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• describe the framework for regulating the behaviour of
the legal profession;

• describe the responsibilities expected of a licensee by a
law society;

• explain the role and skills expected of a legal service
provider in the legal office; and

• explain the requirement of integrity and ethical
behaviour from a legal service provider.
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2  PROFESSIONALISM AND ETHICS IN THE LEGAL OFFICE

The role we fill within the organization that employs us is determined by several fac
tors, starting with the job description for which we are hired.

How it develops once we are in that role will depend on the various parties knowing 
the expectations they have of each other. Some of those will be based on our ability 
to perform our job; others will come from external codes of conduct or rules that are 
set by a governing body, such as the law society of a province or territory, as well as 
provincial or federal legislation; and still others will come from the society we live in. 
This should all be viewed through an attitude of mutual respect, understanding, and 
ethical behaviour that aims to achieve a work environment that is supportive, efficient, 
and effective for everyone involved in providing legal services to clients.

The provision of legal services by a law office or the legal department of an organ
ization requires the interaction of a number of people. Each person has an indispens
able role to play and a function to perform in achieving the result of providing competent 

You are seated at your workstation reviewing a file. The lawyer you work with 
approaches and says, “Great work on that statement of claim for the slip and fall 
file. By the way, would you pick up my dry cleaning on your lunch break? Here’s 
the receipt, thanks!”

If your supervisor asked you to pick up their dry cleaning, what would you do?

WHAT WOULD YOU DO? 
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CHAPTER 1 THE ROLE OF THE LEGAL SERVICE PROVIDER AND OTHERS IN THE LEGAL OFFICE  3

legal advice and services to clients. Each party is necessary for the success of the over
all result.

In this chapter, we will review the regulation of the practice of law in the provinces 
and territories and consider the responsibilities and standards of behaviour expected 
of licensees practising law. For our purposes, individuals who have been licensed by a 
law society to practise law within a province or territory will be referred to as licensees. 
From there, we will consider the relationships between the various parties involved in 
a legal office providing legal services to clients or a corporate employer and look at the 
role of individuals who assist licensees in the practice of law. For our purposes, an 
individual who provides assistance to a licensee in the provision of legal services will be 
referred to as a legal service provider. Finally, we will explore some of the skills, 
behaviours, and expectations of a legal service provider.

Regulating the Legal Profession
The practice of law in Canada is carried on under the supervision of law societies that 
have been established in the provinces and territories to ensure the appropriate provi
sion of legal services to the public. The law societies are responsible for the education, 
licensing, and regulation of the lawyers who practise law within their jurisdiction. In 
the province of Ontario, individuals who complete a formal law society accredited 
educational program and pass a standardized licensing exam may be licensed as 
paralegals and allowed to provide legal services to the public in particular areas of law 
that are defined by the Law Society of Ontario (<https://lso.ca>) to be within a para
legal’s scope of practice, for example, Small Claims Court matters and lower court 
provincial offences.

To maintain public trust and confidence in the legal system and reassure the public 
that its interests are respected and protected, licensees are expected to meet a high 
standard of integrity and ethical behaviour. The law societies are committed to ensuring 
that the professional conduct of licensees upholds this standard. Each law society has a 
set of bylaws, regulations, rules, a code of professional conduct, and/or practice stan
dards and guidelines that detail the professional and ethical duties licensees are required 
to meet. Table 1.1 lists the names and web links for law societies across Canada.

Responsibilities Expected of Licensees
Licensees have a professional and ethical obligation to act in good faith, which is a 
presumption that parties will act honestly with each other and not knowingly mislead 
or withhold important information in their dealings. Licensees are expected to extend 
appropriate courtesy to others working in the legal profession and have a duty to 
ensure that clients will receive competent legal services clear of conflicts of interest and 
grounded in maintaining clients’ confidential information. By extension, these obliga
tions are expected from all those involved in the legal profession, including those 
employed by licensees in the provision of legal services. A breach of these duties can 
result in a fine, suspension, or possible disbarment of the licensee and includes 
responsibility for the failure of an employee to meet the standards of professional 
practice required of the licensee by their governing law society.

legal service provider
an individual who provides 
assistance to a licensee in the 
provision of legal services

law society
an organization responsible 
in a province or territory for 
ensuring the appropriate 
provision of legal 
services to the public

good faith
a presumption that the parties 
will act honestly and not 
knowingly mislead or withhold 
important information in their 
dealings with each other

licensee
an individual who has 
been licensed by a law 
society to practise law in 
that province or territory
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4  PROFESSIONALISM AND ETHICS IN THE LEGAL OFFICE

