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Synopsis: SCR 20:4.2(a) prohibits communication with a represented person about the 
subject matter of the representation by another lawyer who represents a person in the 
same matter.   Therefore, a lawyer who does not represent a person in the relevant 
matter is free to communicate with a represented person about the matter without the 
consent of the person’s counsel.  Lawyers are also free to meet with represented 
prospective clients provided the lawyer does not represent another person in the same 
matter or is otherwise prohibited from doing so.   When communicating with former 
clients who have transitioned to successor counsel, lawyers should be cautious not to 
communicate with the former client about matters within the scope of successor 
counsel’s representation of the former client. 

 
Introduction 
 
This opinion addresses three questions about when a lawyer may interact with a person 
who is represented by another lawyer.  Sometimes there is confusion about whether it 
is appropriate for a lawyer to communicate with such a person without the consent of 
the person’s counsel. Supreme Court Rule (“SCR”) 20:4.2 governs the lawyer’s 
responsibility in such a situation. In this opinion, the State Bar’s Standing Committee on 
Professional Ethics (the “Committee”) considers three situations.  In the first, a lawyer 
who represents a client in Matter A wishes to communicate with a witness, who is 
represented by counsel in separate Matter B.  In the second, a person who is already 
represented by counsel wishes to consult with a second lawyer about the possibility of 
retaining the second lawyer in the very matter in which the person is already 
represented.  Finally, in the last situation, a client has discharged a lawyer and the client 
has retained successor counsel, and the first lawyer wishes to communicate with the 
client. 
 
Discussion: Scenario One – witness represented in a different matter 
 
Contact with represented persons is governed by SCR 20:4.2, which reads as follows: 
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(a) In representing a client, a lawyer shall not communicate about the subject of 
the representation with a person the lawyer knows to be represented by 
another lawyer in the matter, unless the lawyer has the consent of the other 
lawyer or is authorized to do so by law or a court order.  
 
(b) An otherwise unrepresented party to whom limited scope representation is 
being provided or has been provided in accordance with SCR 20:1.2(c) is 
considered to be unrepresented for purposes of this rule unless the lawyer 
providing limited scope representation notifies the opposing lawyer otherwise. 
 

 
ABA Comment paragraph [4] explains: 

 [4] This Rule does not prohibit communication with a represented person, or an 
employee or agent of such a person, concerning matters outside the 
representation. For example, the existence of a controversy between a 
government agency and a private party, or between two organizations, does not 
prohibit a lawyer for either from communicating with nonlawyer representatives 
of the other regarding a separate matter. Nor does this Rule preclude 
communication with a represented person who is seeking advice from a lawyer 
who is not otherwise representing a client in the matter. A lawyer may not make 
a communication prohibited by this Rule through the acts of another. See Rule 
8.4(a). Parties to a matter may communicate directly with each other, and a 
lawyer is not prohibited from advising a client concerning a communication that 
the client is legally entitled to make. Also, a lawyer having independent 
justification or legal authorization for communicating with a represented person 
is permitted to do so.  

(emphasis added) 
 
The Rule and comment make plain that the prohibition contained in SCR 20:4.2 applies 
only to a person or party represented in the same matter in which the contacting lawyer 
represents a client and prohibits communication about that matter.1   Thus, for 
example, a lawyer who represents a client charged with attempted homicide is free to 
contact a witness who is represented in connection with an unrelated burglary charge 
without the consent of the lawyer who represents the witness on the burglary charge.2  

                                                 
1 See also Restatement (Third) of the law Governing Lawyers §99, comment d. 

2 See also N.Y. State Ethics Op. 904 (2012). 
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Lawyers are free to communicate with represented persons concerning matters outside 
the scope of the representation.3 
 
The Standing Committee on Ethics and Professional Responsibility of the American Bar 
Association (ABA) directly addressed this situation in Formal Opinion 95-396: 

If a person is represented by counsel on a particular matter, that representation 
does not bar communications on other, unrelated matters. For example, suppose 
a lawyer represents Defendant on a charge involving crime A. Under Rule 4.2, 
another lawyer may not, pursuant to a representation, either as prosecutor or as 
counsel for a co-defendant involving crime A, communicate with Defendant about 
that crime without leave of Defendant's lawyer. However, if the communicating 
lawyer represents a client with respect to a separate and distinct crime B and 
wishes to contact Defendant regarding that crime, the representation by counsel 
in crime A does not bar communications about crime B. Similarly, the fact that 
Defendant had been indicted on crime A would not prevent the prosecutor from 
communicating with Defendant, directly or through investigative agents, 
regarding crime B. 

(footnote omitted) 

New York State Bar Association Ethics Opinion 884 (2011) similarly concluded: 
 

Under Rule 4.2, a lawyer may not communicate about the subject of a criminal 
representation with a party the lawyer knows to be represented by another 
lawyer in the matter without the consent of the other lawyer.  A non-party 
witness in such matter is not protected by Rule 4.2.  Consequently, a lawyer for a 
party may communicate with the witness without the consent of counsel who 
represents the witness in a related matter, provided that during such interview 
the lawyer does not violate Rules 3.4(a)(1) or (2) or 8.4(b) or (d).  This, however, 
does not prevent the witness' lawyer from advising his client not to speak with 
anyone about the facts of the case outside the presence of his lawyer. The 
conclusion of this opinion does not extend to civil matters. 

 
SCR 20:4.2 also does not prohibit a lawyer from contacting a person who is represented 
on a different, but related, matter.  It is worth noting that SCR 20:4.2(a) prohibits 

                                                 
3 Indeed, lawyers may be obligated to contact witnesses who are represented in different matters.   
In State v. Reno, 2017 WL 5077948, the Wisconsin court of appeals upheld a finding that a lawyer 
provided ineffective assistance of counsel because the lawyer failed to interview or subpoena an 
important witness who was represented on a different matter because the lawyer mistakenly 
believed he was prohibited from doing so by SCR 20:4.2. 
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communication about the matter in which the person is represented, but the Rule does 
not forbid communications about related matters, as long as the person is not 
represented in the related matters.4  Thus, a person may face criminal charges and a 
civil lawsuit arising from the same underlying facts, but the person may have counsel in 
connection with the criminal charges, but be unrepresented in the civil lawsuit.  In such 
a situation, a lawyer representing the opposing party in the civil lawsuit may contact the 
person without the consent of the lawyer who represents the person in connection with 
the criminal charges.   
 
Courts have consistently interpreted the Rule this way, particularly in criminal matters.  
For example, in People v. Santiago, 925 N.E.2d 1122,  (Ill. 2010),  the Illinois Supreme 
Court held that prosecutors did not violate Rule 4.2 by interviewing a mother who was a 
suspect in a child abuse case without notifying the lawyer who had been appointed to 
represent her in a separate child protection proceeding arising from the same 
underlying facts.5 

A lawyer may contact a person with respect to a matter in which the person is 
unrepresented without violating SCR 20:4.2.  However, for purposes of SCR 20:4.2, a 
lawyer has obligations when, in the course of representing a client, he or she contacts 
an unrepresented person.  The Committee discussed these obligations in Wisconsin 
Ethics Opinion E-07-016: 

  
To summarize these duties, when contacting a constituent of a 
represented organization (or any unrepresented person), the applicable 
Rules mandate: 
  
1.  The lawyer must inform the unrepresented constituent of the lawyer’s 
role in the matter (see SCR 20:4.3). 
  
2.  The lawyer must refrain from giving legal advice to an unrepresented 
constituent if there is a reasonable possibility that the interests of the 
client may conflict with those of the unrepresented constituent (see SCR 
20:4.3). 
  

                                                 
4 This contrasts with SCR 20:1.9(a), which forbids lawyers from representing new clients whose 
interests are adverse to former clients in the same or substantially related matters. 

5 See also State ex. Rel. Oklahoma Bar Assoc. v. Harper, 995 P.2d 1143 (Okla. 2000); Grievance 
Comm. v. Simels, 48 F.3d 640 (2d. Cir. 1995). 

6 Wisconsin Ethics Opinion E-07-01 discusses the extent to which SCR 20:4.2 covers current and 
former constituents of a represented entity. 
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3.  The lawyer must not ask any questions reasonably likely to elicit 
information that the lawyer knows or reasonably should know is 
privileged and, if necessary, should caution the unrepresented 
constituent not to reveal such information (see SCR 20:4.4). 
  

4.  The lawyer must not make any false statements of material fact to or mislead 
an unrepresented constituent (see SCR 20:4.1 and SCR 20:8.4). 

 
(footnote omitted) 
 

These obligations are discussed further in E-07-01. 
 
Lawyers may not make false statements of material fact to third parties.7  This prohibits 
a lawyer from making a false statement in response to a question about whether the 
lawyer represents someone in connection with a particular matter.8   
 
Discussion: Scenario Two – second opinions 
 
SCR 20:4.2, ABA Comment paragraph [4] provides in relevant part: 
 

This Rule does not prohibit communication with a represented person, or an 
employee or agent of such a person, concerning matters outside the 
representation. (The existence of a controversy between a government agency 
and a private party, or between two organizations, does not prohibit a lawyer for 
either from communicating with nonlawyer representatives of the other 
regarding a separate matter). Nor does this Rule preclude communication with a 
represented person who is seeking advice from a lawyer who is not otherwise 
representing a client in the matter. 
 
(emphasis added) 

 
The Restatement (Third) of the Law Governing Lawyers §99, comment c., also states, in 
relevant part: 
 

A lawyer who does not represent a person in the matter and who is approached 
by an already-represented person seeking a second professional opinion or 
wishing to discuss changing lawyers or retaining additional counsel, may, without 

                                                 
7 See SCR 20:4.1(a).   

8  See also Wisconsin Ethics Opinion E-07-01. 
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consent from or notice to the original lawyer, respond to the request, including 
giving an opinion concerning the propriety of the first lawyer's representation. If 
such additional or substituted counsel is retained, an opposing lawyer may, of 
course, communicate and otherwise deal with new counsel for the nonclient.  

 
 
The Comment thus again provides a clear answer; as long as lawyer is not representing 
another person in the matter, a lawyer may meet with a represented person without 
the consent of that person’s lawyer to discuss the matter and consider forming a 
lawyer-client relationship.9 
 
When such a meeting occurs, the lawyer’s responsibilities are governed by SCR 20:1.18 
(Duties to Prospective Client).  Rule 1.18(b) provides that, even if no client-lawyer 
relationship ensues from the meeting, “a lawyer who has learned information from a 
prospective client shall not use or reveal that information learned in the 
consultation.”  That information includes the existence of the consultation itself.  So the 
lawyer should not notify the client’s other lawyer of the fact of the consultation without 
the informed consent of the prospective client.10   
 
Lawyers thus owe prospective clients a duty of confidentiality with respect to the 
information given to the lawyer by the prospective client and the fact of the 
consultation itself.  As discussed above, the lawyer need not seek the consent of the 
lawyer representing the person seeking a second opinion and the lawyer may not notify 
the other lawyer of the fact of the consultation without the informed consent of the 
prospective client. 
 
Discussion:  Scenario Three – former client represented by successor counsel. 
 
Considering this raises a threshold question: is the discharged lawyer “representing a 
client” within the meaning of SCR 20:4.2 when that lawyer contacts a former client 
regarding the representation?  Courts and ethics committees that have considered this 
question have overwhelmingly answered it in the affirmative on the theory that lawyers 
are, in effect, representing themselves.  In Formal Opinion 2011-1 (2011), the Ethics 
Committee of the New York City Bar provided an excellent review of authorities: 

                                                 
9 See also Florida Ethics Opinion 02-05 (2003); Philadelphia ethics Opinion 2004-1 (2004) and New 
York State Ethics Opinion 1010 (2014). 

10 For an extensive discussion of obligations to prospective clients, see Wisconsin Ethics Opinion EF-
10-03 (2010). 
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Rule 4.2(a) begins with phrase “[i]n representing a client,” which appears to limit 
the scope of the rule. The weight of authority, however, is that a lawyer may not 
contact a represented person even when the lawyer is acting pro se and thus not 
"representing a client" at the time of contact. As explained by the court in In re 
Discipline of Schaefer, 25 P.3d 191, 199 (Nev. 2001), “[t]he lawyer still has an 
advantage over the average layperson, and the integrity of the relationship 
between the represented person and counsel is not entitled to less protection 
merely because the lawyer is appearing pro se.” Accord In re Disciplinary 
Proceeding Against Haley, 126 P.3d 1262, 1269 (Wash. 2006); Runsvold v. Idaho 
State Bar, 925 P.2d 1118, 1119-20 (Idaho 1996); Sandstrom v. Sandstrom, 880 P.2d 
103, 108-09 (Wyo. 1994); In re Conduct of Smith, 861 P.2d 1013, 1016-17 (Or. 
1993); Comm. on Legal Ethics v. Simmons, 399 S.E.2d 894, 898 (W. Va. 1990); In re 
Segall, 509 N.E.2d 988, 990 (Ill. 1987); Vickery v. Comm’n for Lawyer Discipline, 5 
S.W.3d 241, 259-60 (Tex. App. 1999); District of Columbia Op. 258 (1995); Hawaii 
Op. 44 (2003). But see Pinsky v. Statewide Grievance Comm., 578 A.2d 1075, 1079 
(Conn. 1990) (lawyer, in his role as a tenant of an office building, may contact the 
landlord directly about the landlord’s attempt to evict the lawyer, even though 
the landlord is represented by counsel in that proceeding).  

The Committee agrees that SCR 20:4.2 applies to a lawyer who wishes to communicate 
with a former client now represented by successor counsel.11 
 
This leads to the inevitable conclusion that a lawyer who wishes to communicate with a 
former client now represented by successor counsel about matters concerning the 
representation must seek the permission of successor counsel.   Thus, for matters that 
frequently arise when a client changes counsel in a matter, such as file transfer or 
assertions of liens on settlement proceeds12, a former lawyer should begin 
communication with successor counsel.  It may be the case that successor counsel may 
consider some matters outside the scope of the representation, but former counsel 
should clarify by consulting with successor counsel.13 

                                                 
11  For a thorough and thoughtful discussion of the application of the rules of professional conduct to 
lawyers acting pro se, see Margaret Raymond, Professional Responsibility for the Pro Se Attorney, 1 
St. Mary’s J. Legal Mal. & Ethics 2 (2011). 

