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Abstract. Over the past decade, recognizing that human cognition is prone to biases has sparked 
interventions that anticipate these biases in numerous policy domains, such as health, education, 
or personal finance. However, in the criminal justice space, policymakers have so far overlooked 
these approaches. Crime policy creates incentives for people to comply with laws, such as stiff 
penalties or strict enforcement. Why do policymakers expect nudges to work in other domains, but 
not for crime? One first explanation could be that potential offenders are, in fact, considering the 
relative costs and benefits of offending, and so nudges actually don’t work for crime application. 
In the first part of this paper, we show this not to be the case. We test the effectiveness of 
interventions aimed at addressing inattention in a series of field experiments in New York City, 
focusing on one offense: failing to appear in court (FTA). In a first experiment, we demonstrate 
that presenting information about one’s forthcoming court date in a very clear way reduces FTA 
by about 13%, suggesting that inattention to important information partially caused non-
compliance. In a second experiment, we show that text messages reduce FTA by 21.1%, 
suggesting that some people simply forget about their court date. Jointly, these results indicate that 
some offenses may stem from not making any decisions instead of making the wrong decision. 
Behavioral insights can suggest crime policies that would curb some offenses without resorting to 
stricter punishment. So why are nudges not typically considered as levers in crime policy? We 
provide survey evidence suggesting that lay people are more likely to think that failures that relate 
to criminal justice to be intentional, compared to other domains. And when higher intentionality 
is assumed to be the cause of these failures are deemed to be intentional, respondents support 
harsher sanctions, rather than nudges.  
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1. Introduction  

Criminal justice policy is largely based on the economic view of crime, which assumes that a 

person will only commit a crime if its expected benefits outweigh its expected costs (Becker, 

1968). This suggests two levers for deterring crime: increasing the likelihood of punishment and 

the cost of punishment. This view has shaped policies for deterring everything from felonies to 

parking tickets. For this approach to work, however, potential offenders must pay attention to the 

costs and benefits of their actions. If an offender does not think about the risk of arrest, they cannot 

be deterred by it. This omission for offending is plausible, given the large body of recent work in 

behavioral science suggesting that people insufficiently attend to the costs and benefits of actions 

across a number of domains. Inattention can partly explain why people fail to save (Karlan et al., 

2016), why people fail to get immunizations (Szilagyi et al., 2000), and even why students fail to 

matriculate in college (Castleman & Page, 2015). Given how widespread inattention is, could it 

help explain why people commit some offenses?  

Consider, for example, one particularly common offense: Failing to appear (FTA) for court. 

The criminal justice system cannot work if people fail to show up for trial, and so the system places 

great weight on ensuring that people come to required court hearings: any defendant who misses 

court gets an arrest warrant, which is supposed to act as a deterrent.  Despite this, many people 

miss their court dates. In New York City, for example, in 2014, 40% of people who were issued 

tickets for low-level violations failed to appear for court (roughly equal to 100,000 tickets per 

year).2  

Standard criminal justice policy suggests one straightforward solution to this problem: increase 

the cost of punishment, for example by enforcing FTA warrants systematically. But, a behavioral 

                                                
2 Public data on NYPD activity available at 
http://www.nyc.gov/html/nypd/html/analysis_and_planning/reports.shtml 
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view suggests that some fraction of FTAs might result from offenders insufficiently attending to 

the costs or likelihood of punishment. They might miss court because they are focused on work or 

issues at home or a number of any other mundane demands, and they are not thinking about what 

happens if they miss their court date. Of course, there are reasons to doubt the behavioral view 

here. After all, in the aggregate, people are sensitive to the costs and likelihood of punishment (see 

Levitt and Miles (2007) for a review), so they must be paying attention to them. Moreover, the 

costs of FTA are considerably more severe than the costs of inattention in other domains (e.g., 

failing to get an immunization), so it might be hard to ignore them. And finally, offenders who 

FTA have already been arrested or cited for a separate offense, so the costs and likelihood of 

getting caught must be particularly salient for them. 