How well a law firm or legal department is managed is taken into consideration in 
determining the competency of a licensee. The bylaws, regulations, rules, codes of 
conduct, and practice standards and guidelines established by the various provincial 
and territorial law societies establish the licensee’s operational responsibilities, and they 
detail the type of work and responsibilities that may be delegated to employees, who 
are usually referred to as “nonlawyers.” Generally, the licensee has the ability to 
assign to a nonlicensee specific tasks and functions connected to the licensee’s law 
practice, whether in a law firm or an organization’s legal department. Depending on 
the location and job description, there are several different titles used across the prov
inces and territories for individuals who assist a licensee in the provision of legal servi
ces. In all cases, nonlicensee services are required to be provided under the supervision 
of the licensee. Titles such as law clerk, legal assistant, legal secretary, legal adminis
trative assistant, legal technician, legal receptionist, contracts administrator, lease 
administrator, litigation support/eDiscovery clerk, and the like are applied depending 
on the nature of the work the individual is hired to perform. In several provinces, the 
term “paralegal” is used to indicate someone who is allowed to perform a specific 
range of legal services while under a licensee’s supervision.

TABLE 1.1 Law Societies for the Provinces and Territories

Provincial/Territory Law Society Website

Law Society of Alberta <https://www.lawsociety.ab.ca>

The Law Society of British Columbia <https://www.lawsociety.bc.ca>

The Law Society of Manitoba <https://lawsociety.mb.ca>

Law Society of New Brunswick <https://lawsociety-barreau.nb.ca/en>

The Law Society of Newfoundland and Labrador <https://lsnl.ca>

Law Society of the Northwest Territories <https://lawsociety.nt.ca>

Nova Scotia Barristers’ Society <https://nsbs.org>

Law Society of Nunavut <https://www.lawsociety.nu.ca>

Law Society of Ontario <https://www.lso.ca>

The Law Society of PEI <https://lawsocietypei.ca>

Barreau du Québec <https://www.barreau.qc.ca/en>

Law Society of Saskatchewan <https://www.lawsociety.sk.ca>

Law Society of Yukon <https://lawsocietyyukon.com>
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For example, “Appendix E—Supervision of Paralegals” in the Code of Professional 
Conduct for British Columbia1 states:

Lawyers who use paralegals need to be aware of several key concepts:

1. The lawyer maintains ultimate responsibility for the supervision of the 
paralegal and oversight of the file;

2. Although a paralegal may be given operational carriage of a file, the retainer 
remains one between the lawyer and the client and the lawyer continues to 
be bound by his or her professional, contractual and fiduciary obligations to 
the client;

3. The Society will protect the public by regulating the lawyer who is responsible 
for supervising the paralegal in the event of misconduct or a breach of the 
Legal Profession Act or Law Society Rules committed by the paralegal;

4. A lawyer must limit the number of persons that he or she supervises to 
ensure that there is sufficient time available for adequate supervision of 
each person;

5. A paralegal must be identified as such in correspondence and documents he 
or she signs and in any appearance before a court [or] tribunal;

6. A lawyer must not delegate any matter to a paralegal that the lawyer would 
not be competent to conduct himself or herself.2

To date, and as described earlier, only the Law Society of Ontario permits a paralegal 
to be licensed to practise law independently within clearly defined areas of the law.

Defining the Relationship Between Licensees and 
Legal Service Providers
Individual law societies address the responsibilities and activities that may be delegated 
by a licensee to legal service providers through their rules, codes of conduct, and 
practice standards and guidelines. For example, the Rules of Professional Conduct3 
established by the Law Society of Ontario deals with the relationship of the licensee to 
students, employees, and others. Section 6.11 states:

A lawyer shall in accordance with the bylaws

(a) assume complete professional responsibility for their practice of law, and

(b) directly supervise nonlawyers to whom particular tasks and functions 
are assigned.4

1 Society of British Columbia, Code of Professional Conduct for British Columbia (1 January 2013; amendments cur
rent to October 2021), online: <https://www.lawsociety.bc.ca/supportandresourcesforlawyers/actrulesand code/
codeofprofessionalconductforbritishcolumbia/appendixe – supervisionofparalegals>.

2 Ibid at “Key Concepts.”

3 Law Society of Ontario, Rules of Professional Conduct (1 October 2014; amendments current to 1 July 2021). The 
most uptodate version of the work can be found at: <https://lso.ca/aboutlso/legislationrules/rulesofprofessional 
conduct>.

4 Ibid.
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6  PROFESSIONALISM AND ETHICS IN THE LEGAL OFFICE

Paragraphs 5.1 through 5.6 of the Commentary to section 6.11 provide more 
precise information as to the work that may be delegated to legal service providers 
(nonlawyers) in some specific areas chosen as examples:

[5.1] A lawyer should ensure that the nonlawyer is identified as such when 
communicating orally or in writing with clients, licensees, public officials, or with 
the public generally whether within or outside the offices of the law practice.

[5.2] The following examples, which are not exhaustive, illustrate situations where 
it may be appropriate to assign work to nonlawyers subject to direct supervision.

