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nterviewing Battered Women

o

by Dorchen A. Leidholdt

Meeting Your Cliant

Your first interview with your client is crucial. If she feels that you are
untrustworthy, judgmental, or unable fo relate o her experience, she will censor
herself and you will not get the information you need to represent her effectively.

At this first meesing, you will have an opportunity to gather vital information

that may not be available again. Memories dim and bruises fade.

In the course of your relationship, you will give her advice — some that
she may not want to hear. If she trusts you, it is far more likely she will be able
t0 hear bad news - like the fact that some form of visitation between her
children and her batterer is probably inevitable — without feeling that you are
the enemy. With an attorney-client relationship predicated on trust, she will be
far more likely to make sound decisions and act in a way that is in her, and her
children’s, interest. Such a relationship may not be easy to achieve, however,
particularly since she is emerging from a relationship in which her trust has
been repeatedly betrayed.

It is very important to understand the disparity in power between you and
your client, so that it will not inadvertently be used against her, You will probably
have knowledge, skills, access, and credibility that she will not have, You very
likely will have privileges based on race, class, education, gender, facility with
the English language, or a combination of these factors that she will not have.
You will be able to use these privileges on behalf of your client to help her
become a full participant in her case, to make her situation understandable to
the court, and to enhance her credibility. Don’t lef this power differential work
to her disadvantage.




Dorchen A. Leidholdt

For all of these reasons and more, it is important that you do everything
possible to make your first interview a success for both you and your client.
There are some concrete steps you can take, and there is some less tangible but
even more important preparation you can do.

Preparing for the First lnterview

Your first interview with your client begins with your initial telephone
contact. Try to determine if it is safe o call her at home or leave a message.
If she is still Hving with her sbu %{’1, or if e or his friends or family members
frequent her home, he may intercept or learn about your call and punish her for
seeking help. Find out when and where you can safely call her. Ask her if there
is a friend or relative with whom you can leave messages without endangering
her. If you call her home and someone else answers the phone, do not just hang
up. That could create sw:oicior and trigger & beating. instead, ask for someons
else and apologize for dialing a

if your client is in shelter, ask her for the telephone number of her counselor
and/or the shelter’s reception desk. 9 ission, introduce yourself to
her counselor, who will Il
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