
Challenging Situations With Clients – Five Real Life Scenarios 

The format will be a discussion among panelists sparked by responses to five hypothetical 
scenarios based on real-life occurrences. The goal is to explore how attorneys can address 
situations with challenging clients, some of whom may be having mental health crises, 
without alienating clients and impacting the attorney’s solo and small firm practice. Issues 
to be discussed include: is there a point where an attorney may wish to disengage from the 
representation; how can you address issues with staff if needed; ensuring that you handle 
your own emotional health and well-bring in a stressful situation, etc. 
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Challenging Situations With Clients –
Real Life Scenarios
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SCENARIO #1

You are an attorney in a small firm.  You are female, the other 
attorney is male.  Your receptionist is female.  A client arrives 
for a scheduled appointment with the male attorney and sits in 
the waiting room.  Another client walks in with a scheduled 
appointment for you, the female attorney.  The first client jumps 
up thinking he is being cut in line.  He stands in the doorway 
blocking the entrance, not speaking but breathing very heavy 
and glaring with fists clenched at this side.  The other client 
scoots around him and you close the door.  He then starts 
banging on the sliding glass window at the receptionist.  Male 
attorney comes out and calms him down and takes him into the 
office for his scheduled appointment.
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How  would you have handled this situation?

Would you have dropped this client?  What if  his case 
had already started and disengagement would require 
motion practice?

Should something more be done to address this with 
the client directly? 

Can you refuse to work with that client and leave it to 
the other attorneys to work with him?

Have you adequately protected your staff? 

Have you adequately protected the other client?
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SCENARIO #2

You have a client of  the firm who you are working with in an 
active matter.  He calls you at least 3 times a week because 
he has no one else to speak with.  You are polite over the 
phone but most of  his legal questions are minor or simply a 
repeat and then you spend time listening to non-legal talk.  He 
starts to call more frequently and is clearly lonely.  He does 
pay his legal fees timely and in full.
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How would you handle that situation?

How do you bill these calls?

Should something more be done to address this with the 
client directly?

If  you choose to disengage, what considerations must you 
address first?
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SCENARIO #3

You are working on a client’s case.  This is a high anxiety 
client.  You request that your client bring you certain 
documents you need to review for the matter.  The client 
appears with boxes of  documents very disorganized thinking 
they all need to be reviewed down to the last penny.  You 
explain that most are irrelevant.  Client irately insists you 
review them or you are not providing a proper legal service to 
them.  
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How would you handle that?

Do you humor the client and review the documents?

Can you bill for an extended review?

What if  you decide this client will continue to be a time 
suck?  What kinds of  provisions do you need in a 
retainer to disengage from this client?

Are there any other measures you can take to protect 
yourself  from a client’s bad review or complaint in a 
situation like this where they allege you are not providing 
a full service and you have indeed not agreed to review 
the extra documents? 
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Scenario #4

The Relentless Negotiator: Potential client calls law firm with 
a decent plaintiff-side employment matter that you would 
take on a contingency basis. PC advises he is “interviewing” 
multiple firms and tries negotiating down your fee 
agreement. To justify his request, he sends you a long-
winded analysis from ChatGPT on the specifics of  his case 
that suggests a case value that is grossly inflated. PC claims 
he will not retain your law firm unless you lower your 
contingency fee rate. He repeatedly uses the phrase “slam 
dunk” in describing his case.
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When, if  ever, do you budge on your fee?

How do you politely decline without losing the PC?

How do you deal with the ChatGPT issue in light of  recent 
decisions on waiver of  privilege?

How do you mange unrealistic expectations caused by search 
engines, AI, and silly billboards, concerning both liability and 
damages?
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Scenario #5

You have a client you have worked with for some time.  The 
client previously disclosed to you that they have bipolar 
disorder.  When they appear for an appointment to execute a 
certification for court, they appear to be demonstrating 
erratic behavior (client is physically fidgety, and takes out 
multiple cell phones and is appearing to be recording your 
interactions with her out of  paranoia) but you are not certain.  
The document is crucial and will save the client from some 
serious consequences such as the loss of  her home.  
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What do you do?  

How do you assess a client’s mental capacity? 

Do you have the client sign the certification?
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TIPS FOR DEALING WITH CHALLENGING CLIENTS

 Set Clear Boundary Lines Between You and Your Client

 Establishing and maintaining clear boundaries is essential for managing 
difficult clients effectively.

