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DISCLAIMER
IN BRIEF includes claim prevention information that helps you to minimize the likelihood of being sued 
for legal malpractice. The material presented does not establish, report, or create the standard of care for 
attorneys. The articles do not represent a complete analysis of the topics presented, and readers should 
conduct their own appropriate research.
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Recognizing Difficult Client Types

sonable expectations at the outset. Provide the 
client with a legal file and hole-punched copies 
of everything to put into it. If you don’t meet or 
exceed this client’s expectations, you may not 
get paid, and the client may report you to the bar 
for neglecting the case.

● The emotionally needy or depen-
dent client. This client may seem emotionally 
fragile, insecure, lacking confidence, dependent 
on others, and now reliant upon you. Do not 
settle into the role of decision maker. Your role 
is to be an advisor about choices available to 
the client. You may find it personally painful to 
watch your dependent, emotionally needy client 
struggle with making a decision, but you need to 
tolerate your own discomfort as well as that of 
your client. Warmly encourage this client to go 
home, think through the matter, and talk it over 
with another trusted personal advisor, therapist, 
or religious officiant. Advise the client to get a 
good night’s sleep and call you the next day after 
spending some time in reflection.

● The secretive, dishonest, or de-
ceitful client. If your client is secretive, then 
information that you need to formulate the cor-
rect advice is being hidden from you. If your 
client is dishonest or deceitful, you will be told 
incorrect facts. How can you represent this client 
adequately? You can’t. Lawyers have run into dif-
ficulty when they have been taken advantage of 
by unscrupulous clients. If you discover that your 
client has lied to you, terminate the representation 
as soon as you can under applicable ethics rules. 
Your professional reputation is too important to 
risk on one client.

Dealing with a difficult client can result in an 
ethics complaint or a malpractice claim. So con-
firm that your client understands the important 
information and document it! To reduce your 
risks further, learn to recognize these types of 
difficult clients and how to handle them.

● The angry or hostile client. The an-
gry or hostile client came into your office that 
way. Anger that the client cannot appropriately 
express, mixed with aggression, creates hostil-
ity just below the surface, expressed in snap-
pish, rude, or contrary behavior. Once legal 
representation has commenced, the anger or 
hostility may be dialed up several notches. You 
or your staff may become the target of misdi-
rected anger. When a deposition or court date 
is imminent, this client can create more than a 
tension headache. Consider discussing your ob-
servations of the client’s anger with him or her, 
and consider suggesting that the client seek as-
sistance.

● The vengeful or zealous client. For 
the vengeful client, cost is not a consideration; 
it is the principle of the matter. In this client’s 
mind, there has been a great wrong, and you 
have been selected as the instrument to correct 
it. This client sees you in a role you’d be wise 
to refuse. If you have a high sense of idealism, 
you may find it difficult to resist the siren song 
that could lure you onto the rocks of unethical 
conduct. If you feel enmeshed in this client’s 
crusade, withdraw.

● The overinvolved or obsessed client. 
This client thinks about the case 24/7. If you ask 
for notes or documentation, the client produces 
a filled notebook and expects you to read it – 
ASAP. The key word is “expect.” Establish rea-
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● The depressed or mentally ill client. The de-
pressed client may not be able to sufficiently engage with the 
legal process. The mentally ill client may not have the capac-
ity to understand and make informed decisions, and it may 
require the appointment of a representative. Avail yourself of 
help for dealing with these types of clients, including those 
who practice guardianship law and the Oregon Attorney As-
sistance Program.

● The unwilling client. This client will not believe 
your advice because it does not match the advice the client 
wants to hear. Clients often come to lawyers to determine the 
consequences of actions they have already taken or have de-
cided to take. Also, many clients are just unwilling to follow 
or accept the advice their lawyers give. Put your advice in 
writing, including the likely outcomes of following as well as 
rejecting this advice. If they choose not to follow it, at least 
they do so knowing the consequences. 

Sheila Blackford
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This article was adapted from Law Practice, July/August 
2010, volume 36, number 4, published by the American Bar 
Association. Reprinted with permission.


