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SUMMARY

The Alabama Supreme Court reviewed consolidated appeals arising from the mistaken cremation of

Matthew Miller's body by funeral homes. The court considered the admissibility of expert testimony

concerning post-traumatic stress disorder, the excessiveness of compensatory damages, and the

excessiveness of punitive damages. It affirmed the judgments for Andrea Megan Miller and Teresa

Miller against Akins Funeral Home, Inc.
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Akins appealed consolidated jury verdicts awarding compensatory and
punitive damages to Andrea Megan Miller and Teresa Miller on claims
arising from the mistaken identification and cremation of Matthew
Miller's body.

Expert-testimony admissibility is reviewed for abuse of discretion.
Compensatory damages for mental anguish are reviewed for clear
abuse or passionate exercise of the jury's discretion. Punitive-damages

awards are reviewed de novo for excessiveness.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the trial court abused its discretion by allowing Judy Davidson, who was not a physician,
psychiatrist, psychologist, or licensed counselor, to testify as an expert concerning the plaintiffs'

psychological trauma and post-traumatic stress disorder.

2. Whether the compensatory-damages awards of $450,000 to Andrea Megan Miller and $200,000 to

Teresa Miller were excessive.

3. Whether the punitive-damages awards of $150,000 to each plaintiff were excessive.

HOLDINGS

1. The trial court did not abuse its discretion by permitting Davidson to testify as an expert regarding the

plaintiffs' grief-related trauma and post-traumatic stress disorder.

2. The compensatory-damages awards were not excessive, and the trial court properly declined to reduce

them.

3. The punitive-damages awards of $150,000 to each plaintiff were not excessive.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“On the basis of the foregoing law, we hold that Dr. Hutchins's education, licensure, and practice as a
chiropractor, and his examination and treatment of his patient in his capacity as a chiropractor, qualified him

as competent to testify to the cause of the particular injuries he treated.” (276)

“Applying the standard of review applicable in this case and considering the facts and Davidson's testimony,
this Court cannot say that the trial court exceeded the limits of its discretion in allowing Davidson to testify as

an expert.” (277)

“Here, the Millers were not compensated for two months of mental distress over money wasted on worthless
insurance, as was the case in Foster v. Life Insurance Co. of Georgia; they were compensated for a lifetime of
distress and anguish resulting from not being allowed to view the body of a son and husband and the wrongful
cremation of that body as a result of that refusal.” (278)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Matthew Miller was killed in an automobile accident, and his body was mistakenly identified as the body of
another accident victim. Akins Funeral Home retrieved and embalmed the wrong body, while Matthew's body
was cremated by another funeral home. When the casket was opened at the funeral, the Miller family discovered
the mistake; the evidence indicated that Teresa Miller had previously been denied an opportunity to view the
body until funeral expenses were partially paid. The plaintiffs presented evidence of severe and lasting emotional
and religious distress, including post-traumatic symptoms, nightmares, flashbacks, and suicide attempts by

Teresa.



PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The Millers sued two funeral homes after Matthew Miller's body was mistakenly delivered for cremation and
another body was placed in his casket. The claims against Kilgore-Green Funeral Home were dismissed after a
pro tanto settlement. The claims against Akins Funeral Home proceeded to a consolidated jury trial, resulting in
verdicts for both plaintiffs. The trial court denied Akins's motions for a new trial and to remit the punitive
damages, and the Supreme Court of Alabama affirmed.
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