In fact, in this paper, we find that inattention can explain why some offenses, such as FTAs, 

occur. However, we also find that lay people doubt inattention’s relevance to criminal justice 

policy. That is, people believe that inattention is more of a problem for other policy domains than 

for crime. As a result, even though interventions that remedy inattention can address issues in the 

criminal justice domain, there are psychological barriers to scaling these interventions because 

people do not believe they can be effective. 

In the first part of the paper, we describe two large-scale studies to explore the extent to which 

inattention drives FTAs. In the first study, we redesigned the summons forms to make it easier to 

attend to information about court dates and consequences of FTA. This intervention addresses 

inattention at the point where defendants could encode information about their court dates. We test 

whether these forms reduce FTA by exploiting the gradual rollout of these forms in New York. 

We obtained information on which officer issued each summons form to identify the date that each 

officer started using the new forms (these dates vary across officers). We implement a regression 

discontinuity design, contrasting outcomes of defendants issued a summons just before or after 
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their issuing officer started using the new form. We find that the new form reduces FTA by 13% 

relative to the old summons form. In an online experiment, we find evidence that these new forms 

indeed made it easier for people to attend to information about their court date. People were 

randomly assigned to look at either an old or a new summons form, and asked recall questions. 

Those who saw the new summons form showed better recall of court appearance information.  

We next evaluate the effectiveness of a second intervention to address inattention: sending 

reminders to defendants about their court dates. This intervention addresses inattention at the point 

where people might forget their court dates. We conducted a randomized control trial to evaluate 

the impact of text message reminders to summons recipients who provided a phone number 

(representing 20,195 individuals between March 1st 2016 and June 14th, 2017).  They were 

randomized to receive one of three sets of reminders before their court date, or to a control group 

that would experience the status quo of not receiving any form of reminders. One set of reminders 

informed people about their court date and encouraged them to make a plan for attending court. A 

second set of reminders informed people about their court date and that FTAs resulted in an arrest 

warrant. And a third set of reminders combined both approaches. We find that people who received 

text messages are 21.1% less likely to FTA; and that the effect is biggest for people who received 

combination (26.2% reduction in FTA) or warrants (23.5% reduction) messages, although even 

plan-making messages were effective (16.1% reduction). These large effects of text messages 

suggest that many defendants might insufficiently attend to their court dates. 

These findings echo the results of interventions that remedy inattention in other domains. Yet 

in the second part of the paper, we highlight a tension that is particular to criminal justice policy. 

In a series of online surveys, we asked participants to consider a number of failures to do something 

across five domains: crime, personal finance, education, health, and energy decisions. For 

example, in the crime space, we asked people to think about a failure to show up to court and to 
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attend a meeting with one’s parole officer. With personal finance, we asked people to think about 

a failure to pay a credit card bill or to enroll in a retirement plan.3 For each failure, we asked people 

to think about how they would fix the problem, and how effective it would be to (1) increase 

penalties for these failures; or (2) send a text message reminder. For most domains, respondents 

favored reminders over increased penalties. But for crime, respondents favored increasing 

penalties. Indeed, they endorsed penalties more strongly than in any other domain. In a sense, 

laypeople are less likely to recognize inattention as a problem for crime policy than for policies in 

other domains. Why is this? We find that participants believe that failures in the criminal justice 

domain are more intentional than in other domains. And the more intentional participants believe 

these failures to be, the less likely they are to believe that reminders are effective interventions. 

We further explore the factors that drive these beliefs about intentionality. We find that participants 

believe that penalties for failures are more severe in the crime domain than in other domains, and 

they infer that failures are more intentional when the penalties for those failures are higher. Taken 

together, our results suggest that inattention is arguably as relevant to crime policy as it is to other 

domains, but people do not believe this to be so.  

