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PERCEPTIONS AND PROCESSIN LEGAL DECISION-MAKING:
RACIAL AND ETHNIC DIFFERENCESIN THE PRE-TRIAL ASSESSMENT OF

CRIMINAL DEFENDANTS

ABSTRACT

This study focuses on how defendants’ race or eityrinfluence the formation of court

officials’ perceptions and assessments. In pdaicour study moves beyond black/white
differences, by including other racial and ethmoups. Our analysis combines information
from pre-trial screeners’ written accounts and adstiative data for a sample of adult pre-trial
decisions. This study finds that the mechanisndiatiag the influence of race and ethnicity on
negative assessments of criminal defendants vdgesending on the defendant’s racial or ethnic
group. Most interestingly, we found that “beingsptinic” had an independent, direct effect.
We discuss the implications of this finding withdfrqualitative excerpts from interviews with

pre-trial screeners.



PERCEPTIONS AND PROCESSIN LEGAL DECISION-MAKING:
RACIAL AND ETHNIC DIFFERENCESIN THE PRE-TRIAL

ASSESSMENT OF CRIMINAL DEFENDANTS

The classification and treatment of clients haslseeentral question across a
variety of disciplines—no more so than in the staflgriminal courts and legal decision-
making. The process of classification connectsttnent decisions to professionals’
perceptions and assessments of the characteostitients and their problems. In other
words, perceptions influence treatment decisiormuih the classification of clients into
meaningful diagnostic categories (Bridges and S1€98; Gilboy 1991; Heimer and
Staffen 1995; Roth, 1972; Sudnow 1965; Swigertaudell 1977). The process of
classification is critical to our understandingedal processes and decision-making.
Organizational demands to process large numbetsfefidants and their cases may
foster the routine use of this classification pesc@Albonetti 1991; Farrell and Holmes
1991; Farrell and Swigert 1978). High case loadsnote an organizational need to
classify or evaluate defendants quickly. Througtmfal and informal socialization
experiences, officials learn how to identify andsdify defendants (Kelly 1996), and
what characteristics and explanations are sali€hése shared classification processes
allow officials to routinize their decision-makirfgarrell and Holmes 1991; Rubington
and Weinberg 1973), and promote the timely handdihcases (Kelly 1996; Scheff,
1966; Sudnow 1965).

Much of the work of court officials involves distjnishing between defendants,

according to their backgrounds and the perceivadat future offending (Emerson 1969;



Sudnow 1965). When making recommendations andidesi, court officials rely, in

part, on perceptions and typifications of the ddéert’s dangerousness, blameworthiness
and future behavior. Traditional analyses of letgdision-making are often restricted to
the objective characteristics of defendants and thenes, and thus overlook how these

characteristics are transformed into judgmentgdah@erous,” “blameworthy,” or
“‘untreatable.” Yet ethnographies of courts hayeegedly shown that the subjective
assessments of criminal defendants by court oficlhape the outcomes of criminal
cases (e.g. Cicourel 1968; Emerson 1969; Sudno®w)196hus, obtaining information
about criminal defendants and their backgroundscassds becomes a search for meaning
about the characters of defendants, the causégiobiehavior and the prospects of re-
offending.

As court officials interact with criminal defendanthey develop mental images
of the types of clients and the likely causes efrtproblems and behaviors. The
resulting typifications then influence the way defants are processed and treated.
Some studies argue that the classification of akfets is often based on similarities to
other defendants that officials have processetampast (Albonetti 1991; Albonetti and
Hepburn 1996; Emerson 1969, 1983, 1991; Sudnow)19Bther research indicates that
professionals attribute meanings to past and fuiehavior consistent with stereotypes
associated with membership in particular sociagaties (Fountaine and Emily 1978).

