
understanding of the nature of mental illness.
Second, it is critical that mental health evaluators,
who provide clinical assessments in legal matters,
remain keenly aware of the relevant legal defini-
tions and elements involved in those matters.
Providing clinical opinions to the court that over-
look relevant legal requirements regarding men-
tal concepts may result in the inadmissibility of
the expert evaluator’s opinion and, ultimately,
may hamper the court’s effort toward a just
resolution.

Of course, an expert’s involvement in a capital
punishment matter carries particularly high stakes,
where a convicted defendant faces the ultimate

penalty. Given that capital punishment cases are often
adjudicated over the course of many years, the evolv-
ing nature of medical sciences and diagnostic formula-
tions can pose significant challenges for both the
courts and evaluators. Accordingly, it is important
that evaluators remain familiar with the advances in
diagnostic formulations and assessments to appropri-
ately guide courts in reaching well-reasoned and well-
informed decisions. In the case of assessing intellectual
disability in capital defendants, the proper evaluation
of intellectual and adaptive functioning and the ability
to translate those clinical findings into relevant juris-
dictional legal standards may make the difference
between life and death.
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