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WHAT SHOULD I DO IF I’VE MADE A MISTAKE?

The legal profession is highly pressured which can mean that some lawyers 

may make a significant mistake or be the subject of a complaint at some 

point during their career. While minor mistakes are usually dealt with 

informally, a major error can lead to a large claim on the firm’s insurance 

and to disciplinary proceedings against the firm or the individual solicitor  

by the Solicitors Regulation Authority (SRA). 

“The first reaction is shock and horror that 

you have done something wrong or made a 

mistake that has career implications. You 

can’t think of anything else. Then you face 

the decision of whether to own up and, if so, 

who to tell: your colleagues, the partners, the 

clients involved, the Law Society. Panic soon 

follows, together with the realisation of all the 

possible implications.”

Facing disciplinary proceedings 

can be an extremely distressing 

and worrying time. Most solicitors 

are hard working, competent, 

knowledgeable, and take great 

professional pride in serving the 

best interests of their clients. 

Failure in any of these areas hits 

them hard. Also, the disciplinary 

process can be lengthy, which 

adds to the pain of the experience. 

But, however serious the mistake – 

and however long ago you made it 

– there are organisations that can 

help, and things that can be done 

to get you through the experience.

If you believe you have made a mistake, report it sooner rather than later. Failure to deal 
with it could affect the firm’s insurance and lead the insurer to refuse cover on the grounds 
of nondisclosure of a material fact. Consider enlisting the support of a colleague, and admit 
your mistake frankly and honestly to a superior in the firm, saying you are prepared to do 
whatever is necessary to put it right, including undergoing additional training.

Verbal warning: Your employer may decide that a 
verbal warning, and potentially retraining, is sufficient 
to deal with the issue. You should establish whether 
this is part of a formal disciplinary procedure and 
whether it will be recorded on your personnel file as a 
formal warning. If it is not a formal warning, it cannot 
be used in the future.

Formal action: If the firm decides to take disciplinary 
action against you, check your contract and the 
firm’s disciplinary policy for guidance. Note down 
any mitigating circumstances and exactly what 
happened, when and why. The Solicitors’ Assistance 
Scheme (SAS) will give you up to an hour of free  
legal advice.

Please note that information in this factsheet applies to solicitors in England and Wales only.
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Call LawCare’s free, independent, confidential helpline  

on 0800 279 6888 for immediate support or visit 

www.lawcare.org.uk
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REGULATORY BODIES

Suspension: If your firm suspends you, ensure that 
the period of your suspension is clearly defined from 
the start, and use the time you are away from work 
constructively: this could be to prepare your case 
and help your employer make a full investigation. You 
could also attend training courses or read around your 
field of work. It might be wise to bring your CV up 
to date and research the legal jobs market. You may 
wish to offer support, if required, to those covering 
your work in your absence and be available to advise 
on files. 

Grievance: If you consider the actions of your firm 
or superior to be unfair, you could first try to resolve 
things informally. If this doesn’t work, you may decide 
to take out a grievance. This is never done lightly, 
but may sometimes be the only option. Consult your 
film’s disciplinary policy and contact the SAS  
for advice.

Legal Ombudsman (LO) 
If the LO decides to investigate a complaint it can insist that the matter 
is put right at the firm’s expense, require the firm to reduce a bill or pay 
compensation or, if it involves misconduct or repeated complaints, 
refer the matter to the SRA. If you are the subject of a complaint, it is 
important to establish whether it relates to inadequate professional 
service or misconduct or dishonesty. 

Solicitors Regulation Authority (SRA) 
The role of the SRA is to ensure compliance with rules and codes of 
conduct. It also issues the certificates solicitors need in order to practice. 
In extreme circumstances, particularly where dishonesty is suspected, 
the SRA may use its statutory powers to initiate an intervention. For 
everyone concerned an intervention is traumatic, damaging and 
expensive. The firm’s bank accounts may be frozen, staff dismissed and 
the individual solicitor referred to the Solicitors Disciplinary Tribunal. The 
SRA has the interests of the profession at heart, however, and does not 
take this step lightly. 

Solicitors Disciplinary Tribunal (SDT) 
If a solicitor has repeatedly behaved unprofessionally or seriously 
compromised the interests of a client, the SRA may consider it in the 
public interest to refer the matter to the SDT. If you are the subject 
of an SDT hearing it is important that you have expert advice and 
representation as soon as possible. 
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