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NO-SHOW NO MORE: 
Rethinking Court Appearance & Reminders

October 30, 2025
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AGENDA

▪ Welcome

▪ The Problem: Understanding Missed Court Appearances

▪ The Solution: Building Effective Court Reminder Systems

▪ Why It Matters: Beyond Appearances

▪ Panel Discussion and Audience Q&A
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TODAY’S PRESENTERS

Shannon McAuliffe
Associate Managing Director

(Un)warranted initiative, 
ideas42

René Ropac
Senior Research Associate

Data Collaborative for Justice

Bridget Degnan
Senior Policy Manager

Data Collaborative for Justice
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FEATURED PRACTITIONERS

Jeffrey Balbuena
Manager of Outreach 

Services, NYC Criminal 
Justice Agency

Martha Wright
Manager, Judicial Council 

of California’s Criminal 
Justice Services Office

Chris Phelps
Court Administrator, 
Scottsdale City Court

Eric Jackson
Independent Researcher, 

Code for Asheville
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DATA COLLABORATIVE FOR JUSTICE
ADVANCING JUSTICE THROUGH DATA AND RESEARCH

• Independent research center based 
at John Jay College of Criminal Justice

• Team of researchers, data scientists, 
and policy experts dedicated to 
advancing fairness and transparency in 
the criminal legal system

• Nonpartisan and data-driven, 
working in collaboration with 
government agencies, advocates, and 
communities

Who We Are What We Do

• Analyze how policies and practices in 
the criminal legal system affect people 
and communities

• Produce actionable research that 
informs fair and effective justice reform

• Share data and insights through 
public reports, dashboards, and 
partnerships
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UNWARRANTED: OUR WORK
INCREASING COURT APPEARANCE RATES ACROSS THE COUNTRY

• Court date reminders 
  (text, email, mail)

• Court date forms 
  (citations, release forms, notices…)

GOAL: Reduce nonappearances up to 36% and help courts save 
time, money, and effort currently wasted on missed court dates

Improve court date 
communications

Partner with courts to create 
effective  communications

• Increase defendant participation and 
minimize costs using best practices

• Improve collection of contact 
information and enrollment

• Choose best technology and set up
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THE REAL PROBLEM: 
UNDERSTANDING MISSED 
COURT APPEARANCES
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INTENTION ACTION

ASSUMPTION: PEOPLE MISS COURT INTENTIONALLY

“I want to go to court.” “I go to court.”

Traditional model of behavior: How we BELIEVE people act
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INTENTION

ACTION

INACTION

CONTEXT

REALITY: PEOPLE MISS COURT EVEN WHEN THEY WANT TO GO

“I want to go to court.”

“I go to court.”

“I miss court.”

Behavioral science: How people REALLY act

Unclear

No 
transport

Forget

Present 
bias

No 

help

Afraid
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MAJOR BARRIERS KEEP PEOPLE FROM SHOWING UP

Limited mental bandwidth 
due to scarcity

Fear and distrust

Unclear and hassle-filled 
processes

Forgetting

Resource 
gaps

▪ Limited access to technology

▪ Transportation challenges

▪ Lack of childcare

Health ▪ Mental and behavioral health 
challenges

▪ Medical emergencies

▪ Disability

Personal 
situation

▪ Inflexible work schedules

▪ Housing instability

Behavioral barriers Everyday challenges & hardships
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If people really think 
court is important, they’ll 

find a way 
to get there

TYPICAL ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT NONAPPEARANCE

People who lose track of 
their court requirements 

just aren’t paying 
attention

If penalties for 
nonappearance are 

harsher, more people 
will show up to court
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If people really think 
court is important, they’ll 

find a way 
to get there

THINKING BEHAVIORALLY, WE CAN UNCOVER 
THE REAL DRIVERS BEHIND NONAPPEARANCE

People who lose track of 
their court requirements 

just aren’t paying 
attention

Many barriers keep 
people from getting to 

court despite their 
best efforts

Information people 
receive may be unclear, 

incomplete, 
or confusing

If penalties for 
nonappearance are 

harsher, more people 
will show up to court

When people 
are afraid or 

disempowered, they 
may decide it’s best 

not to show up
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MILLIONS OF LOW-LEVEL CHARGES LEAD TO MANY 
MISSED COURT DATES WITH COSTLY CONSEQUENCES

Warrant, jail, fines, loss of 
release, suspended license, 

etc.

