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Court Date Notification
Systems
The two main pretrial outcomes that jurisdictions seek—and the
only two outcomes that can legally be considered when deciding
whether to detain or release a person pretrial—are to maximize
court appearance and maximize community well-being and
safety (i.e., minimize the likelihood of a person’s rearrest). This
summary examines the current base of knowledge regarding the
effectiveness of court date notification systems in achieving these
positive outcomes.
Many people who fail to appear for court-related appointments do so for
innocuous reasons, such as misunderstanding court orders, forgetting
appointments, or facing practical obstacles to getting to court. Indeed, a
recent survey of nearly 500 people with open cases in Nebraska found
that scheduling conflicts, lack of reliable transportation, the inability to find
childcare, or simply losing track of dates are among the most common
reasons people give for missing a court appearance.1 These findings are also
reflected in interviews between people involved in the justice system and
leading experts in the field that were conducted by The Appeal magazine
and Human Rights Watch.2

Disclaimer
APPR developed this summary—using
online searches of academic databases
and publicly available information—to
provide an overview of current research
on this topic. The online search may not
have identified every relevant resource,
and new research will shed additional light
on this topic. APPR will continue to monitor
the research and will update this summary
as needed. Due to the broad nature of
this summary, readers are encouraged
to identify areas to explore in depth
and to consider the local implications of
the research for future advancements
related to pretrial goals, values, policies,
and practices.

1 advancingpretrial.org

Court date notification systems (also known as court date reminder systems)
are shown to be an effective tool in increasing court appearance rates. The
use of notifications to remind people of appointments, address common
misperceptions about attending court, and encourage problem solving
around barriers to timely appearance (e.g., schedule conflicts, transportation,
childcare)—including offering assistance where needed—can make a critical
difference in court appearance rates. In addition to reminding people of an
upcoming court date, notifications can be used to advise people of a missed
court date so they can resolve the issue as quickly as possible.
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Court date notification systems are used to notify people
released pretrial of their next court date, the consequences of
not appearing, any changes to previously scheduled court dates,
and missed court dates, allowing time for them to remedy the
situation before a warrant is issued. Notifications can be sent in
various ways: through automated, system-generated texts, phone
calls, or emails; through individual calls, texts, or emails; or in
letters or postcards.
Court notification systems are among the most well-researched and
effective pretrial innovations.3 Many jurisdictions, including jurisdictions in
Arizona, Colorado, Kentucky, Louisiana, Nebraska, New York, Oregon, and
Washington, have evaluated the impact of their notification systems on
court appearance rates. This summary reviews the key research findings
associated with court notification systems.

Key Finding #1: Court Notifications of Any Kind Can
Increase Appearance Rates
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Recent randomized controlled trials4 of court notification systems in both
Nebraska and New York City found that, compared to no notification, any type
of court reminder is effective in increasing court appearance rates. In New York
City, an evaluation of approximately 20,000 summons recipients found that the
introduction of text notifications decreased the failure to appear (FTA) rate by
a statistically meaningful 21%.5 In another New York City evaluation, FTA rates
were examined for over 2,000 people who were issued a “desk appearance
ticket”6 and either did or did not receive live reminder phone calls at varying
intervals before their scheduled arraignment. The rate at which arrest warrants
were issued dropped by 37% for people who received the reminder call, no
matter when they received it (i.e., three days before and/or the day of the
arraignment), compared to those who did not.7 And in 14 Nebraska counties,
more than 7,500 people charged with a misdemeanor were sent postcard
notifications that reflected different reminder messages. The trial demonstrated
that any reminder message meaningfully increased court appearance by 14%.8
In addition, findings from an evaluation of the impact of automated court
reminders in Multnomah County, Oregon, demonstrated a sharp reduction
in FTA among people who were successfully reached (i.e., the automated
call was either answered by a person or an answering machine). Following
more than 4,400 phone calls for 2,400 court dates, the evaluation found that
those receiving the calls—regardless of age, gender, race, scheduled court
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date, and severity of crime—were twice as likely to appear when compared to
people who either were not called or could not be reached.9
In Lafayette Parish, Louisiana, a study of approximately 1,000 people required to
appear for misdemeanor pretrial or trial, felony pretrial, or traffic court hearings
revealed that those who received a live phone reminder for any hearing type
were significantly more likely to appear for court than those who did not receive
a reminder.10 The researchers noted that the effect was “extremely significant”;
there was a “greater than 99% chance the increase in appearance rates was
related to the reminder phone calls.”11 However, this study did not control for
potentially confounding factors (e.g., demographics, severity of charge, etc.).
Studies of court notification systems in Kentucky and Philadelphia were
inconclusive in terms of their impact on appearance rates, possibly due to
research design or program implementation challenges.12 Importantly, none
of the existing impact evaluations suggests that receiving court notifications
has any harmful effects (i.e., increased FTA).
Compared to no notification, the majority of studies suggest
that any type of court reminder is effective in increasing court
appearance rates.