[5.3] Real Estate—A lawyer may permit a nonlawyer to attend to all matters of 
routine administration, assist in more complex transactions, draft statements of 
account and routine documents and correspondence and attend to registrations. 
The lawyer must not assign to a nonlawyer the ultimate responsibility for review of 
a title search report or of documents before signing or for review and signing of a 
letter of requisition, review and signing of a title opinion or review and signing of a 
reporting letter to the client.

[5.4] In real estate transactions using the system for the electronic registration 
of title documents (“ereg”™) only a lawyer may sign for completeness of any 
document that requires compliance with law statements.

[5.5] Corporate and Commercial—A lawyer may permit a nonlawyer to attend 
to all matters of routine administration and to assist in more complex matters 
and to draft routine documents and correspondence relating to corporate, 
commercial, and securities matters such as drafting corporate minutes and 
documents pursuant to corporation statutes, security instruments, security 
registration documents and contracts of all kinds, closing documents and 
statements of account, and to attend on filings.

[5.6] Wills, Trusts and Estates—A lawyer may permit a nonlawyer to attend to 
all matters of routine administration, to assist in more complex matters, to collect 
information, draft routine documents and correspondence, to prepare income tax 
returns, to calculate such taxes, to draft executors’ accounts and statements of 
account, and to attend to filings.5

The Role and Skills of the Legal 
Service Provider
As described previously, an individual who provides assistance to a licensee in the 
provision of legal services will be referred to as a legal service provider for our pur
poses. A legal service provider may be a graduate of a college diploma program or 
some similar educational curriculum in legal studies. The role and function of a legal 
service provider may vary according to the size and nature of the legal office and the 
jurisdiction—the province or territory—in which the office is located. There are skills 
expected of a legal service provider that will apply to all office environments, such as 
strong organizational skills and knowledge of grammar, while some other skills, such 

5 Ibid.
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as preparing trial briefs or meeting materials for a public company listed on a stock 
exchange, will depend on the nature of the legal practice.

Role of the Legal Service Provider
The role of a legal service provider may vary by province or territory depending on any 
applicable regulations, jurisdictional allowances, and the employer. Although they may 
be engaged in several aspects of the legal office, the four main areas that a legal ser
vice provider functions in are:

 1. communications,

 2. organization and coordination,

 3. legal work, and

 4. general administrative matters.

Within the context of their employment and their work experience, a legal service 
provider working in a law office may be responsible for client intake and initial informa
tion gathering, the drafting of documents (e.g., a will or statement of claim), performing 
legal research, the filing of court documents, organizing and maintaining files, preparing 
accounts, maintaining a billing system, coordinating meetings and appointments, and 
other operational activities carried on in a legal office under a licensee’s supervision.

A legal service provider employed by a company or in a government department may 
be responsible for maintaining a database that includes such matters as supply contracts, 
intellectual property filings, and leasing files; organizing and maintaining files; coordin
ating meetings for the corporation’s directors and shareholders; preparing materials for 
corporate directors’ and shareholders’ meetings; acting as a secretary to take minutes for 
board meetings; performing legal research; and any number of other activities carried 
out in a legal department or government office under a licensee’s supervision.

With experience and the demonstration of knowledge, skills, and competency, the 
nature of the oversight provided by the supervising licensee may shift from direct 
supervision to review of the work product.

Skills Required of the Legal Service Provider
Skill requirements will vary according to the nature of the legal services to be per
formed by the legal service provider. The Canadian government website Job Bank 6 
includes the following general skills for a legal service provider in Canada:

People working in this occupation usually apply the following skill set.

• Draft legal correspondence and perform general office and clerical duties

• Assist lawyers in preparation for mediation and judicial dispute resolutions

• Research records, court files and other legal documents

• Prepare wills, real estate transactions and other legal documents, court reports 
and affidavits

6 Government of Canada, “Paralegal in Canada” (last modified 30 November 2021), online: Job Bank 
<https://www.jobbank.gc.ca/marketreport/skills/16074/ca>.
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8  PROFESSIONALISM AND ETHICS IN THE LEGAL OFFICE

• Assist lawyers by interviewing clients, witnesses, and other related parties, 
assembling documentary evidence, preparing trial briefs, and arranging 
for trials

• Witness and certify the validity of signatures on documents

• Arrange probates and administer the estates of deceased persons

• Administer oaths and take affidavits and depositions

• Draft contracts, prepare promissory notes and draw up wills, mortgages, and 
other legal documents.7

Other highly valued skills looked for by a potential employer include the ability to 
organize, plan, and set priorities while handling a range of duties and numerous files 
and documents; a solid knowledge of the rules of grammar; and strong language and 
writing skills combined with an eye for detail. Some of these are known as “soft 
skills,” which can be hard to measure and difficult to define.

