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Our Mission:

PILI engages, inspires and empowers those advancing equal 
access to justice.

Our Vision:

We envision making equal access to justice a reality through 
a legal community with a deeply rooted culture of service, 
where pro bono and public interest law engagement is 
optimized to best serve people, families and communities in 
need.



Special Thanks!

•IARDC

•Latasha Barnes, Legal Services of 
Eastern Missouri



Today’s Agenda:

I. What is Cultural Competence? What are 
the Rules of Professional Conduct relating to 
Cultural Competence?

II. Barriers to Cultural Competence

III. Strategies to Practice Cultural 
Competence

IV. Wrap Up and Questions



Culture

Merriam-Webster defines it as “the 
characteristic features of everyday existence 
shared by people in a place or time.” 

•It consists of a body of learned beliefs, 
traditions, attitudes, values, goals, and norms 
for behaving and interpreting behavior that are 
shared among members of a particular group, 
and form the logic by which the group gives 
order to the world. 



Acquiring Culture: Socialization

•Primary Socialization:

• occurs primarily in the 
home when children learn 
the attitudes, values, and 
actions appropriate to 
individual members of a 
particular culture. It is 
mainly influenced by 
immediate family 
members and caregivers.

•Secondary socialization:
•refers to the process of 
learning the appropriate 
behavior as a member of a 
smaller group within the 
larger society. It’s where 
people learn how to act in a 
way that is appropriate for 
the situation they are in. 
This learning takes place 
outside of the home, in 
places like school, church, 
and work contexts. It is 
mainly influenced by 
friends, peers, teachers, 
and the media. 



What is Cultural Competence aka Cross 
Cultural Lawyering?

“Cultural competence occurs when individuals use 
awareness, knowledge, and understanding in order to 
value cultural diversity, and promote fairness, justice, 
and community confidence. In an organizational or 
systemic context, cultural competence can be 
understood as ‘managing diversity in ways that create 
a climate in which the potential advantages of 
diversity for organizational or group performance are 
maximized, while the potential disadvantages are 
minimized.”*

*American Bar Association



As any attorney knows, a meaningful 
attorney-client relationship is built on 
communication and understanding.



Illinois Rules of Professional 
Conduct

RULE 1.1: COMPETENCE:
”A lawyer shall provide competent representation to a 

client. Competent representation requires the legal 
knowledge, skill, thoroughness and preparation reasonably 
necessary for the representation.”
• Important to understand the diverse attributes and cultural 

backgrounds of our clients and colleagues, as well as the 
broader court system in which we practice.



RULE 2.1: ADVISOR:

“In representing a client, a lawyer shall 
exercise independent professional judgment 
and render candid advice. In rendering 
advice, a lawyer may refer not only to law 
but to other considerations such as moral, 
economic, social and political factors, that 
may be relevant to the client’s situation”.



RULE 1.4: COMMUNICATION

(a) A lawyer shall:
(1) promptly inform the client of any decision or circumstance 

with respect to which the client’s informed consent, as defined in 
Rule 1.0(e), is required by these Rules;

(2) reasonably consult with the client about the means by 
which the client’s objectives are to be accomplished;

(3) keep the client reasonably informed about the status of the 
matter;

(4) promptly comply with reasonable requests for information; 
and

(5) consult with the client about any relevant limitation on the 
lawyer’s conduct when the lawyer knows that the client expects 
assistance not permitted by the Rules of Professional Conduct or 
other law.

(b) A lawyer shall explain a matter to the extent reasonably 
necessary to permit the client to make informed decisions 
regarding the representation.



What Can Prevent A Successful Client 
Interaction due to lack of Cross Cultural 

Understanding?

• Bias (Focus on Implicit Bias)

• Cultural Differences



BIAS
• Gender
• Race
• Age
• Ethnicity
• Religion
• Sexual 

orientation
• Body type
• Dress
• Income
• Profession
• Country of origin
• State of origin
• City of origin
• Neighborhood
• Children or no 

children

• Homeownership
• Pregnant
• Disability
• Education level
• School attended
• Marital status
• Personality
• Language
• Vocabulary
• Complexion
• Hair color
• Clothing
• Accessories
• Body art
• Piercings
• Political party



EXPLICIT BIAS 
•STEREOTYPE 

•PREJUDICE 

•DISCRIMINATION



What is Implicit Bias?

Attitudes or stereotypes that 
affect our understanding, 
actions, and decisions in an 
unconscious manner.



Examples Of Positive Implicit Bias

• Assuming that a veterinarian will like animals

• This bias is then confirmed and reinforced when the 
veterinarian does like animals



Examples Of Negative Implicit Bias

• However, bias can also result in negative stereotypes

• For example: thinking women are too emotional. A female boss 
raises her voice. She is seen as too emotional to lead.