12 For example, a former lawyer may assert a lien on settlement proceeds pursuant to Wis. Stat. 
757.36.   

13 Of course, lawyers are free to contact former clients about matters outside the scope of successor 
counsel’s representation.   For example, New York City Bar Formal Op. 2011-1 states “In our view, 
therefore, an inquiry from an attorney to a former client, including, but not limited to, a request for 
unpaid fees and expenses, would not run afoul of Rule 4.2 in the absence of any reason to believe 
that successor counsel is representing the client with respect to payment of those fees.” 
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Conclusion 
 
Lawyers represent clients in connection with specific matters, and SCR 20:4.2 prohibits 
lawyers who represent a client in a specific matter from communicating about that 
matter with another person who is represented in the same matter.   Lawyers are 
therefore free to communicate with represented persons about matters outside the 
scope of the representation or when the lawyer represents no other person in the 
matter. 
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OF COUNSEL STATUS  
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ETHICS ARTICLE 

 

 

Question:   

 

I read a lot about attorneys becoming of-counsel to a law firm.  What does that really 

mean? 

 

Answer: 

 

There has been a lot of discussion about the “of-counsel” status especially as we see the 

greying of many lawyers.  The ABA Standing Committee on Ethics and Professional 

Responsibility has issued formal opinions on this as well as the Wisconsin State Bar 

Committee on Professional Ethics.   

 

The Wisconsin Committee on Professional Ethics adopted the ABA Standing Committee 

on Ethics and Professional Responsibility Formal Opinion when it issued Formal Opinion 

E-93-1.  In that Opinion, the Committee on Professional Ethics noted the following 

characteristics regarding the of-counsel status: 

 

• The defining characteristic of the relationship is that the attorney has a 

close, regular, personal relationship with the law firm; 

 

• The lawyer does not have the same shared liability and managerial 

responsibilities as a partner; 

 

• The of-counsel attorney is subject to the same conflict of interest rules and 

any representation by the of-counsel attorney must be considered when the 

law firm is addressing conflicts of interest of current clients, former 

clients, and imputed conflicts. 

 

The ABA Opinion and Wisconsin Opinion went on to recognize the different types of 

scenarios where an of-counsel relationship would exist and noted four basic patterns for 

the relationship: 

 

• Part-time practitioner who practices law in association with the law firm 

but on a basis different from the mainstream lawyers of the firm as it 

relates to compensation and billable hour requirements; 

 

• A retired partner of the firm who while not actively practicing law remains 

associated with the firm and available for occasional consultation; 
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• A lawyer who is a probationary partner brought into the firm from another 

practice with the expectation of becoming a partner in the firm; 

 

• Permanent designation of an associate who does not obtain partnership 

status but is a contributing member of the firm. 

 

Under each of these scenarios, there is a recognition of the status of the lawyer as being 

different from an active partner or shareholder who is engaged in the practice of law and 

subject to billable hour and revenue goals as an active lawyer in the firm. 

 

It is important to recognize that an “of-counsel” lawyer still has the same professional 

responsibilities as a partner/shareholder lawyer, but merely is treated differently within 

the organization.  The “of-counsel” status can be identified on firm letterhead and other 

firm communications signifying the relationship between the lawyer and the law firm, but 

that does not change the professional responsibility requirements of the attorney and of 

the law firm. 
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SELLING THE LAW 

PRACTICE 
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SCR 20:1.17 Sale of law practice  

 

A lawyer or a law firm may sell or purchase a law practice, or an area of practice, 

including good will, if the following conditions are satisfied:  

 

(a) The seller ceases to engage in the private practice of law, or in the area of practice that 

has been sold, in the geographic area or in the jurisdiction in which the practice has been 

conducted;  

 

(b) The entire practice, or the entire area of practice, is sold to one or more lawyers or law 

firms;  

 

(c) The seller gives written notice to each of the seller's affected clients regarding:  

 

(1) the proposed sale; 

 

(2) the client's right to retain other counsel or to take possession of the file; and 

 

(3) the fact that the client's consent to the transfer of the client's files will be presumed if 

the client does not take any action or does not otherwise object within ninety (90) days of 

receipt of the notice. If a client cannot be given notice, the representation of that client 

may be transferred to the purchaser only upon entry of an order so authorizing by a court 

having jurisdiction. The seller may disclose to the court in camera information relating to 

the representation only to the extent necessary to obtain an order authorizing the transfer 

of a file.  

 

(d) The fees charged clients shall not be increased by reason of the sale. 
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WHY LAW FIRMS MERGE 

 

 

Law firms merge for the following reasons: 

 

• Increase opportunity for retaining client base; 

 

• Enhance capacity to serve larger and more prestigious clients; 

 

• Broaden geographic areas served by merger; 

 

• Derive benefits not otherwise available (synergistic effect); 

 

• Strengthen or add specialty areas to satisfy requirements of clients – present and 

future; 

 

• Correct structural imbalances (offset departure of attorney, experience levels) 

 

 

 

 

 

AREAS FOR INTEGRATION 

 

 

• Culture 

 

• Governance 

 

• Performance standards, expectations and billing rates 

 

• Practice areas; 

 

• Clients; 

 

• Internal communications and development of personal relationships; 

 

• Administration 
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THE 7 DEADLY SINS OF LAW FIRM MERGERS AND COMBINATIONS 

 

 

1. Absence of an articulated, agreed upon growth strategy 

 

2. Laissez-faire approach to merger consideration and execution 

 

3. Irrational attachment to legacy firm and an inability to focus on the new firm 

 

4. Fatal need to one-up potential partners, as if you are representing a client 

 

5. Selfish obstructionism 

 

6. Avoiding deal breaking issues 

 

7. Inability to integrate 
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ETHICS OF SERVING ON 

BOARDS 
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I. DUTIES AND RESPONSIBILITIES OF BOARD OF DIRECTORS. 

 

 A. Common law duties - Includes: 

 

1. Duty of care - exercise care in the performance of duties for the 

corporation as a reasonable person would in a like position and 

under similar circumstances. 

 

2. Duty of loyalty - avoid or fairly resolve conflicts of interest 

between directors and the corporation; allow the corporation to 

take full advantage of business opportunities rather than exploiting 

them personally; maintain confidentiality and discretion regarding 

the affairs of the corporation. 

 

3. Duty of obedience - carry out the purposes of the corporation as 

expressed in organizational documents. 

 

 B. General Board Responsibilities. 

 

1. To Serve as Trustees/Advisers/Benefactors. 

 

a. Preserve and protect the organization’s assets. 

 

b. Ensure organization’s continued activities in pursuit of its 

charitable purposes. 

 

c. Ensure that the organization acts in prudent and effective 

manner. 

 

d. Have duty of loyalty; care; obedience; to act in good faith 

with diligence, care and skill. 

 

e. Act as advisers to the organization’s employees and 

members with respect to the organization’s “business”. 

 

2. To Establish Goals and Policies and Monitor Their 

Accomplishment. 

 

a. Establish long-term goals and operating policies. 

 

b. Ensure that goals and policies are clearly articulated, 

observed in the course of day-to-day operations, and 

modified when their modification is in the best interests of 

the organization. 
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3. To Ensure the Organization’s Continuity. 

 

Stagger board terms so new directors have the benefit of the experience 

and knowledge of veteran directors. 

 

 C. Specific Responsibilities of Board Members. 

 

1. Mission statement. 

 

a. Use as a guide in determining the propriety of proposed 

activities. 

 

b. Assists the Board and staff in focusing and clarifying the 

organization’s basic goals. 

 

2. Strategic goals. 

 

Long-term goals used for advance-planning purposes. 

 

3. Operational goals/objectives. 

 

a. Blueprint for achieving the strategic goals and fulfilling the 

mission statement. 

 

b. Focus on short term (one to three years). 

 

c. Developed by executive staff and approved by the board. 

 

d. Include discrete, quantifiable tasks and deadlines for their 

accomplishment. 

 

e. Serve as a basis for budget development and evaluating 

staff and board performance. 

 

4. Operations. 

 

a. Exercising authority to approve or disapprove new projects, 

capital expenditures and other activities. 

 

(1) Directors risk liability for the organization’s 

actions, whether or not they actively exercise their 

decision-making authority. 
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(2) “Rubber stamping” of staff requests may constitute 

a violation of the directors’ duty of care. 

  

b. Directors should ask for whatever information is 

reasonably necessary to make proper decisions. 

 

c. Solicit staff opinions. 

 

5. Budget and finance. 

 

a. Review and approve (or disapprove) budgets prepared by 

staff. 

 

b. Monitor financial performance by reviewing interim 

financial statements prepared by staff. 

 

c. Engage independent CPA’s to review (or audit) annual 

financial statements and report to the board. 

 

d. Take reasonable steps to ensure the security of the 

organization’s funds and other assets. 

 

e. Maintain the organization’s exempt status and consult with 

attorneys or accountants regarding avoidance of tax 

penalties for improper activities or unrelated business 

income. 

 

f. Consult with qualified insurance brokers and obtain 

appropriate types and amounts of insurance. 

 

g. Direct appropriate and secure investment of the 

organization’s assets as required by the Internal Revenue 

Code and by the Uniform Fiduciaries Act. 

 

6. Constituency relations - Maintain good relations with: 

 

a. Members and other contributors. 

 

b. Recipients of benefits provided by the organization. 

 

c. Employees and volunteers. 

 

d. Federal, state and local governments and governmental 

agencies. 



35 
 

e. The local business community and residents of 

neighborhoods in which the organization operates. 

 

f. Corporate and institutional funding sources. 

 

g. Any national or parent organization with which the 

organization is affiliated. 

 

h. The press and the general public. 

 

7. Personnel. 

 

a. Oversee hiring, supervising and establishing benefits for 

the organization’s executive staff. 

 

b. Develop job descriptions. 

 

c. Ensure compliance with applicable worker’s compensation, 

unemployment compensation, withholding, 

nondiscrimination, and other employment-related laws and 

regulations. 

 

d. Approve policies and mechanisms for recruiting, training, 

supervising, and retaining volunteers. 

 

8. Performance evaluation. 

 

a. Evaluate performance of executive director and other 

personnel under its direct supervision. 

 

b. Maintain written records of management evaluations. 

 

c. Discharge managers who perform their jobs 

unsatisfactorily. 

 

d. Evaluate conduct and performance of board, committees 

and its members. 

 

9. Funding. 

 

a. Solicit annual membership dues and annual contributions. 

 

b. Build and maintain an endowment fund to generate 

operating income. 
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c. Participate in capital campaigns for special projects. 

 

d. Make presentations and grant applications to funding 

sources. 

 

e. Ensure compliance with fund-raising regulations. 

 

10. Compliance with laws and regulations. 

 

a. Monitor compliance with federal, state, and local laws and 

regulations. 

 

b. All board actions should be reviewed for compliance with 

the organization’s articles and bylaws, and with grants, 

contracts, and conditions attached to restricted gifts. 

 

11. Amendment of organizational documents. 

  

Amend articles of incorporation and/or bylaws as necessary. 

 

12. Compensation of directors. 

 

a. Board of directors has authority to establish compensation 

for directors. 

 

b. Directors of nonprofit organizations typically receive only 

out-of-pocket expenses. 

 

II. LIABILITY FOR BOARD MEMBERS UNDER THE WISCONSIN 

 STATUTES. 

 

 A. Limited liability. 

 

Self Dealing - a contract or transaction between a corporation and one or 

more of its officers is not void or voidable under Wisconsin law if any of 

the following occurs: 

 

1. The director’s interest in the transaction is disclosed to the board 

that authorizes, approves, or ratifies the contract or transaction by a 

vote of consent sufficient for the purpose without counting the 

votes or consents of the interested directors; 

2. The director’s interest is disclosed or known to the members 

entitled to vote and they authorize, approve, or ratify such contract 

or transaction by vote or written consent; 
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3. The contract or transaction is fair and reasonable to the 

corporation. 

 

 B. Criminal conduct. 

 

Officers may be held personally liable for violations of criminal law 

unless they had reasonable cause to believe their conduct was lawful or no 

reasonable cause to believe their conduct was unlawful. 

 

 C. Willful misconduct. 

 

Officers may be held personally liable for willful misconduct; however, 

the statute does not define what constitutes willful misconduct. 

 

D. Exceptions to limited liability - personal immunity provided to nonstock 

corporate officers and directors does not apply to any of the following: 

 

1. A civil or criminal proceeding brought by or on behalf of any 

governmental unit, authority, or agency (unless brought in its 

capacity as a private party or contractor). 

 

2. A proceeding brought by any person for a violation of state or 

federal law where the proceeding is brought pursuant to an express 

private right of action created by sate or federal statute. 

 

3. The liability of a director under section 181.29 of the Wisconsin 

Statutes (making loans to officers).  See Item 6 below. 

 

E. Preservation of limited liability by reliance on other sources of 

information. 

 

Officers are permitted by statute to rely upon information, opinions, 

reports, or statements, including financial statements and other financial 

data, if prepared or presented by any of the following: 

 

1. An officer or employee of the corporation whom the officer 

believes in good faith to be reliable and competent in the matters 

presented. 

 

2. Legal counsel, public accountants, or other persons as to matters 

the officer believes in good faith are within the person’s 

professional or expert competence. 
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3. In the case of reliance by a director, a committee of the board of 

which the director is not a member, if the director believes in good 

faith that the committee merits confidence. 
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A BOARD MEMBER’S CODE OF ETHICS 

 

 

1. Selflessness.  Board members should make decisions in terms of the public interest.  

They should not do so in order to gain financial or other material benefits for themselves, 

their families or their friends.    

 

2. Integrity.  Board members should not place themselves under any financial or other 

obligation to outside individuals or organizations that might influence them in the 

performance of their official duties. 

 

3. Objectivity.  In carrying out business, including making appointments, awarding 

contracts, or recommending individuals for rewards and benefits, board members should 

make choices based only on merit. 