It is likely that at some point you have met someone who seems able to put people 
at ease almost instantly and who appears to be able to find some common ground for 
conversation with everyone they meet. This is someone whose character traits and 
interpersonal skills enable them to interact easily with other people. The Oxford 
Reference defines soft skills as “competencies that employees possess associated with 
activities such as customer handling, communication, problemsolving, and teamwork
ing.”8 In essence, soft skills are a combination of our personal attributes, behaviours, 
and social attitudes that enable us to interact, communicate, and collaborate success
fully with other people.

Like a hand and a glove, soft skills are seen in the workplace as complementary to 
the hard skills (such as keyboarding skills, knowledge of business practices, and skills 
that involve technical knowledge and training) required for an employee to effectively 
get a job done. The ability to pay attention to detail, to follow instructions, to com
municate clearly with clients and fellow employees, and to mentor coworkers, along 
with time management, integrity, and persistence, are some examples of soft skills that 
employers will look for to balance a potential employee’s hard skills when deciding 
whether to hire them. In a competitive market that increasingly includes remote or 
offsite work environments as a result of the COVID19 pandemic experience, legal 
service providers who can demonstrate a solid combination of hard and soft skills will 
be in demand.

This situation demonstrates the importance of emotional intelligence, the ability 
to be aware of one’s emotions and to manage and express them in a positive way to 
overcome interpersonal challenges and conflicts. Emotional intelligence is an aspect of 
soft skills that enables us to interact, communicate, and collaborate successfully with 
other people.

7 Ibid at “Expertise.”

8 Oxford University Press, “Soft Skills” (2022), online: Oxford Reference <https://www.oxfordreference.com/
view/10.1093/oi/authority.20110803100516309>.

character traits
an individual’s pattern 

of thoughts, feelings, 
and behaviour that is 

unlikely to change

interpersonal skills
the skills and behaviour 
used in communicating 

and interacting with other 
people effectively

soft skills
the combination of personal 

attributes, behaviours, and 
social attitudes that enable 

an individual to interact, 
communicate, and collaborate 
successfully with other people

hard skills
the specific, teachable abilities 

or skills involving technical 
knowledge and training that 

are usually job related

emotional intelligence
the ability to be aware of and 
to manage and express one’s 

emotions in positive ways 
to overcome interpersonal 

challenges or conflicts
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Emotional Intelligence
Ormaru, ambitious to get ahead at work, had enrolled in evening courses to upgrade 
her skills. In one of the courses, she learned about a new software program that would 
be perfect for use by her employer in maintaining an inventory of the company’s 
supplies. Ormaru’s supervisor was impressed with the inventory software and had it 
installed. At the next staff meeting, the supervisor thanked Ormaru for bringing the 
new software to their attention and advised the staff that the company had arranged 
for three halfhour training sessions to be held for employees in Ormaru’s department 
starting at 5:00 p.m. for the next three days.

Following the staff meeting, Geneva, who worked at the desk next to Ormaru, 
caught up with her in the hallway and snarled, “Aren’t you just the perfect employee! 
That’s all I needed, another software program to learn! As if there aren’t enough 
changes and time demands going on around here! Thanks for nothing!”

Think About It

• What would you do if Geneva spoke to you in this manner?

• Have you been involved in a work situation in which someone said something 
or used a tone of voice that irritated you?

• How did you handle it?

• Did your response escalate or lessen the interaction with the other person?

Ormaru, who tended to have a short temper, was about to respond with a nasty, 
sarcastic comment. At the last second, she remembered a technique she had learned 
at one of her other evening courses on emotional intelligence that involved taking a 
deep breath and pausing for a moment before responding when angry.

WHAT WOULD YOU DO? 

(Continued on next page.)
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10  PROFESSIONALISM AND ETHICS IN THE LEGAL OFFICE

Soft Skills: What Are You Really Saying?
As mentioned previously, soft skills are hard to define and difficult to measure. They 
include the character traits that determine how effectively we interact with other 
people and respond to situations. Soft skills are reflected in such things as our attitude 
and deportment, which is the manner in which we behave and present ourselves to 
other people; in our ability to actively listen to another person, which involves giving 
them our complete focus and attention so they feel heard; and in clearly communicat
ing our understanding of what we heard in a response that will help in achieving a 
positive result. Employers see it in our commitment to completing duties efficiently and 
in a timely manner, in whether we pay attention to details, and even in seemingly 
mundane aspects of our work life such as punctuality.

