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Client-Centered Counseling: Best Practices

I will present an overview of currently accepted “best practices” in client interviewing,
focusing on the model of client-centered counseling and the opening moments of a client
interview. o

Topical Outline:
L. It doesn't simply matter what you ask, it matters WHEN you ask it

A. Research shows that lawyers do things in the first few minutes of
client interviews that harm their ability to get good information
from clients

'B. The ideal order for a first intake
' i. Icebreakers
ii. Client confidentiality (and fees for private cases)
lii. Obtain narrative information from client
iv. Identify client goals (there’s almost always more than-one) .
- non-judgmentally (no lawyer-like filtering allowed)
v. Summarize what the client said: facts and goals
vi. - Preliminary discussion of potential options -
vii. Preliminary exploration of direction client wants you to take
(authority for action)
viii. Discussion of retainer agreement (and fees if private case)
ix. Clear understanding of who is doing what, when and contact
info

- 1L How to obtain narrative information early in the first interview
(Gellhorn)

A. Do the following:



i. Write down the client’s opening words, ver batim if possible

ii. Set an agenda so the client knows he or she will have an
opportunity to talk

iii. Use

-silence or continuers ("mm-mm”, “go on”, “I see”)
-non-verbal facilitators (eye contact, nodding)

-additional open-ended questions (what other concerns do you
have, tell me more, what else is going on)

iv. Acknowledge and address emotional expression
v. Show interest, excitement or fascination

vi. Ensure you've elicited all concerns “Is there anything else on
your mind?”

B. Don't do the following:
i. Using
-elaborators (tell me more about X)
-recompleters (you're having trouble with X)
-close-ended questions (Is X happening?)

III.  You can ask all the questions you want, but if you don't listen to the
answer, it won't make a difference

IV.  If something doesn't make sense to you, ask the client to explain

A. We all operate out of our own world-view and experience (Moore)

B. So do judges, juries, arbitrators, mediators, opposing attorneys and
parties

C. ‘You can‘t represent someone else if you don't understand their
world-view

V. Context affects counseling: explore with the client the kind of lawyer-
client relationship you want to have, but be careful with vulnerable
clients not to step on their autonomy.
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