 

4. Accountability.  Board members are accountable to the public for their decisions and 

actions and must submit themselves to whatever scrutiny is appropriate to their office. 

 

5. Openness.  Board members should be as open as possible about all the decisions and 

actions they make.  They should give reasons for their decisions and restrict information 

only when the wider public interest clearly demands it. 

 

6. Honesty.  Board members have a duty to declare any private interest relating to their 

public duties and to take steps to resolve any conflicts arising in a way that protects the 

public interest. 

 

7. Leadership.  Board members should promote and support these principles by leadership 

and example. 
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WHEN ARE YOU STILL A 

LAWYER? 
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Ten Things to Never Say in a Social Setting 

 

 

1. In a social setting, many people may ask for your opinion and advice on a legal matter.  

Be careful not to be so free with your professional advice because the consequences of 

establishing an attorney/client relationship where you had no such intention may likely 

fall upon you and not the client. 

2. Never provide a casual acquaintance at a cocktail party or other social event with free 

legal advice unless you are sure that you want to enter an attorney-client relationship. 

3. Be careful not to disclose confidential information learned from a would-be client at a 

social setting. 

4. Never give confidential legal advice in the presence of strangers. 

5. Be careful to avoid representation of someone without clearing conflicts – it is impossible 

to check for a conflict at a cocktail party! 

6. Never misstate your qualifications, experience or expertise or hold yourself out to 

prospective clients as an “expert” in a particular area of the practice of law unless 

specifically permitted under the Rules of Professional Conduct. 

7. Never guarantee success nor exaggerate your ability to win a case. 

8. Never state to the person with whom you are speaking that you know the judge or a 

government agent implying a relationship which will somehow help you in a potential 

matter. 

9. Gossip at a cocktail party is never beneficial and it could expose a client confidence. 

10. Refrain from making statements about a defendant or its product which, if spoken in 

court, are privileged, but when spoken outside the protected litigation forum, are no 

longer privileged and may be defamatory. 
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PURCHASING TAIL 

INSURANCE 
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 Understanding Tail Coverage 
blog.alpsnet.com/understanding-tail-coverage 

 
 

To this day I still get the occasional call from an attorney wanting to know how to go 

about purchasing a tail policy and my response is always the same.  I need to make sure 

that the caller understands there really is no such thing as a tail “policy.” Clarification on 

this point is important because confusion over what a tail is and isn’t can have serious 

repercussions down the road. To make sure you don’t end up running with any similar 

misconceptions, here’s what you need to know. 

An attorney leaving the practice of law can’t purchase a malpractice insurance policy 

because he or she will no longer be actively practicing law. There simply is no practice to 

insure. This is why an attorney can’t buy a tail “policy.” What you are actually purchasing 

when you buy a tail is an extended reporting endorsement (ERE). This endorsement 

attaches to the final policy that is in force at the time of your departure from the 

practice of law. In short, purchasing an ERE, which is commonly referred to as tail 

coverage, provides an attorney the right to report claims to the insurer after the final 

policy has expired or been cancelled. Again, under most ERE provisions, the purchase of 

this endorsement is not one of additional coverage or of a separate and distinct policy. 

The significance of this is that under an ERE there would be no coverage available for 

any act, error, or omission that occurs during the time the ERE is in effect. So for 

example, if a claim were to arise several years post retirement out of work done in 

retirement as a favor for a friend, there would be no coverage for that claim under the 

ERE. This is why you hear risk managers say things like never write a will for someone 

while in retirement. I know it can be tempting, but don’t practice a little law on the side 

in retirement because your tail coverage will not cover any of that work. 

https://blog.alpsnet.com/understanding-tail-coverage
https://blog.alpsnet.com/the-basics-of-buying-malpractice-insurance
https://blog.alpsnet.com/understanding-tail-coverage
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Another often misunderstood aspect of tail coverage arises when an attorney semi-

retires and makes a decision to purchase a policy with reduced limits in order to save a 

little money during the last few years of practice. The problem with this decision is that 

insurance companies will not allow attorneys to bump up policy limits on the eve of a 

full retirement, again, because no new policy will be issued.  For many attorneys, this 

means the premium savings that came with the reduced limits on the final policy or two 

will turn out not to have been worth it and here’s why. All claims reported under the ERE 

will be subject to the available remaining limits of the final policy that was in force at 

retirement and this may not be enough coverage. 

By way of example, if you were to reduce your coverage limits from one million per 

occurrence/three million aggregate to five hundred thousand per occurrence/five 

hundred thousand aggregate during the last year or two of active practice in order to 

save a little money, you will only have coverage of five hundred thousand per 

occurrence/five hundred thousand aggregate available to you for all of your retirement 

years assuming there was no loss payout under that final policy. In terms of peace of 

mind, for many that would be an insufficient amount of coverage. Therefore, if you 

anticipate wanting those higher limits of one million/three million during your 

retirement years, keep those limits in place heading into retirement. 

Unfortunately, while many attorneys hope to obtain an ERE at the end of their career, 

the availability of tail coverage isn’t necessarily a given. For example, most insurers 

prohibit any insured from purchasing tail coverage when an existing policy is canceled 

for nonpayment of premium or if the insured failed to reimburse the insurance company 

for deductible amounts paid on prior claims. An attorney’s failure to comply with the 

terms and conditions of the policy; the suspension, revocation, or surrender of an 

insured’s license to practice law; and an insured’s decision to cancel the policy or allow 

coverage to lapse may also create an availability problem. 

An attorney’s practice setting is also relevant. Particularly for retiring solo practitioners, 

insurers frequently provide tail coverage at no additional cost to the insured if the 

attorney has been continuously insured with the same insurer for a stated number of 

years. Given that tail coverage can be quite expensive, shopping around for the 

cheapest insurance rates in the later years of one’s practice isn’t a good idea as the 

opportunity to obtain a free tail could be lost. Review policy provisions or talk with your 

carrier well in advance of contemplating retirement in order not to unintentionally lose 

this valuable benefit. 

The situation for an attorney who has been in practice at a multi-member firm is a bit 

different. Here, when an attorney wishes to retire, leave the profession, or is considering 
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a lateral move and is worried about the stability of the firm he or she is departing from, 

some insurance companies will not offer an opportunity to purchase an ERE due to 

policy provisions. The reason is the firm’s existing policy will continue to be in force post 

attorney departure. This isn’t as much of a problem as it might seem in that the 

departing attorney will be able to rely on former attorney language under the definition 

of insured. However, because the definition of insured varies among insurers, you 

should discuss this issue with your firm’s malpractice insurance representative so 

options can be identified and reviewed well in advance of any planned departure. That 

said, I can share that under two of our policies and as long as certain conditions are met, 

ALPS provides some of the most comprehensive tail coverage options in the industry, to 

include free individual EREs in the event of retirement, death, disability or a call to active 

military service. 

Be aware that the period in which one can obtain an ERE can be quite limited. Most 

policies provide a 30-day or shorter window that will start to run on the effective date of 

the expiration or cancellation of the final policy. There are even a few very restrictive 

policies in the market that require the insured to exercise the option to purchase an ERE 

on the date of cancellation or expiration. Given this, you should review relevant policy 

language well in advance of contemplating departing the profession as the opportunity 

to purchase an ERE is one you can’t afford to miss. 

The duration of tail coverage or more accurately the length of time under which a claim 

may be reported under an ERE varies depending upon what is purchased. Coverage is 

generally available with a fixed or renewable one, two, three, four, or five-year reporting 

periods or with an unlimited reporting period. If available to you, the unlimited 

reporting period would be the most desirable, particularly for practitioners who have 

written wills during their later years of practice. 

The premium charge for an ERE is usually specified in the policy. Often the cost is a fixed 

percentage of the final policy’s premium and can range from 100% to 300% depending 

on the duration of the purchased ERE.  While many insurers require the premium to be 

paid in full up front, as stated above, some insurers do offer a renewable ERE that 

declines in cost at each renewal, effectively allowing the costs of an ERE to be spread 

out over time. 

Given all of the above, if the ERE provisions outlined in your policy language have never 

been reviewed, now’s the time. One final thought, be aware that if the unexpected ever 

happens, such as the sudden and untimely death of an attorney still in practice, know 

that tail coverage can be obtained in the name of the deceased attorney’s estate if 

timely pursued in accordance with policy provisions. This is why even attorneys who are 
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not nearing retirement should still have some basic awareness of ERE policy provisions 

because one just never knows. 

At ALPS we understand the importance of providing you options to protect your 

professional work well into retirement. We’ve crafted unique and comprehensive policy 

provisions that can give you peace of mind as you contemplate exiting private practice. 

To learn more, email us at learnmore@alpsnet.com or call any one of our insurance 

specialists at 800-367-2577. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:learnmore@alpsnet.com
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DUTIES TO TRIBUNALS – WISCONSIN’S DISCIPLINARY RULES 

 

Timothy J. Pierce 

 

 
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. 
 

ABA COMMENT 

 
Legal Knowledge and Skill 

 [1] In determining whether a lawyer employs the requisite knowledge and skill in a 
particular matter, relevant factors include the relative complexity and specialized nature of the 
matter, the lawyer's general experience, the lawyer's training and experience in the field in 
question, the preparation and study the lawyer is able to give the matter and whether it is feasible 
to refer the matter to, or associate or consult with, a lawyer of established competence in the field 
in question. In many instances, the required proficiency is that of a general practitioner. Expertise 
in a particular field of law may be required in some circumstances. 

 [2] A lawyer need not necessarily have special training or prior experience to handle legal 
problems of a type with which the lawyer is unfamiliar. A newly admitted lawyer can be as 
competent as a practitioner with long experience. Some important legal skills, such as the analysis 
of precedent, the evaluation of evidence and legal drafting, are required in all legal problems. 
Perhaps the most fundamental legal skill consists of determining what kind of legal problems a 
situation may involve, a skill that necessarily transcends any particular specialized knowledge. A 
lawyer can provide adequate representation in a wholly novel field through necessary study. 
Competent representation can also be provided through the association of a lawyer of established 
competence in the field in question. 

 [3] In an emergency a lawyer may give advice or assistance in a matter in which the lawyer 
does not have the skill ordinarily required where referral to or consultation or association with 
another lawyer would be impractical. Even in an emergency, however, assistance should be limited 
to that reasonably necessary in the circumstances, for ill-considered action under emergency 
conditions can jeopardize the client's interest. 

 [4] A lawyer may accept representation where the requisite level of competence can be 
achieved by reasonable preparation. This applies as well to a lawyer who is appointed as counsel 
for an unrepresented person. See also Rule 6.2. 

Thoroughness and Preparation 

 [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). 

Maintaining Competence 
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 [6] To maintain the requisite knowledge and skill, a lawyer should keep abreast of changes 
in the law and its practice, engage in continuing study and education and comply with all 
continuing legal education requirements to which the lawyer is subject. 

 
SCR 20:1.3  Diligence  

 A lawyer shall act with reasonable diligence and promptness in representing a client. 

 

ABA COMMENT 
 

 [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 that will not prejudice the 
lawyer's client. 

 [4] Unless the relationship is terminated as provided in Rule 1.16, a lawyer should carry 
through to conclusion all matters undertaken for a client. If a lawyer's employment is limited to a 
specific matter, the relationship terminates when the matter has been resolved. If a lawyer has 
served a client over a substantial period in a variety of matters, the client sometimes may assume 
that the lawyer will continue to serve on a continuing basis unless the lawyer gives notice of 
withdrawal. Doubt about whether a client-lawyer relationship still exists should be clarified by the 
lawyer, preferably in writing, so that the client will not mistakenly suppose the lawyer is looking 
after the client's affairs when the lawyer has ceased to do so. For example, if a lawyer has handled 
a judicial or administrative proceeding that produced a result adverse to the client and the lawyer 
and the client have not agreed that the lawyer will handle the matter on appeal, the lawyer must 
consult with the client about the possibility of appeal before relinquishing responsibility for the 
matter. See Rule 1.4(a)(2). Whether the lawyer is obligated to prosecute the appeal for the client 
depends on the scope of the representation the lawyer has agreed to provide to the client. See Rule 
1.2. 

 [5] To prevent neglect of client matters in the event of a sole practitioner's death or 
disability, the duty of diligence may require that each sole practitioner prepare a plan, in 
conformity with applicable rules, that designates another competent lawyer to review client files, 
notify each client of the lawyer's death or disability, and determine whether there is a need for 
immediate protective action.  Cf. Model Rules for Lawyer Disciplinary Enforcement R. 28 (2002) 
(providing for court appointment of a lawyer to inventory files and take other protective action in 
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absence of a plan providing for another lawyer to protect the interests of the clients of a deceased 
or disabled lawyer). 

 
 SCR 20:1.4  Communication 

 (a) A lawyer shall: 

 (1) Promptly inform the client of any decision or circumstance with respect to which the 

client's informed consent, as defined in SCR 20:1.0(f), is required by these rules;  

 (2) reasonably consult with the client about the means by which the client's objectives are to 

be accomplished; 

 (3) keep the client reasonably informed about the status of the matter;  

 (4) promptly comply with reasonable requests by the client for information; and 

 (5) consult with the client about any relevant limitation on the lawyer's conduct when the 

lawyer knows that the client expects assistance not permitted by the Rules of Professional Conduct 

or other law. 

 (b) A lawyer shall explain a matter to the extent reasonably necessary to permit the client to 

make informed decisions regarding the representation. 

 

WISCONSIN COMMITTEE COMMENT 

 

Paragraph (a)(4) differs from the Model Rule in that the words "by the client" are added 

for the sake of clarity. 

 

ABA COMMENT 
 

 [1] Reasonable communication between the lawyer and the client is necessary for the client 
effectively to participate in the representation. 

Communicating with Client 

 [2] If these Rules require that a particular decision about the representation be made by the 
client, paragraph (a)(1) requires that the lawyer promptly consult with and secure the client's 
consent prior to taking action unless prior discussions with the client have resolved what action 
the client wants the lawyer to take. For example, a lawyer who receives from opposing counsel an 
offer of settlement in a civil controversy or a proffered plea bargain in a criminal case must 
promptly inform the client of its substance unless the client has previously indicated that the 
proposal will be acceptable or unacceptable or has authorized the lawyer to accept or to reject the 
offer. See Rule 1.2(a). 

