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MEETING WITH CLIENTS/INTERVIEWING SKILLS
        Think about the meeting with your client as an interview.  Careful advance planning is very important to the success of an interview.

        The kind of things to think about 

a) setting – you are going into a space you may have never been; you may have some anxiety preconceived ideas of what a prison is like; and some insecurity about being there.

b) be honest with yourself about those feelings above. 

c) be careful about overcompensating for your insecurity instead of acknowledging your vulnerability

· Clients are happy to have someone to listen to them. They usually have not had that experience with lawyers before. 

· Be honest about your experience. It’s ok to say, “I haven’t done this before.” You can overcome your lack of knowledge by expressing your interest and taking the time to understand the client’s situation and needs. 
· Most important part of ice-breaking in the interview is how do you connect. Think about it from the client’s perspective. What are they wondering about you? 
· Confidentiality – What are you going to do with the information that has been conveyed to you? Make the person feel comfortable, trusting to get the information you need. 
· Potentially sensitive questions:  Think about what you want to know and why. For example, information about the crime. Is this a sensitive question? Is this something I need to know. You might say, “I’m sorry I need to ask this…..” Explain, why you need to know, i.e. lay a foundation for the questions you ask.  Timing is also important -- Try not to ask sensitive questions in the very beginning, before the client is comfortable speaking to you. 
· Ask open-ended questions to get a narrative. Clients may even reveal sensitive information. This gives you an opener. Use an open-ended funnel technique of asking questions. 

· It’s a conversation not an interrogation.   

· Boundary issue- Be careful of trying to empathize with information that isn’t analogous and will make the client feel uncomfortable. 
· Judgmental issue – It isn’t appropriate to express whether you approve of her childcare arrangement or not. It’s not useful to say, “If you had done things differently, then…….” 
· You may have to deliver bad news like a client’s rights have been terminated and her children adopted. Acknowledge that. 
· Self disclosure – Why are you doing this? It’s not about you. Does a comparison to your own life make sense. Use this technique delicately. 
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· The end of the interview 
a)      make sure you understand what the client has told you.

b)      Be clear with the client about what you are going to do between this meeting and the next one, and the likely timeframe for that next meeting

c)      Don’t overload the client. Focus on the immediate.

d)      Think of this as a partnership – are there things the client needs to do between this meeting and the next one, e.g. contacting a relative, getting copies of documents together to show you, etc.?

Summary – Think of the interview in three parts-- beginning – how do you begin the conversation; middle – how you gather the information; how you wrap things up

 

