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GOALS FOR AN INTERVIEW

Your goals for a client-centred interview are simple: you will get all the information necessary to properly assist client, and the client will feel supported and respected.

THE IDEAL INTERVIEW STRUCTURE

The following is a suggested framework for an initial client interview (see attached handout). 

1) Introduction/welcome: this is your opportunity to set the stage with the client in terms of who you are, what you understand their issues to be, how the interview will proceed, and why the client should feel comfortable telling you their story. Specifically, explain:
· Who you are, and what your role is.

· Confidentiality of the meeting and the importance of giving you all of the information.

· General structure of the interview (“I will ask you to tell me what brought you here, then I will ask some questions to make sure I understand, and then we will try and identify some options for you.”)

· Explain how much time you have for the interview.

· Ask you client to briefly explain why they have sought your assistance. Summarize their answer for them to make sure you understand. 

· Make sure you don’t offer advice or explain next steps at this stage because you don’t have enough information. If the client asks you detailed questions, explain that you are not able to answer accurately until you have all the information. 

2) History: this stage allows you to get the basic chronological history from the client with minimal interruption. It lets her tell her story with your indirect support and helps you to understand her specific legal issues. 

· Prompt the client with open-ended, non-leading questions like “what happened next?”

· Do not ask for additional details at this stage. This is the time for the client to tell her story.

· Support the client along using active listening. 

· Use scoop technique only once client has exhausted her story. (E.g. “Is there anything else you want to tell me?”)

3) Funnel questions on each issue: this is your opportunity to identify potential legal issues and get additional detail from the client using the funnel questioning technique (see attached).
· Using the information you obtained in the “History” stage, identify all possible legal issues/problems. 

· Check your understanding of the main issues by summarizing them for the client.  (E.g. “It sounds like you have an issue with your landlord issuing you an eviction notice, and then you also have an issue with the Ministry cutting off your benefits.  Does that sound right?”)

· Scoop! (E.g. Is there anything else you are concerned about?”)

· For each legal issues you have identified, explore it using funnel questions:

· Start with pen-ended questions – the more open the better.  “What can I do for you?” or “How can I help you?” are good ways to start. 

· Follow up questions should remain broad:  “Can you tell me more about that?” Don’t go to narrow questions yet!

· Once open ended questions are exhausted, follow-up with narrower questions.  (E.g. “What date did you get the notice to end tenancy?” / “Do you have a copy of the notice to end tenancy?”)

· Check your understanding of the issues by summarizing for the client - “Does that capture it?”

· Ask scoop questions (e.g. “Is there anything else?”) until there is nothing else the client can tell you.  

4) Get all the information -- final scoop question

· Before giving any advice ask a final scoop question - “Is there anything else you can tell me that might be important?”

5) Advising: this is your chance to outline the law that applies to the client’s situation. 

· Do this ONLY do this after all the questioning is done to make sure you have all the information. Jumping into advice is the easiest way to miss key information, which can make a lot more work for you and can seriously impact the client’s legal rights.

· Explain the client’s legal situation, to the extent you can. You can do this by explaining the law that applies and what the client’s options might be.

· REMEMBER:  if you need to think about it, do some research, or talk it over with someone before you can give them advice about what to do, or how strong their case is, say so.  It is normal and perfectly fine not to know the answer right away!  Even if it’s an urgent situation it is never a good idea to guess.

· If you must research a point, conduct further investigations, or consult your supervisor before advising, tell the client this and make a next appointment.

· When you are able to advise, it is important to always encourage the client to make a decision. It is not for the advocate to decide which option is best for the client. If the client decides what option she wants to pursue, make sure she’s clear on that decision. 

6) Adjourning - come up with a plan for next steps

· What does the client need to do next?  (E.g. bring you documents, fill in a form, get a potential witness to call you.)  Come up with a plan including timelines, and write it down if you think that will help.
· What do you need to do next?  (E.g. fax in a notice of appeal, call a District Supervisor, call the client’s landlord.)  Come up with plan and tell the client what to expect. 
· Usually a good idea to get the client to sign release of information form(s) so that you can obtain any additional documents you may need. 
· Be clear with expectations. If you are going to do something, explain to the client when you will be able to do it and put it in your notes so you remember. If you cannot do something for a client, and or cannot proceed until the client does something, make that very clear.
WHY INTERVIEW STRUCTURE IS HELPFUL

No matter how many client interviews I have done, reviewing the structure of an ideal interview is always beneficial. In fact, the more interviews I do, the more I can appreciate the importance of the ideal structure and keeping it in minds during all interviews.

This is because the ideal interview model is client-centered. It put the focus on the client by allowing the client to get her story out in her own way, with the interviewer simply supporting the process. 