 [3] Paragraph (a)(2) requires the lawyer to reasonably consult with the client about the 
means to be used to accomplish the client's objectives. In some situations — depending on both 
the importance of the action under consideration and the feasibility of consulting with the client 
— this duty will require consultation prior to taking action. In other circumstances, such as during 
a trial when an immediate decision must be made, the exigency of the situation may require the 
lawyer to act without prior consultation. In such cases the lawyer must nonetheless act reasonably 
to inform the client of actions the lawyer has taken on the client's behalf. Additionally, paragraph 
(a)(3) requires that the lawyer keep the client reasonably informed about the status of the matter, 
such as significant developments affecting the timing or the substance of the representation. 

 [4] A lawyer's regular communication with clients will minimize the occasions on which a 
client will need to request information concerning the representation. When a client makes a 
reasonable request for information, however, paragraph (a)(4) requires prompt compliance with 
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the request, or if a prompt response is not feasible, that the lawyer, or a member of the lawyer's 
staff, acknowledge receipt of the request and advise the client when a response may be expected. 
Client telephone calls should be promptly returned or acknowledged. 

Explaining Matters 

 [5] The client should have sufficient information to participate intelligently in decisions 
concerning the objectives of the representation and the means by which they are to be pursued, to 
the extent the client is willing and able to do so. Adequacy of communication depends in part on 
the kind of advice or assistance that is involved. For example, when there is time to explain a 
proposal made in a negotiation, the lawyer should review all important provisions with the client 
before proceeding to an agreement. In litigation a lawyer should explain the general strategy and 
prospects of success and ordinarily should consult the client on tactics that are likely to result in 
significant expense or to injure or coerce others. On the other hand, a lawyer ordinarily will not be 
expected to describe trial or negotiation strategy in detail. The guiding principle is that the lawyer 
should fulfill reasonable client expectations for information consistent with the duty to act in the 
client's best interests, and the client's overall requirements as to the character of representation. In 
certain circumstances, such as when a lawyer asks a client to consent to a representation affected 
by a conflict of interest, the client must give informed consent, as defined in Rule 1.0(e). 

 [6] Ordinarily, the information to be provided is that appropriate for a client who is a 
comprehending and responsible adult. However, fully informing the client according to this 
standard may be impracticable, for example, where the client is a child or suffers from diminished 
capacity. See Rule 1.14. When the client is an organization or group, it is often impossible or 
inappropriate to inform every one of its members about its legal affairs; ordinarily, the lawyer 
should address communications to the appropriate officials of the organization. See Rule 1.13. 
Where many routine matters are involved, a system of limited or occasional reporting may be 
arranged with the client. 

Withholding Information 

 [7] In some circumstances, a lawyer may be justified in delaying transmission of 
information when the client would be likely to react imprudently to an immediate communication. 
Thus, a lawyer might withhold a psychiatric diagnosis of a client when the examining psychiatrist 
indicates that disclosure would harm the client. A lawyer may not withhold information to serve 
the lawyer's own interest or convenience or the interests or convenience of another person. Rules 
or court orders governing litigation may provide that information supplied to a lawyer may not be 
disclosed to the client. Rule 3.4(c) directs compliance with such rules or orders. 

 

SCR 20:3.1  Meritorious claims and contentions 

 (a) In representing a client, a lawyer shall not:  

 (1) knowingly advance a claim or defense that is unwarranted under existing law, except that 

the lawyer may advance such claim or defense if it can be supported by good faith argument for an 

extension, modification or reversal of existing law;  

 (2) knowingly advance a factual position unless there is a basis for doing so that is not 

frivolous; or   

 (3) file a suit, assert a position, conduct a defense, delay a trial or take other action on behalf 

of the client when the lawyer knows or when it is obvious that such an action would serve merely to 

harass or maliciously injure another. 

 (b) A lawyer for the defendant in a criminal proceeding, or the respondent in a proceeding 

that could result in deprivation of liberty, may nevertheless so defend the proceeding as to require that 

every element of the case be established.   
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WISCONSIN COMMITTEE COMMENT 

 

This Wisconsin Supreme Court Rule differs from the Model Rule in expressly establishing 

a subjective test for an ethical violation.  

 

ABA COMMENT 

 
[1] The advocate has a duty to use legal procedure for the fullest benefit of the client's cause, 

but also a duty not to abuse legal procedure. The law, both procedural and substantive, establishes 
the limits within which an advocate may proceed. However, the law is not always clear and never is 
static. Accordingly, in determining the proper scope of advocacy, account must be taken of the law's 
ambiguities and potential for change. 

[2] The filing of an action or defense or similar action taken for a client is not frivolous 
merely because the facts have not first been fully substantiated or because the lawyer expects to 
develop vital evidence only by discovery. What is required of lawyers, however, is that they inform 
themselves about the facts of their clients' cases and the applicable law and determine that they can 
make good faith arguments in support of their clients' positions. Such action is not frivolous even 
though the lawyer believes that the client's position ultimately will not prevail. The action is 
frivolous, however, if the lawyer is unable either to make a good faith argument on the merits of the 
action taken or to support the action taken by a good faith argument for an extension, modification 
or reversal of existing law.  

[3] The lawyer's obligations under this Rule are subordinate to federal or state constitutional 

law that entitles a defendant in a criminal matter to the assistance of counsel in presenting a claim or 

contention that otherwise would be prohibited by this Rule. 

 
SCR 20:3.2  Expediting litigation 

 A lawyer shall make reasonable efforts to expedite litigation consistent with the interests of 

the client. 

 

ABA COMMENT 

 

[1] Dilatory practices bring the administration of justice into disrepute. Although there will 

be occasions when a lawyer may properly seek a postponement for personal reasons, it is not proper 

for a lawyer to routinely fail to expedite litigation solely for the convenience of the advocates. Nor 

will a failure to expedite be reasonable if done for the purpose of frustrating an opposing party's 

attempt to obtain rightful redress or repose. It is not a justification that similar conduct is often 

tolerated by the bench and bar. The question is whether a competent lawyer acting in good faith 

would regard the course of action as having some substantial purpose other than delay. Realizing 

financial or other benefit from otherwise improper delay in litigation is not a legitimate interest of 

the client. 

 
SCR 20:3.3  Candor toward the tribunal 

 (a) A lawyer shall not knowingly: 

 (1) make a false statement of fact or law to a tribunal or fail to correct a false statement of 

material fact or law previously made to the tribunal by the lawyer; 

 (2) fail to disclose to the tribunal legal authority in the controlling jurisdiction known to the 
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lawyer to be directly adverse to the position of the client and not disclosed by opposing counsel; or 

 (3) offer evidence that the lawyer knows to be false. If a lawyer, the lawyer's client, or a 

witness called by the lawyer, has offered material evidence and the lawyer comes to know of its 

falsity, the lawyer shall take reasonable remedial measures, including, if necessary, disclosure to the 

tribunal. A lawyer may refuse to offer evidence, other than the testimony of a defendant in a criminal 

matter that the lawyer reasonably believes is false. 

 (b) A lawyer who represents a client in an adjudicative proceeding and who knows that a 

person intends to engage, is engaging, or has engaged in criminal or fraudulent conduct related to the 

proceeding shall take reasonable remedial measures, including, if necessary, disclosure to the tribunal. 

 (c) The duties stated in pars. (a) and (b) apply even if compliance requires disclosure of 

information otherwise protected by SCR 20:1.6. 

 (d) In an ex parte proceeding, a lawyer shall inform the tribunal of all material facts known to 

the lawyer that will enable the tribunal to make an informed decision, whether or not the facts are 

adverse. 

 

WISCONSIN COMMITTEE COMMENT 

 

Unlike its Model Rule counterpart, paragraph (c) does not specify when the duties expire. 

For this reason, ABA Comment [13] is inapplicable. 

 

ABA COMMENT 

 
[1] This Rule governs the conduct of a lawyer who is representing a client in the proceedings 

of a tribunal. See Rule 1.0(m) for the definition of "tribunal." It also applies when the lawyer is 
representing a client in an ancillary proceeding conducted pursuant to the tribunal's adjudicative 
authority, such as a deposition. Thus, for example, paragraph (a)(3) requires a lawyer to take 
reasonable remedial measures if the lawyer comes to know that a client who is testifying in a 
deposition has offered evidence that is false. 

[2] This Rule sets forth the special duties of lawyers as officers of the court to avoid conduct 
that undermines the integrity of the adjudicative process. A lawyer acting as an advocate in an 
adjudicative proceeding has an obligation to present the client's case with persuasive force. 
Performance of that duty while maintaining confidences of the client, however, is qualified by the 
advocate's duty of candor to the tribunal. Consequently, although a lawyer in an adversary 
proceeding is not required to present an impartial exposition of the law or to vouch for the evidence 
submitted in a cause, the lawyer must not allow the tribunal to be misled by false statements of law 
or fact or evidence that the lawyer knows to be false. 

Representations by a Lawyer 

[3] An advocate is responsible for pleadings and other documents prepared for litigation, but 
is usually not required to have personal knowledge of matters asserted therein, for litigation 
documents ordinarily present assertions by the client, or by someone on the client's behalf, and not 
assertions by the lawyer. Compare Rule 3.1. However, an assertion purporting to be on the lawyer's 
own knowledge, as in an affidavit by the lawyer or in a statement in open court, may properly be 
made only when the lawyer knows the assertion is true or believes it to be true on the basis of a 
reasonably diligent inquiry. There are circumstances where failure to make a disclosure is the 
equivalent of an affirmative misrepresentation. The obligation prescribed in Rule 1.2(d) not to 
counsel a client to commit or assist the client in committing a fraud applies in litigation. Regarding 
compliance with Rule 1.2(d), see the Comment to that Rule. See also the Comment to Rule 8.4(b). 
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Legal Argument 

[4] Legal argument based on a knowingly false representation of law constitutes dishonesty 
toward the tribunal. A lawyer is not required to make a disinterested exposition of the law, but must 
recognize the existence of pertinent legal authorities. Furthermore, as stated in paragraph (a)(2), an 
advocate has a duty to disclose directly adverse authority in the controlling jurisdiction that has not 
been disclosed by the opposing party. The underlying concept is that legal argument is a discussion 
seeking to determine the legal premises properly applicable to the case. 

Offering Evidence 

[5] Paragraph (a)(3) requires that the lawyer refuse to offer evidence that the lawyer knows 
to be false, regardless of the client's wishes. This duty is premised on the lawyer's obligation as an 
officer of the court to prevent the trier of fact from being misled by false evidence. A lawyer does 
not violate this Rule if the lawyer offers the evidence for the purpose of establishing its falsity. 

[6] If a lawyer knows that the client intends to testify falsely or wants the lawyer to introduce 
false evidence, the lawyer should seek to persuade the client that the evidence should not be offered. 
If the persuasion is ineffective and the lawyer continues to represent the client, the lawyer must refuse 
to offer the false evidence. If only a portion of a witness's testimony will be false, the lawyer may 
call the witness to testify but may not elicit or otherwise permit the witness to present the testimony 
that the lawyer knows is false. 

[7] The duties stated in paragraphs (a) and (b) apply to all lawyers, including defense counsel 
in criminal cases. In some jurisdictions, however, courts have required counsel to present the accused 
as a witness or to give a narrative statement if the accused so desires, even if counsel knows that the 
testimony or statement will be false. The obligation of the advocate under the Rules of Professional 
Conduct is subordinate to such requirements. See also Comment [9]. 

[8] The prohibition against offering false evidence only applies if the lawyer knows that the 
evidence is false. A lawyer's reasonable belief that evidence is false does not preclude its presentation 
to the trier of fact. A lawyer's knowledge that evidence is false, however, can be inferred from the 
circumstances. See Rule 1.0(f). Thus, although a lawyer should resolve doubts about the veracity of 
testimony or other evidence in favor of the client, the lawyer cannot ignore an obvious falsehood. 

[9] Although paragraph (a)(3) only prohibits a lawyer from offering evidence the lawyer 
knows to be false, it permits the lawyer to refuse to offer testimony or other proof that the lawyer 
reasonably believes is false. Offering such proof may reflect adversely on the lawyer's ability to 
discriminate in the quality of evidence and thus impair the lawyer's effectiveness as an advocate. 
Because of the special protections historically provided criminal defendants, however, this Rule does 
not permit a lawyer to refuse to offer the testimony of such a client where the lawyer reasonably 
believes but does not know that the testimony will be false. Unless the lawyer knows the testimony 
will be false, the lawyer must honor the client's decision to testify. See also Comment [7]. 

 

Remedial Measures  

[10] Having offered material evidence in the belief that it was true, a lawyer may 
subsequently come to know that the evidence is false. Or, a lawyer may be surprised when the 
lawyer's client, or another witness called by the lawyer, offers testimony the lawyer knows to be 
false, either during the lawyer's direct examination or in response to cross-examination by the 
opposing lawyer. In such situations or if the lawyer knows of the falsity of testimony elicited from 
the client during a deposition, the lawyer must take reasonable remedial measures. In such situations, 
the advocate's proper course is to remonstrate with the client confidentially, advise the client of the 
lawyer's duty of candor to the tribunal and seek the client's cooperation with respect to the withdrawal 
or correction of the false statements or evidence. If that fails, the advocate must take further remedial 
action. If withdrawal from the representation is not permitted or will not undo the effect of the false 
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evidence, the advocate must make such disclosure to the tribunal as is reasonably necessary to 
remedy the situation, even if doing so requires the lawyer to reveal information that otherwise would 
be protected by Rule 1.6. It is for the tribunal then to determine what should be done—making a 
statement about the matter to the trier of fact, ordering a mistrial or perhaps nothing.  