Because this categorization of defendants detesrtime type of treatment
outcome, officials’ perceptions and judgments deddants become theoretically and
substantively important. Differential perceptianay result in different diagnoses and

treatments, even for individuals with similar preimnls and needs (Bridges and Steen



1998; Heimer and Staffen 1995). Accordingly, ingdies in classifying what “kind” of
defendant and problem is involved may foster ingggiin punishment outcomes
(Bridges and Steen 1998). This suggests that &medng these perceptions and
categories, we may better understand how pattéingguality in the larger community
are reproduced in legal institutions (Bridges ateke8 1998; Farrell and Holmes 1991).
In this study, we focus on how defendants’ racetbnicity influence the
formation of court officials’ perceptions and assaents, as reflected in short written
narratives. Using data from bail decisions foample of adult criminal defendants, this
analysis explores the relationship between the sae¢hnicity of defendants, and
officials’ perceptions about their behaviors. Bral decisions are particularly
important—although often overlooked—stage of lggakessing. Research has shown
that decisions made at this early stage have agtnd persuasive influence on
subsequent decisions and outcomes, especiallydigseasition. Defendants who are
detained pre-trial are more likely to receive sev@ntences, particularly imprisonment
(e.g., Frazier and Cochrane 1986; Landes 1974; Wihaed Wheeler 1980). These
findings highlight the importance of understandiogv race and ethnicity influence

officials’ perceptions at these early processiagess.

RACE, ETHNICITY AND THE ASSESSMENT OF DEFENDANTS

Previous studies have explored how a defendantisisstanding influences the
severity of punishments imposed by the courtsdiRigs, however, have been mixed. In
particular, research on racial disparities in cnahidispositions reveals inconsistent

results. (For a recent review, see Sampson andtéen 1997). At the same time,



sociological theories of law and social controyr@ften implicitly) on the notion of
racial and ethnic stereotypes in explaining radigparities in the disposition of criminal
defendants. If minority defendants are seen agetans or habitual offenders, they “are
seen as more villainous and therefore as deseofingre severe penalties” (Peterson
and Hagan 1984, p.67). By incorporating how cofifitials perceive and respond to the
defendants they process, our theories of law aaidlstontrol may more effectively
identify how race and other defendant charactesstre linked to court responses.

Race and ethnicity are markers that many schbkisve directly influence how
officials evaluate defendants and their cases.ekample, Cicourel’s (1968) analysis of
juvenile courts suggested that minorities were nh&sdy than whites to be seen as
disrespectful of authority and, more importantligrespectful of court officials. Tittle
and Curran (1988) argued that officials may betiegceither through resentment or
fear) to traits stereotypically associated with amity youth, such as aggressiveness and
lack of discipline. Bridges and Steen (1998) fotimat probation officers more
frequently attributed black youths’ offending togadéive attitudinal and personality traits,
while stressing environmental explanations fordffending of white youths. Other
analyses provide anecdotal evidence that minogfgritiants, despite similar offenses
and criminal histories, are seen differently thdmt&s, often as more dangerous and
threatening (Bridges and Conley 1995; Bridges, @ryiigld and Simpson 1987; Farrell
and Swigert 1978; Peterson and Hagan 1984; Tor§$)19

Although research suggests that court officiatsthe defendant’s attitude as an
aggravating or mitigating factor in determiningappropriate recommendation or

sentence, the relationship between race and efyyracid attitudinal typifications remains



largely unexplored (Ulmer and Kramer 1996). Fewdg&s offer a rigorous comparison
of racial and ethnic differences in officials’ peptions or typifications. In this study, we
address two issues about racial and ethnic difteem officials’ perceptions that, to
date, remain unresolved.

First, are racial and ethnic differences mediated thnatage and other legal
characteristics? Overall, there is limited evidearailable to disentangle the effects of
race and ethnicity independent of offense sericgsaad prior offending history on
officials’ perceptions (cf. Bridges and Steen 1998ss and Spencer 1987). However,
research indicates that minority defendants hameased contacts with the legal system
(for a variety of reasons, such as differentia¢sirpractices and differential access to
educational and legal resources), and often fage serious charges. If prior criminal
history and offense seriousness are integral togpéions of risk and danger, then we
would anticipate more negative perceptions andquelgs of minority defendants, their
cases and motivations.

