INTERVIEWING THE CLIENT
WHAT TO ASK, WHAT TO REMEMBER AND MISTAKES TO AVOID.

THE SEVEN BASIC PRINCIPALS.

When you begin the process of obtaining the trust of a trial lawyer to work with his clients, so much of the emphasis is placed on winning the trust and confidence of the trial lawyer, that we often forget the essential reason we are here, and that is to provide the highest level of advice and assistance to the injured party as we are capable professionally of doing. 

Today’s session addresses this pivotal and essential process of interviewing the plaintiff/victim/survivors and beginning to address their needs. Let me stress one thing, all the marketing in the world, all the charm and networking, are useless unless once you get with the client, either in person or over the phone, you know what your there for and what to ask for. 

KNOW THE PLAINTIFF AND THEIR BASIC CONCERNS. 7 PRINCIPALS.
1. They haven’t won the lottery! Something terrible has happened in their lives. Death, accident, illness, disability, trauma, etc. These are damaged people both physically and emotionally with extreme financial pressures, typically limited financial sophistication and little or no experience in dealing with complex financial products. They get one bite at the apple, they don’t get another shot and this money MUST last or at the very least be used for it’s intended and desired purpose, which is to make them somewhat whole financially. This is not “your big financial score” to make money on their misfortune, but instead a chance to use the funds to improve their lives. 

2. They are usually deeply in debt, struggling financially, with damaged marriages and terrible relationship pressures. Many are fighting depression or self medicating with drugs or alcohol. These are people who need to know your are there to HELP them, not make a commission, and that you are going to be around after the sale to assist them.

3. A significant percentage of plaintiffs spend their award down to zero with in three years of receiving it. I refer to this as spending back to their comfort level. I firmly believe a lot of people don’t feel worthy of the money and subconsciously relieve themselves of it to get back to “who they use to be”. You need to address this prospect frankly with the client and make them aware the odds are against them if they don’t do planning. 

4. Almost every client who is not catastrophically injured has three basic goals. Pay down debt, fund the kids education and buy a new car. This is the “holy trinity” of settlement planning. Note, you only make a commission on one of these three. That’s your problem not theirs. Make sure you take care of all three of they will quickly be cashing in investments to get the job done that you ignored. 

5. Clients instinctively respond to guaranteed, tax free money. They have just spent a long time being financially vulnerable and they don’t want to be in that position again. Use the structured annuity to build the foundation of their financial plan, THEN look at equities and variable investments to deal with longer term needs. 

6. Every client and their family is highly aware of the need for life insurance and immediate cash upon the death of a provider or care giver. As the old saying goes, every widow knows the value of life insurance and that you can’t really have too much. Discuss life insurance needs with them during the interview process. 

7. They all want on going assistance. Settlement Planners are uniquely positioned to provide it. 

THE INTERVIEW:

1. Make sure you have all of the documents from the attorney well in advance of your conversation with the client. Medical reports, accident reports, vocational reports, rehab reports, narratives, etc. Learn all you can about your client in advance and if the attorney can’t provide the time to give you all the back ground you need call the paralegal to fill in the gaps. 

2. Get an idea from the attorney what HE wants from the interview and what NOT to say. Best example, do not EVER discuss the amount of the settlement or it’s potential in dollar terms unless a verdict or settlement has already been reached. 

3. Don’t tip toe around the disability or injury of the party. Discuss it frankly but not in a condescending or abstract fashion. Ask them how they feel, what progress they have made, how the family is handling it, and the impact they feel it will have on their future. 

4. Always discuss planning needs, not dollars. 

5. Ask if they have any questions first. What they have heard about you, what they know about what you do, who they turn to for other financial decisions. Then explain how you’re different, or similar, to the people they work with.

6. Assume zero knowledge base on annuities and tax law. Basic law, concepts and illustrations work best. 

7. discuss their desire for ongoing assistance and help after the settlement. This is always a substantial unstated concern. 

8. Close with a promise to work on their behalf, disclose all compensation, explain all options and to work in their best interests, not in the best interests of the defendants or yourself. 
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