Our paper makes several contributions. First, we demonstrate that inattention is arguably as 

relevant to crime policy as it is to other domains. This is one of the first large-scale attempts to use 

behavioral “nudges” to improve criminal justice. Similar work has examined the effectiveness of 

reminders in encouraging people to pay parking tickets (Heffetz et al. 2016) or smaller-scale efforts 

to encourage people to show up to court (Bornstein, 2013). Second, we explore how people’s 

attitudes towards such nudges differ for criminal justice than for other domains. These lay beliefs 

may create psychological barriers to scaling some behavioral interventions for criminal justice.  

                                                
3 All scenarios are present in online appendix E.  
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The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. Section 2 provides institutional details on 

summonses in New York and describes the data. Sections 3 and 4 describe two interventions to 

address inattention: Making information more salient on the summons form (to address failures to 

encode information) and sending text message reminders (to address failures to remember 

information).  Section 5 explores psychological barriers to scaling, and section 6 concludes. 

 

2. Summonses in New York City: Institutions and Data  

 

2.1. Summonses in New York City  

In New York City, summonses are given for the lowest level of offenses. Summonses are 

defined in Article 130 of the NY Criminal Procedure of Law. Technically, a criminal summons is 

a call to appear before a local court at a future date in connection to a minor penal law violation or 

a violation of the NYC Administrative Code. In New York City, summonses are a citywide process 

and can be issued to any violator within the five boroughs. Receiving a summons begins a process 

of filing a complaint with the Criminal Court which is followed by the arraignment of the 

defendant. At the time of arraignment, the judge assigned to the case determines the punishment 

or dismisses the case. Punishments can include fines, community service, or jail time.  

Summonses are most often issued to a defendant by a NYPD officer (more than 95%), but 

various municipal law enforcement officers, including individuals working for the Metropolitan 

Transportation Authority and the New York City Fire Department can also issue summonses in 

connection with their job. At the time of a summonses receipt, defendants are usually not detained 

or fingerprinted. The officer provides the defendant with a summons form that includes 

information detailing the offense as well as the date and location of their future court appearance.  
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Typically, actions that lead to a criminal summons can be thought of as “quality of life” 

offenses. For example, in our sample, 34% of summonses are for open container offenses, 10% 

are for park trespassing, and 8% are for public urination (table 1). Any violation of the thousands 

of statues within the NYC Administrative Code can lead to the issuance of a summons.4 Many 

urban areas have their own local version of the summons offense. Across the counties, 

“summonses” have different names. In Chicago for example, similar offenses lead to a “Notice of 

Violation.” 

Over the past years, there has been a decline in the number of summonses issued, but they are 

still very frequent: in 2015, 327,306 summonses were issued, and 256,488 were scheduled to be 

heard in court.5 Note that not all cases lead to a court date: they first have to pass a standard pre-

hearing court review on technical and legal grounds. This can result in cases being thrown out on 

technical (incomplete form) or legal (situation described does not warrant the charge) grounds. 

There are about as many summonses issued in New York as there are arrests.6 

 

2.2. Administrative Data Sources 

The key data source for our policy experiments is the New York State Office of Court 

Administration (OCA), which collects data on all summonses issued within New York City. The 

dataset includes information on all cases that passed legal review, and for which a court date was 

scheduled. The data contains demographic information (gender, date of birth, race and ethnicity 

when provided); information about the violation (type of offense, date of issuance, borough, 

precinct, arresting agency); and court outcomes (initial court date, whether a recipient appeared in 

court at the initial court date, and whether that recipient appeared in court at a later date). We 

                                                
4 Information on summons comes from Lindsay (2016).  
5 https://www.nycourts.gov/COURTS/nyc/criminal/2015_crim_crt_ann_rpt_%20062316_fnl2.pdf 
6 http://www1.nyc.gov/site/criminaljustice/work/summons_reform.page 
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obtained this data from January 2012 to June 2017. The court date for a summons is no later than 

90 days after issuance, so by limiting our sample to summonses issued before March 2017, we 

have court-related outcomes for our full sample.    

