
 

Rule 8.4.1 [2-400] Prohibited Discrimination, Harassment and Retaliation 
(Commission’s Proposed Rule Adopted on February 19 – 20, 2016 – Clean Version) 

(a) In representing a client, or in terminating or refusing to accept the representation 
of any client, a lawyer shall not unlawfully harass or unlawfully discriminate 
against persons* on the basis of any protected characteristic or for the purpose 
of retaliation. 

(b) In relation to a law firm’s operations, a lawyer shall not, on the basis of any 
protected characteristic or for the purpose of retaliation, unlawfully:  

(1) discriminate or knowingly* permit unlawful discrimination;  

(2) harass or knowingly* permit the unlawful harassment of an employee, an 
applicant, an unpaid intern or volunteer, or a person* providing services 
pursuant to a contract; or  

(3) refuse to hire or employ a person,* or refuse to select a person for a 
training program leading to employment, or bar or discharge a person* 
from employment or from a training program leading to employment, or 
discriminate against a person* in compensation or in terms, conditions, or 
privileges of employment.  

(c) For purposes of this rule:  

(1) “protected characteristic” means race, religious creed, color, national 
origin, ancestry, physical disability, mental disability, medical condition, 
genetic information, marital status, sex, gender, gender identity, gender 
expression, sexual orientation, age, military and veteran status, or other 
category of discrimination prohibited by applicable law, whether the 
category is actual or perceived;  

(2) “knowingly permit” means to fail to advocate corrective action where the 
lawyer knows* of a discriminatory policy or practice that results in the 
unlawful discrimination or harassment prohibited by paragraph (b);  

(3) “unlawfully” and “unlawful” shall be determined by reference to applicable 
state and federal statutes and decisions making unlawful discrimination or 
harassment in employment and in offering goods and services to the 
public; and  

(4) “retaliation” means to take adverse action because a person* has (i) 
opposed, or (ii) pursued, participated in, or assisted any action alleging, 
any conduct prohibited by this Rule.  

(d) A lawyer who is the subject of a State Bar investigation or State Bar Court 
proceeding alleging a violation of this Rule shall promptly notify the State Bar of 
any criminal, civil, or administrative action premised, whether in whole or part, on 
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the same conduct that is the subject of the State Bar investigation or State Bar 
Court proceeding. 

(e) Upon issuing a notice of a disciplinary charge under this Rule: 

(1) If the notice is of a disciplinary charge under paragraph (a) of this Rule, 
the State Bar shall provide a copy of the notice to the California 
Department of Fair Employment and Housing and the United States 
Department of Justice, Coordination and Review Section. 

(2) If the notice is of a disciplinary charge under paragraph (b) of this Rule, 
the State Bar shall provide a copy of the notice to the California 
Department of Fair Employment and Housing and the United States Equal 
Employment Opportunity Commission.  

(f) This Rule shall not prevent a lawyer from representing a client alleged to have 
engaged in unlawful discrimination, harassment, or retaliation. 

Comment  

[1] Conduct that violates this Rule undermines confidence in the legal profession 
and our legal system and is contrary to the fundamental principle that all people are 
created equal. A lawyer may not engage in such conduct through the acts of another. 
See Rule 8.4(a). In relation to a law firm’s operations, this Rule imposes on all law firm*  
lawyers the responsibility to advocate corrective action to address known* harassing or 
discriminatory conduct by the firm* or any of its other lawyers or nonlawyer personnel. 
Law firm* management and supervisorial lawyers retain their separate responsibility 
under Rules 5.1 and 5.3. Neither this Rule nor Rule 5.1 or 5.3 imposes on the alleged 
victim of any conduct prohibited by this Rule any responsibility to advocate corrective 
action.  

[2] The conduct prohibited by paragraph (a) includes the conduct of a lawyer in a 
proceeding before a judicial officer. (See Canon 3B(6) of the Code of Judicial Ethics 
providing, in part, that: “A judge shall require lawyers in proceedings before the judge to 
refrain from manifesting, by words or conduct, bias or prejudice based upon race, sex, 
gender, religion, national origin, ethnicity, disability, age, sexual orientation, marital 
status, socioeconomic status, or political affiliation against parties, witnesses, counsel, 
or others.”) A lawyer does not violate paragraph (a) by referring to any particular status 
or group when the reference is relevant to factual or legal issues or arguments in the 
representation. This Rule does not apply to conduct protected by the First Amendment 
to the United States Constitution or by Article I, § 2 of the California Constitution.  While 
both the parties and the court retain discretion to refer such conduct to the State Bar, a 
court’s finding that preemptory challenges were exercised on a discriminatory basis 
does not alone establish a violation of paragraph (a).  

