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SAVE JAIL SPACE AND REDUCE
NEEDLESS ARRESTS

Better court reminders can free up time, money, and resources

By Stephen Saloom

f a leading cause of jail admissions and

arrests in your jurisdiction could be easily

reduced by up to 40%, would you pursue
it? Available data shows missed court dates
are a leading driver of jail admissions, and
that most people who miss their court date
genuinely intend to appear. (There is no
consistent county-by-county tracking of this
data, nor currently a nationwide number. Yet
in many places reviewed where it is available,
it is one leading driver of jail admissions.)

Fortunately, research from my organiza-
tion, the (Un)warranted initiative at ideas42,
shows that two simple changes in communi-
cating court appearance requirements create
a dramatic decrease in missed court dates
and the need to arrest and jail those who
have mistakenly missed them.

These two changes are to 1) improve
the clarity of the forms that provide
court-date information; and 2) collect
a cell phone number upon each contact
to enable court reminders. With these
improvements in forms and processes,
your office can significantly decrease the
number of missed court dates—and result-
ing arrests and jail admissions—in your
jurisdictions. As a result, you can reduce
the significant time and costs your team
must dedicate to arresting, transporting,
booking, and admitting to jail those who
miss their scheduled court appearances.

This article explains how these simple
adjustments can provide measurable relief
for your office while still holding people
accountable for their court appearances.

Solution 1: Improve forms with
court date information

‘The first solution is within your agency’s
power. It’s simple and essentially free. All
it requires is improving your citation, bond,
and release forms.

By making it easy for people to
understand their court date and the
consequences for missing it, people more
reliably show up for court. The (Un)

warranted initiative knows this from our
work with New York City, where we used
our expertise in behavioral science to help
improve their court appearance rates. The
improved citation form reflects the key
principles for improving all forms with
court date information.
+ Use simple and clear language: Use plain
language, at an elementary school reading
level and free of legal jargon.

Prominently present the important informa-
tion: Use a bold, larger font for court date,
time, and location, and place it at the top
of the form, along with any other instruc-
tions for the recipient.

Make the consequences clear: Note the
consequences in an accurate yet non-
threatening manner, and in a way that
highlights the benefit of successfully ap-
pearing. For example, “Show up to court
to avoid a warrant for your arrest.”

Enable questions to be answered: Provide
a website and phone number for addi-
tional information.

By making it easy for
people to understand
their court date and
the consequences for
missing it, people
more reliably show
up for court.

‘The result of these simple changes was a
13% drop in missed court appearances. This
meant 13% fewer warrants leading to arrest
and jail.

It’s easy to see the impact on public safety
from this reduction in missed court appear-
ances. Cases were resolved more quickly

when people showed up for their court dates.

Family and workforce stability werent dis-
rupted by the warrants flowing from missed
court dates, and the law enforcement, jail,
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and court staff could make better use of their
time and resources.

Beyond the staff time to revise the form,
there are no additional costs to making
your forms more effective. Just apply the
improvements to the form once your
current stock has been exhausted and you're
ready to print new ones. And the savings
never stop.

Solution 2: Collect a cell phone
number for court reminders
The second solution—which can deliver
even stronger impacts when widely used—
is for sheriffs’ offices to play a simple yet
important role in enabling court reminders.
You're likely familiar with appointment
reminders and their value. Many of us would
have missed an appointment without one.
Sending automatic reminders has be-
come standard practice for businesses
because they save time and money wasted
by missed appointments. Court date re-
minders promise the same benefits, which
is why courts nationwide are increasingly
establishing reminder programs. The
(Un)warranted initiative at ideas42 recently
released “The Essential Guide to Court
Reminder Programs,” which shows how

jurisdictions across the nation are using

reminders to decrease missed court dates—
and the resulting warrants and jail—by
20%—40%.

For example, Colorado’s court system now
sends reminders to defendants statewide
Data from that reminder program shows
that those who receive reminders attend
court more often than those who don't.

Sheriffs’ offices play a vital role in enabling
reminders to be sent by courts. As the first
point of contact for many individuals with a
new court date, your teams are best able to
collect the contact information essential to
sending a court reminder. By collecting a cell
phone number and/or email address upon
ticketing, booking, and releasing a person
from pretria_l custody, your team can prevent
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Simple adjustments to the New York City court
ticket reduced missed court dates
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by 13%.

missed court dates—and the resulting
warrants, arrests, and jail time that require a
tremendous amount of preventable work for
your team.

The fundamentals of effective cell phone
number collection are to:

Create a specific field for cell phone num-
bers on your citations.

Integrate cell phone collection into your
booking and bond/release processes.

Educate and train your staff about the value
and benefits of collecting this information.

‘The proven return on investment from
these simple steps is massive. A few seconds
can spare staff hours of needless effort from
the unnecessary arrests, bookings, and jail
time that flow from preventable missed
court dates.

Free help is available

As a nonprofit, the (Un)warranted team at
ideas42 is available at no cost to help your
agency—and your court colleagues—make
these improvements. We work with jurisdic-
tions across the country, and we have models
and templates to help your teams easily
adopt them. You can reach us by email at
unwarranted@ideas42.org.

The bottom line: Everyone
benefits from fewer FTAs

Every failure to appear warrant costs your
team substantial time, money, and effort. By
simply updating the court date information
on your forms and spending a moment to
collect cell phone numbers for reminders,
your office can significantly increase available
staff and facility capacity—and focus on the

impertant work that keeps your community
safe and thriving. ¥

Stephen Saloom is
policy director for the
(Un)warranted initiative at
ideas42, a nonprofit that
applies insights from
behavioral science—the
study of how people
make decisions and act
in the real worlo—to
improve lives and drive social change. A
career-long criminal justice policy specialist, he
has collaborated on improvements in over 30
states and Congress. He is a member of the
International Association of Chiefs of Police and
previously an elected member of the Ridgefield
(Connecticut) Board of Police Commissioners.
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