Secondis the relationship between race/ethnicity aritiafs’ perceptions
similar across racial and ethnic groups? Mostaretehas focused primarily on
black/white differences, neglecting how differeatial and ethnic groups may result in
differential types of attributions about their cheters and behavior. We cannot
necessarily assume, for example, that the effeloemig an African-American defendant
is the same as the effect of being a Hispanic disiethn Some recent research suggests
that being Hispanic may increase perceptions kfarsl “threat” by officials
(Steffensmeier and Demuth 2000). There are twbqodar reasons for hypothesizing

that Hispanic defendants may perceived differelmglgourt officials than African-



American (and other) defendants. First, accortbngpnflict perspectives of legal
decision-making, the growth of the Hispanic pogalain our communities represents an
increasing threat to elites’ economic and culturarests (Bridges, Crutchfield and
Simpson 1987; Engen, Steen and Bridges 2002; Hall87; Liska 1992; Tittle and
Curran 1988Y. Second, cultural and linguistic differences, carat with social and
economic problems such as unemployment and povegy,mean that Hispanic
defendants are particularly disadvantaged in thal leystem (Steffensmeier and Demuth
2000). In our study jurisdiction, a significanbportion of Hispanics are temporary
seasonal workers, who are “wintering” in more urbagas. Together, these conditions
suggest that Hispanics will be increasingly viewasdrisks” and “threats” (Liska and Yu
1992; Steffensmeier and Demuth 2000), and in @smore unreliable and prone to

violence.

STUDY DESIGN

The current study focuses on pre-trial (or baBessments of 803 felony cases
processed in King County, Washington between tlaesyef 1994 and 1996. These cases
represent a sub-sample of a larger sample of j@estises (see Bridges 1997The
initial sample of 1,658, stratified by sex and ré&fican-American/white/other), was
selected from the administrative tracking datalmaamtained by the King County
Prosecuting Attorney’s officg.Of these pre-trial cases, 803 (or 48.4%) weregssed
through the jail and had completed pre-trial inems? The remaining 591 cases were

initiated by the filing of charges and the issuaata summons. Not surprisingly, those



cases in our sub-sample were more likely to be nties, male, held for more serious
offenses, and arrested for drug or violent incident

The primary source of data was the pre-trial w&w sheets completed by pre-
trial screeners for the court for bail hearingfie Tole of the pre-trial screeners is to
collect and summarize information about defendaarid,thus provide reliable
information for judges making decisions about re¢eand bail. The interview
summaries are completed after the screener intesvize defendant, and attempts to
verify address, employment and family informatiomhvedefendant-supplied references.
These summaries supply information about defentaessto the community, and
typically conclude with the screener’s assessmethteodefendants’ stability and his/her
recommendation regarding pre-trial release. Werdiemographic and case information
from court files and from the administrative dasdanaintained by the prosecutor’s
office. In addition, transcribed interviews of @8urt officials, including pre-trial
interviewers and prosecutors, were used to suppleme interpretation of the statistical

analyses.

CHARACTERISTICS OF THE OFFENSE

Four characteristics of the presenting offenseewweluded in our analysis. The
seriousness of the presenting offense was measured using the severity score of the sdfen
as outlined by the Washington State SentencingrRefat. Severity scores may range
from one to fifteen, with higher values indicatithg more serious offenses. Tigpe of

offense and thepresence of multiple incidents or charges were included as dichotomous



variables (1 = the presenting offense is a viotéfeinse; 1 = the presenting offense is a

drug offense; 1 = more than one charge is presetei defendant’s file).

CHARACTERISTICS OF THE DEFENDANT

Demographic variables included are the defendaat,;sage andrace/ethnicity.
To extend the analysis beyond the traditional Wiaboke dichotomy, we included
dummy variables for African-American, Hispahand Native American in our analysis.
As such, the reference category is white, Asianathdr unspecified ethnic groups. In
addition, we included measures of the defendamits fegal history. The defendant’s
prior criminal history andprevious failuresto appear at a scheduled court hearing were
included as dichotomous variables (1 = has a priarinal history; 1 = has previously
failed to appear for a court hearing).

Finally, Washington state law specifies that addant’sies to the community
are an important factor in determining conditiohpi@-trial release and bail. Pre-trial
interviews are designed to collect information alatefendants’ backgrounds and
community ties, so that the court has a reliablmdation for its decision. In particular,
pre-trial interviewers are asked to indicate whe#daeh defendant has a stable residence
and/or employment. Each of these items was cosldd(ges) or 0 (no). The items were
then added together to create the community tgexiiCronbach’si=0.59). Thus,
scores may range from O (the defendant has negk&tential nor employment ties) to 2

(the defendant has both residential and employtreshin the area).



