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Who am I & Why am I here 

 Deep background
 Academic background
 Clinical experience
 Forensic experience
 Teaching experience
 Common threads:
 Curiosity, both interpersonal and intellectual
 Compassion
 Pleasure in the process of understanding people &       

explaining people and ideas       

Clinical Psychology

 The psychological specialty that provides continuing 
and comprehensive mental and behavioral health 
care for individuals and families; consultation to 
agencies and communities; training, education and 
supervision; and research-based practice.

American Psychological Association
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Forensic Psychology

 Forensic psychology is the professional practice by 
psychologists within the areas of clinical psychology, counseling 
psychology, school psychology or another specialty recognized 
by the American Psychological Association, when they are 
engaged as experts and represent themselves as such, in an 
activity primarily intended to provide professional 
psychological expertise to the judicial system.

American Psychological Association

 Simply put, it is psychological work that is done in the context 
of a judicial proceeding

Some differences between the roles of  
clinical & forensic psychologists

Issue Clinical Forensic

 Perspective Supportive, accepting, Neutral, objective,
empathic                               engaged

 Competency Assessment & treatment     Evaluation techniques
of impairment                    re psycho-legal issue

 Sources of Clinical client/patient           Defendant + multiple sources
information

 Nature of role & Helping Evaluative
relationship

 Goals Help person to Assist court to understand 
get better person in order to make  

best judicial decisions        

Roles of Psychologists in Court Proceedings

In both civil and criminal matters, forensic psychologists 
can serve in one of several different roles.

 Fact Witness

 Treating Clinician
 Teaching Expert 
 Examining Expert
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The Expert as Treating Clinician

 A clinical psychologist may be called to court to 
explain a person’s diagnosis and mental health 
treatment 

 A clinical psychologist can become involved in a case 
because a plaintiff or defendant is having emotional 
problems, e.g.:
 Pre-existing psychological problems such as depression 

or anxiety

 “Litigation stress”

The Expert as Fact Witness

 A treating psychologist may be asked to provide records 
and/or testify in court  

 May testify about diagnosis, clinical impressions and 
treatment  

 The expert’s testimony is usually limited to direct 
observations and opinions related to the diagnosis and 
treatment of their patient

 Expressions of opinions relevant to the legal questions are 
usually not allowed  

The Teaching Expert

 Often an academic psychologist/professor

 Has special expertise in an area that is deemed 
potentially helpful to the trier of fact  

 Does not examine individuals, but rather educates the 
judge or jury about relevant psychological factors 
pertaining to the legal issues.

 Examples: Expert re eye witness testimony,    intellectual 
disability, false confessions
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Forensic evaluations in Civil Proceedings

Examples of Civil Proceedings:

 Evaluation of personal injury claims
 Evaluation for sexual harassment and discrimination 

claims
 Evaluation for workplace disability
 Evaluation for child custody in divorce
 Evaluation for child custody Child Protective Custody 

proceedings

Forensic evaluations in Criminal Proceedings

 1. Evaluation of competence

 2. Evaluation of mental state at the time of the offense

E.g., Diminished Capacity, Guilty Except Insane

 3. Evaluation of individuals accused of sexual offenses

 4. Evaluation of an individual’s risk for violence

 5. Evaluation for capital sentencing

 6. Mitigation evaluations

The Examining Expert

Typically evaluates an individual in a civil or criminal 
proceeding.

 The forensic psychological evaluation includes:
 Review of relevant documents (Police, school, 

legal, medical, work records)  

 Diagnostic interviews

 Intellectual and personality testing

 Neuropsychological testing, if appropriate

 Collateral interviews (e.g., family members, friends,    

co-workers)
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Mitigation Evaluations

 Far and away the type of evaluation that I most 
frequently do:
 Definitely the most interesting to me

 Challenging: Interpersonally & intellectually 
 Involves a good deal of education of the     

stakeholders
 Provides evidence-based information to the 

court
 Can have huge impact on a defendant’s life

The Purpose of Mitigation Evaluations

From a referring attorney’s perspective:
 To identify psychological factors that may provide mitigation for 

the defendant’s sentencing. They want an expert to look at those factors and 
identify any others that might be relevant. As I will talk about later, good 
attorneys (and those I like to work with) want the whole, accurate picture and 
not just what they want to hear.

From the Court’s perspective: 
 To provide the Court with an accurate picture of the person charged with a 

criminal offense in order to assist in the process of judicial decision-making.

The Purpose of Mitigation Evaluations

From my perspective:

 To explore the defendant’s developmental and family history, to 
evaluate their cognitive and psychological functioning and any role 
played by those factors in the offense behavior. 

 To make recommendations for social services, substance abuse treatment, 
and mental health treatment. 

 To provide the Court accurate, relevant information regarding the 
defendant that assists the court in its decision making but does not 
advocate for a legal outcome.
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What the forensic expert does

 Review of relevant documents
 Police, school, legal, medical, work records

 Interviews with collateral sources
 Relatives, friends, employers, neighbors, treating doctors, 

mental health therapists

 Evaluation
 Diagnostic interview

 Intellectual, personality, and adaptive assessment

 Neuropsychological testing, if appropriate

 Exploration of cultural factors

Process of Evaluation

 Clinical/Diagnostic Interviews

Informed consent & mental status evaluation

Appropriate role of empathy

Nature of the diagnostic interview

History taking

Process of Evaluation cont. 

 Cognitive and Psychological Testing
 WAIS-IV - Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale

 Achievement Testing

 Adaptive functioning testing

 PAI - Personality Assessment Inventory

 MCMI-III - Millon Clinical Multiaxial Inventory-III

 IASC - Inventory of Altered Self Capacities

 Beck Anxiety and Beck Depression Inventories

 Gudjonsson Suggestibility Scales
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The Examining Expert

 Based on the information obtained, the expert offers 
information and opinions about an individual’s

 Intellectual functioning

 General psychological functioning

 Specific aspects of functioning that may be relevant to the 
legal questions before the court

 Recommendations for treatment and to help reduce the 
individual’s risk for recidivism (i.e., repeating criminal 
behavior)

The Examining Expert

 However, the forensic expert must then go further and 

 Offer an opinion about how the presence of the mental 
disease or defect directly relates to the behavior in 
question 

 Address the relevant standard of law

OR in the case of mitigation reports:

 Educate the court about how the defendant’s history 
and behavior is relevant to judicial decision-making

My Experience Working with Interpreters

 I have worked with interpreters in both state and 
federal courts in the following languages:

 Spanish

 Serbian

 Croatian

 Arabic 
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My Experience Working with Interpreters

Preparation

 Interview approaches

Testing

Consultation

Issues & Challenges Working 
with Interpreters

 Discussion re interpretive style

 Literal vs meaning style of translation

 Establishment of rapport

 No specific translation of word/concept available

 Confidence re examinee understanding

 Complicated issues re translation during psychological 
testing

 Time/fatigue for examinee, interpreter and examiner

Challenging words & frequent acronyms

 Test names

 Queries regarding legal knowledge

 Queries regarding specific experiences (esp. 
emotional, physical, sexual abuse)

 Queries regarding physical symptoms

 Queries regarding emotions and mental health 
symptoms
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Question & Answer


