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Part I: 
We will explore 

how distrust, 
anger, frustration, 
and trauma show 

up in the 
attorney-client 

relationship

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
How many of you have ever had a client who was angry with you, didn't trust your advice, demanded constant updates, or seemed impossible to satisfy?
Pause 
Most lawyers have. 
 
And often our first reaction is to think the issue is communication. 
Sometimes it is. 
 
But often what we're actually dealing with is fear, grief, uncertainty, trauma, or a profound loss of control.
Clients rarely come to us during the best moments of their lives. 
They come when their marriage is ending, their business is threatened, their freedom is at risk, their child is in danger, or they've suffered a significant loss.
Today we're going to explore how distrust, anger, frustration, and trauma show up in the attorney-client relationship, and more importantly, how we can respond in ways that build trust and repair ruptures rather than escalate them.
 




Why Lawyer-
Client 
Relationships 
become strained

Most conflict is not about the legal issue.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
An observation I made when I was practicing, was that very smart people knew the law really well and could spot problems a 100 miles away. But when it came to interacting with clients through the process, many lawyers would struggle.
Many lawyers assumed the problem was the legal issue itself—a bad ruling, a delayed case, an unfavorable settlement offer, or an unexpected obstacle. While those events certainly create stress, they are rarely the true source of the breakdown in the relationship.




Common Client 
Experiences

• Fear 
• Helplessness 
• Shame 
• Loss of control 
• Betrayal 
• Grief 
• Financial stress

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
To better understand lawyer-client relationships, it's helpful to step into the client's perspective.
Most clients do not interact with the legal system regularly. What feels routine to us may feel overwhelming, confusing, or even frightening to them.
Many clients come to us during periods of significant stress. They may be facing the loss of a job, a divorce, a lawsuit, a criminal charge, a business dispute, financial hardship, or uncertainty about their future. Often, they are navigating circumstances they never anticipated and do not fully understand.
One of the most common experiences clients report is a loss of control. 
Their lives may feel as though they are being dictated by deadlines, court schedules, opposing parties, or decisions that are outside their influence.
At the same time, uncertainty can be incredibly uncomfortable. 
 
Clients naturally want answers, predictions, and guarantees. 
 
Yet much of legal practice involves managing uncertainty and helping clients make informed decisions without knowing exactly how things will unfold.
Clients may also experience frustration when the legal process moves slowly, when communication feels limited, or when outcomes don't match their expectations.
 




Understanding 
Distrust

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Trust is the foundation of every effective lawyer-client relationship. 
 
When trust is present, clients are more likely to communicate openly, follow advice, and collaborate through challenges. 
 
When trust begins to erode, almost every interaction becomes more difficult.
Importantly, distrust is rarely about a lawyer's competence alone. More often, it develops when clients feel disconnected from the process or uncertain about what is happening.
Clients may interpret silence as neglect, uncertainty as incompetence, or a lack of explanation as secrecy. 
 
Even when none of those assumptions are accurate, the perception can still damage the relationship.
Many clients also bring previous experiences into the attorney-client relationship. 
 
If they have been disappointed, ignored, betrayed, or let down by institutions or professionals in the past, they may enter the relationship already guarded.
Understanding distrust as a response to fear and uncertainty rather than simply resistance can help us approach these situations with curiosity instead of defensiveness.




Client frustration/anger: common issues.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
One of the most challenging emotions lawyers encounter is anger. 
Whether directed at us, opposing counsel, the court system, or the circumstances themselves, anger can quickly create tension in a relationship.
What is important to remember is that anger is often a secondary emotion. In many cases, what we see on the surface is not the client's primary experience.
Underneath anger may be fear about losing custody of a child, anxiety about financial consequences, grief over the end of a marriage, shame about a criminal charge, or frustration over circumstances they cannot control.
When we respond only to the anger, we often miss the deeper concern driving it.
This doesn't mean accepting inappropriate behavior or abandoning professional boundaries. 
 
It means recognizing that emotional reactions often contain important information about what the client is experiencing.




Trauma and 
Trauma 

responses:
What 

Trauma Does

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Many clients enter legal matters while actively experiencing trauma or the effects of past trauma.
Family law, criminal law, immigration, personal injury, employment disputes, and many other practice areas regularly involve clients who have experienced significant adversity, loss, violence, betrayal, or chronic stress.




Trauma can 
impact:

Memory 
Concentration 

Trust 
Emotional regulation 

Communication

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Trauma affects the brain and nervous system. As a result, clients may struggle with trust, become highly reactive to perceived threats, have difficulty processing information, or appear withdrawn and disengaged.
Sometimes lawyers interpret these behaviors as noncompliance, resistance, or lack of interest. In reality, they may be signs of a nervous system operating in survival mode.
A trauma-informed approach does not require us to become therapists. It simply means recognizing how trauma can influence behavior and adjusting our communication accordingly.
Providing predictability, explaining processes clearly, offering choices when possible, and approaching clients with empathy can help create a sense of safety and strengthen the lawyer-client relationship.




Repair, restore.
Part II: Conflict is not to be avoided 
at all costs, what matters is the 
steps taken when conflict arises 
that determines the state of the 
attorney-client relationship moving 
forward.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Whether the challenge is distrust, anger, or trauma, the common thread is relationship. The good news is that there are practical communication strategies that can help strengthen trust, repair conflict, and improve client outcomes




Repairing 
Ruptures in 
the A-C 
Relationship
First, let’s define rupture. 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Let’s define it. A Rupture Is:�A breakdown, strain, or disruption in trust, communication, or connection within a professional relationship.
When we hear the word rupture, we often think of a relationship ending. In reality, ruptures are a normal part of every human relationship—including lawyer-client relationships.