OUTCOME VARIABLE

This study focuses on the negative assessmen¢ afefendant made by the pre-
trial screener. In addition to noting the presemicabsence of community ties,
interviewers also wrote short summaries or nareatabout the defendant’s character.
Table 1 provides some examples of the types oftadsgrovided by the interviewers.
Some narratives are characterizations of defen@antsnstable” and bad risks; others
are ambivalent descriptions of community ties aodking histories. Only by looking at
these narratives do we get a complete pictureeoirtterviewer’s perception of the
defendant. For example, a screener might makeiiymcomment about the
defendant’s employment (i.e. “He’s looking reallgrth for a job”), even if he did not
have a job. Likewise, a defendant could have aljabreceive a negative comment (e.g.
“He switches jobs often”). In other words, a giv@raracteristic (or lack of) may be
interpreted positively or negatively. Thus frone$k narratives, we can gain a measure

of the screener’s perception of the defendant.

[TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE]

For each defendant, comments about five categofiescial ties—residence,
employment, income, family and general ties toatea—were coded as either negative
(-1), neutral (0), or positive (+1). The absenta oomment for a category was treated
as indicating that it was not considered an impadriactor in assessing the defendant (i.e.

neutral)! The scores for each category were then summegkéte an overall score.



This final score was multiplied by -1, such thagher scores equate toore negative

assessments of the defendant (Cronbazk9.56).

ANALYSISAND RESULTS

We examine the relationship between race and@th@ind negative
typifications, adjusting for legal and other stathsracteristics. Our concern is to
explain how race and ethnicity influence pre-tidérviewers’ assessments of
defendants’ crimes and backgrounds. The analygiseetrial interviewer narratives
reveals racial and ethnic differences in their sssents. Table 2 provides descriptive
statistics by race/ethnicity for all variables umbéd in the analysis. Interestingly, there
were significant racial and ethnic differencesagdl characteristics of defendants’ cases
(except for multiple charges). Native Americanesefants were more likely to have a
record of failures-to-appear for court hearings§22) and be held for violent incidents
(30.2%); Hispanic defendants were more likely talrested for drug-related incidents
(63.2%). African-American (41.7%) and Native Antan (43.4%) defendants were
more likely to have a prior criminal history. Tlkeexere also racial and ethnic differences
in community ties, with Hispanic and Native Ameriadefendants having the lowest
mean scores (0.44 and 0.36 respectively). Howeallatefendants had few ties to the
community, regardless of race or ethnicity. Fipaifficials’ negative assessments of
defendants differed significantly by race and atlipi Hispanic defendants had the
highest mean score on negative typifications (IM)le the reference category

(white/Asian/other) had the lowest (-0%1).
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[TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE]

To identify the role of race/ethnicity in genengtiofficials’ negative assessments
about defendants and their backgrounds, we conditictee sets of regression analyses.
The first model adjusted for the influence of oth&tus characteristics (namely, age and
sex). The second model added case and legal ¢distcs, including the nature of the
offense and the extent of prior contacts with theioal courts. The final model
includes the community ties index. Table 3 shdwvesresults of the regression analyses
of officials’ negative typifications on defendant&mographic backgrounds and legal

characteristics.

[TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE]

Three findings are particularly noteworthy. Fitsie effect of race and ethnicity
on officials’ negative assessments is in part ntedidy case and other legal
characteristics. Model 1 shows that after adjgskim sex and age, being black, Hispanic
or Native Americaff significantly increases negative assessmentsdriat
interviewers. Of these, being Hispanic (in comgamnito defendants of white, Asian and
other unspecified ethnic background) was the sesnhgredictor of a negative
typification (3;=0.145).*' However, these effects ameduced or disappear when case
and other legal characteristics were added to thaeh{see models 2 and 3 in Table 3),
indicating that the influence of race and ethnioitynegative assessments is, completely

