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As a trial consultant, legal psychologist and professor, I had the unique experience of
serving on a jury in a civil case. At issue was the plaintiff’s inability to collect payment
from the defendant insurance company for treatment allegedly administered as the result of
an automobile accident. The amount due was $6,000. The trial lasted two days. Witnesses
for both sides included insurance claim adjusters, two attending physicians, the individual
involved in the car accident, the rehabilitation center accounting clerk, and a chiropractor.
At the completion of the case we had a single question before us: “Should the insurance
company pay the plaintiff [rehabilitation center] for services rendered to the individual
involved in the automobile accident which were reasonable, necessary, and a direct result
of the accident.”
We were a jury of six Caucasian females between the ages of 38 and 68; five employed
professionally, one retired, all college-educated. During deliberations, while reading
through various insurance policies and medical forms, I was distracted and unsettled by
questions I heard around the table: “Let’s give him the money, it’s really not that much.” “I
tried to collect once on my policy, it’s impossible and it takes forever, I understand what
he’s going through.” “Why won’t they pay him, do they think he’s lying about the
accident?” I wondered how it was possible that five educated women could not discern the
plaintiff from the individual involved in the automobile accident. With this in mind, I reread the verdict form aloud and reviewed the facts of the case until they clearly understood
the difference. After almost 4 hours of deliberations, we ultimately found in favor of the
defendant insurance company.
Four years later, I continue to draw on the valuable lesson learned from this experience
in my approach to teaching and consulting – take nothing for granted! Just as five educated
women struggled with identifying the plaintiff in a two-day trial, students struggle with
analyzing and evaluating the variety of possible explanations and viewpoints presented in
class. As a consultant, this experience has taught me that fostering the skills necessary to
think critically is not just a role reserved for the classroom. Critical thinking also underlies
the basic elements of a valuable deliberation process. Guiding jurors to take charge of their
own thinking minimizes the likelihood that verdicts will be based on anecdotal experiences,
and rather on a deeper understanding of the key issues of your case.
Of course, it’s unrealistic to rely on a jury to think reasonably and reflectively without
clear, straightforward direction from the trial team. The fact is, like students, jurors can also
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