republished, and taken out of context. Attorneys must exercise the same level of
professionalism online that they would demonstrate in a courtroom or conference room. 

A message sent in frustration may be forwarded indefinitely. A social media post intended for a limited
audience may quickly reach a much broader one. 

Professional judgment remains essential regardless of the communication platform. 

Why Professionalism Benefits Clients 

Some lawyers mistakenly view civility as a sign of weakness. In reality, professionalism often serves
clients’ interests more effectively than confrontation. 

Professional attorneys tend to build credibility with judges, opposing counsel, and decision-makers. They
are often better positioned to negotiate resolutions, narrow disputes, and focus attention on the issues
that truly matter. 

By contrast, incivility can increase costs, create distractions, and damage credibility. 

Clients benefit when their attorneys are known for professionalism, integrity, and sound judgment. 

The Enduring Lesson of Atticus Finch 

Few fictional lawyers have influenced perceptions of the profession more than Atticus Finch. 

One of the enduring lessons associated with the character is the importance of understanding another
person’s perspective before passing judgment. Professionalism requires lawyers to appreciate that
opposing parties, opposing counsel, and even difficult clients are individuals deserving of respect. 

Lawyers can advocate forcefully while maintaining dignity, civility, and respect for others. Those
qualities are not obstacles to effective representation. They are often what make effective
representation possible. 

Conclusion 



Professionalism is more than compliance with ethical rules. It reflects a lawyer’s commitment to
integrity, civility, fairness, and the proper administration of justice. 

The Utah Standards of Professionalism and Civility remind attorneys that successful advocacy is not
measured solely by outcomes. It is also measured by how those outcomes are pursued. 

The legal profession depends on lawyers who can represent clients zealously while maintaining respect
for courts, colleagues, and the rule of law. When professionalism guides advocacy, both clients and the
justice system are better served.
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