or partially, indirect. Perhaps the more strikiimgling is that these mediating

11



mechanisms vary by the defendant’s race/ethniditye effect of being a black defendant
disappears in model 2 with the inclusion of measiwethe seriousness and nature of the
offense and prior legal history,f0.281, p<0.05; b=0.144, n.s.). The effect of being
Native American also disappears, but only afteccavatrol for defendants’ ties to the
community in model 3 ¢=0.749, p<0.01; b=0.665, p<0.01; b=0.305, n.s.}* Of
particular interest is the finding afdirect effect for being a Hispanic defendant.
Although the size of the estimated coefficientima@st halved (model 3 compared to
model 1), being Hispanic significantly increasegai&ve assessments by pre-trial
interviewers, even after adjusting for legal fasfdhe extent of community ties, and
other demographic attributes. Clearly, there mething meaningful about “being
Hispanic,” beyond the measured characteristicaimmmodel.

Second, the influence of offense and other lelgatacteristics on negative
typifications generally conformed to our expectasigsee model 3). As the seriousness
of the offense increases, assessments becomesmgiganegative (=0.055, p<0.05).

On average, defendants with a criminal history isecmore negative assessments than
defendants without a known prior history of offemgl(l=0.319, p<0.01). Perhaps

most surprising is the unexpected direction ofdbgmated coefficient for being held for

a violent offense on negative assessments by jailaritrerviewers. On average,
defendants with violent offenses had lower negédtpéications scores, in comparison

to defendants arrested for non-drug property imigleTo some extent, this reflects the
difficulty of partialling out the effects of violee, independent of charge seriousness. As
the legislative-based seriousness score incresselges the likelihood that the offense

involved violence. Specifically, about one-thifdcases involving violent offenses had

12



charge seriousness scores that are only availabledient offenses. However, we also
believe that the mix of minor and serious violeircéhis measure compounds the
problem. This could result in two possibilitiel§.minor incidents of violence (e.g. a
drunken fight among friends outside a bar) are g@lygerceived as excusable, but
premeditated assaults on a stranger are seereasething, then the different directions of
these effects may result an anomalous finding ii@lexce. Or, pre-trial screeners may
provide fewer justifications in cases of violend@ases of serious violence may mean
less discretion is involved, and thus, decisiongsadlorequire strong justification or
support; however, in cases of minor violence, timeay be more ambiguity over the
appropriate outcome, which results in strongerrande explicit assessments about the
defendant.

Third, the most influential factor on negativeesssnents by pre-trial interviewers
is the presence of ties to the communiy=(-0.538)** As the primary function of the
interviewers is to collect and assess ties to ¢imenounity, it is not surprising that a
defendant’s community ties is the most importantdain explaining pre-trial
interviewers’ assessments of defendants. Thisesigghat the appearance of
“transience” or “instability” is crucial to undegstding pre-trial assessments of
defendants. As the presence of community tiesliffierentially distributed by
race/ethnicity, differential access to socio-ecomamsources and cultural differences in
lifestyle may become important to explaining raeiatl ethnic differences in assessments

and pre-trial outcomes.
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

This study demonstrates that there are significaeial and ethnic differences in
the pre-trial assessments of criminal defendantierbyg court officials. More
importantly, these results show interesting diffiees in the ways race and ethnicity
influence the legal decision-making process. Tleelmanism mediating the influence of
race and ethnicity on negative assessments vaEnding on the defendant’s racial or
ethnic group. The assessments of black defendaatde attributable to their case
characteristics, such as the nature of the offandeprior legal history. In contrast,
Native American defendants have generally “weakeriimunity ties, which in turn,
leads to differences in pre-trial assessments.t M@sesting was the case of Hispanic
defendants. The results showed that the effels¢inig Hispanic remained, independent
of other social and legal factors.

Interviews with court officials, conducted duritige course of this research,
suggest a plausible interpretation of these finglingrom the perspective of many
officials, race and ethnicity was seen as stronglyelated with instability and
transience. However, one particular group—Hispariwas frequently identified as
problematic defendants. For instance, althougliaf§ often began their responses in
terms of the crimes and backgrounds of minoritieganeral, their examples tended to
focus predominantly on Hispanic defendants and fireblems. The following two

excerpts illustrate this issue:

Well this is one of the things about these sheetg-eburt services interview sheets. If you look
through, say, a week’s worth, you'll find the Hisfias may have been in the state only a relatively
short time. I've had cases where the defendanbbad in Seattle one day when he was arrested.