Over 1 in 3
court dates are missed 

                        
                     

Warrants are issued for nonappearance for misdemeanors in all states, and in several states for traffic violations if do not pay or show up at 
court. Court appearance data based on misdemeanor rate across several jurisdictions. 

Costly
consequences, 

esp. for low-level charges 

Tens of Millions
low-level charges each year 

13 million misdemeanors
42 million speeding tickets 

(PLUS many more traffic violations) 
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MISSED COURT DATES ARE (SURPRISINGLY) COSTLY
FOR BOTH THE SYSTEM AND THE PEOPLE MISSING COURT

PERSON COSTS: 

~$1,350 
When missed appearance results in warrant

GOVERNMENT COSTS: 

~$1,500 
For each missed appearance

$ Court staff

$ Attorneys 

$ Warrant issuance

$ Warrant clearance

$ Arrest

$ Booking

$ Jail

$ Possible pretrial 
supervision

$ Fines

$ Lost wages (jail)

$ Potential loss 
of bail/release

$ Possible pretrial 
supervision

$ Inability to work

$ Benefits forgone

-Food (SNAP)

-Housing (Section 8)

-Tax refunds (EITC)

-Health (Medicaid)

~$2,850 per missed court date prevented*

* Conservative estimate with only easily quantifiable costs. Based on misdemeanor cases; cases with warrants for missing cour t. We can provide detailed calculations upon request. 
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NEW YORK STATE RESEARCH

What are the Facts on Failure to Appear (FTA) 

Across New York State?

René Ropac
Senior Research Associate

Data Collaborative for Justice (DCJ) at John Jay College 
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DATA AND METHODS

Data: Office of Court Administration & Division of Criminal Justice Services (DCJS).

Sample: Released at arraignment in 2022 (ROR or nonmonetary conditions).

Defining FTA: Any non-stayed warrant between arraignment and disposition.

Analysis:

• Step 1: Compute “raw” FTA rates for different subgroups.

• Step 2: Compute estimated rates by statistically isolating each factor from all others. 
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STATEWIDE FTA RATES

Most New Yorkers attend court in all regions.
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CHARGE SEVERITY

Violent Felonies (VFOs) have an especially low FTA rate (13%)
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DIFFERENT TYPES OF CHARGES

The specific charge matters!
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PRIOR CRIMINAL HISTORY

A pending case is a powerful risk factor (signals recent justice involvement).

Pending Case?
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FTA RISK FACTORS (AFTER ISOLATING EACH FACTOR)

Region? Minimal differences: Low FTA (≤20% in all regions)

• Yet regions vary in pretrial decisions: 

2022 bail/remand rates for VFOs: 49% NYC; 61% NYC Suburbs; 77% Upstate

Charge Severity: FTA lowest for VFOs: 10 percentage points lower than misdemeanors

What about Detained VFOs? FTA differs little

• FTA rate for VFOs = 13% if released; projected 16% if bail or remand. 

Charge Type: Charge matters

• Highest: Petit larceny (28%), burglary (27%), misdemeanor drug possession (25%)

• Lowest: DWI (5%), felony weapons (9%)
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KEY FINDINGS (AFTER ISOLATING EACH FACTOR)

Criminal History:

• Large Risk Factors:

• Pending case (13% vs. 23%)

• Prior misdemeanor convictions (from 15% if zero priors to 23% if 5+ priors)

• Minimal or No Effect (within 2 percentage points):

• Prior felony convictions

• Current probation or parole status

Race: No Association: All groups: FTA = 17%. VFOs only: 13% Black; 14% Hispanic & white

• Multiple studies find NY courts set bail more for Black & Hispanic people

• current study:10 percentage-point Black-white difference
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CONCLUSIONS

• New York judges could release more people under the current law 
• Judges are not ordering people with substantially higher FTA risk to bail and 

detention

• Criminal history matters, but some factors matter more than others

• Judges are setting bail disproportionately for Black & Hispanic individuals, despite 
similar levels of FTA risk

• Limitations: 

• Cannot distinguish between warrants issued for a missed appearance vs. other factors

