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Promoting a 
Professional Culture 
of Respect and Safety 
#MeToo
In keeping with our professionalism aspirations, I challenge you to take 
a proactive, preventative approach to sexual harassment and to start the 
discussions . . . about things we as lawyers can do to promote a professional 
culture of respect and safety to prevent #MeToo.

BY KARLISE Y. GRIER

“There is no doubt that Marley was dead. 
This must be distinctly understood, or nothing 
wonderful can come of the story I am going 
to relate.”—Excerpt from: “A Christmas 

Carol” by Charles Dickens. 

To borrow an idea from an iconic 

writer: There is no doubt that #MeToo 

testimonials are real. This must be 

distinctly understood, or nothing 

wonderful can come of the ideas I am 

going to share.

I start with this statement because 

when I co-presented on behalf of 

the Chief Justice’s Commission on 

Professionalism at a two-hour seminar 

on Ethics, Professionalism and Sexual 
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Harassment at the University of Georgia 

(UGA) in March 2018, it was clear to 

me that men and women, young and 

old, question some of the testimonials 

of sexual harassment that have recently 

come to light. For the purposes of starting 

a discussion about preventing future 

#MeToo incidents in the Georgia legal 

profession, I ask you to assume, arguendo, 

that sexual harassment does occur and to 

further assume,!arguendo, that it occurs in 

Georgia among lawyers and judges.1 Our 

attention and discussion must therefore 

turn to “How do we prevent it?” We won’t 

expend needless energy on “Is he telling 

the truth?” We won’t lament, “Why did 

she wait so long to come forward?” 

First, I want to explain why I believe 

that sexual harassment in the legal 

profession is, in part, a professionalism 

issue. As Georgia lawyers, we have A 

Lawyer’s Creed and an Aspirational 

Statement on Professionalism that 

was approved by the Supreme Court 

of Georgia in 1990.2 One tenet of A 

Lawyer’s Creed states: “To my colleagues 

in the practice of law, I offer concern for 

your welfare. I will strive to make our 

association a professional friendship.”

Frankly, it is only a concern for the 

welfare of others that in many cases will 

prevent sexual harassment in the legal 

profession because of “gaps” in the law 

and in our ethics rules. For example, 

under federal law, sexual harassment is a 

form of sex discrimination that violates 

Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. 

Title VII applies to employers with 15 or 

more employees.3 According to a 2016 

article on lawyer demographics, three 

out of four lawyers are working in a law 

firm that has two to five lawyers working 

for it.4 In Georgia, there are no state laws 

similar to Title VII’s statutory scheme.

There is currently nothing in Georgia’s 

Rules of Professional Conduct that 

explicitly prohibits sexual harassment of 

a lawyer by another lawyer.5 Moreover, 

it is my understanding that generally the 

Office of the General Counsel will not 

prosecute a lawyer for alleged lawyer-

on-lawyer sexual harassment absent 

a misdemeanor or felony criminal 

conviction, involving rape, sexual assault, 

battery, moral turpitude and other similar 

criminal behavior.6 Other circumstances 

in which laws or ethics rules may not 

apply include sexual harassment of 

lawyers by clients or sexual harassment 

that occurs during professional events, 

such as bar association meetings or 

continuing education seminars.7 

Former Georgia Chief Justice Harold 

Clarke described the distinction between 

ethics and professionalism as . . . the 

idea that ethics is a minimum standard 

which is required of all lawyers while 

professionalism is a higher standard 

expected of all lawyers. Therefore, in 

the absence of laws and ethical rules to 

guide our behavior, professionalism 

aspirations call on Georgia lawyers to 

consider and implement a professional 

culture of respect and safety that ensures 

zero tolerance for behavior that gives rise 

to #MeToo testimonials.8

The American Bar Association 

Commission on Women in the Profession 

recently published a book titled “Zero 

Tolerance: Best Practices for Combating 

Sex-Based Harassment in the Legal 

Profession.” The book provides some 

Former Georgia Chief Justice Harold Clarke 
described the distinction between ethics and 
professionalism as . . . the idea that ethics 
is a minimum standard which is required of 
all lawyers while professionalism is a higher 
standard expected of all lawyers. 
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practical advice for legal employers to 
address or to prevent sexual harassment.9 
Some of the suggestions included: 
establishing easy and inexpensive ways to 
detect sexual harassment, such as asking 
about it in anonymous employee surveys 
and/or exit interviews; not waiting for 
formal complaints before responding to 
known misconduct; and discussing the 
existence of sexual harassment openly.10 
The federal judiciary’s working group on 
sexual harassment has many reforms that 
are currently underway, such as conducting 
a session on sexual harassment during 
the ethics training for newly appointed 
judges; reviewing the confidentiality 
provisions in several employee/law 
clerk handbooks to clarify that nothing 
in the provisions prevents the filing 
of a complaint; and clarifying the data 
that the judiciary collects about judicial 
misconduct complaints to add a category 
for any complaints filed relating to sexual 
misconduct.11 For those planning CLE or 
bar events, the American Bar Association 
Commission on Women in the Profession 
cautions lawyers to “be extremely careful 
about excessive use of alcohol in work/ 
social settings.”12

During our continuing legal education 
seminar at UGA, one of the presenters, 
Erica Mason, who serves as president of 
the Hispanic National Bar Association 
(HNBA), shared that HNBA has developed 
a “HNBA Conference Code of Conduct” 
that states in part: “The HNBA is committed 
to providing a friendly, safe, supportive 
and harassment-free environment for all 
conference attendees and participants . 
. . . Anyone violating these rules may be 
sanctioned or expelled from the conference 
without a registration refund, at the 
discretion of HNBA Leadership.”13 Mason 
also shared that the HNBA has signs at all 
of its conferences that reiterate the policy 
and that provide clear instructions on how 
anyone who has been subjected to the 
harassment may report it. In short, you 
don’t have to track down a procedure or 
figure out what do to if you feel you have 
been harassed.