 Have a Clear Retainer Agreement

 Specify exactly what services are covered and what can trigger an 
additional fee. 

 Communication Rules

 Tell your clients when and how they can contact you. Put it in your retainer.  
Train your staff to explain it.  Say it in your initial consult.  Correct clients 
when they try and communicate with you outside the times specified in 
your guidelines. 

 Set and Manage Client Expectations

 Explain possible outcomes — both favorable and unfavorable.
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 Practice your “Refusal Script”

 Practice a calm, professional way to decline a client’s unreasonable 
demands. For example: "I understand this is frustrating, but I can't do x, y or 
z." or "While I appreciate your sense of urgency (or other feeling), doing x, y 
or z does not serve your long-term interest and let me explain".

 Put it in Writing

 Maintain detailed written records of your client interactions, the advice 
given, and the decisions made. Have a client sign a disclosure to you, if 
necessary.  After an important conversation, send a brief email summary or 
letter.  Track your time records.  Keep notes.
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COMMUNICATION TECHNIQUES

 Active Listening for Legal Practitioners

 Paraphrase client concerns or acknowledge feelings before responding.

 Instead of: "That's not relevant to your case".

 Try: "I hear that this aspect is important to you. Let me explain how it 
connects to the legal issues we're addressing".

 Use validation statements: "It makes sense that you're frustrated by the x, y 
or z".

 Ask clarifying questions: "Can you help me understand what aspect of this 
situation concerns you most?"
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 De-Escalation Techniques for Emotionally Charged Situations

 Step 1: Lower your voice and slow your speaking pace.

 Step 2: Acknowledge their feelings without judgment: "I can see this 
situation is extremely frustrating for you".

 Step 3: Redirect to problem-solving: "Let's focus on what steps we can take 
now to address this concern".

 Step 4: Provide options where possible: "We have several approaches we 
could take here. Let me walk you through them".
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 Redirecting Unproductive Conversations

 When clients fixate on irrelevant details, use transition phrases to guide the 
conversation back to productive territory.

 “Let’s deal with the first emergency in front of us.”

 "That's an interesting point, but let’s put out one fire at a time. We need to 
focus on..."

 "I understand why you'd feel that way. From a legal perspective, the key 
issue is..."

 "Let's put that aside for a moment and address the immediate deadline 
we're facing".



 RPC 1.2. Scope of Representation and Allocation of Authority Between Client and 

Lawyer 

• (a) A lawyer shall abide by a client's decisions concerning the scope and objectives of representation, subject to 

paragraphs (c) and (d), and as required by RPC 1.4 shall consult with the client about the means to pursue them. 

A lawyer may take such action on behalf of the client as is impliedly authorized to carry out the representation. 

A lawyer shall abide by a client's decision whether to settle a matter. In a criminal case, the lawyer shall consult 

with the client and, following consultation, shall abide by the client's decision on the plea to be entered, jury 

trial, and whether the client will testify. 

• (b) A lawyer's representation of a client, including representation by appointment, does not constitute an 

endorsement of the client's political, economic, social or moral views or activities. 

• (c) A lawyer may limit the scope of the representation if the limitation is reasonable under the circumstances and 

the client gives informed consent. 

• (d) A lawyer shall not counsel or assist a client in conduct that the lawyer knows is illegal, criminal or 

fraudulent, or in the preparation of a written instrument containing terms the lawyer knows are expressly 

prohibited by law, but a lawyer may counsel or assist a client in a good faith effort to determine the validity, 

scope, meaning or application of the law. 

  



RPC 1.3. Diligence 

A lawyer shall act with reasonable diligence and promptness in representing a client. 

  



RPC 1.4. Communication 

• (a) A lawyer shall fully inform a prospective client of how, when, and where the client may communicate with 

the lawyer. 

• (b) A lawyer shall keep a client reasonably informed about the status of a matter and promptly comply with 

reasonable requests for information. 

• (c) A lawyer shall explain a matter to the extent reasonably necessary to permit the client to make informed 

decisions regarding the representation. 

• (d) When a lawyer knows that a client expects assistance not permitted by the Rules of Professional Conduct or 

other law, the lawyer shall advise the client of the relevant limitations on the lawyer's conduct. 

