
Encouraging Disclosure 

Your client may not disclose that she has suffered 
abuse or may delay disclosure of the abuse for 
various reasons that include:

•	 fearing retribution from her abuser;

•	 fearing that her children will be removed by the 
Ministry of Children and Family Development;

•	 believing that the abuse and violence is normal 
or minor, or not relevant to her legal situation;

•	 feeling that she will not be believed or that the 
information will be disclosed to others;

•	 believing relationship problems are private 
family matters;

•	 fearing deportation if the relationship fails;

•	 fearing she will lose her home and have no place 
to live;

•	 embarrassment, shame, and trauma;

•	 family or community pressure to stay together; 
and/or

•	 difficulty speaking or understanding English.

Steps you can take

To encourage disclosure and to help determine 
if your client has been victimized by her partner, 
you can do the following:

•	 Interview her alone.

•	 Be sensitive in your manner and tactful in your 
interviewing practices.

•	 Find out if she would be more comfortable 
represented by a female or male lawyer, or 
a lawyer from her cultural community.

•	 Listen carefully to her responses and refrain 
from making assumptions about her situation 
and capabilities, including language and legal 
comprehension. Arrange for an interpreter if 
needed or requested.

•	 Advise her that what she tells you is confidential, 
unless consent to disclosure is given or you 
have reasonable grounds to believe disclosure 
is necessary to prevent serious bodily harm, 
suicide, or homicide, or if there is a child in need 
of protection.

•	 Educate her about the legal process and help 
offset the inherent power imbalance in a lawyer-
client relationship by providing legal options for 
her to choose from.

•	 Advise her that you need to know as much 
information as possible so that you can provide 
the best information and representation possible.

•	 Refer her to resources such as community-based 
victim assistance programs, which can provide 
her with any help she may need.

When meeting with your client, periodically ask 
yourself “Is this person safe?” If you believe she is 
in danger, refer her to the police, victim services, 
or other community resources. For a list of 
resources, see the fact sheet Is Your Client Safe? — 
Relationship Violence Client Resources.

This fact sheet is a companion piece to the brochure Is Your 
Client Safe? A Lawyer’s Guide to Relationship Violence.

Other fact sheets in the series: 
Relationship Violence Client Resources 
Relationship Violence Legal Resources 
Safety Planning for You and Your Staff 
Safety Planning for Your Client
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