• Lack of measures previously shown to predict FTA (past FTAs; community ties) 

• Cannot account for recency of past convictions
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REMINDERS HELP: 26% DECREASE IN NONAPPEARANCE
AMONG THOSE WHO PROVIDED A PHONE NUMBER

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

40%

No Reminders Text Reminders

Missed Court Date Rates

9.9 
%-point 
decrease

7K 
WARRANTS PREVENTED

28%

37.9%
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THE SOLUTION: 
BUILDING EFFECTIVE COURT 
REMINDER SYSTEMS
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Enrollment: Building a Foundation for Success

• Automatic Enrollment

• Collecting Contact Info

KEY ELEMENTS OF EFFECTIVE REMINDER PROGRAMS
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AUTOMATIC ENROLLMENT IS KEY TO EFFECTIVENESS 

Automatically enroll all court users into reminders. 
They can opt out if they choose.

Sign-up requires 3 additional steps and drop-off at each step

• Step 1: Knowledge      

• Step 2: Intention

• Step 3: Action 

Why not have people sign up?Q.

A.



© 2025 ideas42 28

AUTOMATIC VS VOLUNTARY SIGN UP IN COLORADO
INCREASES UPTAKE

Change from voluntary 
to automatic sign up 
for court date reminders
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AUTOMATIC VS VOLUNTARY SIGN UP IN COLORADO
INCREASES UPTAKE
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AUTOMATIC VS VOLUNTARY SIGN UP IN COLORADO
INCREASES UPTAKE

Allow people to “opt out” if they choose BUT . . . . 

           opt out rates are low and usually 

due to wrong numbers
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THE TELEPHONE CONSUMER PROTECTION ACT
THE LEGAL MISCONCEPTION 

The TCPA is a federal law that regulates calls and text messages 

to protect the public from spam.

  

FEDERAL LAW::

1. Prohibits using automatic dialing systems 
(random number generators) 

2. Unless have express consent of recipient.

COURT REMINDER PROGRAMS::

1. Do NOT use automatic dialing systems

2. Express consent is satisfied by giving 

phone number in related context 
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Reminders before this hearing are 
key to increasing appearance rates:

We want people to start case on the right track

WHY COLLECTING CONTACT INFO EARLY IS IMPORTANT
THE EARLIER THE BETTER FOR COURT PARTNERS!  

JAIL: 
AT BOOKING

To remind before 
1st hearing out-of-custody

Why? To remind for 
later hearings/update Why? 

BEFORE HEARING: 

OR LEA: 
ON CITATION

+ IN 
COURT

AT HEARING: 
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OLD NEW: Launched Jan 1, 2024

But not everyone 
needs to appear!

Consequences are 
clear and at top

CALIFORNIA: STATE-LEVEL CITATION REDESIGN
MARTHA WRIGHT, JUDICIAL COUNCIL OF CALIFORNIA

Clarifies 
APPEARANCE vs  

RESPOND BY

Ineffective 
use of 

valuable 
real estate 

BUT WHERE’S THE COURT DATE?

Court info 
up top!

Date BOLD 
and on top

Captures 
phone and 
email for 

reminders
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CALIFORNIA: STATE-LEVEL CITATION REDESIGN
MARTHA WRIGHT, JUDICIAL COUNCIL OF CALIFORNIA

Goal: Redesigning the state-level uniform citation

• Created a working group with key stakeholders to redesign the citation

• Adding phone and email fields was crucial to collect contact information 
for reminders

• Almost 3 million citations issued annually!
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KEY ELEMENTS OF EFFECTIVE REMINDER PROGRAMS

System Set Up: Infrastructure That Works 

• Delivery methods

• Source of reminders

• Technology
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DELIVERY METHODS
TEXT, EMAIL, MAIL, CALLS

Text Email Mail Calls

Pros ✓ Quick receipt
✓ Collection ease
✓ Fluid content
✓ Multiple reminders
✓ Translation ease

✓ Less change
Thorough content

✓ Multiple reminders

✓ Common collection
✓ Thorough content

✓ Q&A (live)
✓ Literacy irrelevant

Cons x Numbers change x Collection harder
x Must check/open
x Lost in “junk”

x High return rate
x Must check/open

x Heavy lift for court
x Must answer/VM

8.2%-point 
decrease
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SOURCE/SENDER OF REMINDERS 
IDEALLY THE STATE PROVIDES REMINDER PROGRAM