Table 1 presents summary statistics for our main period of study (January 2016 to June 2017). 

Summons recipients are 88% male, and an average of 34.3 years old. About one in three summons 

recipients had already received a prior summons. The FTA rate before 2016 (the year that our 

interventions started) was 41%.   

 

3. Making information more salient 

3.1. Redesigning the Summons form   

In a first study, we redesigned the physical layout of the summons ticket to make relevant 

information more salient. Specifically, the new form prominently features the appearance date and 

court location at the top of the ticket, where people are more likely to see it. The old version had 

this information at the bottom, where it was easily overlooked. The new form also clearly states in 

bold typeface that missing the assigned court date will lead to a warrant. This important 

information was completely absent from the previous form. In appendix B, we present the old and 

new form side by side (figure 1); and more details on the design objective behind the different 

changes (figure 2).  

 

3.2. Field evidence: the redesigned summons forms reduce failures to appear in court.  

Identification strategy. The new summons form was rolled out between March and July of 

2016. Figure 1 presents the take-up rate of the new forms. In March 2016, NYPD stopped printing 

old forms and printed only new forms. Officers were instructed to use the new forms when they 

had finished their pad of old forms. In order to speed the transition to new forms, in mid-June, the 
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NYPD asked precincts to shred all old forms, and to have only new forms in use by July 2016, 

which explains the steep increase in the use of the new form starting in mid-June.  

For each summons, we obtained the ID of the issuing officer. We construct the date at which 

each officer issued their first new summons form, which we call their “switch date”. We can then 

determine how many days before or after the switch date each summons was issued. As seen in 

figure 1, the switch dates were staggered in time. We exploit this staggered roll-out of the new 

forms in regression discontinuity design, in which we can control for time trends: we compare 

outcomes for summonses issued just before and just after an officer started using the new form.  

Figure 2 plots the rate new forms among summons issued, relative to the “switch date” (or the 

first date that the issuing officer used a new form). Mechanically, this rate is 0 before the switch. 

Once an officer uses a new form, on average, 95% are new forms. Figure 3 shows that defendants 

are similar before and after the date at which officers started using new forms in terms of 

observable characteristics (gender, number of past FTAs, number of past summonses).7 In order 

to synthesize different observables that may be correlated with FTA, we regress FTA on 

observables for 2015 (or the year before the new forms were introduced), and using the regression 

coefficients, we generate a predicted FTA for each defendant. We find that there is no discontinuity 

in predicted FTA before and after the threshold.8  

One notable feature, presented in figure 4a, is that the number of forms issued is not continuous 

at the threshold. This would pose estimation concerns if it indicated some behavioral responses 

from officers that could result in summons recipients unobservably differing before and after the 

new forms were introduced. However, this appears to be a mechanical result from the way in which 

we define the running variable. Indeed, many officers do not give summonses every day. Their 

                                                
7 Appendix figure C2 shows that overall, defendants are also similar in terms of offenses. There is a discontinuous 
change in the number of summonses issued for urination and motor vehicle offenses; but these offenses represent a 
small share of offenses, and so the changes in overall case composition are small in magnitude.  
8 This is statistically confirmed in table 3.  
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activity depends on their beat and shift, and the role they are in, so they dole out summonses in 

streaks. Since the switch date is a day in which an officer for sure gave a form, if they do not give 

forms every day, this date can be catching officers at the beginning of a streak. Because of this, 

mechanically, the distribution of forms relative to one day results in this kind of bunching before 

and after the switch date.  

