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Build Trust From The Start

Pro-Tip

One

Clients are often vulnerable and may
approach the relationship with hesitation.

Trust is the foundation of effective
collaboration.
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Be punctual for meetings
and appointments.
Clearly explain your role,
confidentiality boundaries,
and the scope of your
support.
Follow through on
commitments to show
reliability.

How to Implement

Use language like, “I’m
here to support you and

will work with you to
achieve your goals.”

Write Your Ideas
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Practice Active Listening

Pro-Tip

Two

Clients need to feel heard and understood to
open up and engage fully.
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Use verbal and non-verbal
cues (e.g., nodding, saying "I
see," or "Tell me more about
that").
Reflect back what the client
says to ensure
understanding (e.g., "It
sounds like you're feeling
frustrated about...").
Minimize distractions during
conversations (phone away).

How to Implement

Pause briefly before
responding to show you’re

considering their words
thoughtfully.

Write Your Ideas
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Establish Clear Goals Together

Pro-Tip

Three

Collaborative goal-setting empowers clients
and gives structure to the work.
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Ask open-ended questions
like, “What do you hope to
achieve by working
together?”
Break down larger goals into
smaller, manageable steps.
Regularly revisit and adjust
goals as needed.

How to Implement

Write down goals and
share them with the 

client to ensure mutual
accountability.

Write Your Ideas
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Be Culturally Humble & Inclusive

Pro-Tip

Four

Cultural competence fosters respect
 and enhances your ability to connect 

with diverse clients.
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Ask clients about their
cultural preferences and
values.
Avoid assumptions; instead,
show curiosity and
openness.
Use inclusive language and
be aware of potential power
dynamics. (Learn how you
are in a position of power
and what that looks like)

How to Implement
Take the time to learn about the

cultural backgrounds and
communities you serve.

(You are responsible for your
own learning!)

.

Write Your Ideas
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Show Empathy Not Sympathy

Pro-Tip

Five

Empathy validates a client’s feelings without
diminishing their autonomy or resilience.
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Use statements like, “I can
see why that would feel
overwhelming.”
Maintain professional
boundaries while showing
genuine care.
Focus on understanding the
client’s perspective rather
than offering pity.

How to Implement
Practice active empathy by

imagining how you would feel in
their situation while recognizing

their unique experience. Or,
recall a time when you may

have felt the same way. 
.

Write Your Ideas
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Use Strengths-Based Language

Pro-Tip

Six

Highlighting strengths empowers clients and
helps them see their potential.
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Identify and acknowledge
the client’s past successes.
Use phrases like, “You have
a lot of resilience to have
made it this far.”
Frame challenges as
opportunities for growth.
Focus on character
strengths as opposed to
superficial strengths

How to Implement

Keep a strengths inventory
for each client to refer to
during challenging times.

.

Write Your Ideas
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Be Transparent and Honest

Pro-Tip

Seven

Transparency builds trust and ensures 
clients have realistic expectations.
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Be upfront about what you
can and cannot do.
Explain processes and
decisions clearly.
Address mistakes or
misunderstandings openly
and professionally.
Understand the difference
between your own personal
bias and a necessary
boundary.

How to Implement

Use clear, jargon-free
language to avoid

confusion.
.

Write Your Ideas
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Adapt to the Client’s Communication Style 

Pro-Tip

Eight

Meeting clients where they are helps them
 feel understood and respected.
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Observe whether the client
prefers a formal or casual
tone.
Match their pace—some
clients may need time to
process, while others prefer
rapid discussion.
Use their preferred methods
of communication, such as
email, text, phone, or in-
person.

How to Implement

Ask directly, “What’s the
best way for us to
communicate?”

.

Write Your Ideas
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Foster Independence

Pro-Tip

Nine

Encouraging self-sufficiency builds confidence
and reduces dependency.
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Teach problem-solving skills
rather than solving
problems for them.
Encourage clients to explore
their own solutions first.
Celebrate small wins to build
momentum.

How to Implement

Phrase suggestions as
questions, like, “What do

you think would work best
here?”

.

Write Your Ideas
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Reflect & Self-Evaluate

Pro-Tip

Ten

Your growth as a social worker directly
impacts your effectiveness with clients.
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After each session, reflect on
what went well and what
could be improved.
Seek feedback from clients,
supervisors, and peers.
Stay current on best
practices through
continuing education.

How to Implement

Keep a reflective journal to
track your professional
development and client

interactions.
.

Write Your Ideas
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Create Your Own Personal
 Engagement Plan

Now it’s your turn to apply the tips you’ve learned, create a
customized plan to enhance your client engagement practices.

Reflect on Your Strengths

Identify three client engagement strategies you already excel at.

Write down examples of how you’ve successfully used 
these strategies in the past.
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Create Your Own Personal
 Engagement Plan

Set Personal Goals

Choose two tips from this guide that you want to focus on improving.

Write a specific, measurable goal for each tip (e.g., "I will practice active
listening by reflecting back the client’s statements in every session for the

next month").
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Create Your Own Personal
 Engagement Plan

Plan For Growth

List one resource or training you can seek to enhance your skills (e.g., a
workshop on cultural humility).

Identify a mentor, peer, or supervisor who can provide feedback on your
engagement techniques.
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Create Your Own Personal
 Engagement Plan

Review and Revisit

Schedule time to review your plan in one month. Reflect on your progress
and adjust your goals as needed.

Engaging clients is an evolving skill that grows with practice and
self-awareness. By applying these tips and completing the personal
engagement plan, you’ll establish strong, trust-based relationships

that foster meaningful progress and positive outcomes for your
clients.

Final Thoughts
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