There are several soft skills that may give you an edge in advancing your career in 
the legal profession. The willingness and ability to adjust quickly and easily to new 
ways of doing things—to manage unusual situations that may crop up unexpectedly—
demonstrates adaptability and reflects an individual’s flexibility and willingness to 
change. That adaptability combined with creative, analytical, outofthebox thinking 
will assist you in finding novel solutions to complex problems and issues. An active 
curiosity is another important soft skill as an individual’s desire to continuously develop 

Ormaru took a deep breath, and in that momentary pause, she recalled recently 
hearing that Geneva’s daughter was seriously ill in the hospital and that Geneva was 
being run ragged taking care of her two young grandchildren. Ormaru turned to Geneva 
and replied, “I totally understand! I wasn’t aware of how they would set up the training 
for the software. Please let me know what would work best for you, and maybe we can 
discuss with everyone in the department and the supervisor the best time for the training 
to take place.” Ormaru’s response took Geneva by surprise, causing her to stop and 
think about how to respond. That two second pause by Geneva had the effect of defusing 
the highly charged emotional atmosphere between the two coworkers and provided 
an opportunity for them to begin a discussion on how to sort out the situation.

Think About It

• Have you experienced a moment when a confrontation with someone suddenly 
went in an entirely different direction because you or the other person 
responded in an unexpectedly non-confrontational manner?

• Did that experience leave you with a positive feeling of having learned 
something about yourself, your emotions, and your interactions with others?

deportment
the manner in which 

you behave and present 
yourself to other people

active listening
involves the listener giving 

the person speaking 
their complete focus and 

attention so they feel 
heard and understood
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new skills and acquire knowledge underscores a mind that is open to whatever new 
challenges an employer may offer. Communication skills encompass verbal and 
nonverbal expression of issues. Understanding and decoding body language as well 
as the written and spoken word enables clear communication between the parties 
involved and is crucial to managing difficult situations. This ability to read another 
party’s reactions and decode body language is an element of the soft skill described as 
emotional intelligence. Understanding how emotions impact not only your thoughts 
and behaviours but those of others as well helps you to develop a sense of empathy, 
allowing you to control your reaction to a situation and possibly influence the other 
person’s behaviour. This can be seen in the way that Ormaru’s response to Geneva 
changed the direction of their interaction and relationship in the example above.

The following “What Would You Do?” box features a situation in which an employee 
encounters unanticipated criticism, but being aware of her employer’s body language 
may help her in deciding how to respond.

Reacting to Unexpected Criticism
Lena was sitting in a chair in her supervisor’s office waiting for her annual performance 
review. She got along well with her supervisor and coworkers and anticipated a 
positive review. Lena’s work was always done on time, and she prided herself on the 
quality of the documents she produced and her contribution to the company.

Lena sensed something was not quite right when her supervisor entered the room 
and sat down behind her desk. Usually, when they spoke, her supervisor would remain 
in front of her desk, casually leaning back on the edge of it, but today she somehow 
seemed a bit more at arm’s length. Lena figured that maybe her supervisor was hav
ing a difficult day. The supervisor began the conversation by confirming that Lena’s 
productivity was good and stating how pleased she was with Lena’s performance in 
that regard. However, the supervisor continued, it had been noted that Lena was 
always late to work and rarely at her desk at the start of the business day at 9:00 a.m. 
This was not acceptable, and Lena needed to immediately address the issue of her 
habitual lateness.

Lena’s initial reaction was surprise, followed by embarrassment, and then indigna
tion. Her work product was excellent, she never missed a deadline, and she often stayed 
later than quitting time to finish a file. This felt totally unfair. Lena resented it, and her 
reactions were reflected in her face. Lena knew that she was slow in getting out the 
door in the morning, usually because there always seemed to be some lastminute 
thing that had to be dealt with—packing a lunch for her son, checking the refrigerator 
to see what had to be picked up—small tasks that only seemed to take a couple of 
minutes. Besides, she was at work by starting time—she was always in the parking 
lot by 9:00 a.m. She had not expected this from her supervisor and did not appreciate 
the reprimand and what sounded like an order. Lena began to respond and immedi
ately saw her supervisor sit up straighter and cross her arms in front of her.

WHAT WOULD YOU DO? 

(Continued on next page.)
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12  PROFESSIONALISM AND ETHICS IN THE LEGAL OFFICE

Think About It

• What do you think about the company’s assessment of Lena’s performance?

• What do you anticipate will happen between Lena and her supervisor in this 
meeting?

• What advice would you give Lena?

Welldeveloped soft skills help us in adapting and responding to changing circum
stances and provide those who possess them with an inherent awareness of their work 
environment and the ability to navigate difficult situations. We will take a further look 
at soft skills in the context of a legal office in Chapter 3. 

Cast Your Net Wide: Look Beyond the Law Office
Although law offices are often the first thought for employment, there are numerous 
other opportunities for a legal service provider to consider, and you should keep your 
mind open to other avenues of employment. Government offices at all levels—federal, 
provincial, territorial, and municipal—are potential employers, as are community legal 
clinics, legal aid clinics, corporations, financial services institutions (including banks and 
credit unions), investment firms, educational institutions (where an experienced legal 
service provider may be your instructor!), and legal support firms (sometimes referred 
to as “office temp services”), to list a few. In recent years, businesses offering virtual 
legal support have entered the legal services field to help firms and organizations meet 
deadlines or project requirements while minimizing office overhead and space. As a 
result of the COVID19 pandemic that took hold in Canada at the beginning of 2020, 
the concept of having office staff working remotely has become more accepted.

