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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Arizona reviewed Joshua Idlefonso Villalobos's convictions for first-degree
murder and child abuse and his death sentence. The court addressed the admissibility and
voluntariness of his statements, other-acts evidence, autopsy photographs, aggravating-circumstance
findings, mitigation, and alleged errors in the penalty phase. The court upheld the challenged rulings
and sentence.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether Villalobos knowingly and intelligently waived his Miranda rights and whether renewed
warnings were required before the polygraph examination and subsequent interrogation.

2. Whether Villalobos's statements to police and the polygrapher were involuntary because of coercion or
implied promises of leniency.

3. Whether evidence of Villalobos's prior abuse of Ashley was admissible under Arizona Rule of Evidence
404(b) and Rule 403.

4. Whether autopsy photographs were relevant and whether their probative value was substantially
outweighed by unfair prejudice.

5. Whether the medical examiner was qualified to testify about Ashley's pain and suffering during the
murder.

6. Whether the prosecutor improperly encouraged the jury to double-count Ashley's age in finding
aggravating circumstances.

7. Whether the jury instructions adequately narrowed Arizona's especially heinous, cruel, or depraved
aggravator.

8. Whether the trial court reversibly erred by refusing to pose a juror's question concerning Villalobos's
potential for rehabilitation.

9. Whether the prosecutor improperly argued that mitigation evidence required a causal nexus to the
murder.

10. Whether the evidence supported the aggravating circumstances and the jury's determination that death
was the appropriate sentence.

HOLDINGS

1. Villalobos knowingly and intelligently waived his Miranda rights, and renewed Miranda warnings were
not required before the polygraph examination or the subsequent interrogation because the
circumstances did not suggest that he was unaware of his rights.

2. Villalobos's statements were voluntary because the State proved they were freely and voluntarily made
and were not the product of coercion; the detectives' and polygrapher's statements did not constitute
impermissible threats or promises of leniency.

3. Evidence of Villalobos's prior abuse of Ashley was admissible for noncharacter purposes, including
proving his mental state and rebutting his claims that the fatal injury was accidental or caused by
Verdugo, and its probative value was not substantially outweighed by unfair prejudice.



4. The autopsy photographs were properly admitted because they were relevant to the cause of death,
extent of abuse, and the State's theory of the homicide, and their probative value was not substantially
outweighed by unfair prejudice.

5. The medical examiner was qualified to testify about Ashley's pain and suffering despite specializing in
pathology, and the trial court did not abuse its discretion in admitting the testimony.

6. A capital sentencing jury may not be precluded from considering relevant mitigating evidence merely
because it lacks a causal nexus to the murder, although the State may argue that the lack of a nexus
diminishes the evidence's relevance or weight.

7. The evidence supported the jury's findings of the especially heinous, cruel, or depraved, release-status,
and child-victim aggravators, and the jury did not abuse its discretion in determining that the mitigation
was not sufficiently substantial to warrant leniency or in imposing death.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“A penalty phase jury may not be precluded from considering relevant mitigating evidence.” (¶ 34)

“Relevance, not a causal nexus, is the only statutory limitation on the jury's ability to consider mitigation
evidence.” (¶ 40)

“A finding of cruelty alone is sufficient to establish the (F)(6) aggravator.” (¶ 44)

“For the foregoing reasons, we affirm Villalobos's convictions and sentences.” (¶ 52)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Villalobos lived with Annette Verdugo, Verdugo's five-year-old daughter Ashley Molina, and their two-year-old
daughter. After Ashley complained of stomach pain, Villalobos took her upstairs, later reported that she was
unresponsive, and delayed taking her to the hospital; the hospital physician found approximately 150 to 200
bruises. After receiving Miranda warnings, Villalobos initially denied harming Ashley but later admitted
punching her, and the medical examiner concluded that Ashley died from blunt-force abdominal trauma.
Evidence also showed prior abuse, three aggravating circumstances, and substantial rebuttal to Villalobos's
mitigation evidence.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

A superior court jury convicted Villalobos of first-degree murder and child abuse. In the aggravation phase, the
jury found three aggravating circumstances, and after the penalty phase it determined that the mitigating
circumstances were not sufficiently substantial to warrant leniency and imposed death. The Arizona Supreme
Court exercised automatic appellate jurisdiction and affirmed the convictions and sentences.

DISPOSITION

affirmed
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