[11] The disclosure of a client's false testimony can result in grave consequences to the client, 
including not only a sense of betrayal but also loss of the case and perhaps a prosecution for perjury. 
But the alternative is that the lawyer cooperate in deceiving the court, thereby subverting the truth-
finding process which the adversary system is designed to implement. See Rule 1.2(d). Furthermore, 
unless it is clearly understood that the lawyer will act upon the duty to disclose the existence of false 
evidence, the client can simply reject the lawyer's advice to reveal the false evidence and insist that 
the lawyer keep silent. Thus the client could in effect coerce the lawyer into being a party to fraud 
on the court. 

Preserving Integrity of Adjudicative Process 

[12] Lawyers have a special obligation to protect a tribunal against criminal or fraudulent 
conduct that undermines the integrity of the adjudicative process, such as bribing, intimidating or 
otherwise unlawfully communicating with a witness, juror, court official or other participant in the 
proceeding, unlawfully destroying or concealing documents or other evidence or failing to disclose 
information to the tribunal when required by law to do so. Thus, paragraph (b) requires a lawyer to 
take reasonable remedial measures, including disclosure if necessary, whenever the lawyer knows 
that a person, including the lawyer's client, intends to engage, is engaging or has engaged in criminal 
or fraudulent conduct related to the proceeding. 

Duration of Obligation 

[13] A practical time limit on the obligation to rectify false evidence or false statements of 
law and fact has to be established. The conclusion of the proceeding is a reasonably definite point 
for the termination of the obligation. A proceeding has concluded within the meaning of this Rule 
when a final judgment in the proceeding has been affirmed on appeal or the time for review has 
passed. 

Ex Parte Proceedings 

[14] Ordinarily, an advocate has the limited responsibility of presenting one side of the 
matters that a tribunal should consider in reaching a decision; the conflicting position is expected to 
be presented by the opposing party. However, in any ex parte proceeding, such as an application for 
a temporary restraining order, there is no balance of presentation by opposing advocates. The object 
of an ex parte proceeding is nevertheless to yield a substantially just result. The judge has an 
affirmative responsibility to accord the absent party just consideration. The lawyer for the 
represented party has the correlative duty to make disclosures of material facts known to the lawyer 
and that the lawyer reasonably believes are necessary to an informed decision. 

 

Withdrawal 

[15] Normally, a lawyer's compliance with the duty of candor imposed by this Rule does not 

require that the lawyer withdraw from the representation of a client whose interests will be or have 

been adversely affected by the lawyer's disclosure. The lawyer may, however, be required by Rule 

1.16(a) to seek permission of the tribunal to withdraw if the lawyer's compliance with this Rule's 

duty of candor results in such an extreme deterioration of the client-lawyer relationship that the 

lawyer can no longer competently represent the client. Also see Rule 1.16(b) for the circumstances 

in which a lawyer will be permitted to seek a tribunal's permission to withdraw. In connection with 

a request for permission to withdraw that is premised on a client's misconduct, a lawyer may reveal 

information relating to the representation only to the extent reasonably necessary to comply with this 
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Rule or as otherwise permitted by Rule 1.6. 

 
SCR 20:3.4  Fairness to opposing party and counsel 

 A lawyer shall not: 

 (a) unlawfully obstruct another party's access to evidence or unlawfully alter, destroy or 

conceal a document or other material having potential evidentiary value. A lawyer shall not counsel 

or assist another person to do any such act; 

 (b) falsify evidence, counsel or assist a witness to testify falsely, or offer an inducement to a 

witness that is prohibited by law; 

 (c) knowingly disobey an obligation under the rules of a tribunal, except for an open refusal 

based on an assertion that no valid obligation exists; 

 (d) in pretrial procedure, make a frivolous discovery request or fail to make reasonably 

diligent effort to comply with a legally proper discovery request by an opposing party; 

 (e) in trial, allude to any matter that the lawyer does not reasonably believe is relevant or that 

will not be supported by admissible evidence, assert personal knowledge of facts in issue except when 

testifying as a witness, or state a personal opinion as to the justness of a cause, the credibility of a 

witness, the culpability of a civil litigant or the guilt or innocence of an accused; or 

 (f) request a person other than a client to refrain from voluntarily giving relevant information 

to another party unless: 

 (1) the person is a relative or an employee or other agent of a client; and 

 (2) the lawyer reasonably believes that the person's interests will not be adversely affected by 

refraining from giving such information. 

 

ABA COMMENT 

 
 [1] The procedure of the adversary system contemplates that the evidence in a case is to be 
marshalled competitively by the contending parties. Fair competition in the adversary system is 
secured by prohibitions against destruction or concealment of evidence, improperly influencing 
witnesses, obstructive tactics in discovery procedure, and the like. 

 [2] Documents and other items of evidence are often essential to establish a claim or defense. 
Subject to evidentiary privileges, the right of an opposing party, including the government, to obtain 
evidence through discovery or subpoena is an important procedural right. The exercise of that right 
can be frustrated if relevant material is altered, concealed or destroyed. Applicable law in many 
jurisdictions makes it an offense to destroy material for purpose of impairing its availability in a 
pending proceeding or one whose commencement can be foreseen. Falsifying evidence is also 
generally a criminal offense. Paragraph (a) applies to evidentiary material generally, including 
computerized information. Applicable law may permit a lawyer to take temporary possession of 
physical evidence of client crimes for the purpose of conducting a limited examination that will not 
alter or destroy material characteristics of the evidence. In such a case, applicable law may require 
the lawyer to turn the evidence over to the police or other prosecuting authority, depending on the 
circumstances. 

 [3] With regard to paragraph (b), it is not improper to pay a witness's expenses or to 
compensate an expert witness on terms permitted by law. The common-law rule in most jurisdictions 
is that it is improper to pay an occurrence witness any fee for testifying and that it is improper to pay 
an expert witness a contingent fee. 
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 [4] Paragraph (f) permits a lawyer to advise employees of a client to refrain from giving 
information to another party, for the employees may identify their interests with those of the client. 
See also Rule 4.2. 

 
SCR 20:3.5  Impartiality and decorum of the tribunal 

 A lawyer shall not: 

 (a) seek to influence a judge, juror, prospective juror or other official by means prohibited by 

law; 

 (b) communicate ex parte with such a person during the proceeding unless authorized to do 

so by law or court order or for scheduling purposes if permitted by the court.  If communication 

between a lawyer and judge has occurred in order to schedule the matter, the lawyer involved shall 

promptly notify the lawyer for the other party or the other party, if unrepresented, of such 

communication; 

 (c) communicate with a juror or prospective juror after discharge of the jury if: 

 (1) the communication is prohibited by law or court order; 

 (2) the juror has made known to the lawyer a desire not to communicate; or 

 (3) the communication involves misrepresentation, coercion, duress or harassment; or 

 (d) engage in conduct intended to disrupt a tribunal. 

 

WISCONSIN COMMITTEE COMMENT 

 

Paragraph (b) differs from the Model Rule in that it expressly imposes a duty promptly to 

notify other parties in the event of an ex parte communication with a judge concerning scheduling. 

 

ABA COMMENT 

 

[1] Many forms of improper influence upon a tribunal are proscribed by criminal law. Others 

are specified in the ABA Model Code of Judicial Conduct, with which an advocate should be 

familiar. A lawyer is required to avoid contributing to a violation of such provisions. 
During a proceeding a lawyer may not communicate ex parte with persons serving in an official 
capacity in the proceeding, such as judges, masters or jurors, unless authorized to do so by law or 
court order. 

[2] A lawyer may on occasion want to communicate with a juror or prospective juror after 
the jury has been discharged. The lawyer may do so unless the communication is prohibited by law 
or a court order but must respect the desire of the juror not to talk with the lawyer. The lawyer may 
not engage in improper conduct during the communication. 

[3] The advocate's function is to present evidence and argument so that the cause may be 

decided according to law. Refraining from abusive or obstreperous conduct is a corollary of the 

advocate's right to speak on behalf of litigants. A lawyer may stand firm against abuse by a judge 

but should avoid reciprocation; the judge's default is no justification for similar dereliction by an 

advocate. An advocate can present the cause, protect the record for subsequent review and preserve 

professional integrity by patient firmness no less effectively than by belligerence or theatrics. 

The duty to refrain from disruptive conduct applies to any proceeding of a tribunal, including a 

deposition. See Rule 1.0(m). 
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A LAWYER’S ETHICAL DUTY TO COMMUNICATE WITH CLIENTS 

 
Timothy J. Pierce 

 
The Wisconsin Supreme Court has adopted Supreme Court Rule (“SCR”) 20:1.4, which outlines 

a lawyer’s duties to communicate with clients.  The former Rules of Professional Conduct for 

Attorneys (the “Rules”) contained a similar version of SCR 20:1.4, but the current SCR 20:1.4 is 

expanded by the addition of several subsections.  It may therefore appear that SCR 20:1.4 expands 

a lawyer’s substantive duty to communicate with clients.  This is not the case.  The new subsections 

are a result of the drafters’ logical desire to consolidate communications duties formerly found in 

other Rules in the communication Rule.14  The Rule thus does not expand the scope of a lawyer’s 

substantive duties to communicate with clients, which essentially remain the same.  

 

Despite the stated intention of consolidating duties in SCR 20:1.4, other Rules do contain 

communication duties, which will be discussed herein along with the obligations imposed by SCR 

20:1.4.  

 

The full text of SCRs 20:1.4 and 20:1.5 and Comments are appended to this outline. 

 
1) A lawyer is required to promptly inform the client of any decision or circumstance 

requiring the client’s informed consent. 

ARTICLE 1 -  SCR 20:1.4(a)(1), which imposes this duty, refers to “informed consent” as defined 

by SCR 20:1.0(f). SCR 20:1.0(f) defines informed consent as follows: 

 

"Informed consent" denotes the agreement by a person to a proposed course of conduct 

after the lawyer has communicated adequate information and explanation about the 

material risks of and reasonably available alternatives to the proposed course of conduct. 

 

“Informed consent” is thus a term of art in the Rules and replaces the former concept of “consent 

after consultation.” It is the standard that lawyers must meet when requesting a client’s permission 

with respect to certain important decisions.  Some examples of actions requiring the client’s 

informed consent are limiting the scope of a representation [SCR 20:1.2(a)], revealing confidential 

information [SCR 20:1.6(a)], waiving various conflicts of interest (SCR 20:1.7, SCR 20:1.9, SCR 

20:1.10, SCR 20:1.11, SCR 20:1.12, SCR 20:1.13, SCR 20:1.18, SCR 20:6.5), entering into 

business transactions with clients [SCR 20:1.8(a)], allowing a third party to pay a client’s legal 

fees [SCR 20:1.8(f)] and performing certain evaluations for third persons [SCR 20:2.3(b)]. 

 

                                                 
14 Wisconsin, like most states, bases its’ Rules on the ABA Model Rules, and SCR 20:1.4 is 

identical to ABA Model Rule 1.4 with the exception of a minor, non-substantive variation in 

SCR 20:1.4(a)(4). 
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Because informed consent is specifically defined by Rule, obtaining a client’s informed consent may 

be a complicated act of communication in and of itself.  The Comment [6] and [7] to SCR 20:1.0(f) 

helps to clarify what is required when obtaining a client’s informed consent: 

 

[6] Many of the Rules of Professional Conduct require the lawyer to obtain the informed 

consent of a client or other person (e.g., a former client or, under certain circumstances, 

a prospective client) before accepting or continuing representation or pursuing a course 

of conduct. See, e.g., Rules 1.2(c), 1.6(a) and 1.7(b). The communication necessary to 

obtain such consent will vary according to the Rule involved and the circumstances giving 

rise to the need to obtain informed consent. The lawyer must make reasonable efforts to 

ensure that the client or other person possesses information reasonably adequate to make 

an informed decision. Ordinarily, this will require communication that includes a 

disclosure of the facts and circumstances giving rise to the situation, any explanation 

reasonably necessary to inform the client or other person of the material advantages and 

disadvantages of the proposed course of conduct and a discussion of the client's or other 

person's options and alternatives. In some circumstances it may be appropriate for a 

lawyer to advise a client or other person to seek the advice of other counsel. A lawyer need 

not inform a client or other person of facts or implications already known to the client or 

other person; nevertheless, a lawyer who does not personally inform the client or other 

person assumes the risk that the client or other person is inadequately informed and the 

consent is invalid. In determining whether the information and explanation provided are 

reasonably adequate, relevant factors include whether the client or other person is 

experienced in legal matters generally and in making decisions of the type involved, and 

whether the client or other person is independently represented by other counsel in giving 

the consent. Normally, such persons need less information and explanation than others, 

and generally a client or other person who is independently represented by other counsel 

in giving the consent should be assumed to have given informed consent. 

 

[7] Obtaining informed consent will usually require an affirmative response by the client 

or other person. In general, a lawyer may not assume consent from a client's or other 

person's silence. Consent may be inferred, however, from the conduct of a client or other 

person who has reasonably adequate information about the matter. A number of Rules 

require that a person's consent be confirmed in writing. See Rules 1.7(b) and 1.9(a). For a 

definition of "writing" and "confirmed in writing," see paragraphs (n) and (b). Other Rules 

require that a client's consent be obtained in a writing signed by the client. See, e.g., Rules 

1.8(a) and (g). For a definition of "signed," see paragraph (n). 

As defined by SCR 20:1.0(f) and its Comment, informed consent may be viewed as having four 

essential elements.  For the sake of example, informed consent to a waiver of a conflict will be 

assumed: 

 

A. An adequate explanation of facts and circumstances requiring the person’s 

informed consent.  This would normally involve a plain language explanation of 

the facts giving rise to the conflict and the specific nature of the conflict.  As noted 

in the Comment, a sophisticated corporate client with in-house counsel assisting 

may require a different degree of explanation than a relatively uneducated 

individual with no prior experience with lawyers.  The important point here is that 
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the lawyer has the burden of providing an explanation appropriate and sufficient 

for the person whose informed consent is sought. 