The communication and office administration skills you possess, as well as a good 
understanding of legal terminology, procedures, and concepts, are valuable assets to 
a great number of possible organizations, whether you are hired as a permanent 
employee or on a parttime/contract basis, in person or remote.

PROFESSIONAL 
TIP 1.1
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CHAPTER 1 THE ROLE OF THE LEGAL SERVICE PROVIDER AND OTHERS IN THE LEGAL OFFICE  13

Legal Service Provider Behaviour 
and Expectations
The legal service provider will necessarily be involved in establishing a working relation
ship with clients or employees in other departments of an organization. For this reason, 
legal service providers are expected to communicate clearly, be flexible, and adapt well 
to changing workplaces.

Communicating Clearly
Clear communication is important in terms of first impressions and critical in establish
ing any relationship. For this reason, the use of verbal shorthand, which involves 
using one word to represent several words or a thought, such as “LOL” for laughing 
out loud, or slang expressions, which are words or phrases that are regarded as very 
informal or used by people who are part of the same group or very familiar with each 
other, such as telling someone you “kicked back” rather than “relaxed,” should be 
avoided in conversations or correspondence with clients.

It is very easy to fall into a pattern of using terminology or jargon that is used by 
and carries a certain meaning for those who work in a particular industry or profession. 
For example, in a legal context, when a person is asked to arrange for “service” of a 
document, included in the use of the word “service” is the understanding that 
arrangements will be made to have someone personally attend to verify the identity of 
the person receiving the document, which will notify them of a legal proceeding. The 
person delivering the document will hand it to the individual who is being given notice 
and subsequently provide an affidavit that they have accomplished this task. In this 
context, the use of the word “service” incorporates a series of activities to be carried 
out that would be understood by another person working in the legal industry but not 
by someone working outside that field. To ensure that a client or an employee from 
another department in the company can understand the issues and procedures 
involved in a situation, we need to be careful not to use, for example, legal jargon 
when speaking with them on the matter.

verbal shorthand
the use of one word 
to represent several 
words or a thought

slang
expressions, words, or 
phrases that are regarded 
as very informal or used 
by people who are part of 
the same group or are very 
familiar with one another

jargon
technical terminology 
or expressions used in a 
particular profession that 
would not be understood 
by others outside of 
the profession

The legal service provider helps establish client relationships through clear communication.
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14  PROFESSIONALISM AND ETHICS IN THE LEGAL OFFICE

Flexibility and Adaptability
Techsavvy, skilled legal service providers who demonstrate knowledge, competency, 
integrity, and a welldeveloped sense of ethical behaviour will remain in demand for 
licensees looking to staff their offices. Many law firms and legal departments have 
begun to incorporate a mix of off and onsite legal service provider teams as a result 
of the success of remote working arrangements necessitated by the COVID19 pan
demic. And because of this development, it can be foreseen that law firms and legal 
departments may begin to adopt a more flexible model of staffing that involves full
time and parttime legal service providers, which will allow them to reflect changing 
business conditions, caseloads, and client demands. New and upgraded legal software 
will be required to meet this change, along with collaboration between licensees and 
legal service providers to implement and maintain improved and effective systems for 
case and file management, client relations, and strong data protection measures.

For legal service providers, this approach may bring about flexible work schedules 
and various remote work options, including windowed work that allows the eight
hour workday to be performed anytime during the work week as well as company 
subsidized supplies for the home office. Consequently, with the office environment 
shifting from its traditional setting to incorporate this more flexible approach, the 
licensee will need to rely on the individual legal service provider’s work ethic and 
integrity for the arrangement to succeed.

The legal service provider’s ultimate responsibility is to provide appropriate assist
ance to the law firm or legal department’s clients. With experience, the legal service 
provider will assist in assessing the complexity of the issues involved in a matter and 
suggest problemsolving actions to assist the licensee in managing and resolving the 
client or organization’s legal issues. This includes knowing the limits of one’s com
petency in terms of knowledge, skill, and ability to provide the services necessary to 
meet the client’s needs while understanding the high level of integrity and ethical 
behaviour expected of those working within the legal profession.

As we have seen, regardless of the province or territory in which the legal office is 
located, everyone involved in providing legal services to a client or an organization has 
responsibilities and standards of behaviour that they are expected to understand and 
meet. The provision of legal services requires the interaction of a number of people, 
each with an indispensable role to play and a function to perform in a work environ
ment that should reflect an attitude of mutual respect, understanding, and ethical 
behaviour. So, whether or not you pick up the dry cleaning while on your lunch break 
is a decision that should be based on whether you choose to do a favour for a col
league whom you respect and who respects you!