[3] What constitutes a failure to advocate corrective action under paragraph (c)(2) 
will depend on the nature and seriousness of the discriminatory policy or practice, the 
extent to which the lawyer knows* of unlawful discrimination or harassment resulting 
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from that policy or practice, and the nature of the lawyer’s relationship to the lawyer or 
law firm* implementing that policy or practice. For example, a law firm* non-
management and non-supervisorial lawyer who becomes aware that the law firm* is 
engaging in a discriminatory hiring practice may advocate corrective action by bringing 
that discriminatory practice to the attention of a law firm* management lawyer who 
would have responsibility under Rule 5.1 or 5.3 to take reasonable* remedial action 
upon becoming aware of a violation of this Rule.  

[4] Paragraph (d) ensures that the State Bar and the State Bar Court will be 
provided with information regarding related proceedings that may be relevant in 
determining whether a State Bar investigation or a State Bar Court proceeding relating 
to a violation of this Rule should be abated. 

[5] Paragraph (e) recognizes the public policy served by enforcement of laws and 
regulations prohibiting unlawful discrimination, by ensuring that the state and federal 
agencies with primary responsibility for coordinating the enforcement of those laws and 
regulations is provided with notice of any allegation of unlawful discrimination, 
harassment, or retaliation by a lawyer that the State Bar finds has sufficient merit to 
warrant issuance of a notice of a disciplinary charge. 

[6] This Rule permits the imposition of discipline for conduct that would not 
necessarily result in the award of a remedy in a civil or administrative proceeding if such 
proceeding were filed. 

RRC2 - 8.4.1 [2-400] - Rule - DFT5 (02-19-16)  3 



PROPOSED RULE OF PROFESSIONAL CONDUCT 8.4.1 
(Current Rule 2-400) 

Prohibited Discrimination, Harassment and Retaliation 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The Commission for the Revision of the Rules of Professional Conduct (“Commission”) has 
evaluated current rule 2-400 (Prohibited Discriminatory Conduct in a Law Practice) in 
accordance with the Commission Charter, with a focus on the function of the rule as a 
disciplinary standard, and with the understanding that the rule comments should be included 
only when necessary to explain a rule and not for providing aspirational guidance. Current Rule 
2-400 was first adopted effective March 1, 1994. There is no counterpart to rule 2-400 in the 
American Bar Association (“ABA”) model rules. However, ABA Model Rule 8.4(d) addresses 
discrimination by individual lawyers while representing a client.
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1  The result of the Commission’s 
evaluation is proposed rule 8.4.1 (Prohibiting Discrimination, Harassment and Retaliation). This 
proposed rule has been adopted by the Commission for submission to the Board of Trustees for 
public comment authorization. A final recommended rule will follow the public comment process. 

The main issue considered when drafting proposed Rule 8.4.1 was whether to expand the rule 
by eliminating the requirement that there be a final civil determination of wrongful discrimination 
before a disciplinary investigation can commence or discipline can be imposed, which is found 
in current Rule 2-400(C).2 A majority of the Commission believes current Rule 2-400(C) renders 
the rule difficult to enforce. Eliminating the requirement would give the Office of Chief Trial 
Counsel original jurisdiction to investigate and prosecute under the current procedures of the 
disciplinary system any claim of discrimination that comes within the scope of the Rule.  

In addition to changes to address the main issue identified above, the Commission proposes the 
following substantive changes to the current rule: 

(1) Expanding the proposed rule beyond the management or operation of a law firm to 
also encompass discrimination or harassment more generally in “representing a 
client, or in terminating or refusing to accept representation of any client.” Current 

                                                
1  Model Rule 8.4(d) provides it is misconduct for a lawyer to: “(d) engage in conduct that is prejudicial 
to the administration of justice.”  A Model Rule comment clarifies the application of paragraph (d): 

“[3] A lawyer who, in the course of representing a client, knowingly manifests by words or 
conduct, bias or prejudice based upon race, sex, religion, national origin, disability, age, sexual 
orientation or socioeconomic status, violates paragraph (d) when such actions are prejudicial to 
the administration of justice.  Legitimate advocacy respecting the foregoing factors does not 
violate paragraph (d).  A trial judge’s finding that peremptory challenges were exercised on a 
discriminatory basis does not alone establish a violation of this rule.” 

