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	             If any of you have ever served on a jury, you have heard the judge tell you that now was the time for “voir dire.”  You probably thought to yourself, “What is that?”


Voir Dire literally means: “To Speak The Truth.”  Unlike most legal phrases that originate from Latin, this phrase originates from the French Language.  The phrase “denotes the preliminary examination which the court may make of one presented as a witness or juror, where his competency, interest, etc. is objected to.”  (Black’s Law Dictionary, Revised Fourth Edition.)


So what happens in voir dire?  First, the judge asks the prospective jurors to read from a board to answer questions such as their name, address, spouses name, number of children, occupation, spouses occupation, magazines subscribed to, newspapers subscribed to, and bumper stickers on their cars.  Why?  To allow the lawyers to get a snapshot of who they are dealing with. 


Magazine subscriptions can be a tip off to how a person thinks.  Bumper stickers can say a lot.  They are forms of non-verbal communications.


Lawyers are then permitted to ask follow up questions.  While a potential juror’s religion or political party affiliation is off limits, the lawyers can ask, “What volunteer organizations do you belong to, or what to you volunteer your time for?”  The answer can be very revealing for what a person really thinks and whether he or she is more likely to be plaintiff or defense oriented.  Someone who volunteers at the Humane Society is probably going to be more compassionate that someone who belongs to Ducks Unlimited.  One saves animals; the other kills them.  The plaintiff’s lawyer will want the Humane Society volunteer.  The defense lawyer will want the duck hunter.


The answers can subject a juror to be stricken for cause. Most strikes for cause are because a bias has been uncovered that can’t be overcome.  It is surprising how honest some prospective jurors can be about their biases.  Sometimes it is because the juror just wants out.  If so, that is fine.  No one wants a juror to serve involuntarily. 


After completion of voir dire, and strikes for cause, the lawyers “de-select” jurors by making peremptory strikes and the ones left make up the panel. 


Juror selection is difficult and important.  It is the jurors who make the ultimate decision on how the case is decided.  This is what makes juror voir dire so critical to every case.  After 37 years of practice, it is still a part of every trial that has to be approached exceedingly carefully.      
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