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Equality and diversity play critical roles within the legal profession, shaping its effectiveness, representation, and impact on society.
The SRA Principles sets out and regulates the ethical behaviour that we as a society expect from professionals who provide legal services such as solicitors, RELs and RFLs in additional to authorised firms and their employees. 
As published in the SRA Codes of Conducts and Accounts Rules, 2021, there are 7 Principles. 
“The principles are as follows:- 
You act:-
1. In a way that upholds the constitutional principle of the rule of law, and the proper administration of justice.
2. In a way that upholds public trust and confidence in the solicitors’ profession and in legal services provided by authorised persons. 
3. With independence.
4. With honesty.
5. With integrity.
6. In a way that encourages equality, diversity and inclusion.
7. In the best interests of each client”.
The purpose of this essay is to evaluate point 6 of the principles and the importance of equality and diversity within the legal profession.
According to Elkington, Holtam, Shield and Verlander, 2021/22, “Principle 6 of the SRA Principles 2019 requires you to conduct business in a manner that encourages equality, diversity and inclusion. It is important that when you see a client that the interview takes place in an environment which will help the client rather than hinder good effective communication between client and solicitor. The aim of the interview is to create an atmosphere in which the client will feel calm and relaxed and confident in the advice that they are receiving. This in turn will give a favourable impression of the solicitor and the firm as a whole. Often the first point of contact whether in person or by telephone will be the receptionist. It is vital that all employees that work within the legal firm have a good understanding about the SRA principles. Clients who make contact with a legal firm will form an impression. 

According to Mitchell, 2008, “knowing how to respond when you are being introduced is just as important as knowing how to make introductions”. An informal introduction by saying “hello Mr Williams” whereby saying “hi” is simply not good enough or professional.  A proper formal introduction would be “how do you do Mr Williams”. A formal introduction that is suggested by Mithcell, 2008 is to introduce yourself using your first and last name and professional title. For example, “I am Lillian Mitchell, a dentist”. This in turn prompts the other person to respond with “Hello Dr Mitchell”. 
After the initial formalities and introductions, the solicitor needs to ensure that the client is physically comfortable ahead of the meeting. The meeting room needs to be clean and tidy and free from interruptions with minimum background noise that is typical of a busy workplace for those clients who may be hard of hearing which can be quite typical if dealing with elderly clients discussing Wills and Lasting Power Attorneys (LPOAs). The office in general needs to convey a sense of a professional nature and well organised but needs to be in perfect balance and welcoming in order to not create a space that could be seen as impersonal to the client. 
It is important to bear in mind that seating arrangements may help or hinder effective communication during the meeting. Typically the solicitor and clint face opposite each other from the solicitor’s desk. In line with GDPR regulations, the desk must be kept clear and not show any other matters or there will be breach of confidentiality.  This can also be linked to principles 2 of the SRA Codes of Conduct. In its Practice Note of 22 November 2019, The Law Society recommends that “before the initial interview you should obtain information to enable you to carry out necessary background and regulatory checks”. 
Paragraph 6 of the SRA Code of Conduct for Solicitors states “that generally a solicitor must not act for a client if there is a conflict of interest or a significant risk of a conflict of interest with a current client.” 
The importance of greeting the client in a warm and friendly manner cannot be over-emphasised enough. Greeting the client by making eye contact and address the client by their name as mentioned previously as well as professional and formally introducing yourself. In most cases before the covid pandemic, a greeting will also involve shaking hands. Solicitors must be mindful of any cultural differences which may prohibit the shaking of hands. Understanding diversity and equality it may be relevant to consider explaining to the client that as a firm we are not familiar with their culture and would not wish to cause offence. As stated in Elkington, Hotam, Shield and Verlander, 2021/22, “many clients do not regularly consult solicitors. When they do have cause to visit your office, it is likely to be at a time when they are experiencing very difficult situations.”
Paragraph 8.7 of the SRA Codes of Conduct for Solicitors 2019 requires that clients are provided with the best information possible both of the time of engagement and as their matter progresses. It also makes sense at the start of the meeting by informing the client how long the meeting is for and it may be prudent to enquire if the client themselves are bound by any time constraints. In addition, if an interpreter is required for the meting then extra time should be allocated for the interview as everything will need to be repeated. In cases where there is an interpreter present solicitors should be mindful that their main focus is the client and the central focus of attention. The relationship between solicitor and client is central to the meeting and there should be no discussion of the interpreter’s views. A conflict may arise if the interpreter is a friend or relative of the client. In the scenarios side conversations may take place and in these circumstances the solicitor should ask for a translation of any such discussions. For the sake of clarity and transparency, an attendance memo must be produced after the meeting has concluded and thoughts and discussions from the meeting are still fresh in the solicitor’s mind. 
At the closing stage of the meet, the solicitor needs to ensure that the client has a clear understanding of their matter and the cost involved. Providing the client with the time frame of completion, costs of the matter, when the next contact will take place and confirming that the advice provided in the meeting is available in a follow-up letter and an attendance memorandum will be stored on their file both electronically and on the physical file. 
Research and documented by Clements 2009 showed that “many people who share a common apprehension about equal opportunities: they want to be fair and treat people equally but are worried that they might easily do or say the wrong thing (perhaps unconsciously) and upset or offend somebody”. Labelling, prejudice and stereotyping are typical traits of ignorance. Lack of knowledge or direct experience in dealing with others who are different to us. Not knowing or understanding the different cultures, dress code, beliefs cultural traditions often people will come up with their own interpretations due to lack of knowledge and understanding by using stereotyped labels. This is unacceptable and goes against the principles of the SRA Codes of Conduct. 
In line with principle number 6 of the SRA Codes of Conduct 2019, solicitors must not make judgement of anyone race, colour, religion, sexual orientation, beliefs etc. All clients are to be treated equally, fairly and with integrity. Failure to do so will result in the solicitor being struck off. 
All legal professionals must comply with the Equality Act 2010, which outlines requirements related to protected characteristics “such as age, disability, gender reassignment, marriage and civil partnership, pregnancy and maternity, race, religion or belief, and sexual orientation”. In addition they must provide reasonable adjustments to disabled clients who are attending the offices as well as employee. This is to ensure that disabled clients and employees alike are not at a substantial disadvantage due to their disability. 
Equality, diversity and inclusion (EDI) are absolutely within the legal profession. A legal professional must take all necessary steps to encourage equality of opportunity for everyone and the respect for diversity. They must be inclusive in all of their actions at all times. 
Accordingly to legislation, “The Equality Act 2010 is a comprehensive piece of legislation in the United Kingdom that consolidates and simplifies previous equality laws. The Act applies not only to the workplace but also to wider society.” The Act is to ensure that everyone is treated fairly and equally regardless of their background, upbringing or personal characteristics. 
All legal professionals together with employers and even service providers must actively encourage equality, diversity and inclusion. Upholding these important principles contributes to the legal systems and improved access to legal services and public perception and trust of the legal profession. 
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INCLUSION

The learning community purposefully
involves and invests in the integrity of
all members in the learning process