• A male boss raises his voice in the same way but you interpret 
that as him showing his authority because you think men make 
good leaders



THE UNCONSCIOUS MIND











How Implicit Bias Can Affect Attorney-Client 
Interactions ex. Pro Bono Client

• Example:
• Looking at an elderly low-income client and assuming they aren’t able to 

make educated decisions

• This can lead to condescension and coming off as patronizing



How To Combat Implicit Bias 

• Keep in mind that EVERYONE has implicit bias

• People are often unaware of it as it is subconscious

• The first step is realizing you have these biases and being 
aware of it

• One helpful tool is to take the implicit bias test: 
https://implicit.Harvard.edu/implicit/demo/takeatest.html

• This test has different variations that measure: gender, 
different racial groups, religion, weight, age, sexual orientation, 
gender, etc. 

https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/demo/takeatest.html


Increasing Cultural Competence:
“The Habits”

•Professors Susan Bryant of City University of New 
York Law School and Jean Koh Peters of Yale law 
school developed a process called “the Habits” 
that can be used by lawyers to increase their 
cultural competence. 

•The Habits consist of 5 practices that help us 
identify assumptions in our daily practice, 
challenge assumptions with fact, and lawyer based 
on facts.



Habit 1: Similarities and Differences 
between you and Your Client

The first habit of culturally competent 
lawyering is to identify the 
similarities and differences between 
you and your client and analyze how 
those similarities and differences 
affect the interactions between you 
and your client. 



Habit 2: Similarities and Differences with Legal System

•The second habit of culturally competent lawyering is to identify the 
similarities and differences between: 1) your client and the legal 
system, and 2) between the legal system and yourself.

•Develop potential successful strategies to address the issues 
presented. 

•Questions to Ask: What does a successful client look like to this 
decisionmaker? How similar or different is my client from this prototype 
of a successful client? What are the cultural values implicit in the law 
that will be applied to my client? Does my client share these values and 
norms or do differences exist? 

•Questions to ask yourself are: To what extent do I share the values and 
norms of the law and the legal decision-makers? What are the 
similarities and differences between myself and these decision-makers? 
To what extent have I become acculturated to the law and legal culture? 



Habit 3: Examining fact explanations

•Generate multiple explanations for the same 
set of facts, particularly when drawing 
negative inferences about your client. 

•Ask yourself, “I wonder if there is another 
piece of information that, if I had it, would 
help me interpret what is going on?”



Habit 4: Conscious cultural awareness for 
client communication

•Fourth habit of culturally competent lawyering is 
to engage in conscious cultural awareness when 
communicating with your client.

•Avoid scripts, especially those describing the legal 
process

•Pay attention to introductory rituals, the format of 
meetings, and culturally specific information about 
the client’s problem

•Think about the way you test whether a client 
understands what is being said 



Habit 5: Facing your Own Bias (Self-Analysis)

•Fifth Habit of culturally competent lawyering is to 
explore yourself as a cultural being, to understand 
your role and limits in attempting intercultural 
learning and communication, and to help you 
understand and become aware of your impact on 
others. 

•Create settings in which bias and stereotype are less 
likely to govern, and reflecting and changing 
perspectives with a goal of eliminating bias. 

•Asks you to face the sometimes ugly side of cultural 
blinders - bias and stereotype. 

•Important that this habit be approached as a self-
analysis rather than a self-judgment. 



Interviewing the Upset Client 

• Sometimes, trauma results in anger. A client may express 
anger towards you because:
• People seeking legal assistance feel a sense of having been 

wronged, or their rights having been violated 

• Your questions may be difficult for the client to answer

• If you are unable to help, they may feel powerless

• When this happens, it is important to: 

• Stay calm, not take it personally 

• Try to empathize and seek guidance from sponsoring program 
staff if needed



Interviewing the Upset Client 

• Refocus the client back to the questions
• Ask the person if they need a few minutes (also a good tip for 

a crying client)

• Usually, if you remain neutral and calm, they will calm 
down

• DO NOT raise your voice or argue with them 

• DO NOT join the rant (you will not end up getting the information you 
need) 



Going Forward

Take some time to think about…

• In what ways may your clients be different from 
you?

•In what ways may they be the same?

•How do these similarities and differences impact the 
relationship?

•With an awareness of these similarities and 
differences, how can you adapt the way you work to 
fit the client’s background and provide the highest 
quality legal assistance?



FINAL THOUGHTS

“The first step to defeating our
hidden biases is to be honest with
ourselves about the blind spots we
have. Having a bias is only human.
The only shame is in making no
effort to improve.”

-Dr. Mahzarin Banaji



QUESTIONS?



Elizabeth Boe

Managing Attorney

Public Interest Law Initiative (PILI)

321 North Clark Street, 28th Floor

Chicago, IL 60654

312-832-5125

eboe@pili.org

www.pili.org