Repair 
framework:

PLVCC

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
5 step Framework for repair, Pause, listen, Validate, Clarify and collaborate 




Pause: 
Remember: a client's emotion is not 
necessarily a personal attack

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This one is SO important. Pausing and listening, if you can only implement one or 2, these are the ones. Pause:
When we experience conflict, criticism, or an angry client, our own nervous system responds.
We may feel defensive, frustrated, embarrassed, misunderstood, or pressured to immediately fix the problem. 
 
As lawyers, we are often trained to think quickly and respond quickly. But when relationships become strained, speed is not always our friend.
Before listening, validating, clarifying, or collaborating, there is often one critical first step: pause.
A pause creates space between a trigger and a response. It allows us to regulate our own emotions before engaging with someone else's.
It can be a single breath before returning a phone call, a moment to collect your thoughts before responding to an email, or a few seconds of silence before answering an upset client.
The pause helps us shift from reaction to intention.
Instead of asking, 'How do I defend myself?' we can ask, 'What is happening here? 
 
What does this client need? What are they really saying. We can’t reflect if we are reacting. 
 
Reaction lends itself to escalation.
Once we've paused and regulated our own response, we're much better positioned to truly listen and understand what is happening beneath the surface.




Listen: Avoid interrupting.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Listen and listen not to fix or solve or persuade
Clients need to feel heard.
Many conflicts escalate because clients feel their concerns are being dismissed or explained away before they have had a chance to fully express them.
Listening is one of the most powerful repair tools available. It communicates respect, attention, and willingness to understand.
Often, the simple act of allowing someone to tell their story without interruption reduces defensiveness and creates space for productive dialogue




Validate:
Acknowledge 

and 
demonstrate

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Validation simply means acknowledging another person's emotional experience. It means recognizing the client’s experience.
Validation Does NOT Mean:
Admitting fault 
Agreeing with accusations 
 
Promising outcomes 
Examples:
"I can understand why that feels frustrating." 
"I can see why you're concerned." 
"This has been a difficult process.
 
Clients often calm down when they feel understood. 
 
Not because the legal problem has changed, but because someone has recognized the impact that problem is having on them.
Importantly, validation is not agreement. You can validate a client's frustration without agreeing that a mistake occurred. You can acknowledge fear without promising certainty




Clarify: 
Confirm 

what you are 
hearing. 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Many ruptures stem from mismatched expectations rather than actual misconduct or poor lawyering.
Clients may believe a case should move faster, cost less, or produce a different outcome than reality allows.
Repair often involves helping clients understand where expectations and reality have diverged.
This requires honesty, transparency, and patience.
The goal is not to convince clients they are wrong. The goal is to ensure everyone is operating from the same understanding moving forward.
Basically this is reestablish expectations and get on the same page
Questions to Consider:
What expectations were unclear? 
What information may have been missed? 
What assumptions are being made?
Then: Summarize the conversation and provide clear action items.
Offer written follow-up when possible.




Collaboration 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Now the conversation can shift toward solutions.
Collaboration is about moving from opposition to partnership.
Instead of focusing on who is right or wrong, the discussion becomes focused on what happens next.
Clients are more likely to trust lawyers who involve them in decisions, explain options clearly, and invite participation in the process




The Ethics of 
Communication

Communication, 
competence and 
diligence. 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Repairing ruptures is not simply a communication skill -it is an ethical and professional responsibility.
The Rules of Professional Conduct require lawyers to communicate with clients, keep them informed, explain matters sufficiently for informed decision-making, and provide competent representation.
When trust breaks down, those responsibilities become harder to fulfill.
Clients who feel disconnected may stop communicating openly, withhold information, ignore advice, or disengage from the legal process entirely.
By repairing ruptures, we strengthen our ability to meet our professional obligations and provide effective representation.
Ultimately, relationship skills are not separate from good lawyering. They are an essential part of it.
The strongest lawyer-client relationships are not those that never experience conflict. They are the relationships that can successfully navigate conflict when it occurs




Human Side 
of Advocacy.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Clients may not remember every legal strategy.
They may not remember every motion, email, or court appearance.
But they will remember how they felt during one of the most difficult times in their lives.




Thank you! Karen Munoz, Esq.

Karen@roaringgrace.com

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Lastly, 
Research consistently shows that trust, empathy, responsiveness, and communication are among the strongest predictors of client satisfaction.
The lawyers who build the strongest client relationships are not necessarily the smartest lawyers in the room.
They're often the lawyers who can sit with uncertainty, respond instead of react, and recognize that behind every difficult behavior is a human being trying to navigate one of the hardest moments of their life.
Communication builds trust.
Trust allows repair.
And repair strengthens relationships.
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CLE: Communication, Trust & Repair: Navigating challenges in the lawyer-client relationship 

 

Five steps for repairing difficult Lawyer-Client interactions 

 

1. Pause before reacting 

When faced with frustration, criticism, or conflict, resist the urge to become defensive. 

Take a breath before responding. 

Focus on understanding rather than defending. 

 

2. Listen to understand 

Allow clients to fully express their concerns. 

 

3. Validate the client’s experience 

Validation helps clients feel heard and respected. 

Example: I can understand why this situation feels frustrating. 

 

4. Clarify and reset expectations 

Misunderstandings often occur when expectations are unclear. Try to be clear when talking to 

clients and ask if they understand in a way that is responsive and caring.  

 

5. Collaborate on next steps 

Shift the conversation from to what is next for the client. 

 

Practical Communication tips  

 

✓ Respond promptly, when possible, even brief updates matter. 

✓ Avoid legal jargon when plain language will do. 

✓ Be transparent about risks, delays, and uncertainties. 

✓ Set realistic expectations early and often. 

✓ Separate client emotions from your professional identity. 

✓ Remember that trust is built through consistency, and honesty. 
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