  



RPC 1.6. Confidentiality of Information 

• (a) A lawyer shall not reveal information relating to representation of a client unless the client consents after 

consultation, except for disclosures that are impliedly authorized in order to carry out the representation, and 

except as stated in paragraphs (b), (c), and (d). 

• (b) A lawyer shall reveal such information to the proper authorities, as soon as, and to the extent the lawyer 

reasonably believes necessary, to prevent the client or another person: 

o (1) from committing a criminal, illegal or fraudulent act that the lawyer reasonably believes is likely to 

result in death or substantial bodily harm or substantial injury to the financial interest or property of 

another; 

o (2) from committing a criminal, illegal or fraudulent act that the lawyer reasonably believes is likely to 

perpetrate a fraud upon a tribunal. 

• (c) If a lawyer reveals information pursuant to RPC 1.6(b), the lawyer also may reveal the information to the 

person threatened to the extent the lawyer reasonably believes is necessary to protect that person from death, 

substantial bodily harm, substantial financial injury, or substantial property loss. 

• (d) A lawyer may reveal such information to the extent the lawyer reasonably believes necessary: 

o (1) to rectify the consequences of a client's criminal, illegal or fraudulent act in the furtherance of which 

the lawyer's services had been used; 

o (2) to establish a claim or defense on behalf of the lawyer in a controversy between the lawyer and the 

client, or to establish a defense to a criminal charge, civil claim or disciplinary complaint against the 

lawyer based upon the conduct in which the client was involved; or 

o (3) to prevent the client from causing death or substantial bodily harm to himself or herself; or 
o (4) to comply with other law. 

• (e) Reasonable belief for purposes of RPC 1.6 is the belief or conclusion of a reasonable lawyer that is based 

upon information that has some foundation in fact and constitutes prima facie evidence of the matters referred to 

in subsections (b), (c), or (d). 

  



RPC 1.14. Client Under a Disability 

• (a) When a client's capacity to make adequately considered decisions in connection with the representation is 

diminished, whether because of minority, mental impairment or for some other reason, the lawyer shall, as far as 

reasonably possible, maintain a normal client-lawyer relationship with the client. 

• (b) When the lawyer reasonably believes that the client has diminished capacity, is at risk of substantial physical, 

financial or other harm unless action is taken and cannot adequately act in the client's own interest, the lawyer 

may take reasonably necessary protective action, including consulting with individuals or entities that have the 

ability to take action to protect the client and, in appropriate cases, seeking the appointment of a guardian ad 

litem, conservator, or guardian. 

• (c) Information relating to the representation of a client with diminished capacity is protected by RPC 1.6. When 

taking protective action pursuant to paragraph (b), the lawyer is impliedly authorized under RPC 1.6(a) to reveal 

information about the client, but only to the extent reasonably necessary to protect the client's interests. 

  



RPC 1.16. Declining or Terminating Representation 

• (a) Except as stated in paragraph (c), a lawyer shall not represent a client or, where representation has 

commenced, shall withdraw from the representation of a client if: 

o (1) the representation will result in violation of the Rules of Professional Conduct or other law; 

o (2) the lawyer's physical or mental condition materially impairs the lawyer's ability to represent the client; 

or 

o (3) the lawyer is discharged. 

• (b) Except as stated in paragraph (c), a lawyer may withdraw from representing a client if: 

o (1) withdrawal can be accomplished without material adverse effect on the interests of the client; 

o (2) the client persists in a course of action involving the lawyer's services that the lawyer reasonably 

believes is criminal or fraudulent; 

o (3) the client has used the lawyer's services to perpetrate a crime or fraud; 

o (4) the client insists upon taking action that the lawyer considers repugnant or with which the lawyer has a 

fundamental disagreement; 

o (5) the client fails substantially to fulfill an obligation to the lawyer regarding the lawyer's services and 

has been given reasonable warning that the lawyer will withdraw unless the obligation is fulfilled; 

o (6) the representation will result in an unreasonable financial burden on the lawyer or has been rendered 

unreasonably difficult by the client; or 

o (7) other good cause for withdrawal exists. 

• (c) A lawyer must comply with applicable law requiring notice to or permission of a tribunal when terminating a 

representation. When ordered to do so by a tribunal, a lawyer shall continue representation notwithstanding good 

cause for terminating the representation. 

