
Impact of Mental Health and Intelligence on  

Knowing, Intelligent and Voluntary Plea Decision-Making
Suraiya H. Shammi, Amy Dezember, Allison D. Redlich, & Jodi A. Quas

George Mason University

Introduction

In the United States, almost 95% of state 

and federal convictions result from guilty 

pleas (Bureau of Justice Statistics., 2013). 

Generally, to be valid, guilty pleas must be 

knowing, intelligent, and voluntary 

(Redlich & Summers, 2012), which is 

usually assessed via the oral judicial plea 

colloquy, and the written tender-of-plea 

form (Redlich et al., 2017). This 

assessment can pose a critical challenge 

when significant minorities of defendants 

enter the criminal justice system with 

mental health disorder and/or intellectual 

disabilities (Glaze & James, 2006). 

Though there has been steady interest in 

relations between defendant’s intelligence, 

mental health, and legal decision making 

(Grisso et al., 2003), there are few studies 

that have examined such relations in the 

context of the validity of plea decision-

making (Redlich & Summers, 2012; 

Redlich, 2016). 

This study examines how intelligence and 

mental health problems influence plea 

comprehension and voluntariness. Given 

that almost all convictions are via guilty 

pleas and that persons with mental illness 

and intellectual disabilities are 

overrepresented in the criminal justice 

system—and thus among guilty plea-

takers—determining whether individuals 

who suffer from these issues make 

knowing, intelligent, and voluntary plea 

decisions is an important undertaking.  

Results

Discussion

Defendants in felony criminal court who 

pleaded guilty were interviewed about the 

plea process, most within one week of 

entering their guilty plea (n = 96). 

• The average age was about 24.5 years

• Majority of participants were men 

(90%)

• Most participants were minorities (non-

White; 57.3%).

• Average education level was close to 

the 12th grade. 

Key eligibility criteria included that the 

participants must have spoken and 

understood English. The average time for 

structured interview was 59.55 minutes. 

Interview questions included: 

demographics and prior legal experiences; 

current plea experiences and 

understanding; satisfaction with the judge 

and attorney, etc. 

The study measured Intelligence (total 

score on the Digit Span Task) and Mental 

Health (have you ever been diagnosed 

with a mental health disorder?) as the 

independent variables. 

Three outcome measures included;

• Plea knowledge (32 true-false-don’t 

know questions)

• Vocabulary (list of fifteen words 

related to court procedures, the legal 

system, and to guilty pleas)

• Perceived Coercion (five statements 

using the MacArthur Perceived 

Coercion measure to measure plea 

voluntariness)

Methods

We found that defendant intellect influenced 

plea comprehension and vocabulary scores, 

but was unrelated to perceived coercion. 

Further, we did not find that defendants’ 

mental health was associated with plea 

understanding or voluntariness. Although 

preliminary, our findings can help inform 

whether plea decisions are valid from 

defendants with known vulnerabilities.
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• Intelligence was significantly correlated 

with Plea comprehension (r = .37, p < 

.0001) and Vocabulary (r = .27, p = .008).

• There was not a significant correlation 

between intelligence and perceived 

coercion scores (r = .14, p = .17).

• Mental Health did not significantly 

impact plea comprehension, 

vocabulary scores, or perceived 

coercion scores.