Key Finding #2: Notification Content Matters
Studies demonstrate that including information in addition to the date and
location of the court appointment produces the best results. In both the
aforementioned Nebraska and New York City randomized controlled trials,
people who received notifications that included information regarding the
consequences of failing to appear (e.g., issuance of an arrest warrant, being
charged with an additional crime of failure to appear) were statistically
significantly more likely to keep their appointments.13 Further, the New York
City evaluation revealed that text messages that also included prompts on
how to plan ahead for court dates (e.g., “Mark the date on your calendar and
set an alarm on your phone”; “What time should you leave to get there by
9:30 a.m.?”) were most effective in reducing FTA. Messages containing both
types of information reduced failures to appear by 26%. For plan-making
messages only, failures to appear were significantly reduced by 16%.14
Including information in addition to the court appointment date
and location has been demonstrated to produce the highest
appearance rates.
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Key Finding #3: Live Contact Can Improve
Appearance Rates
Three studies from different regions in the U.S. draw the same conclusion:
while phone reminders of any kind (e.g., in which a court representative speaks
directly to the person, leaves a message with a third party, leaves a message on
voicemail, etc.) are effective, those that involve court representatives speaking
directly with the person produce the largest increases in appearance rates.
A Jefferson County, Colorado, study of 2,100 randomly selected people
summonsed to appear on a misdemeanor or traffic offense showed that
the appearance rate rose from a baseline of 79% to 87% when a message
was left on voicemail or with a responsible adult, and to 92% when a court
representative spoke directly to the person.15 In a Coconino County, Arizona,
study of 245 people with misdemeanor citations, only 6% of people who
spoke with a court representative failed to appear compared to upward of
20% among those who were not reached directly.16 In the aforementioned
Lafayette Parish study, reaching the person’s emergency contact (i.e., family
or friend) resulted in an appearance rate of 38%, leaving a voicemail resulted
in an appearance rate of 76%, and speaking directly with the person resulted
in the highest appearance rate, 78%.17
Among studies of live-call court date reminders, phone reminders
that involve people speaking directly with a court representative
are shown to produce the largest increase in appearance rates.

Key Finding #4: Post-FTA Notifications Can Increase
Appearance Rates
Research suggests that notifications sent to people who missed their court
date can positively impact a person’s return to court. The aforementioned
Jefferson County, Colorado, evaluation demonstrated that when people
were called by a court representative to notify them of their failure to appear,
explain the consequences of an arrest warrant, and advise them to appear
within five business days to avoid the issuance of a warrant, approximately
50% of people (38 out of the randomly selected 75) returned to court
compared to a baseline of 10% (i.e., those who return on their own initiative
in the same time frame without notification by the court).18
In the New York City evaluation, post-FTA text message notifications resulted
in a 15% overall reduction in failures to return to court, reflecting that people
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appeared in court to clear their arrest warrants within 30 days. The research
demonstrated that the most effective message type included a notification
regarding the consequences of missing court (e.g., “Since you missed court
on [date], a warrant was issued. You won’t be arrested for it if you clear it at
[location].”) as compared to notifications that indicated the person’s behavior
violated social norms (e.g., “Most people show up to clear their tickets but
records show you missed court for yours. Go to court at [location].”). Both
types, however, resulted in FTA reductions of 16% and 14%, respectively.19
Court notifications that inform people of failures to appear, the
consequences of missing court, and ways to resolve the situation
are shown to be effective at increasing the likelihood that people
will return to court.

Key Finding #5: Notifications Have Financial and
Nonfinancial Benefits
Some jurisdictions have calculated the added benefit that notifications
have on reducing burdens on local justice systems as well as on people
accused of a crime. Considering the resources associated with issuing and
clearing FTA warrants, police apprehensions, jail bookings and bed stays,
and court hearings, Multnomah County, Oregon, calculated a cost avoidance
of over $232,000 within the first six months of implementing court date
notifications.20 Coconino County, Arizona, estimated $90,000 in increased
revenue over a period of one year, as well as a savings of $60,000 per year
as a result of using 1,000 fewer jail beds due to increased court appearance
rates.21 In New York City, after finding that a combination of court reminder
and post-FTA text messages reduced the 30-day open warrant rate by
a statistically meaningful 32%, researchers calculated that sending text
messages would cost less than $7,500 over a one-year period and reduce
system-related processing costs (e.g., police and court processing time).22
Jurisdictions have also acknowledged that notifications have significant
nonfinancial benefits, such as the prevention of the adverse impacts that
being involved in the justice system would have on people’s lives (regardless
of whether they were or were not arrested for having an FTA warrant),23 as
well as the procedural fairness24 impacts of being able to speak with a court
representative and receive helpful information.25
Notifications reduce burdens on local justice systems as well as
on people accused of a crime.

5 advancingpretrial.org

Court Date Notification Systems

Revised April 2021

Pretrial Research Summary

Best Practice Recommendations
Professional practice standards are consistent with the findings of the
research literature, emphasizing the importance of notifying people
about upcoming court appearances.
1. American Bar Association (ABA)
Standard 10-1.10 in ABA Standards for Criminal Justice: Pretrial
Release explains the role of the pretrial services agency and, within,
specifies that agencies should “(k) remind persons released before
trial of their court dates and assist them in attending court; and
(l) have the means to assist persons who cannot communicate in
written or spoken English.”26
2. The National Association of Pretrial Services Agencies (NAPSA)
Standard 4.6(a) in Standards on Pretrial Release states: “The goal
of pretrial monitoring, supervision, and support is to promote
court appearance, public safety, and compliance with courtordered conditions. Monitoring, supervision, and support should
include:…(ii) notification of upcoming court appearances” (p. 72).
According to the commentary: “Notification to defendants of
upcoming court appearances is a proven way to improve court
appearance rates. Notification may include telephone calls, email,
or text messaging. If an agency employs multiple methods for court
notification, the defendant should determine the best method of
contact. Regardless of the system used, court notifications should
include the date and time of the next scheduled court appearance,
the court address and, if available, the Judge’s name and courtroom”
(p. 73).27
3. National Institute of Corrections (NIC)
A Framework for Pretrial Justice: Essential Elements of an Effective
Pretrial System and Agency cites court notifications as an essential
element of an effective pretrial system given that they are “highly
effective at reducing the risk of failure to appear.”28
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