To Summarize
The provision of legal services requires the interaction of a number of people, each 
with a function to perform in meeting a client’s needs. Each province and territory has 
its own law society that is responsible for overseeing the practice of law within their 
jurisdiction as well as the education and licensing of those licensed to practise law. 
Bylaws, regulations, rules, codes of professional conduct, and practice standards and 
guidelines detail the professional and ethical duties of licensees. This includes the duty 
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to ensure that clients receive competent legal services and to act in good faith and 
with honesty when interacting with clients and others in the profession. These obliga
tions extend to the employees of a licensee. While a licensee can assign to an employee 
specific tasks and functions that do not involve providing legal advice, these services 
must be provided under the supervision of a licensee.

 Keeping Up with Changes
Legal service providers in a law office must keep up with and follow procedural 
rules and timelines and software programs used in the legal profession that change 
from time to time. It is important for a legal service provider to stay current with 
those changes to ensure the law practice’s compliance with government and law 
society requirements. Ongoing training through webinars, continuing professional 
development seminars, upgrading tutorials, and similar activities are critical to main
taining a legal service provider’s competency.

In Ontario, the Institute of Law Clerks of Ontario (ILCO) (<https://www.ilco.on 
.ca>) offers opportunities for members to increase their expertise, skills, efficiency, 
and knowledge of best practices through educational programs, continuing legal 
education seminars, and networking opportunities. It also has a job board on its 
site for members. ILCO hosts an annual conference for law clerks across the prov
ince as well as other provinces and territories. If it’s available in your area, the 
benefits of membership in a professional association of this nature would be well 
worth considering.

Law firms and organizations with legal departments often educate their employ
ees by holding internal seminars on recent or upcoming changes in the law and 
legal procedures. If your office does not offer this type of continuing legal educa
tion, it might be considered if a request is made. A legal service provider who 
requests an opportunity to attend a continuing legal education seminar in an area 
of law in which they work would likely be seen as showing initiative and may find 
that the firm or licensee will make time available to them to attend and possibly 
reimburse the registration fee. Legal software manufacturers often make free webi
nars and online tutorials or YouTube videos available to users of their products to 
provide them with practice tips and information on upgrades and changes made 
to programs. There are a number of avenues to explore in order to ensure that you 
stay up to date with both legal and procedural changes in your profession.

BOX 
1.1

The role of the legal service provider assisting a licensee will vary by province and 
territory. Individual law societies address the responsibilities and activities that may be 
delegated by a licensee to legal service providers through their rules, codes of conduct, 
and practice standards and guidelines. Legal service providers generally function in the 
four main areas of communications, organization and coordination, legal work, and 
general administrative matters. The skills required within these areas will vary accord
ing to the nature of the legal services to be performed by the legal service provider. 
With experience and the demonstration of knowledge, skills, and competency, the 
nature of the oversight provided may shift from direct supervision to the work product 
being reviewed by the supervising licensee. In several provinces, the term “paralegal” 
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16  PROFESSIONALISM AND ETHICS IN THE LEGAL OFFICE

is used to indicate someone who is allowed to perform a specific range of legal services 
while under a licensee’s supervision. To date, only the Law Society of Ontario permits 
a paralegal to be licensed to practise law independently within clearly defined areas of 
the law.

A potential employer will look for an employee who possesses a good balance of 
hard skills, which are specific skills and abilities acquired through technical training, 
and soft skills, which are those personal characteristics that enable a person to collab
orate and communicate successfully with other people. Hard skills might involve key
boarding, knowledge of business practices, and application of industryrelated 
software. Soft skills usually reflect an individual’s curiosity, flexibility, ability to com
municate clearly, and emotional intelligence (such as being able to read another per
son’s reactions and decode body language). Clear communication is important in 
terms of first impressions for a client and is critical in establishing and maintaining the 
relationship. Avoiding the use of slang or jargon in speech is vital to ensuring that a 
client or an employee from another department in the company fully understands the 
issues being addressed and the procedures being followed in providing legal services.

KEY TERMS
active listening, 10

character traits, 8

deportment, 10

emotional intelligence, 8

good faith, 3

hard skills, 8

interpersonal skills, 8

jargon, 13

law society, 3

legal service provider, 3

licensee, 3

slang, 13

soft skills, 8

verbal shorthand, 13

REVIEW QUESTIONS
Short Answer
 1. Explain two ways in which a law society provides 

licensees with the details on the duties they are 
required to meet in order to practise law.

 2. Briefly describe the professional and ethical obliga
tions expected of licensees.

 3. List two of the four main areas in which a legal ser
vice provider functions and briefly describe what 
you think is involved in those areas.