2  Current Rule 2-400(C) provides: 

“No disciplinary investigation or proceeding may be initiated by the State Bar against a member 
under this rule unless and until a tribunal of competent jurisdiction, other than a disciplinary 
tribunal, shall have first adjudicated a complaint of alleged discrimination and found that unlawful 
conduct occurred.  Upon such adjudication, the tribunal finding or verdict shall then be admissible 
evidence of the occurrence or non-occurrence of the alleged discrimination in any disciplinary 
proceeding initiated under this rule.  In order for discipline to be imposed under this rule, however, 
the finding of unlawfulness must be upheld and final after appeal, the time for filing an appeal 
must have expired, or the appeal must have been dismissed.”  



Rule 2-400 already applies to discrimination in the management or operation of a law 
firm in “accepting or terminating representation of any client.” The Commission 
believes the rule’s prohibition should not be limited to law firm management. 
Adopting a rule that generally prohibits unlawful discrimination or harassment while 
engaged in representing a client is consistent with current ABA Model Rule 8.4(d), 
Comment [3] to that rule, and proposed ABA Model Rule 8.4(g)
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3 and several other 
professions that prohibit this same behavior in their codes of conduct.4  

(2) Expanding the proposed rule to cover additional protected categories. Current Rule 
2-400’s list of protected characteristics is substantially narrower than current 
California law. Because the identity of protected characteristics protected under anti-
discrimination law is not static, the Commission added paragraph (c)(1) to delimit the 
scope of “protected characteristics” for purposes of the rule that not only is consistent 
with current California law but also includes a catchall provision for any “other 
category of discrimination prohibited by applicable law.” This latter addition would 
authorize professional discipline pursuant to whatever applicable anti-discrimination 
laws might exist in the future without the need to amend the rule. 

(3) Expanding the proposed rule to encompass unlawful discrimination and harassment 
engaged in for the purpose of retaliation. This addition would permit professional 
discipline where a lawyer, in representing a client or in relation to a law firm’s 
operations, unlawfully discriminates against or harasses a person for the purpose of 
retaliating against that person because the person has taken action to oppose 
unlawful discrimination or harassment. This provision is intended to provide 
protection for lawyers obligated under the rule (e.g., lower level lawyers within a law 
firm) to advocate corrective action where they know of unlawful discrimination or 
harassment within the firm, even when the unlawful conduct is being committed by 
higher level lawyers within the firm. 

(4) Adoption of paragraph (d),5 which requires a lawyer who has been charged with, or 
is being investigated for, a violation of the Rule, to give notice to the State Bar of any 

                                                
3  Proposed ABA Model Rule 8.4(g) would provide it is professional misconduct for a lawyer to: 

“(g) in conduct related to the practice of law, harass or knowingly discriminate against persons on 
the basis of race, sex, religion, national origin, ethnicity, disability, age, sexual orientation, gender 
identity, marital status or socioeconomic status.” 

4  Examples include: (1) American Dental Association, Code of Conduct, Section 4.A. “Patient 
Selection” (dentist shall not refuse to accept patients because of the patient’s race, creed, color, sex or 
national origin); and (2) American Psychological Association, Ethical Standard 1.12 “Other Harassment” 
(prohibition against behavior that is harassing or demeaning based on factors such as a person’s age, 
gender, race, ethnicity, national origin, religion, sexual orientation, disability, language, or socioeconomic 
status). 
5  Proposed Rule 8.4.1(d) states: 

“(d) A lawyer who is the subject of a State Bar investigation of State Bar Court proceeding 
alleging a violation of this Rule shall promptly notify the State Bar of any criminal, civil, or 
administrative action premised, whether in whole or part, on the same conduct that is the subject 
of the State Bar investigation or State Bar Court proceeding.” 

See also, Business & Professions Code section 6068(i) [re duty of an attorney to cooperate and 
participate in any disciplinary investigation or proceeding]. 



parallel administrative or judicial proceeding, such as an EEOC or DFEH 
investigation. In part, this notice is intended to provide the Office of Chief Trial 
Counsel with information necessary to determine whether or not to hold in abeyance 
the State Bar investigation or disciplinary proceeding pending the outcome of a 
related proceeding. 

(5) Adoption of paragraph (e)(1), which requires the State Bar to provide a copy of the 
notice of a disciplinary charge for a charge arising under paragraph (a) of the 
proposed rule to the California Department of Fair Employment and Housing and the 
United States Department of Justice, Coordination and Review.  Paragraph (e)(2) 
requires the State Bar to provide a copy of the notice of a disciplinary charge for a 
charge arising under paragraph (b) to the California Department of Fair Employment 
and Housing and the United State Equal Employment Opportunity Commission. The 
purpose of these provisions is to provide to the relevant government agencies an 
opportunity to become involved in the matter so that they may implement and 
advance the broad legislative policies with which they have been charged.  