• (d) Upon termination of representation, a lawyer shall take steps to the extent reasonably practicable to protect a 

client's interests, such as giving reasonable notice to the client, allowing time for employment of other counsel, 

surrendering papers and property to which the client is entitled and refunding any advance payment of fee that 

has not been earned or incurred. The lawyer may retain papers relating to the client to the extent permitted by 

other law.  No lawyer shall assert a common law retaining lien. 



RPC 3.3. Candor Toward the Tribunal 

• (a) A lawyer shall not knowingly: 

o (1) make a false statement of material fact or law to a tribunal; 

o (2) fail to disclose a material fact to a tribunal when disclosure is necessary to avoid assisting an illegal, 

criminal or fraudulent act by the client; 

o (3) fail to disclose to the tribunal legal authority in the controlling jurisdiction known to the lawyer to be 

directly adverse to the position of the client and not disclosed by opposing counsel; 

o (4) offer evidence that the lawyer knows to be false. If a lawyer has offered material evidence and comes 

to know of its falsity, the lawyer shall take reasonable remedial measures; or 

o (5) fail to disclose to the tribunal a material fact knowing that the omission is reasonably certain to 

mislead the tribunal, except that it shall not be a breach of this rule if the disclosure is protected by a 

recognized privilege or is otherwise prohibited by law. 

• (b) The duties stated in paragraph (a) continue to the conclusion of the proceeding, and apply even if compliance 

requires disclosure of information otherwise protected by RPC 1.6. 

• (c) A lawyer may refuse to offer evidence that the lawyer reasonably believes is false. 

• (d) In an ex parte proceeding, a lawyer shall inform the tribunal of all relevant facts known to the lawyer that 

should be disclosed to permit the tribunal to make an informed decision, whether or not the facts are adverse. 

 



Ms. Finnerty is currently an Associate Attorney with Goldman & Beslow, LLC, a boutique consumer 

bankruptcy firm, having joined the practice full-time in 2019.  Prior to joining Goldman & Beslow, LLC, 

Ms. Finnerty was a solo practitioner in New Jersey practicing consumer bankruptcy and residential real 

estate.  Ms. Finnerty also previously worked in New York in the fields of bankruptcy and corporate 

reorganization at the firms of Fried, Frank, Harris, Shriver & Jacobson in the bankruptcy department, 

Kramer Levin Naftalis & Frankel LLP in the creditors’ rights and bankruptcy department and Latham & 

Watkins LLP in the corporate restructuring and bankruptcy department 

Catherine Finnerty received two B.A. Degrees cum laude in Political Science and Spanish Literature from 

Barnard College of Columbia University in 1990 and a J.D. from New York University School of Law in 

1996 where she served as a member of the Law Review and received the American Jurisprudence Award 

for Torts.   

Ms. Finnerty is a member of the Association of the Federal Bar of New Jersey and the National 

Association of Consumer Bankruptcy Attorneys.  She is also a member of the New Jersey State Bar 

Association where she currently serves as the Immediate Past Chair of the Solo and Small-Firm Section, 

and as a Trustee on the NJSBA Board of Trustees.   Ms. Finnerty won the Solo and Small Firm Practitioner 

of the Year Award for 2026.    

Catherine is licensed to practice law in the States of New Jersey and New York and the Southern and 

Eastern Districts of New York. 

 
 
 
 



Victoria D. Britton is Of Counsel with the firm Price, Meese, Shulman & 
D’Arminio. She has been practicing for 19 years and concentrates in the areas 
of real estate law and land use law, including litigation. Specifically, Vicky 
represents clients in the acquisition, sale and development of commercial, 
industrial and residential real estate. She has previously represented 
municipal governments and land use boards across New Jersey. Vicky now 
presents applications for land use approvals for developers and applicants 
before local land use boards, including affordable housing, and defends 
challenges to such applications in the courts.  

  

Vicky is a local volunteer and member of several professional and community 
organizations. She is a Director of the New Jersey State Bar Association Land 
Use Section, Treasurer of the Burlington County Bar Association, co-chair of 
the BCBA Diversity, Inclusion and Leadership Committee, Past President and 
current trustee of the Somerset County Bar Association, and member of the 
Hispanic Bar Association of New Jersey and Q Law Bar Association (newly 
formed LGBTQ+ and allies affinity bar association). Vicky sits on the 
Moorestown Township Low and Moderate Income Housing Advisory 
Committee and the newly created Moorestown Open Space, Conservation 
and Environmental Stewardship Committee. 