Overall, some of the takeaways from 
our sexual harassment seminar at UGA 
provide a good starting point for discussion 
about how we as lawyers should aspire 

to behave. Generally, our group agreed 
that women and men enjoy appropriate 
compliments on their new haircut or 
color, a nice dress or tie, or a general “You 
look nice today.” Admittedly, however, an 
employment lawyer might say that even 
this is not considered best practice.

Many of the seminar participants 
agreed on some practical tips, however. 
Think twice about running your fingers 
through someone’s hair or kissing a 
person on the check. Learn from others’ 
past mistakes and do not intentionally pat 
or “flick” someone on the buttocks even if 
you mean it as a joke and don’t intend for 
it to be offensive or inappropriate.14

In our professional friendships, we 
want to leave room for the true fairy-
tale happily ever after endings, like that 
of Barack and Michelle, who met at work 
when she was an associate at a law firm 
and he was a summer associate at the same 
firm.15 We also need to ensure that our 
attempts to prevent sexual harassment do 
not become excuses for failing to mentor 
attorneys of the opposite sex.

Finally, just because certain behaviors 
may have been tolerated when you were 
a young associate, law clerk, etc., does not 
mean the behavior is tolerated or accepted 
today. Professionalism demands that we 
constantly consider and re-evaluate the 
rules that should govern our behavior in 
the absence of legal or ethical mandates. 
Our small group at UGA did not always 
agree on what was inappropriate conduct 
or on the best way to handle a situation. We 
did all agree that the conversation on sexual 
harassment was valuable and necessary.

So in keeping with our professionalism 
aspirations, I challenge you to take 
a proactive, preventative approach 
to sexual harassment and to start the 
discussions in your law firm, corporate 
legal department, court system and/
or bar association about things we 
as lawyers can do to promote a profes-
sional culture of respect and safety to 
prevent #MeToo. 

Karlise Y. Grier

Executive Director
Chief Justice’s Commission 
on Professionalism
kygrier@cjcpga.org 

Endnotes
1. See, e.g., In the Matter of James L. 

Brooks, S94Y1159 (Ga. 1994) and The 
Washington Post, Wet T-Shirt Lawyers 
(December 23, 1983), The Washington 
Post, https://www.washingtonpost.
com/archive/politics/1983/12/23/
wet-t-shirt-lawyers/c46ac2e6-2827-
49a7-9041-f00ac5f21753/?utm_term=.
bf1ec57a8b95 (Last visited May 31, 
2018). For a more recent articles 
on sexual harassment in the legal 
profession, see generally, Vanessa Romo, 
Federal Judge Retires in the Walk of Sexual 
Harassment Allegations (December 18, 
2017), NPR, The Two-Way Breaking 
News, https://www.npr.org/sections/
thetwo-way/2017/12/18/571677955/
federal-judge-retires-in-the-wake-of-
sexual-harassment-allegations (Last 
visited May 31, 2018) and The Young 
Lawyer Editorial Board of The American 
Lawyer, YL Board: This is What Sexual 
Harassment in the Legal Industry Looks 
Like (February 28, 2018), The American 
Lawyer, Commentary, https://www.
law.com/americanlawyer/2018/02/28/
yl-board-this-is-what-sexual-
harassment-in-the-legal-industry-looks-
like/ (Last visited May 31, 2018).

2. See State Bar of Georgia, Lawyer’s 
Creed and Aspirational Statement on 
Professionalism, https://www.gabar.org/
aboutthebar/lawrelatedorganizations/
cjcp/lawyers-creed.cfm (Last visited May 
31, 2018).

3. U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity 
Commission, About EEOC, Publications, 
Facts About Sexual Harassment, https://
www.eeoc.gov/eeoc/publications/fs-sex.
cfm (Last visited May 31, 2018).

4. Brandon Gaille, 30 Mind-Boggling 
Lawyer Demographics, BrandonGaille.
com, https://brandongaille.com/30-
mind-boggling-lawyer-demographics/, 
February 8, 2016 (viewed on April 26, 
2018).  See also American Bar Association 
2013 Lawyer Demographics  Data, 
https://www.americanbar.org/content/
dam/aba/migrated/marketresearch/
PublicDocuments/lawyer_
demographics_2013.authcheckdam.pdf 
(viewed on April 26, 2018).

5. The Georgia Code of Judicial Conduct 
differs from the Georgia Rules of 
Professional Conduct in that Rule 2.3 
(b) of the Code of Judicial Conduct 
specifically prohibits discrimination 
by a judge in the performance of his 
or her judicial duties. See https://