Ideal: 
State provides
reminder program 
for all

• Universal CMS: Easiest when all courts share same case management 
system or state can access all courts’ data (example: CO)

• Varied CMS: When courts operate on different CMS, state can still 
provide reminder program through outside vendor (example: TX)

Alternative: 
Individual 
county/court 
establishes its own 
reminder program

• Individual courts can use any of the technology options available to them

– Nonprofits can also do this (example: Code for Asheville in NC)

– Pretrial agencies and defenders often have programs but miss 
critical populations (low level violations)  & stages (pre-counsel)
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TECHNOLOGY OPTIONS: DEPENDS ON CAPACITY 
TURNKEY, DIY, SPECIALTY COMMUNICATIONS PLATFORMS, NONPROFIT

ROI: Reminders cost courts $1 per case to 

avoid $2850 
($1496 for system + $1354 for people)

Turnkey DIY
Specialty 

Comms Platform

Activate existing court 
management systems 

reminder option

Court IT Dept builds own 
system from scratch

Nonprofits can also do this

Outside vendor offers full 
service accessible to 

nontechnical staff

Reminders for 10K cases/yr (costs $8K-16K) 

avoids $3.3M 
($1.75M to system + 1.55M to people)

Turnkey DIY
Specialty 

Comms Platform

Activate existing court 
management systems 

reminder option

Court IT Dept builds own 
system from scratch

Nonprofits can also do this

Outside vendor offers full 
service accessible to 

nontechnical staff

Content 
Flexibility LOW HIGH HIGH

Turnkey DIY
Specialty 

Comms Platform

Activate existing court 
management systems 

reminder option

Court IT Dept builds own 
system from scratch

Nonprofits can also do this

Outside vendor offers full 
service accessible to 

nontechnical staff

Content 
Flexibility LOW HIGH HIGH

Lift for 
Courts LOW HIGH MEDIUM

Turnkey DIY
Specialty 

Comms Platform

Activate existing court 
management systems 

reminder option

Court IT Dept builds own 
system from scratch

Nonprofits can also do this

Outside vendor offers full 
service accessible to 

nontechnical staff

Content 
Flexibility LOW HIGH HIGH

Lift for 
Courts LOW HIGH MEDIUM

Costs Depends on current IT capacity but all have staggering ROI
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NEW YORK CITY: TEXT MESSAGE REMINDERS
JEFFREY BALBUENA, NYC CRIMINAL JUSTICE AGENCY

Input: Data Sources

• CJA Release Assessment (RA)

• Office of Court Administration (OCA)

• Next Scheduled feed

Process: Data Review and Logic

• Data hub

• Review and quality control

• Logic — What do we do with the data?

• Microsoft Dynamics (MSD)
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NEW YORK CITY: TEXT MESSAGE REMINDERS
JEFFREY BALBUENA, NYC CRIMINAL JUSTICE AGENCY

Output: Notification Delivery

• Delivery methods

– Live calls

– Robocalls

– Text messages (SMS)

– Emails

– Letters (outgoing and returned)

• Who gets what type of communication?

• Tracking client engagement and outcomes

• Automated reminder triggers

• Reports
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BUNCOMBE COUNTY, NC: DIY TEXT MESSAGE REMINDERS
ERIC JACKSON, CODE WITH ASHEVILLE

History

▪ Pre-2021: State court system text messaging system

• Extremely difficult to use

• Over several years only dozens ever signed up

▪ Nov 2021: Launch of the Buncombe County Court Reminders System

• Simple web app + web scraping for court dates

• Easy-to-use, by-name signup, auto-update new cases

• Opt-in with promotion by “enthusiasts.”