Many of us have a variety of priorities at work. We might be focused on trying to assist a client as quickly as possible because we have other clients waiting, or we might be focus on statistics for our program.  Our client might be upset and we want to get them through the process as quickly as possible to limit their distress, or our client may say things that offend us and we simply want to get them out of our office. 

All of these points are valid, but prioritizing them before the client-centred approach can lead to missing information or the client feeling rushed and disrespected. Missing relevant information can lead to mistakes that can worsen a client’s legal situation, and a client feeling rushed can set the stage for an acrimonious advocate/client relationship from the very beginning. 

The client comes to the interview with crucial information – what brings them to the advocate, and usually, what result is wanted. The advocate has important information also – knowledge about the law and what facts are relevant given the law. Advocates tend to use their knowledge to focus on the specifics of the case, and take control before giving the client a chance to tell the whole story. As a result, the client may feel like they never got a chance to tell the story, and the advocate may fail to understand what the client really wants.

Whenever possible, it is helpful to keep this ideal interview structure in mind when interviewing clients, and stick to it as much as possible.

SITUATIONS WHERE THE IDEAL INTERVIEW STRUCTURE WON’T FIT

There are some situations where the interview structure set out above just won’t work. Some clients, because of disabilities, literacy, or other issues, may have a great deal of difficulty answering open ended questions and even identifying their general issue for you. Some clients can literally go on for hours and the ways they communicate their story makes it very difficult to determine what is or is not relevant. In those situations, you may have to adjust the interview model to help their client get out her story and, in particular to get out relevant information. 

The interview structure set out above is intended to be a framework for you to keep in mind during interviews, but you also need to flexible with each client to make sure that you assist them to provide you with the information you need to assist them.

The important thing to remember in all situations is not to assume that a client will not be able to follow the structure and start jumping in with advice or closed questions. When you have to modify the structure of an interview, keep the ideal structure in the back of your head as reference point. 

COMMUNICATION BARRIERS

While interviewing a client, many different kinds of communication barriers can arise. Some of the more common barriers are set out below, but it’s important to focus on identifying that there is a barrier and trying to empathize with the client and overcome the barrier.

Some difference in communication and cultural styles that might impact your communications with the client are set out below. They can be helpful to keep in mind to help you to identify what’s happening.

1) egalitarian vs. hierarchical: some client will want to be on an equal level with you, and communicate in that respect, and others will be much more comfortable with levels of authority and want to use titles, etc.
2) emphasis on individual v. emphasis on group: some clients will be more worried about their own situation, while others will be more focused on the larger picture and others (maybe they want to achieve “justice” so their situation doesn’t happen again, or maybe they’re worried about the other tenants they will leave behind if they decide to move).
3) task focus vs. relationship focus: some clients will want to “get down to business” and will make a goal and be unwilling to stray from it, Others are much more focused on relationships and getting along, and they be willing to give up a lot of maintain it.
4) strict time conscientious v. flexible time consciousness: some client will be very aware of time, will always be on time to appointments, and will be good with deadlines. Others are not.
5) change oriented vs. tradition oriented: some clients are very comfortable with changes in their lives and more willing to take risks in that respect. For others, change makes them very uncomfortable and they will be most interested in maintaining the status quo.
6) conflict tolerant vs. preference for harmony: some clients thrive in conflict (with you, with their landlord, etc.) and some will avoid conflict at all costs, even if it means avoid dealing with a legal dispute and losing their right to do so.
7) direct communication vs. indirect communication: some clients will be very uncomfortable with direct communication, not wanting to make eye contact and not wanting to answer questions “yes” or “no”. Others will be very direct and be very clear in their answers to you.
8) linear/logical vs. lateral/intuitive: some clients will be very comfortable with a linear approach to things (the legal system generally takes a very linear approach). For others, it will be very difficult because they may be more focused on story telling or a holistic approach to problems. 
Addressing communication barriers is tricky, and there is no magic formula. But, there are some steps you can take:

(1) try to identify what is happening without making it worse; and

(2) normalize the problem (in other words, try to softly explain or reflect back to the client what you see happening, and assure the client that is a very normal reaction and offer any solution you might have.)
You can try to put yourself in the position of the client, to really understand and empathize with the client’s problems, and use active listening techniques to reflect back the client’s feelings. (Active listening can also involve non-verbal signals of attention, such as head nodding, eye contact, or phrases of reassurance.)  For instance:

Client: “I don’t want to testify in court. It sounds like a bad experience—all those questions, people looking at me—I would probably be so uptight, I’d say the wrong thing.”

Advocate: “It sounds like you feel anxious about getting up on the stand and perhaps embarrassing yourself (Advocate reflects client’s feelings, identifying what she thinks is the issue).  Don’t worry, a lot of people feel that way (normalize the client’s feelings). Before the hearing we will practice your examination and visit the courtroom where you will testify (Try to address the client’s concerns).”
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