You'll find one day, one week, one month. Natyrathey don’t know their address. They can

14



tell you they stay at the Salvation Army, but, thest came here. Now how are you going to

release somebody like that? And they will all hsgdnics.

Minorities might be a little more transient. Sedike maybe they're moving around more and we
have trouble pinning them down. Especially thepidisic population. You know there’s probably

a pretty high figure there. And they are, as aigrquite transient.

This classification of Hispanics as problem deferiglas also complicated by language
difficulties. Language barriers make it diffictiit obtain clear information about
defendants’ backgrounds, which in turn enablesetipesceptions of transience and
instability to remain unquestioned.

Further, the examples provided by some officialggest that Hispanic
defendants as a group were perceived as “taintdtebglity.” The image of Hispanic
defendants is colored by perceptions that thesendahts may be transient, living off
small street drug sales and perhaps be illegal grants. In other words, their very

identities may be questioned. For example:

And | think [stability] varies in terms of minor#s. To me, it did not make a difference what a
person’s race was, but in terms of, for examplepéiiics, the likelihood that they are not from the
area, that they have come here from another cauhtythey are not in the country legally, that
there is some question as to their identity, aeddlt that they often moved to the area from some
other location outside the United States and dliagerugs to support themselves for which the
penalties are severe. That clearly impacts thebeurmmf Hispanics that are in jail—limited local
ties, if any, questionable legality in the countigd they are doing crime obviously to support

themselves on the street that [sic] offers severalpies in prison.

Our conclusions based on these interviews arédiniWe are not able to

determine how representative these perceptiorsmaomg officials within the criminal
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justice system. However, these interviews progioi@e evidence that Hispanic
defendants may be typified in a way that is fundatailéy different from other racial and
ethnic groups.

The results of our study demonstrate the impodgaridisentangling the
influences of different racial and ethnic groups] aot relying on a blanket “minority”
category. The effect of being a black defendasigsificantly different than the effects
of being Hispanic, at least at the pre-trial stagbere is a complex interplay of direct
and indirect effects through different mediatingtéas in the relationship between
race/ethnicity, case and legal characteristicsodficials’ assessments. However, this
study does not address two issues that desernheflattentions. First, are there racial
and ethnic differences in thgpes of assessments made by officials? Our analyesagr
all negative typifications as similar: that is, de not consider whether negative
accounts cluster around particular characterisfia®. instance, some narratives might
refer primarily to case characteristics such agsgwf offense (the notion of “threat”);
others may focus on weak community ties (the natiofinstability”). There is some
research that suggests that these differences Ismpa related to the defendant’s race or
ethnicity (e.g. Bridges and Steen 1998). Secoadodirt officials, in the formation of
their assessments, evaluate background and casewhsstics differently depending on
the defendant’s race? Some studies indicatedlsatmay condition the relationship
between case characteristics and dispositionabmeés, arguing that legal factors work
differently across racial and ethnic groups, evetiné absence of direct main effects
(e.g., Albonetti 1990; Miethe and Moore 1986). Kmtance, prior criminal history and

charge seriousness may be more salient for Afridaerican defendants than other
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defendants; while failures-to-appear and other omeasof instability may be more
important for assessing Hispanic defendants.

Equally important is the role of jurisdictionaldanourt context on perceptions
and response to defendants. Although our anafgsesl a particular pattern of racial
and ethnic differences in officials’ pre-trial assments of defendants, these perceptions
may be the result of the specific organizationa eammunity context. More research is
needed on how variations in the structure, ideokogy practices of courts may influence
individual assessments and perceptions. For exardpllarger courts located in urban
settings promote or limit the development of prefesal ideologies about crime and
criminal defendants? At a minimum, future researetds to consider the relationship

between communities, courts and the practicesfuiast.
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For example, while the general Washington stafmifation has increased by 21% from 1990 to 2000,
the Hispanic/Latino population has more than dadibiehe same period: 214,570 in 1990 to 441,509
in 2000 (source: http://factfinder.census.gov).