(6) Adoption of paragraph (f), which is intended to clarify that the proposed rule does not 
prevent a lawyer from representing another person alleged to have engaged in 
unlawful discrimination, harassment, or retaliation. 

Finally, non-substantive changes to the current rule include rule numbering to track the 
Commission’s general proposal to use the Model Rule numbering system and the substitution of 
the term “lawyer” for “member.” 

Proposed Rule 8.4.1 contains six comments all of which provide interpretive guidance or clarify 
how the rule is to be applied. Of particular note is Comment [2] which, among other things, has 
been added to clarify that the rule does not apply to constitutionally-protected conduct. 
Comment [4] has been added to clarify that paragraph (d) permits the State Bar to use 
discretion in abating a disciplinary investigation or proceeding when the State Bar is made 
aware of a parallel administrative or judicial proceeding premised on the same conduct. 
Comment [5] clarifies that paragraph (e) is intended to recognize the important public policy 
served by enforcing the laws and regulations prohibiting unlawful discrimination. 
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Rule 8.4.1 [2-400] Prohibited Discriminatory Conduct in a Law 
PracticeDiscrimination, Harassment and Retaliation 

(Redline Comparison of the Proposed Rule to Current California Rule)  

(a) In representing a client, or in terminating or refusing to accept the representation 
of any client, a lawyer shall not unlawfully harass or unlawfully discriminate 
against persons* on the basis of any protected characteristic or for the purpose 
of retaliation. 

(b) In relation to a law firm’s operations, a lawyer shall not, on the basis of any 
protected characteristic or for the purpose of retaliation, unlawfully:  

(1) discriminate or knowingly* permit unlawful discrimination;  

(2) harass or knowingly* permit the unlawful harassment of an employee, an 
applicant, an unpaid intern or volunteer, or a person* providing services 
pursuant to a contract; or  

(3) refuse to hire or employ a person,* or refuse to select a person for a 
training program leading to employment, or bar or discharge a person* 
from employment or from a training program leading to employment, or 
discriminate against a person* in compensation or in terms, conditions, or 
privileges of employment.  

(Ac) For purposes of this rule:  

(1) “law practice” includes sole practices, law partnerships, law corporations, 
corporate and governmental legal departments, and other entities which 
employ members to practice law;protected characteristic” means race, 
religious creed, color, national origin, ancestry, physical disability, mental 
disability, medical condition, genetic information, marital status, sex, 
gender, gender identity, gender expression, sexual orientation, age, 
military and veteran status, or other category of discrimination prohibited 
by applicable law, whether the category is actual or perceived;  

(2) “knowingly permit” means a failureto fail to advocate corrective action 
where the memberlawyer knows* of a discriminatory policy or practice 
whichthat results in the unlawful discrimination or harassment prohibited 
inby paragraph (Bb); and 

(3) “unlawfully” and “unlawful” shall be determined by reference to applicable 
state orand federal statutes orand decisions making unlawful 
discrimination or harassment in employment and in offering goods and 
services to the public.; and  

(4) “retaliation” means to take adverse action because a person* has (i) 
opposed, or (ii) pursued, participated in, or assisted any action alleging, 
any conduct prohibited by this Rule.  
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(B) In the management or operation of a law practice, a member shall not unlawfully 
discriminate or knowingly permit unlawful discrimination on the basis of race, 
national origin, sex, sexual orientation, religion, age or disability in: 

(d) A lawyer who is the subject of a State Bar investigation or State Bar Court 
proceeding alleging a violation of this Rule shall promptly notify the State Bar of 
any criminal, civil, or administrative action premised, whether in whole or part, on 
the same conduct that is the subject of the State Bar investigation or State Bar 
Court proceeding. 

(1) hiring, promoting, discharging, or otherwise determining the conditions of 
employment of any person; or 

(2e) accepting or terminating representation of any client.Upon issuing a notice of a 
disciplinary charge under this Rule: 

(1) If the notice is of a disciplinary charge under paragraph (a) of this Rule, 
the State Bar shall provide a copy of the notice to the California 
Department of Fair Employment and Housing and the United States 
Department of Justice, Coordination and Review Section. 

(2) If the notice is of a disciplinary charge under paragraph (b) of this Rule, 
the State Bar shall provide a copy of the notice to the California 
Department of Fair Employment and Housing and the United States Equal 
Employment Opportunity Commission.  

(f) This Rule shall not prevent a lawyer from representing a client alleged to have 
engaged in unlawful discrimination, harassment, or retaliation. 