  

 





About Christopher J. Keating 

Christopher J. Keating, Esq. is an experienced attorney and dedicated advocate whose 
practice focuses on representing employees suffering from unlawful discrimination, 
whistleblower retaliation, and unpaid wages. He also represents people injured in 
accidents through no fault of their own, victims of civil rights violations, and survivors of 
sexual abuse, assault, and harassment. 

  

Keating Law Firm accepts clients and cases in every county in New Jersey. Cases accepted 
by Keating Law Firm are handled directly by Mr. Keating. New files are not pushed off onto a 
new associate or paralegal. 

  

Keating Law Firm cannot guarantee any specific results, but it does commit to providing 
high-quality legal representation throughout the attorney-client relationship in every 
matter. To provide the highest-quality service, Keating Law Firm consistently 
communicates with clients and keeps them involved and updated throughout the entirety 
of their matter. Each client receives the time and attention they deserve and is treated with 
dignity and respect throughout the process. 

 

Before entering the private sector, Mr. Keating completed a clerkship in the Superior Court 
of New Jersey, Family Part, in Middlesex County. He then served as a Deputy Attorney 
General in the New Jersey Office of the Attorney General’s Division of Criminal Justice, 
where he prosecuted and secured convictions in matters of public corruption, fraud and 
theft committed against government agencies, and wage-theft and dangerous work 
conditions suffered by exploited workers. For his outstanding work combating government 
fraud and abuse, Mr. Keating received awards and recognition from the United States 
Department of Labor and the United States Postal Service. 

In 2026, Mr. Keating received the 2026 Voice of Business Award for Personal Excellence 
from the Burlington County Regional Chamber of Commerce. In 2021, Mr. Keating was 
recognized as a “New Leader of the Bar” by the New Jersey Law Journal. In 2020, he was 
named “Young Lawyer of the Year” by the New Jersey State Bar Association’s Young 
Lawyers Division. From 2021 through 2026, Mr. Keating has been listed as a Rising Star on 
the annual Super Lawyers list. Also noteworthy, while at Seton Hall Law, Mr. Keating won 
the law school’s moot court competition after arguing the final round before United States 
Supreme Court Justice Sonya Sotomayor. 



Mr. Keating is licensed to practice law in New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and New York, and is 
admitted to practice in two federal district courts: the District of New Jersey and the 
Eastern District of Pennsylvania. He is a member and trustee of the National Employment 
Lawyers Association – New Jersey (NELA-NJ), a member and former trustee of the New 
Jersey State Bar Association and the Camden County Bar Association, and a member of 
the Burlington County Bar Association and the New Jersey Association for Justice (NJAJ). 

No aspect of the above-referenced awards has been approved by the Supreme Court of 
New Jersey or the American Bar Association. A description of the standard or methodology 
used by those organizations can be found on those organizations’ respective websites. 

 



Jill Roth-Gutman, Esq.  
 
Jill Roth-Gutman, owner of Roth-Gutman Law, LLC in Voorhees, NJ, has spent nearly 
two decades providing dedicated and empathetic legal services. She primarily focuses 
on being appointed as a Guardian ad Litem, providing child custody recommendations 
in contested family law cases, finalizing NJ Foster Child Adoptions, providing family law 
consultations, and assisting clients with Wills, Powers of Attorney, and Living Wills. She 
has worked with hundreds of children throughout her career. In 2016, she became a 
Child Welfare Law Specialist, certified by the ABA-approved National Association of 
Counsel for Children.  
 
Beyond her practice, Jill Roth-Gutman co-authored Simplify Your Life, a guided journal 
to organize vital information, including medical and financial details, and the location of 
legal documents all in one place. www.yourlifesjournal.com.  She is actively involved as 
a Director of the NJ State Bar Association Solo and Small Firm Committee, volunteers 
with South Jersey Legal Services, is on the Executive Board of the Camden County 
Workforce Development Board and is the Chair of the Camden County Youth 
Investment Council. 
 
Jill is the first in her immediate family to graduate from college and law school. She 
attended the Scholar’s Program at University of Maryland, College Park, and obtained 
her JD from New England Law Boston. Jill Roth-Gutman has been practicing law since 
2006. She clerked for the Honorable Judge Hogan in the Superior Court of New Jersey 
in Burlington County. To connect with Jill, go to LinkedIn at 
***********.linkedin.com/in/jillrothgutman or check out her firm at  
********rothgutmanlaw.com/.  
 