Although this is a sample of cases (not individieflendants), preliminary analyses did not revegl an
repeat defendants in this sub-sample.

There were 27,597 cases handled by the prosécaféice between 1994 and 1996.

There were 264 (or 15.9%) cases with arrest datéould not be matched with records in the jail
database. Although the causes of this discreparecynknown, we suspect that in some of these
cases, defendants were arrested on investigattohfdr a few hours in the jail, and then released
before an interview could be completed. To checlkahy systematic differences, we ran a logistic
regression of “failure to be interviewed” on aga;e/ethnicity, sex, charge seriousness and drug
offense. This analysis revealed no statisticafjypificant differences between those booked but not
interviewed and our sub-sample, except for sex.a@mage, female defendants were more likely to
have been booked but not interviewed than males.

Only race categories were available from the guotr’'s database. Hispanic defendants in the lgsamp
were coded primarily from court file information.

These written narratives are prepared in pagkfdain the recommendations that pre-trial intemeies
make about the suitability of defendants for redems their own recognizance. Thus, there is areiss
of the causal sequence between perceptions andnoesoBridges and Steen 1998). Do these
assessmentwecede recommendations and decisions? Or, are they giroptinerationalizations of
already-taken decisions? Since the interviewshaenechanism by which required information is
collected, we argue that this encourages assesstodne made prior to a recommendation.
Nonetheless, the possibility exists that some iafanay shape their written narratives to a ddsire
outcome.

Coders were asked to code the overall “tonehefdomments made about each category of

community ties. Multiple coders were used. Appmately 10% of the interview sheet summaries
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were double-coded to check for inter-coder religbilPearson’s correlation coefficients between
coders ranged from 0.73 to 0.88.

The grand mean of the negative typificationsescalas 0.2 (out of a possible range of -5 to +5),
indicating that overall officials’ typical assesamés slightly negative.

Two technical issues should be noted. Theiisste relates to the non-inclusion of estimates of
selection bias in our models. As the criminaligessystem consists of a series of screening decisi
selectivity is a potential problem for models afdédecision-making. It was not possible to cantro
for selection in these models, as the data on plseaihthe preceding stage was very limited.
However, selection may not be an issue for twoarsis (1) bail decisions occurs very early in the
process, thus minimizing potential selection efg&tatterson and Lynch 1991); and (2) prior studies
of bail have found estimates of selection biasaafatistically insignificant (see Albonetti 1989).
Corrections may also not be successful due to lbigtls of collinearity between the selection hazard
rate and the independent variables in the subgtantodel (Benson and Walker 1988; Steffensmeier
et al. 1993). If bias exists, research on poligeisions suggests that arrestees are more likdélg to
younger, nonwhite and male than the populationoti€p contacts (Visher 1983). The second
technical issue is that weighted analyses couldagterformed. Hispanic defendants were coded
after the sample was drawn primarily from cous fitfformation. Thus, the size of the population on
which to base weight calculations is not known.wdwer, other analyses of this data have shown few
differences between weighted and unweighted aralyse

In this analysis, the omitted category is whitsian or other unspecified ethnic group.

The subscripts refer to the model (e gsbodel 1), and “n.s.” indicates the coefficient vaas
statistically significant at p<0.05.

This result should be interpreted with some cenjtas the low numbers of Native American and
Hispanic defendants in the sample may mean lagjienated standard errors.

When the items in the community ties index werteieed separately, both had a statistically sigaift
effect on negative typifications. However, resicei§=-0.422) had a greater impact than employment

(8=-0.2086).
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Tablel. Selected Examplesof Pre-Trial Interviewer Assessments (King County, Washington State,
1994-1996)

“Def [defendant] reports a transient lifestyle, h@sapparent means of support or area ties, and ihevidence of
substance abuse problems” (case #39).

“The def. [defendant] was not candid about hisd@asce, is currently unemployed, and may be involviga
narcotics” (case #92).