© 2025 ideas42 42

BUNCOMBE COUNTY, NC: DIY TEXT MESSAGE REMINDERS
ERIC JACKSON, CODE WITH ASHEVILLE
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BUNCOMBE COUNTY, NC: DIY TEXT MESSAGE REMINDERS
ERIC JACKSON, CODE WITH ASHEVILLE
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BUNCOMBE COUNTY, NC: DIY TEXT MESSAGE REMINDERS
ERIC JACKSON, CODE WITH ASHEVILLE

▪ 2023: Sign-up offered at jail booking & significant promotion by County

• Offer signup at jail booking - increased signups significantly (50% opt in)

• Radio, print, roadside, bus advertising (but still opt-in)

▪ 2025: NC state courts move to new CMS (Tyler)

• Leveraged success to get state to provide daily court dates exports

2022:         274 2023:    3,315 2024:    3,763
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BUNCOMBE COUNTY, NC: DIY TEXT MESSAGE REMINDERS
ERIC JACKSON, CODE WITH ASHEVILLE

▪ Impact:

▪ Benefits of the approach

• Full control over design and messaging

▪ Challenges

• Very shaky foundation first 2 years while web scraping

• Long-term maintenance challenge

• Opt-in limits impact

6-mo FTA:      14.9% vs 10.9% 12-mo FTA:     20% vs 14.4%
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KEY ELEMENTS OF EFFECTIVE REMINDER PROGRAMS

Nuts and Bolts: Behavioral Timing and Content

• Essential components 

• When to send

• What to say
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ESSENTIAL COMPONENTS FOR ALL REMINDERS 

Plain 
language

▪ No overly technical 
language – say what 
you mean!

▪ For example: say 
warrant instead of 
capias or summons

Formatting & 
Sequencing

▪ Clear, descriptive 
titles

▪ All the important 
stuff at the top (do 
NOT bury the lede)

▪ Do not use ALL 
CAPS, except for 
titles

Content

▪ Make consequences 
of not appearing 
obvious

▪ Leverage plan 
making

▪ Offer help

▪ Use name for 
relevance

Offer 
instructions

▪ For how to remedy a 
nonappearance or 
warrant (and assure 
them they will not be 
arrested)

▪ For virtual hearings 
(and add link)
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EXAMPLE: REMINDERS BEFORE THE COURT DATE
BEHAVIORAL CONTENT: CONSEQUENCES & PLAN-MAKING

All 3 messages can be sent before the hearing at 7, 3 and 1 day before

Anthony, go to court 
Mon Jan 03 9AM, 1234 
Court Lane, Anywhere 

Town. 
What time should you 

leave to arrive on time? 
Other arrangements to 
make? Write out your 

plan now. 

Helpful reminder: 
Anthony, go to court 

Mon Jun 03 9AM, 
Smith County Court. 

Show up to avoid 
arrest warrant. 

For questions, call the 
court: 123- 456-7899

Anthony, remember you 
have court tomorrow 
9AM, Smith County 

Court. At court, a public 
defender will help you 
through the process.

Missing court can lead to 
an arrest warrant.

For questions call the 
court: 123-456-7899 
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EXAMPLE: REMINDERS AFTER MISSED HEARING & WARRANT
BEHAVIORAL CONTENT: OFFER INSTRUCTIONS & HELP

Anthony, you missed court 
Jan 05. Reschedule by [date 
1 month from today] to 
avoid an arrest warrant. Call 
the court: 123-456-7899. 
This is a one-time courtesy. 

Since you missed court Jan 
05, a warrant issued. Go to 
123 Court Lane, Anywhere 

Town to clear it. You WON’T 
be arrested when clearing 

the warrant. Questions: 123-
456-7899

After warrant issuedAfter missed hearing 
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TIMING OF REMINDERS
ONE WORKS BUT BETTER CONTENT WITH MORE

How many reminders When to send

Text 3 texts 7 / 3 / 1 days before

Email 3 emails 14 / 7 / 1 days before

Mail 1 mailed item 14 days before

Phone Call 3+ call attempts Begin at least 7 days before



© 2025 ideas42 51

HIGHLY CONTEXTUAL TO COURT AND MODE OF DELIVERY

There is no 
“one size fits all” 

GOLDEN RULE: 

Follow the basic principles (auto enrollment, all hearings, 
behavioral content and timing) because reminders without reach 

and effectiveness won’t get the job done

Courts and states all have different 
processes and capacities

1 2
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SCOTTSDALE, AZ: TEXT MESSAGE REMINDER CONTENT
CHRIS PHELPS, SCOTTSDALE MUNICIPAL COURT

▪ Working with (Un)warranted to incorporate behavioral best practices into our 
text message reminder content

▪ Our north star: Increasing appearance rates

▪ Pain points:

• Phone number collection – without people’s phone numbers, we can’t 
send them reminders! Need to consider working with local police to 
encourage phone number collection.