 4. What is the role of the provincial and territorial law 
societies in Canada?

 5. What section of the Law Society of Ontario’s Rules 
of Professional Conduct handles the licensee’s rela
tionship with students, employees, and others?

Discussion Questions
 1. Explain what is meant by the statement: “How well 

a law firm or legal department is managed is taken 
into consideration in determining the competency 
of a licensee.”

 2. Briefly discuss what you think the impact of the 
COVID19 pandemic means for legal service provid
ers’ working arrangements.

 3. Briefly explain why you want to work as a legal ser
vice provider.

 4. If it came to your attention that you lacked the 
knowledge required to complete a task or your skill 
set needed to be improved upon, what action would 
you take?
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APPLY YOUR KNOWLEDGE
Balancing Priorities
 1. Elandra works as a legal service provider attached to three licensees in a busy litigation law firm: 

Janelle, a partner in the firm, and Hector and Weiping, who are associates. This morning, Janelle 
asked Elandra to revise a statement of claim and have it ready to review with a client for 3:30 p.m. 
today. Shortly after that, Hector brought Elandra a rough draft of a settlement agreement for word 
processing that was to go out by 4:00 p.m. that afternoon for overnight delivery by courier to the 
lawyer for the other side. Meanwhile, Elandra is working on a statement of defence to be finalized 
and filed for Weiping by the end of the day. Elandra is normally able to balance her work time 
between the three licensees, but today it is not possible to complete all this material by the required 
deadlines. You hear Elandra muttering: “What has only two hands and is very frustrated?”

a. What would you suggest to Elandra in this situation?

An Uncomfortable Request
 2. Larsan has been working with two other legal service providers, Magda and Parvana, for the last 

several months in a company’s legal department. Recently, it was noticed that some office supplies 
used for legal files have been running out faster than usual, and it is suspected that an employee in 
the department is responsible. Washag, the office manager who knows Larsan well, requests that 
Larsan report any suspicious activities on the part of the two coworkers that might suggest which 
of them is responsible for the theft of the office supplies. Larsan gets along well with Magda and 
Parvana and is very uncomfortable in this new role of undercover detective.

a. What would you do if you were wearing Larsan’s detective’s coat?

An Awkward Situation for a New Employee
 3. Rose has worked in the legal field for 20 years; when the lawyer Rose was working for received an 

appointment to the Bench, she started looking for a new job. Having worked within criminal law 
for most of her career, Rose decided to look for a position within a personal injury firm. Due to her 
excellent reputation and the number of years she had been employed with her previous employer, 
she was quickly offered a position.

Rose was hired to be the senior legal service provider at a midsized law firm where she knew 
no one. The firm had three lawyers. One lawyer had ten years’ experience and another had four 
years’ experience. The third lawyer was a new call to the bar with under one year of experience, 
aside from completing their articling position. The firm had two parttime secretaries, a scanning 
clerk, two legal assistants, one accident benefits clerk, and two junior legal service providers. Rose 
was hired to be the senior legal service provider for the senior lawyer.

One day, Rose was working on a client’s file, getting it ready for a motion scheduled for court 
the following week. Upon the lawyer’s request, she prepared a prebill for his review. While she 
was creating the prebill, she noticed a trust cheque issued for the filing fee of the motion. What 
caught Rose’s attention was that the client had never provided a monetary retainer, which meant 
there was no money in trust when this cheque was written.

a. What is wrong with this situation?

b. What should Rose do with this discovery?

c. Should Rose also advise the lawyer that requested the prebill be prepared?

d. Briefly discuss why Rose might not be comfortable with bringing this matter to the attention of 
the lawyer or accounting department.
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Wish I Hadn’t Seen That
 4. Before Sue’s lunch break, her boss stopped by Sue’s desk to tell her that she was on her way to 

lunch and would be back later. Not thinking anything of it, Sue finished up what she was doing 
and texted her friend who works at another law firm to see whether she was still good to meet 
for lunch. They agreed to meet at a restaurant that was midway between each of the firms they 
worked for.

When Sue arrived at the restaurant, her friend was already seated at a booth, so she went right 
over and sat down. Shortly after arriving, Sue noticed that her boss was at the same restaurant. 
At first, Sue didn’t think anything of it, but then her friend passed a comment saying how she 
noticed that Sue’s boss was getting quite “cozy” with her lunch companion. Sue started to pay 
more attention to her boss and what was going on at her table, becoming more curious as lunch
time progressed.

Just as Sue was getting ready to leave, she spotted her boss and the person she was with 
kissing and holding hands. At this point, Sue became quite uncomfortable because her friend 
saw them too and asked Sue who her boss was with, as it was not her husband. Sue brushed 
the question off, saying to her friend that she had no idea who it was, but she actually knew the 
person her boss was having lunch with was a client.

a. Briefly explain what you might or might not do if you were Sue in this situation.

b. Does Sue have an ethical responsibility to speak with her boss about what she saw?
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