“Although def [defendant] has verified stable addreo which def may return, [has] limited bookinstdry and ties
to the area, defis currently unemployed” (cased¥15

“Lack of deonstrated [sic] stability in the commiyfii(case #169).

“Def [defendant] has a verified living address. fayment verified. No prior KC [King County] boaig/s found.
Residential stability” (case #391).
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Table2. Descriptive Statistics on Study Sample (King County, Washington State, 1994-1996,
N=803)

African- Hispanic Native White/ Test
American P American Asian/Other statistié
Mean S.O0 Mean  S.D. Mean S.D. Mean S.D.
Age® 2966  9.08 2872  6.76 3191 954 31.26 10.29 62°2.
Male® 57.62% 84.21% 39.62%  --- 53.71% - &
Charge seriousnéss  3.22 2.57 4.67 2.55 3.56 2.82 2.94 2.72 7.31
Drug offensé 4338%  --- 63.16% - 30.19%  --- 19.44% - 5af.
Violent offensé 14.57% 19.30%  --- 30.19%  --- 16.88%  --- 9/.9
Multiple charges 9.27% 877%  --- 13.21% - 13.30%  --- 3.30
Prior history 41.72% - 28.07% - 43.40% - 23.79% - 8.
Prior failures-to- 145700 526% - 22.64% - 1023% - 1620
appear
Community tie8 0.55 0.72 0.44 0.71 0.36 0.56 0.65 0.77 3.64
Negative 021  1.64 100 179 060 152 -0.08 169 8.86
typifications’
Number of cases 302 57 53 391

# p<0.10; * p<0.05; * p<0.01

& Chi-square statistic (with d.f.=3) was calculafedthe dichotomous variables; for all other valésha multiple F-test (with
d.f.=3) was performed.

b percentages of each racial and ethnic group poeztes! for dichotomous variables.

©In years, calculated as at 1997. The mean vadiseswbstituted for three missing cases.

90 = Female; 1 = Male

¢ Coded from the sentencing guidelines for Washim@tate. Range of 1 to 15, with higher valuesciatiig more serious
offenses. The mean value was substituted for thisging cases.

0 = No (or not known); 1 = Yes

9 Additive score consisting of the defendant’s restéhl and employment status. Range of 0 to 2y higher scores indicating
more ties to the community.

h Additive score consisting of pre-trial interviewassessments of the defendant’s character arte ties community. Range of
possible values -5 to +5, with higher scores intifiggnegative assessments.
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Table3. OL S Regression of Negative Typifications on Offense Characteristics and Defendant
Characteristics (King County, Washington State, N=803)

Negative Typifications

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
b B° b B b B
d 0.008 0.009 0.010
Age (0.006§ 0.047 (0.0086) 0.053 (0.005) 0.054
0.489" 0.399" 0.318"
Male (0.120) 0.143 (0.122) 0.117 (0.102) 0.093
0.281 0.144 0.055
Black (0.127) 0.081 (0.131) 0.041 (0.109) 0.016
- 0.954 0.742" 0.563"
Hispanic (0.237) 0.145 (0.244) 0.113 (0.203) 0.085
. . 0.749 0.665 0.305
Native American (0.242) 0.110 (0.243) 0.098 (0.203) 0.045
: 0.080 0.055
Charge seriousnéss (0.027) 0.127 (0_0%%) 0.087
0.231 0.20
Drug offense (0.145) 0.064 (0.121) 0.055
. -0.470 -0.327
Violent offense (0.198) -0.105 (0.165) -0.071
. 0.071 0.172
Multiple charges (0.188) 0.013 (0.157) 0.032
N 0.343 0.319
Prior history (0.138) 0.094 (0.115) 0.088
. . -0.059 -0.115
Prior failures-to-appear (0.183) -0.012 (0.152) -0.023
_— -1.234
Community ties (0.066) -0.538
Interceot -0.606° . -0872 0.018
P (0.221) (0.229) (0.196)
Adjusted R 0.05 0.07 0.36

# p<0.10; * p<0.05; * p<0.01

& Unstandardized coefficient.

®Standardized coefficient.

°Numbers in parentheses are standard errors.

4Dummy indicator for imputed missing values wassighificant, and thus was deleted from this analysi