• We were sending the same reminders for both civil and criminal cases. 
Designing different messages for different case types is crucial so we can 
include relevant consequences of inaction – but this required extra work 
from our IT team
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SCOTTSDALE, AZ: TEXT MESSAGE REMINDER CONTENT
CHRIS PHELPS, SCOTTSDALE MUNICIPAL COURT

This is a reminder from Scottsdale 
City Court. Anthony has an 

upcoming court date on 
03/05/2025. 

Helpful reminder: Anthony, go to court Mon, Mar 
05, 9AM at Scottsdale City Court. Show up to 
avoid an arrest warrant. For questions, go to 

www.scottsdaleaz/gov/court or call the court: 
480-312-2442.

Ideal (Criminal)Current (all cases)

This is Scottsdale City Court. 
Anthony failed to appear for 

court on 03/05/2025. You must 
take action by 03/12/2025 to 

avoid a default/warrant.

[Anthony], you missed court on Mar 05 at 
Scottsdale City Court. To avoid an arrest warrant, 
you must reschedule by Mar 12. Call the court: 
480-312-2442. This is a one-time courtesy – act 

now to avoid a warrant!

http://www.scottsdaleaz/gov/court
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WHY IT MATTERS:
BEYOND APPEARANCES
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TO RECAP…

About 1 in 3 court dates 
missed nationally.

Most people want to 
attend. Reminder 

programs are a simple 
and proven solution.

Warrants, jail, lost 
wages and benefits. 
High costs for courts 
and reduced trust.

Challenge OpportunityImpact
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WHY IT MATTERS
LOOKING BEYOND COURT APPEARANCES

• Fewer missed hearings 
means fewer reschedules, 
warrants, and jail bookings

• Each reminder saves the 
system money

• Show the system values 
support over punishment

• Mirror expectations in 
other parts of life (dentist, 
schools, etc.)

• Reduce harm, especially 
for low-income people

• Help people instead of 
penalizing them

Reduce System 
Waste

Build Public 
Trust

Increase 
Fairness
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MISSED COURT DATES ARE (SURPRISINGLY) COSTLY
FOR BOTH THE SYSTEM AND THE PEOPLE MISSING COURT

PERSON COSTS: 

~$1,350 
When missed appearance results in warrant

GOVERNMENT COSTS: 

~$1,500 
For each missed appearance

$ Court staff

$ Attorneys 

$ Warrant issuance

$ Warrant clearance

$ Arrest

$ Booking

$ Jail

$ Possible pretrial 
supervision

$ Fines

$ Lost wages (jail)

$ Potential loss 
of bail/release

$ Possible pretrial 
supervision

$ Inability to work

$ Benefits forgone

-Food (SNAP)

-Housing (Section 8)

-Tax refunds (EITC)

-Health (Medicaid)

~$2,850 per missed court date prevented*

* Conservative estimate with only easily quantifiable costs. Based on misdemeanor cases; cases with warrants for missing cour t. We can provide detailed calculations upon request. 
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AVOIDING MISSED COURT DATES SAVES COURTS BIG $$$$

With Reminders (26%)
6500 more hearings attended

$9.75 million  
saved annually

25K Hearings Missed Government Costs:
                 

Annually: $37.5 Million 
($1500 x 25K)
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RESOURCES TO ANSWER ALL (OR MOST) OF YOUR 
QUESTIONS…

Learn more: 
ideas42.org/unwarranted  
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WE ARE HERE TO HELP!

(Un)warranted helps courts 
design, implement, and test 
effective court date communications.

Reach out:

Shannon McAuliffe
 smcauliffe@ideas42.org

unwarranted@ideas42.org
We live for this stuff so no need to be shy!

Come to us for:

• Examples of reminders, ROI calculations, 
fact sheets, and any technical info you 
need!

• To help troubleshoot operational 
nuances and set systems up for success

mailto:smcauliffe@ideas42.org
mailto:unwarranted@ideas42.org
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• How these pieces fit together

• What any jurisdiction can start doing now

Panel discussion
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Thank you for joining us!
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