(C) No disciplinary investigation or proceeding may be initiated by the State Bar 
against a member under this rule unless and until a tribunal of competent 
jurisdiction, other than a disciplinary tribunal, shall have first adjudicated a 
complaint of alleged discrimination and found that unlawful conduct occurred. 
Upon such adjudication, the tribunal finding or verdict shall then be admissible 
evidence of the occurrence or non-occurrence of the alleged discrimination in 
any disciplinary proceeding initiated under this rule. In order for discipline to be 
imposed under this rule, however, the finding of unlawfulness must be upheld 
and final after appeal, the time for filing an appeal must have expired, or the 
appeal must have been dismissed. 

DiscussionComment  

In order for discriminatory conduct to be actionable under this rule, it must first be found 
to be unlawful by an appropriate civil administrative or judicial tribunal under applicable 
state or federal law. Until there is a finding of civil unlawfulness, there is no basis for 
disciplinary action under this rule. 



  

 

3 

A complaint of misconduct based on this rule may be filed with the State Bar following a 
finding of unlawfulness in the first instance even though that finding is thereafter 
appealed. 

A disciplinary investigation or proceeding for conduct coming within this rule may be 
initiated and maintained, however, if such conduct warrants discipline under California 
Business and Professions Code sections 6106 and 6068, the California Supreme 
Court’s inherent authority to impose discipline, or other disciplinary standard. 

[1] Conduct that violates this Rule undermines confidence in the legal profession 
and our legal system and is contrary to the fundamental principle that all people are 
created equal. A lawyer may not engage in such conduct through the acts of another. 
See Rule 8.4(a). In relation to a law firm’s operations, this Rule imposes on all law firm*  
lawyers the responsibility to advocate corrective action to address known* harassing or 
discriminatory conduct by the firm* or any of its other lawyers or nonlawyer personnel. 
Law firm* management and supervisorial lawyers retain their separate responsibility 
under Rules 5.1 and 5.3. Neither this Rule nor Rule 5.1 or 5.3 imposes on the alleged 
victim of any conduct prohibited by this Rule any responsibility to advocate corrective 
action.  

[2] The conduct prohibited by paragraph (a) includes the conduct of a lawyer in a 
proceeding before a judicial officer. (See Canon 3B(6) of the Code of Judicial Ethics 
providing, in part, that: “A judge shall require lawyers in proceedings before the judge to 
refrain from manifesting, by words or conduct, bias or prejudice based upon race, sex, 
gender, religion, national origin, ethnicity, disability, age, sexual orientation, marital 
status, socioeconomic status, or political affiliation against parties, witnesses, counsel, 
or others.”) A lawyer does not violate paragraph (a) by referring to any particular status 
or group when the reference is relevant to factual or legal issues or arguments in the 
representation. This Rule does not apply to conduct protected by the First Amendment 
to the United States Constitution or by Article I, § 2 of the California Constitution.  While 
both the parties and the court retain discretion to refer such conduct to the State Bar, a 
court’s finding that preemptory challenges were exercised on a discriminatory basis 
does not alone establish a violation of paragraph (a).  

[3] What constitutes a failure to advocate corrective action under paragraph (c)(2) 
will depend on the nature and seriousness of the discriminatory policy or practice, the 
extent to which the lawyer knows* of unlawful discrimination or harassment resulting 
from that policy or practice, and the nature of the lawyer’s relationship to the lawyer or 
law firm* implementing that policy or practice. For example, a law firm* non-
management and non-supervisorial lawyer who becomes aware that the law firm* is 
engaging in a discriminatory hiring practice may advocate corrective action by bringing 
that discriminatory practice to the attention of a law firm* management lawyer who 
would have responsibility under Rule 5.1 or 5.3 to take reasonable* remedial action 
upon becoming aware of a violation of this Rule.  

[4] Paragraph (d) ensures that the State Bar and the State Bar Court will be 
provided with information regarding related proceedings that may be relevant in 
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determining whether a State Bar investigation or a State Bar Court proceeding relating 
to a violation of this Rule should be abated. 

[5] Paragraph (e) recognizes the public policy served by enforcement of laws and 
regulations prohibiting unlawful discrimination, by ensuring that the state and federal 
agencies with primary responsibility for coordinating the enforcement of those laws and 
regulations is provided with notice of any allegation of unlawful discrimination, 
harassment, or retaliation by a lawyer that the State Bar finds has sufficient merit to 
warrant issuance of a notice of a disciplinary charge. 

[6] This Rule permits the imposition of discipline for conduct that would not 
necessarily result in the award of a remedy in a civil or administrative proceeding if such 
proceeding were filed. 
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