 

B. An explanation of the material risks and disadvantages of agreeing to the 

proposed course of conduct.  This is perhaps the most important aspect of 

informed consent because it was not explicitly required by the old “consent after 

consultation” standard.  Thus, the lawyer must explain in plain language that the 

possible downside to the client of agreeing to waive a conflict.  In the case of a 

material limitation conflict, it may be that the agreeing is agreeing to forego a 

possible course of action that the lawyer may not pursue because of duties to 

another client.  In the case of consent to multiple representation, it may involve 

explaining the lack of confidentiality and privilege between co-clients, the 

possibility that an unwaivable conflict may develop and the lawyer would thus be 

precluded from continuing to represent anyone, etc.  While lawyers are accustomed 

to advising clients with respect to foreseeable risks, this puts the lawyer in the 

possibly uncomfortable situation of advising the client of the risks of agreeing to a 

course of conduct the lawyer desires. 

 

C. An explanation of reasonably available options and alternatives.  This step may 

be relatively simple and straightforward.  In the case of a conflict waiver, it may 

often simply be waiving the conflict or seeking other, conflict-free counsel 

elsewhere.  Nonetheless, clients and other have a right to refuse to grant informed 

consent and should be so advised. 

 

D. If necessary, written confirmation of the person’s informed consent, signed if 

necessary.  While some situations requiring informed consent, such as the 

disclosure of confidential information under SCR 20:1.6(a), require neither written 

conformation nor a client’s signature, all conflict waivers must be in writing, and 

with the exception of SCR 20:1.18, must be signed by each affected client.  Even 

when not specifically required by a Rule, a lawyer wishing to follow best practices 

may wish to confirm informed consent in writing. 

Thus, in order to fulfill their duties under SCR 20:1.4(a)(1), lawyers must be aware of what 

situations require the informed consent of a client or third person and what is required to obtain 

that person’s informed consent. 

 
2) A lawyer must reasonably consult with a client about the means by which the client’s 

objectives are to be accomplished.    This duty imposed by SCR 20:1.4(a)(2) mirrors a nearly 

identical requirement of consultation with respect to means found in SCR 20:1.2(a).  Clients 

determine the objectives of a representation, such as settlement within a certain financial range, 

and lawyers generally determine the means, such as specific negotiation strategies, trial tactics, 

what motions to file, etc. to accomplish those objectives.   While lawyers normally have discretion 

to choose means, that does not relieve the lawyer of the obligation to consult with the client about 

tactical options and decisions.  Comment [3] to SCR 20:1.4 explains as follows: 

 

[3] Paragraph (a)(2) requires the lawyer to reasonably consult with the client about the 

means to be used to accomplish the client's objectives. In some situations — depending on 
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both the importance of the action under consideration and the feasibility of consulting with 

the client — this duty will require consultation prior to taking action. In other 

circumstances, such as during a trial when an immediate decision must be made, the 

exigency of the situation may require the lawyer to act without prior consultation. In such 

cases the lawyer must nonetheless act reasonably to inform the client of actions the lawyer 

has taken on the client's behalf. Additionally, paragraph (a)(3) requires that the lawyer 

keep the client reasonably informed about the status of the matter, such as significant 

developments affecting the timing or the substance of the representation. 

 
It is important to understand here that the requirement is reasonable consultation with the client.  

Thus when time is not necessarily a factor, such as with respect to the decision as to whether to 

hire a respected but expensive expert or a discussion about trial strategy weeks before a scheduled 

trial, a lawyer should consult with a client.  However, in the heat of trial, a lawyer need not stop to 

consult with a client before making an objection.  It is worth noting here, that although means are 

usually for the lawyer to decide, for matters that are likely to incur significant expense or adversely 

affect third persons, lawyers should normally defer to the wishes of the client.  See SCR 20:1.2, 

Comment [2]. 

 

3) A lawyer must keep a client reasonably informed about the status of a matter.  This 

obligation, imposed by SCR 20:1.4(a)(3), is a frequent source of disciplinary action.  Lawyer’s 

must keep clients informed of all significant events in a matter, and lawyers often run into trouble 

with disciplinary authorities when they hesitate or fail to give clients bad news about their matters.  

Some examples include: 

 

• Informing the client of a motion filed by the opposing party.  See Disciplinary proceedings 

against Harman, 221 Wis.2d 238, 584 N.W.2d 537 (1998) 

• Inform a client of the dismissal of a matter.  See Disciplinary Proceedings against O’Keefe, 

237 Wis.2d 243, 613 N.W.2d. 890 (2000). 

 

• Informing a client of a decision not to pursue an appeal.  See Disciplinary Proceedings 

against Henke, 121 Wis.2d 689, 359 N.W.2d 924 (1985). 

 

• Informing a client of the lawyer’s suspension.  See Disciplinary Proceedings against 

Wentzel, 204 Wis.2d 285, 554 N.W.2d 669 (1996). 

• Informing a client of the lawyer’s error which may give rise to a malpractice action.  See 

Wisconsin Ethics Opinion E-82-12 and In re Higginson, 664 N.E.2d 732 (1996). 

 

• Informing a client of a pending dismissal, even if the client had previously indicated an 

intention to abandon the claim because the client still may change mind.  See In re 

Rosenthal, 446 A.2d. 1198 (1982). 

 

 

Lawyers usually have no difficulty in providing clients with prompt notice of positive 

developments, but the duty to keep clients informed of the status of matters applies with equal 

force to negative events.  Lawyers must promptly and truthfully inform clients of significant 

adverse events, including the lawyer’s own material errors. 
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4) Lawyers must promptly comply with clients reasonable requests for information.  This 

obligation, imposed by SCR 20:1.4(a)(4), is also frequently seen in disciplinary decisions, 

normally as a lawyer’s failure to return numerous client phone calls.  See Disciplinary Proceedings 

against Winter, 187 Wis.2d 309, 522 N.W.2d 504 (1994).  SCR 20:1.4, Comment [4] explains as 

follows: 

 
[4] A lawyer's regular communication with clients will minimize the occasions on 

which a client will need to request information concerning the representation. When a 

client makes a reasonable request for information, however, paragraph (a)(4) requires 

prompt compliance with the request, or if a prompt response is not feasible, that the lawyer, 

or a member of the lawyer's staff, acknowledge receipt of the request and advise the client 

when a response may be expected. Client telephone calls should be promptly returned or 

acknowledged. 

 
The failure to respond to a client’s requests for information is frequently caused by the fact that 

the lawyer has bad news.  The failure to respond to a client’s reasonable requests for information 

simply compounds the problem for the lawyer. 

 

It is important to note, however, that the Rule requires the lawyer to promptly respond to a client’s 

reasonable requests for information about a matter – the Rule does not require that the lawyer 

meet the client’s unreasonable demands, as long as the lawyer otherwise keeps the client 

reasonably informed about the status of the matter.  Therefore, a lawyer who fails to meet a 

demanding client’s expectation of daily telephone contact when there is nothing to discuss [In re 

Walker, 647 P.2d 648 (Or. 1982)] or a three week delay in responding a client’s phone call, when 

the lawyer otherwise kept client reasonably informed about the matter [In re Schoeneman,777 A.2d 

259 (D.C. 2001)]., does not constitute misconduct. 

 

As a practical matter, few things are as likely to generate a grievance against a lawyer as a client 

who feels ignored.  If there are likely to be significant periods of time with no news, the client 

should be so informed.  If the lawyer cannot immediately respond to a request for information, the 

client should be informed when the requested information will be supplied. 

 

5) A lawyer must consult with a client about any relevant limitation on the lawyer’s conduct 

when the lawyer knows that the client expects assistance prohibited by the  Rules of Professional 

Conduct or other law.  This duty imposed by SCR 20:1.4(a)(5) is again fairly self-evident.  It is 

not surprising that a lawyer must explain to clients that a lawyer may not assist the client in 

suborning perjury, filing false affidavits or meeting with represented parties in a matter.  This duty, 

however, takes on particular importance when a lawyer is faced with situations in which the lawyer 

may be required to reveal otherwise confidential information, such as when the client intends to 

commit a crime or fraud likely to inflict substantial injury on the person or property of another 

[SCR 20:1.6(b)], or to rectify the consequences of a client’s fraud upon a court (SCR 20:3.3). 

 

6) A lawyer must explain a matter to the extent reasonably necessary to permit the client to 

make informed decisions regarding the matter.  This obligation, imposed by SCR 20:1.4(b) is 

entwined with all of a lawyer’s communications obligations to clients.  Lawyers are agents of 



 67  

 

 

clients and must look to clients for important decisions, and thus have a duty to ensure that clients 

have sufficient information on which to base those decisions.  Comment [5] and [6] provide 

guidance: 

 

[5] The client should have sufficient information to participate intelligently in decisions 

concerning the objectives of the representation and the means by which they are to be 

pursued, to the extent the client is willing and able to do so. Adequacy of communication 

depends in part on the kind of advice or assistance that is involved. For example, when 

there is time to explain a proposal made in a negotiation, the lawyer should review all 

important provisions with the client before proceeding to an agreement. In litigation a 

lawyer should explain the general strategy and prospects of success and ordinarily should 

consult the client on tactics that are likely to result in significant expense or to injure or 

coerce others. On the other hand, a lawyer ordinarily will not be expected to describe trial 

or negotiation strategy in detail. The guiding principle is that the lawyer should fulfill 

reasonable client expectations for information consistent with the duty to act in the client's 

best interests, and the client's overall requirements as to the character of representation. 

In certain circumstances, such as when a lawyer asks a client to consent to a representation 

affected by a conflict of interest, the client must give informed consent, as defined in Rule 

1.0(e). 

 

[6] Ordinarily, the information to be provided is that appropriate for a client who is a 

comprehending and responsible adult. However, fully informing the client according to 

this standard may be impracticable, for example, where the client is a child or suffers from 

diminished capacity. See Rule 1.14. When the client is an organization or group, it is often 

impossible or inappropriate to inform every one of its members about its legal affairs; 

ordinarily, the lawyer should address communications to the appropriate officials of the 

organization. See Rule 1.13. Where many routine matters are involved, a system of limited 

or occasional reporting may be arranged with the client. 

 

This duty takes on particular importance when considering the ramifications of a decision the client 

must make.  Generally, lawyers must advise a client of the reasonably foreseeable risks and 

consequences of a proposed course of conduct.  For example, lawyers have been disciplined for; 

 

• Failing to adequately explain the implications of pleading to a DWI charge.  See In re 

Snyder, 793 A.2d 515 (Md. 2002). 

 

• Asking a client to sign a worker’s compensation settlement without explaining the legal 

affect of the settlement.  See In re Morse, 470 S.E.2d 232 (Ga. 1996). 

 

• Failing to explain the possible risk of criminal prosecution arising from an action 

recommended by the lawyer.  See Disciplinary Proceedings against Winkel, 217 Wis.2d 

339, 577 N.W.2d 9 (1998). 

 

It is apparent that from the above cited cases that a lawyer must be sufficiently knowledgeable (i.e. 

competent – see SCR 20:1.1) in order to fulfill the lawyers duty to adequately explain a matter to 
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a client.  Lawyers who are insufficiently versed in a particular body of law may be unable to inform 

clients of the reasonably foreseeable risks and consequences of a proposed action. 

 
7) A lawyer who represents a client with diminished capacity must communicate adequately 

and appropriately with that client.  SCR 20:1.14 governs a lawyer’s responsibilities with respect 

to clients with diminished capacity (e.g. mental illness, infirmities of aging, etc.) and that Rule 

first imposes a duty to maintain, as far as reasonably possible, a normal lawyer-client relationship.  

This means that the duty to communicate with such a client is not necessarily abridged, but rather 

that communication should be appropriate to the client – see SCR 20:1.4, Comment [6].  Some 

clients may not be able to fully comprehend the legal details of a matter, but nonetheless are 

entitled to be informed of the status of a matter in general terms and to have their questions 

answered.  In some matters, the client may be incapable of any communication or may have a 

legally appointed representative, such as a guardian.  In cases where the client has such a 

representative, the lawyer should communicate with the representative who acts on behalf of the 

client, but should still afford the client appropriate attention.15 

 
8) Lawyers have a duty to make reasonable efforts to communicate with missing or non-

responsive clients.  This question generally arises with respect to the client who “disappears” in 

the midst of a matter and ceases responding to the lawyer or who moves without telling the lawyer.  

Under such circumstances, the lawyer does not have an ongoing duty to send letters to a client who 

is gone, but the lawyer must make reasonable efforts to locate the client.  See New York State 

Ethics Op. 787 (2005) and Alaska Ethics Op. 2004-3 (2004).  What actions a lawyer should take 

when a client goes missing is beyond the scope of this outline. 

 

9) Lawyers may use support staff to assist in communicating with client, but may not 

delegate the lawyer’s duty to support staff.  It is entirely appropriate and ethically permissible for 

lawyers to use support staff to communicate with clients, particularly with respect to routine 

matters, but a lawyer may not wholly delegate to support staff the duty to communicate with 

clients.  For example, lawyers may not allow all client communication to flow to support staff and 

not provide the client with any opportunity to meet with the lawyer – see Mays v. Neal, 938 S.W.2d 

830 Ark. 1997).  Nor is providing the lawyer’s phone number and then having clients meet with 

support staff sufficient – see In re Flack, 33 P.3d 1281 (Kan. 2001). 

 
10) A lawyer may communicate through intermediaries with the client’s informed consent.  

As discussed above, SCR 20:1.6(a) requires that a lawyer obtain the client’s informed consent to 

reveal information relating to the representation to a third party.  This means that a lawyer must 

have the client’s informed consent to rely on a third party to communicate with the client.  While 

this practice may be appropriate in certain circumstances, such as when the client is incarcerated, 

the lawyer must be careful not to allow the third party to direct the representation [see People v. 

                                                 
15 This brings up the question of SCR 20:1.4 as it applies to guardians ad litem (GALs).  Because GALs do not 

represent persons as individuals, and are not bound to follow the wishes of their wards, GALs do not have “clients” 

with whom to communicate.   See SCR 20:4.5. 
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Rivers, 933 P.2d 6 (Colo. 1997] or relay unreasonably on an intermediary to communicate with 

the client  [see In re Dreier, 671 A.2d 455 (D.C. 1996)].   

