METHODOLOGY SUMMARY

SOURCE DATA: Measures for Justice (MFJ) works with data extracted from
administrative case management systems (CMS). These data are originally collected by
the source agencies for the purpose of tracking the processing of individual cases and
usually involve manual data entry into the CMS. As such, they may be subject to errors
at any stage of the collection and recording process. MFJ excludes unreliable values (e.g.,
a filing date that is in the future—04/30/2025) and data elements (e.g., the initial
appearance date is missing in 80% of cases) from all analyses.
STANDARDIZING DATA ACROSS JURISDICTIONS: Statutory laws, agency practices,
terminology, and case management systems vary across and within states. MFJ has
developed a Standard Operating Procedure (SOP) to match all data to a uniform coding
schema that allows for apples-to-apples comparisons. This includes, but is not limited to:
● Case is defined as all charges associated with the same individual defendant that
were filed in court (or referred for prosecution, in the case of declinations) on the
same date. MFJ assumes that when a prosecutor files multiple charges together,
even when they stem from separate incidents, they intend to resolve these
charges simultaneously. This may differ from how each agency defines case.
● Case Seriousness is defined by the most serious charge, according to the state’s
offense severity classification, that was present at each stage of charging: referral,
filing, and conviction.
● Charge Descriptions are standardized using a crosswalk that ensures that
statutory definitions across states match a uniform code.
● Pretrial Release Decision represents the court’s initial ruling regarding whether to
release the defendant pending case disposition, and whether the release should
be subject to monetary or nonmonetary conditions.
● Case Disposition indicates the type of action that removed the case from the
prosecutor’s or the court’s docket, excluding any actions stemming from appeals
or violations of probation. Case disposition categories are defined as follows:
○ Prosecution declined: The prosecutor declined to file all the referred
charges.

○ No or unknown disposition: The case was still pending at the time of data
extraction or, if it had already been closed, no disposition was recorded in
the raw data.
○ Dismissed: All charges that were filed in court were dismissed or
withdrawn.
○ Deferred or diverted: The defendant entered a pretrial diversion or deferred
prosecution program for at least one of the charges.
○ Not guilty at trial: The defendant was found not guilty of all charges in a
jury or bench trial.
○ Guilty at trial: The defendant was found guilty of at least one charge in a
jury or bench trial.
○ Guilty plea: The defendant pleaded guilty to at least one charge.
○ Guilty – unknown method: The defendant was guilty of at least one charge
but the raw data did not indicate by which method (i.e. trial vs. plea).
○ Transferred: The case was transferred to another jurisdiction. This includes
extraditions and changes of venue.
○ Other: Includes other dispositions such as bond estreature and bond
forfeiture.
●

Time to Disposition is calculated in two ways: (1) the number of days between
arraignment and case disposition/sentencing, and (2) the number of days between
filing and case disposition/sentencing. For declinations, it is calculated as the
number of days between case referral and the prosecutor’s decision not to file.
For diversions, it is calculated as the number of days between both case filing and
arraignment in court and the defendant entering into a pretrial diversion
agreement.

● Attorney Type reports the last attorney of record and includes the following
categories: self-represented, private attorney, public defender, court-appointed
private attorney, and other.
● Top Sentence identifies the type of punishment imposed by the court that was
the most restrictive of personal liberties according to the following hierarchy:
○
○
○
○
○

Death penalty
Life in prison
State prison (includes local prison in CA)
Jail or county detention facility
Lifetime supervision
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○
○
○
○
○
○
○
○
○

Extended supervision/split sentence with confinement portion in prison
Extended supervision/split sentence with confinement portion in jail
Extended supervision/split sentence with confinement type unknown
Other confinement (e.g., mental health institution, home confinement)
Probation
Fine
Restitution
Other (e.g., community service)
Time served sentence with no additional confinement time, supervision, or
fines.

DATA QUALITY CONTROL: MFJ goes to great lengths to ensure that the data
published are as accurate as possible and that the data management process does not
become a source of error. MFJ’s data quality control process involves five general stages:
(1) assessing the quality and completeness of the raw data delivered by the sources; (2)
cleaning the data to remove invalid values and unreliable data elements; (3) conducting
several rounds of internal audits of the cleaned case-level data; (4) sending the countylevel data out to an independent external auditor to assess the data for face validity; and
(5) validating the county-level data with state and local stakeholders.
MEASURE CALCULATION: All Measures are calculated at the county level because that
is where charging, disposition, and sentencing decisions are made. They are estimated
using multiple years of data (five years for most Measures, and two years for those that
require controlling for prior convictions) to: (1) increase the number of cases included in
the analysis and avoid suppressing smaller jurisdictions that may have few criminal cases
on an annual basis; (2) protect the privacy of defendants in small jurisdictions; and (3)
reduce the potential effect of temporal instability. The operational definitions, case
exclusions, calculations, and sources are provided in all publications of the data.
DATA PUBLICATION AND SUPPRESSION RULES: MFJ publishes county-level results
on a performance measure only when they conform to the following rules:
●

State Averages: The counties with available data must represent 50 percent or
more of the state’s population for the state averages to be published.

● Number of Cases: At least 30 cases are needed to generate any performance
measure. Performance measures for counties with fewer than 30 cases in the
denominator or in the pool to calculate the median are suppressed from
publication. Once measures have been filtered by groups (e.g., across race
categories), the results are suppressed if the cell contains fewer than 5 cases.
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● Missingness: The maximum permissible percentage of cases with missing values
for any given measure is 10 percent. Performance measures for counties with
more than 10 percent of cases missing values in the numerator or in the pool to
calculate the median are suppressed from publication. In addition, performance
measures for counties with more than 5 percent and up to 10 percent of cases
with missing values display a “high missing rate” warning.
● Missingness Bias: MFJ uses statistical simulations to estimate the amount of bias
that may result from missing data. The bias depends both on the percentage of
missing data and the actual value of the measure being estimated. For example, in
a county where the pretrial diversion rate is low (e.g., 3%) and there is a
considerable proportion of cases missing data (e.g., 7%), the estimate of the
pretrial diversion rate could be inaccurate. Bias is estimated as a function of the
sample mean and the percentage of missing data. Whenever the sample mean
and the percentage of missing data suggest a level of bias greater than 5 percent,
MFJ suppresses the data from publication.
DISPARITIES: MFJ uses a Relative Rate Index (RRI) to assess disparities in case
processing outcomes between whites and nonwhites, males and females, and indigent
and non-indigent defendants. The RRI compares how two groups fare on the same
outcome by dividing the results of one group by those of the other. An RRI equals to 1
indicates that there is no disparity in outcomes between the two groups. Disparities are
not calculated when there are fewer than four cases in the denominator of the rate for
either group. We also test the statistical and substantive significance of disparities.
Disparities that are neither statistically nor substantively significant are suppressed from
publication.
● Statistical Significance: MFJ estimates confidence intervals to test whether the
disparity in outcomes for the two groups is beyond what could be expected by
random chance. In this sense, statistical significance provides information about
the precision and certainty of the measurement. Statistically significant disparities
are noted with an asterisk (*).
●

Substantive Significance: Because statistical significance is affected by sample
size, MFJ also evaluates whether the size of the disparity merits attention
irrespective of statistical significance. Disparities equal to or greater than 1.05 are
considered substantively significant and attempts should be made to understand
and address them.
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