 
It also is permissible for a third party to hire and pay for a lawyer [see SCR 20:1.8(f)] the lawyer 

must not let that third party, rather than the client, direct the representation.   Further the lawyer’s 

duty to communicate is with the client, and while a lawyer may convey information to a client’s 

family or others with the client’s consent, significant communications should be with the client 

directly.  

11) A lawyer must convey all offers of settlement to clients.  An offer of settlement is clearly 

a significant event in a matter and conveying such an offer is part of a lawyer’s duty under SCR 

20:1.4(b).   However, offers of settlement merit special mention because lawyers are bound to 

abide by a client’s decision with respect to offers of settlement by SCR 20:1.2(a), and therefore 

lawyers have a heightened duty with respect to offers of settlement. 

 
12) In certain limited circumstances, a lawyer may temporarily withhold information from 

a client when it is in the interests of the client to do so.  Lawyers in most circumstances are 

obligated to provide client with all relevant information about a matter.  However, Comment [7], 

allows a lawyer to withhold information in certain circumstances: 

 

[7] In some circumstances, a lawyer may be justified in delaying transmission of 

information when the client would be likely to react imprudently to an immediate 

communication. Thus, a lawyer might withhold a psychiatric diagnosis of a client when the 

examining psychiatrist indicates that disclosure would harm the client. A lawyer may not 

withhold information to serve the lawyer's own interest or convenience or the interests or 

convenience of another person. Rules or court orders governing litigation may provide that 

information supplied to a lawyer may not be disclosed to the client. Rule 3.4(c) directs 

compliance with such rules or orders. 

 

Here it is important to note that a lawyer may only temporarily withhold information to serve the 

client’s interests, not the lawyer’s interests. Therefore a lawyer may not delay providing bad news 

to a client simply to avoid provoking the ire of the client The only examples of acceptable 

circumstances in which to temporarily withhold information from a client appears to be that of a 

psychiatric diagnosis that may be difficult for a client to accept.  See SCR 20:1.4 Comment [7] 

and North Dakota Ethics Op. 97-12 (1997). 

 

There also may be circumstance in which a lawyer may be forbidden by law from sharing certain 

information, such as child pornography which is evidence in a criminal case, with a client.   

 

13) Lawyers are required to communicate with their clients about fees.  The Rule governing 

fees, SCR 20:1.5, now imposes specific requirements with respect to the information that lawyers 

must convey to their clients about fees.  For any matter in which it is reasonably foreseeable that 

the total cost of the representation to the client will exceed $1000, the SCR 20:1.5(b)(1) requires 

that certain information about fees and costs be transmitted to the client. The Rule does not use the 

term “fee agreement,” but SCR 20:1.5(b)(1) does require that certain information with respect to 

fees and expenses be transmitted to the client in writing whenever the total cost to the client is 

likely to exceed $1000.  This writing must include: 
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A. The scope of the representation.  This should be a clear description of the services and 

matter for which the lawyer has been retained.  The Rule does not require a set degree of 

specificity, but simply “legal representation” would likely be suspect, whereas “legal 

representation through trial in connection with the pending OWI 3rd Offense criminal 

charges in Grant County” should suffice.  Best practice may involve informing client of 

what is not covered. 

B. The basis or rate of the lawyer’s fee.  Again, the Rule sets no specific standard, but the 

clear intent of the Rule is that this information be sufficient to enable the client to 

understand how the fee will be calculated and should be transmitted in a clear and readily 

understood manner. 

C. The expenses for which the client will be responsible.  If the client will be charged for 

copying costs, experts, travel time, medical records, etc., that information must be included 

in the agreement.  If known at the time, the amount charged for such expenses should also 

be in the agreement. 

 

If it is not reasonably foreseeable that the total costs of the information to the client will exceed 

$1000, the above discussed information must still be conveyed to the client, but need not be in 

writing.  Lawyers are also required to explain the purpose and effect of any advanced payment of 

fees or retainers must be explained to the client [SCR 20:1.5(b)(2)] and to respond promptly to a 

client’s request for information about fees and expenses [SCR 20:1.5(b)(3)].  Note that, unlike 

SCR 20:1.4(a)(4), SCR 20:1.5(b)(3) does not require that the clients request for information about 

fees be reasonable. 

 

Before the new fee Rule came into effect on July 1, 2007, lawyers were required to communicate 

with clients about fees and expenses, but the explicit language of the new SCR 20:1.5 emphasizes 

the importance of communication about fees. 

 

14) The Rules do not impose a specific duty to communicate with former clients, but in some 

circumstances, lawyers have an obligation to provide information to former clients.  There is no 

Rule imposing a duty on lawyers to communicate with former clients, and, generally, lawyers are 

not obliged to do so.  However, lawyers do have a duty to take reasonable steps upon the 

termination of a representation to protect the interests of a client [SCR 20:1.16(d)], and in 

Wisconsin, SCR 20:1.4 has been interpreted to require a lawyer to respond to successor counsel’s 

reasonable requests for information about the representation of the client [see Disciplinary 

Proceedings against Winkel, 217 Wis.2d 339, 577 N.W.2d 9 (1998)].  This reading of SCR 20:1.4 

is consistent with a lawyer’s duty to take reasonable steps to protect a client’s interests upon 

termination.   This situation will most frequently arise with respect to appellate counsel’s questions 

to trial counsel for information about a matter.  A lawyer may not refuse to answer such requests 

as long as they are reasonable. 

 

15) When a lawyer represents multiple clients in a single matter, the lawyer owes an equal 

duty to communication to each client.  Lawyers who represent multiple clients have 

communication duties to each client.  Normally this does not pose a problem, but one client’s 

insistence on secrecy with respect to important information can create a conflict between a 

lawyer’s duties of confidentiality and communication and require that the lawyer withdraw from 
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representing all clients.  For example, if a lawyer represents a married couple on estate planning 

matters, one spouses insistence that the other spouse not be informed of a material fact will require 

the lawyer to withdraw from the representation [see Florida Ethics Op. 95-4 (1997)].  There is 

some authority, however, which holds that if a lawyer carefully explains to joint clients at the 

outset of the representation that there will be no confidentiality between the clients, the lawyer 

may not withhold information if one client later changes his mind [D.C. Ethics Op. 327 (2005)].  

This emphasizes the importance of the lawyer carefully explaining the implications of multiple 

representation to each client at the beginning of the representation. 
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CONFIDENTIALITY 

 

 

I. "CONFIDENTIAL" IS VERY BROADLY DEFINED. The lawyer's duty to protect a 

client's confidential information is stated in SCR 20:1.6 (a lawyer shall not reveal 

information relating to the representation of a client. . .).  It is 

 

A. compulsory (shall not reveal) ; and 

 

B. very broad in its coverage (all information relating to the representation of a 

client). 

 

C. applies to all information relating to the representation of a client, whatever its 

source. (Comment, paragraph [4]). 

 

D. the Rule does differentiate between (or classify) confidential and non-confidential 

information; all information that relates to the representation of a client is required 

to kept confidential. 

 

It would be hard to draft a definition of confidentiality that is broader than in SCR 

20:1.6(a)1. 

 

II. BUT, THAT BROAD DEFINITION OF CONFIDENTIALITY IS CONSTRAINED 

BY NUMEROUS EXCEPTIONS (BOTH REQUIRED AND PERMISSIVE). 

 

The real key to understanding the confidentiality Rule and applying it in real world 

situations is in the numerous required and permissive exceptions. The exceptions to the 

broad duty of confidentiality (while varying from state to state) generally fall into four 

categories: 

 

A. disclosures that are impliedly authorized to carry out the representation 

 

B. situations involving risks of preventable physical harm to persons; 

 

C. particular situations involving preventable or reparable harms flowing from client 

frauds or deceptions; and 

 

D. situations where relief from the duty of confidentiality protects a legitimate 

interest of the lawyer. 

_______________ 
1 

Despite this broad definition in every state the employs some version of the Model Rules, the Restatement (Third) of the Law of Lawyering offers a looser standard 

of "confidential client information" which is "information relating to the representation of a client other than information that is generally known", Restatement § 59 

and then prohibits revelation of confidential information only if "there is a reasonable prospect that doing so will adversely affect a material interest of the client or if 

the client has instructed the lawyer not to use or disclose such information", Restatement § 60(a)(1). This less absolutist standard of the Restatement permits a certain 

amount of talking about one's cases with others so long as it doesn't harm the client. It may be more practical and a more realistic reflection of lawyers' actual practice. 

But, if the Restatement position were cited in a grievance filed by a client upset about a lawyer "talking about my case in the community," that lawyer shouldn't count 

on a disciplinary agency ignoring the plain language of the promulgated confidentiality rule. 
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REQUIRED EXCEPTIONS TO CONFIDENTIALITY 

 

 

 A lawyer shall reveal confidential information: 

 

A. To a tribunal: 

 

(1) To correct a knowingly false statement of material fact or law the lawyer 

made to a tribunal. SCR 20:3.3(a)(1) 

 

(2) Legal authority in the controlling jurisdiction known by the lawyer to be 

directly adverse to the client's position and that has not been disclosed by 

opposing counsel. SCR 20:3.3(a)(2) 

 

(3) If a lawyer comes to know1 that the lawyer, the lawyer's client or a witness 

called by the lawyer has offered false material evidence and the lawyer 

cannot otherwise take reasonable remedial measures. SCR 20:3.3(a)(3) 

 

(4) If a lawyer knows that any person has, is or is going to engage in criminal or 

fraudulent conduct relating to a proceeding before a tribunal in which the 

lawyer represents a client and the lawyer cannot otherwise take reasonable 

remedial measures SCR 20:3.3(b) 

 

B. To comply with a proper pre-trial discovery request by an opposing party 

SCR 20:3.4(d) 

 

C. When disclosure is necessary to avoid assisting a criminal or fraudulent act by a 

client unless disclosure is prohibited by SCR 20:1.6. SCR 20:4.1(a)(2). 

 

Note: The restrictions on disclosure in SCR 20:4.1(a)(2) imposed by the phrase 

"unless disclosure is prohibited by SCR 20:1.6" must be read in conjunction with 

the exceptions to confidentiality contained in SCR 20:1.6(c). A disclosure 

permitted by SCR 20:1.6(c) is not a disclosure "prohibited by SCR 20:1.6." 

Thus, in a situation covered by SCR 20:4.1(a)(2), permissive disclosures under 

SCR 20:1.6 become mandatory. 

 

The mandatory disclosures of SCR 20:1.6(b) (see paragraph D, below) are 

likewise not -disclosures prohibited by SCR 20:1.6." 

 

 

_______________ 
1
In Wisconsin, the definition of -know" in regard to this specific rule has been read to be limited to information 

based on an affirmative statement by the client that the client intends to perjure himself State v McDowell, 

McDowell, 681d N.W.2nd 500 (2004). 
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D. [THE MAJOR WISCONSIN DIFFERENCE FROM THE MODEL RULES 

ON CONFIDENTIALITY]  To the extent reasonably necessary, to prevent a 

client from committing a crime or fraud the lawyer  reasonably believes is likely 

to result in death, substantial bodily harm, or substantial economic injury to 

another. SCR 20:1.6(b) 

 

E. All fiduciary account records under SCR 20:1.15 upon request of the office of 

lawyer regulation or direction of the Supreme Court. SCR 20:1.15(f)(7). 

 

F. To cooperate with the Office of Lawyer Regulation SCR 20:8.4(h). 
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PERMITTED EXCEPTIONS TO CONFIDENTIALITY 

 

A lawyer may reveal confidential information: 

 

A. With the client's informed consent. SCR 20: 1.6(a) 

 

B. If disclosure is impliedly authorized to carry out the representation. SCR 

20:1.6(a) The most obvious implied authorization is revealing confidential 

information to persons assisting the lawyer in representing the client. 

 

and to the extent the lawyer reasonably believes necessary 

 

C. To prevent reasonably likely death or substantial bodily harm. SCR 20:1.6(c)(1) 

[Wisconsin substitutes likely for the term "certain" found in Model Rules] 

 

D. To prevent, mitigate, or rectify substantial economic injury to another that is 

reasonably certain to result or have resulted from a client's commission of a crime 

or fraud in which the client has used or is using the lawyer's services. 1.6(c)(2) 

 

Lawyers must also consider SCR 20:1.2(d) which prohibits a lawyer from 

counseling or assisting a client in criminal or fraudulent conduct. Comment 10 

notes that when a lawyer discovers that a client's conduct originally thought to be 

legally proper is discovered to be criminal or fraudulent, the lawyer has a duty to 

withdraw from the representation, but that withdrawal may not be sufficient. It 

may be necessary for the lawyer to give notice of the fact of withdrawal and to 

disaffirm prior statements, opinions or documents ("noisy withdrawal"). 

 

E. To secure legal advice about compliance with these Rules. SCR 20:1.6(c)(3). 

 

F. To establish or defend a claim in a dispute with a client (including a fee dispute), 

to defend a criminal charge, disciplinary complaint, or civil claim based on 

conduct in which a client was involved, or to respond to allegations made in any 

proceeding regarding the lawyer's representation of a client. SCR 20:1.6(c)(4) 

 

G. To comply with a court order or other law1 requiring disclosure. 1.6(c)(5) 
_____________________ 

1The Rules, their Comments and even commentary on the Rules are not at all clear what "other Rules requiring 

disclosure" are meant. Is it Sarbannes-Oxley, state rules requiring reporting of child abuse, the latest 'version of 

homeland security reporting requirements? Is it laws that specifically require lawyer's to disclose or and general 

disclosure requirement? And what is a "law"— a statute, an administrative regulation, an executive order, something 

else? This exception to the duty of confidentiality (new in the 2003 Model Rules) does not require lawyer disclosure, 

but permits it (like compliance with a court order). But if a lawyer find herself being pressured by a government 

agency that wants access to client information, she is certainly deprived of her former argument that my lawyer's 

duty of confidentiality says I can't reveal that information; now that lawyer more likely must say "I can reveal that 

information, but I just don't choose to." 
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H. To prevent substantial injury to an organization that a lawyer represents caused by 

someone in the organization acting, intending to act, or refusing to act in violation 

of law, but only after the lawyer's best efforts to inform the organization's highest 

authority does not result in the organization preventing such action or refusal to 

act. SCR 20:1.13 (b) and (c).  Wisconsin makes plain that lawyers who represent 

organizations must observe the duties imposed by SCR 20:1.6(b) SCR 

20:1.13(h). 

 

I. To detect and resolve conflicts of interest, but only if the revealed information 

would not compromise the attorney-client privilege or otherwise prejudice the 

client.  SCR 20:1.6(c)(6).  ABA Comment [13] provides guidance as to when 

such disclosures would not be appropriate. 

 

J. When a lawyer reasonably believes a client with diminished capacity is at risk of 

substantial physical, financial, or other harm unless action is taken and the lawyer 

cannot adequately act in the client's interest, the lawyer may consult with others 

or take other reasonably necessary protective action. SCR 20:1.14(b). 

 

K. When appointed as a Guardian Ad Litem, a lawyer represents the best interests of 

the individual and the individual and all information relating to the representation 

may be revealed if the guardian ad litem reasonably determines that is in the best 

interests of the individual. SCR 20:4.5 
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III. ANY DISCLOSURE OF CONFIDENTIAL INFORMATION MUST BE MADE 

ONLY AS IS NECESSARY.  The required or permitted disclosure of confidential 

information are not open-ended. A lawyer may reveal only to the extent the lawyer 

reasonably believes necessary to prevent whatever harm the exception is designed to 

avoid or accomplish the stated purpose of the exception. Even when that phrase does not 

appear, similar language in the Rule, commentary, or best practices insist that the only 

permitted or required disclosure is one which is only to extent necessary to secure the 

exception's purpose. This is crucial to remember when making required disclosures that 

are likely to adversely affect a client e.g. SCR 20:3.3. 

 

IV. SOME CONSIDERATIONS IN MAKING A PERMITTED DISCLOSURE OF 

CONFIDENTIAL INFORMATION.  The Rules and their Comments offer little 

guidance to lawyers about handling situation in which disclosure of confidential 

information is permitted (but not required). One option is not disclose any confidential 

information unless required to do so. In deciding whether to exercise the discretion that 

the Rules vest, a lawyer should assess the effect disclosure or non-disclosure on clients, 

the legal system, the public interest, and others. Lawyers also may consider, as humans 

tend to do, the effect on their own interests and afford to that its appropriate weight. The 

discretion lawyers are vested with may create potential liability for consequences that 

flow from the choice to disclose or not disclose. Lawyers also should look to determine if 

other law requires disclosure or silence. Specific aspects of the client relationship 

including past discussions, practices or understandings regarding the handling of 

confidential information should also be considered. Lawyers can fall into the binary 

decisional trap of disclosing or not disclosing. But, intermediate courses of action that 

may yield better results. In all practicable instances, a lawyer should consult with and 

obtain the client's perspective about the decision to disclose (or even non-disclosure), 

even though the lawyer is not bound by the client's perspective. If a lawyer has decided 

that disclosure is necessary, the client may benefit from self-disclosure and generally 

should be afforded that opportunity. The Rules anticipate that in some instances the final 

decision will balance on a lawyer's own ethical standards. Sound ethical training and 

experience as a professional should elevate a lawyer's capacity for making wise choices. 

 

V. WHEN INFORMATION IS DISCLOSED FOR A PERMISSIBLE PURPOSE, 

THAT INFORMATION DOES NOT LOSE ITS PROTECTED STATUS.  When a 

lawyer discloses information relating to the representation of a client for a permissible 

purpose, the information is still “information relating to the representation’ of the current 

or former client and thus is still protected under the Rule.   Disclosure does not mean that 

the information is no longer “confidential.”  This is a crucial difference between 

confidentiality and privilege.   As a general rule, once privilege is waived, the 

information loses its privileged status forever and for all purposes.   That is not the case 

with confidentiality.16 

 

                                                 
16 Courts have held that permissible disclosure of confidential information that is also privileged 

does not waive its privileged status.  See e.g. Newman v. Maryland, 863 A.2d 321 (Md. 2004).   
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VI. DON'T TELL YOUR CLIENT THAT "EVERYTHING YOU TELL ME IS 

CONFIDENTIAL" -BECAUSE IT'S NOT.  Confidentiality is subject to numerous 

exceptions — some of which permit a lawyer to disclose confidential information and 

some which may require a lawyer to do so. Some lawyers say little or nothing initially to 

clients about confidentiality. The problem is that clients may have expectations about the 

extent to which what they tell a lawyer is confidential. That expectation may have formed 

from an earlier encounter with a lawyer or from watching television. Some lawyers who 

do talk to their clients about confidentiality tell them that everything that is said will be 

held in confidence. But that is not accurate. Remember that lawyers have the duty to 

explain legal representation to a client to the extent reasonably necessary to permit the 

client to make informed decisions regarding the representation. SCR 20:1.4(b). 

 

VII. CONFIDENTIALITY IS NOT THE SAME AS THE ATTORNEY-CLIENT 

 PRIVILEGE.   

 

Some lawyers mistakenly refer to confidentiality and the attorney/client privilege 

interchangeably. The lawyer's duty of confidentiality (an ethical duty derived from the 

common law) is not the same as the client's right to assert the attorney client privilege (a 

statutory rule of evidence preclusion). The duty of confidentiality is much broader. The 

attorney/client privilege extends only to communications between lawyers and clients 

relating to legal services and which the client reasonably believes is confidential. Any 

disclosure may waive the attorney/client privilege as to other otherwise protected matters; 

not so with the duty of confidentiality. The privilege applies only to limiting testimony in 

a legal proceeding. The duty of confidentiality limits voluntary disclosures anywhere. 

VIII. LAWYERS MUST ACT COMPETENTLY TO PROTECT INFORMATION 

RELATING TO THE REPRESENTATION OF CURRENT AND FORMER 

CLIENTS. 

 

 SCR 20:1.6(d) (effective 1/1/17) imposes a black letter duty on lawyers to take 

reasonable measures to prevent the inadvertent disclosure of or unauthorized access to 

information relating to the representation of a client.   While this duty is not new, its 

inclusion in the black letter of the disciplinary rule is recent, and was part of a package of 

amendments to the Rules designed to provide guidance to lawyers’ in connection with the 

use of technology.  Thus, the new Rule is intended to caution lawyers to think about the 

security of client information, whether in physical or electronic form, and take 

appropriate precautions to safeguard that information.   This takes particular importance 

in connection with cloud-based data storage or computing systems and electronic 

communications with clients, such as e-mail.17  This duty however, is not limited to 

electronic client information – it applies to many of the inadvertent disclosures a lawyer 

may make without thinking, for example: discussing a client’s matter with the client’s 

family or roommate without the client’s consent; identifying clients in a firm brochure or 

a website without the first obtaining the clients’ permission; discussing a client matter in 

an elevator or other public place where others may overhear the conversation; reviewing a 

                                                 
17 For detailed guidance regarding these issues see Wisconsin Ethics Op. EF-15-01 and ABA 

Formal Opinion 477R. 



 79  

 

 

client’s file or documents in a coffee shop or elsewhere where others may be able to see 

client information; or discussing a client matter with a family member or friend. 

 

ABA Comment [18] emphasizes that unauthorized access to or the inadvertent or 

unauthorized disclosure of information relating to the representation of a client does not 

constitute a violation of the rule “if the lawyer has made reasonable efforts to 

prevent the access or disclosure.”  The comment identifies a number of factors to be 

considered in determining the reasonableness of the lawyer’s efforts. These factors 

“include, but are not limited to: 

 

a.  the sensitivity of the information,  

b. the likelihood of disclosure if additional safeguards are not  employed,  

c. the cost of employing additional safeguards,  

d. the difficulty of implementing the safeguards, and  

e. the extent to which the safeguards adversely affect the lawyer’s ability to 

represent clients (e.g., by making a device or important piece of software 

excessively difficult to use).”   

Note: Wisconsin Formal Ethics Op. 15-01 adds additional factors.  

 

Similarly, ABA Comment [19] requires a lawyer, when transmitting a communication 

that includes information relating to the representation of the client, to take reasonable 

precautions to prevent the information from coming into the hands of unintended 

recipients.  

  

a. Special security measures are not required if the method of 

communication affords a reasonable expectation of privacy. 

b. Special circumstances, however, may warrant special precautions. 

c. A client may require the lawyer to implement special security measures 

not required by this Rule or may give informed consent to the use of a 

means of communication that would otherwise be prohibited by this Rule.   

 

IX. SOME USES OF CONFIDENTIAL INFORMATION THAT DO NOT INVOLVE 

DISCLOSURE ARE PERMITTED.  The Rules permit a lawyer to use confidential 

information provided that such use does not involve disclosure of the information. 

 

A. A lawyer may use, without disclosing, confidential information if it is not to the 

disadvantage of the client or if the client provides informed consent. 

SCR 20:1.8(b). 

 

In representing clients, lawyers learn such things as government procedures, 

business practices, community information, technology, or other knowledge that 

may be useful in future representations. This information may be sophisticated, 

not widely known, and even highly valuable. While such information falls within 

the definition of confidential in SCR 20:1.6(a) ("information relating to the 

representation") lawyers may use such information for the benefit of subsequent 

clients, so as long as that use is not adverse to the interests of the former client. 
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Some information, such as investment information, may also be of value to the 

lawyer. While other law, such as securities and general agency law would restrict 

the use of such proprietary client information, this Rule does not appear to do so 

unless the use is adverse to the client. 

 

B. A lawyer who has formerly represented a client (or that lawyer's firm) may use 

confidential information that is adverse to the former client in a matter as the Rules 

permit or require or when that information has become generally known. 

SCR 20:1.9(c)(1) 

 

It is important for lawyers to bear in mind that "generally known" is not equivalent 

to "publically available" or" previously disclosed." In order to be considered 

"generally known," the information must be within the basic understanding and 

knowledge of the public. Obscure but publically available information, such as 

documents available in most courts files, are not "generally known." See e.g. 

Fallon v. Reggio, 2006 WL 2466854 (D.N.J., 2006). 

 

X. A LAWYER'S DUTY IN POTENTIAL CLIENT CRIME OR FRAUD 

SITUATIONS IS TRICKY.  Conflicting obligations arise between a lawyer's duty of 

confidentiality and diligence and the public's interest in lawyers not assisting client 

crimes or frauds or not revealing information to avoid foreseeable and avoidable harm 

stemming from a client's unlawful conduct. A lawyer may risk assisting client 

wrongdoing by (a) providing a client with advice that, without the lawyer's knowledge, is 

used unlawfully; (b) failing to recognize clear signs that a client's intends to engage in 

unlawful conduct; (c) recognizing, but failing to act on, clear signals that a client intends 

to engage in unlawful conduct; or (d) knowingly assisting a client in unlawful conduct. 

 

Deciding amid these conflicting obligation involves assessing and harmonizing the duty 

of confidentiality [SCR 20:1.6(a)] and the obligations described in seven inter-connected 

Rules of Professional Conduct. They are: 

 

• SCR 20:1.2(d) (counseling or assisting clients); 

 

• SCR 20:1.6(c)(1) and (2) (exception to duty of confidentiality for certain 

criminal or fraudulent acts) 

 

• SCR 20:4.1(a)(2) (disclosures necessary to avoid assisting a crime or fraud); 

 

• SCR 20:1.13(b) and (c) (unlawful actions by organizational clients); 

20:3.3(a)(3) (offering false testimony before a tribunal); 

 

• SCR 20:8.4(c) (prohibiting dishonesty, fraud, deceit or misrepresentation); and 

 

• SCR 20:1.16(a)(1) and (b)(3) (withdrawal from representation). 
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Among the questions that arise when analyzing a lawyer's duty under these Rules are the 

following. Is the client's act a crime or fraud? Does the Rule require "knowledge," -

reasonable belief' or some other standard to trigger disclosure? Does the Rule(s) "require' 

or "permit" disclosure? Is the fraud or crime a potential, ongoing or completed act? Is the 

matter before a tribunal? Have the lawyer's services been used to further the crime or 

fraud? Will any disclosure prevent mitigate or remedy any crime or fraud? Can the 

avoidance of harm be accomplished without disclosure (e.g. by client consultation) or if 

disclosure is required, how limited can the disclosure be to accomplish the public 

purpose? Beyond the Rules is there any other law requiring disclosure? 

 

XI. CONFIDENTIALITY AMONG CO-CLIENTS.  Lawyers may represent two or more 

clients in the same matter if there is either no conflict of interest among them or the 

parties have appropriately waived any conflict. Sharing information among co-clients is 

the norm. It is assumed that clients accept that their communications with their common 

lawyer will be shared with their co-client, but kept in confidence as to all others. 

 

XII. CONFIDENTIALITY HAS A LONG TIME LINE.  A lawyer's duty of confidentiality 

begins when a person first seeks representation or advice from a lawyer even though the 

lawyer has not yet agreed to represent or even determined whether to represent the client.  

SCR 20:1.18(b).  The duty of confidentiality continues after the lawyer-client relationship 

ends and does not extinguish with any passage of time, the client's death, or in the case of 

an organization client, its dissolution. 

 

XIII. CAN A LAWYER TALK TO FAMILY AND FRIENDS ABOUT THEIR 

CLIENTS?  The Rules forbid any disclosure that does not fall within one of the 

enumerated exceptions. That may not recognize lawyers live outside the office or human 

nature. The Restatement of the Law Regarding Lawyers permits disclosures that offer no 

reasonable prospect of adversely affecting a material client's interest and for which the 

client has not instructed the lawyer to hold in confidence. The safest practice, of course, is 

for lawyers to never discuss anything relating to their clients with even their most 

intimate life partners. But, over a lifetime such a closed and compartmentalized life can 

exact a toll on psyches and relationships. Perhaps, it may be more reasonable to govern 

these discussions by a scrupulous assurance of anonymity standard - some discussions 

happen, but with generality and anonymity sufficient to assure that a client or the 

particular circumstances of their matters are protected from possible identification. 
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