We demonstrate this in two ways. First, figure 4b shows that when we limit our analysis to 

officers who issued at least 75 summonses per year (and so are more likely to be consistently in a 

position where they regularly give summonses), this discontinuity no longer appears. Second, in 

appendix C we present a placebo study, where we randomly assign a switch date to officers in 

2015, which would have the same temporal distribution in terms of number of officer switching 

each day as in 2016. This discontinuity in number of forms issued appears again (figure C2), since 

in 2015 as in 2016, many officers issued few forms.  

We estimate the effect the new forms on FTA following the approach of Calonico et al (2014) 

to compute optimal bandwidths, bias-corrected point estimates using local linear functions, and 

valid confidence intervals. Importantly, their approach allows us to obtain consistent estimates 

when we include covariates. In all of our estimates, we include controls for months, since FTA 

varies seasonally.  

Note also that among defendants who received new forms, those who provided phone numbers 

(about 10% of the sample) were randomized to one of the text message treatment groups, which 

we describe in section 4. In order to single out the effect of the new forms on FTA, we remove 

from our analyses people in the Treatment group. Since people who provided phone numbers are 

positively selected and we are dropping them from the study, this means that our estimates will be 

underestimates of the effects of the new forms.  
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Results. Figure 5 presents graphical evidence of the effect of the new forms on FTA: while 

defendants are similar before and after the introduction of the new forms, defendants are less likely 

to FTA after the introduction of new summons forms. Table 4 presents these results in regression 

form. The first three columns use the full sample of forms issued in 2016. In the first column, we 

control only for month and day of the week; in column 2, we add controls for borough; and in the 

last column, we add controls for observable defendant characteristics. In the last column, we 

narrow down the sample to include only forms issued by officers who gave at least 75 forms in 

2016, and include all controls in column 3.  

In all specifications, the new forms are correlated with a lower FTA rate: people who receive 

the new forms are 11.9% to 14% less likely to FTA. Point estimates are very similar within each 

sample. While the point estimates are different for the full sample of officers (6 percentage point) 

and for the sample of officers who issued more than 75 forms a year (5 percentage points), the 

percent change in FTA is similar, since FTA rates are overall lower for defendants whose summons 

came from an officer who issues more than 75 forms per year.9  

 

3.3. Evidence that redesigned forms address inattention 

The redesigned forms could have been effective for two reasons. Perhaps the form made it 

easier for people to pay attention to, encode, and subsequently remember information about their 

court dates. This explanation would mean that defendants who received both the old form and new 

form had similar intentions to show up to court, but that the new form reduced FTA because 

defendants paid more attention to and better remembered their court dates. But it is also possible 

that the forms changed defendants’ cost-benefit calculus. Because the new forms contained 

information about the consequences of FTA (a warrant being opened), defendants who received 

                                                
9 While results are not presented here, we find that the difference in FTA rates is mainly driven by differences in the 
kind of offenses that officers issue.  
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the new form might have had stronger intentions to show up to court, thereby reducing FTA. The 

latter explanation would largely be in line with the standard model of how to reduce crime.  

To disentangle these explanations, we conducted an online experiment. We recruited 725 New 

York residents on Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk). They were randomly assigned to see either 

the new or the old summons form. After having seen either form, they were asked questions about 

their reaction to the form.10 They then played a word search game as a filler task to create some 

time and distance from the form. After that, they were asked questions about the penalty for FTA, 

their court date, and the court place (questions are in appendix D).  

Results are presented in figure 6 and in table 5. First, we indeed find participants who received 

the new forms were more likely to correctly state that the penalty for FTA (second pair of bars in 

figure 6 and column 2 table 5). This is not surprising, since the old form did not contain this 

information. Next, we tested whether the new forms changed participants’ cost-benefit calculus. 

Participants reported similar intentions to show up to court, regardless of whether they saw the old 

or redesigned form. This suggests that the redesigned forms might not have changed defendants’ 

cost-benefit calculus. Instead, we find evidence that the redesigned forms made it easier to pay 

attention to and remember information about court dates (final two pairs of bars in figure 6 and 

columns 3 and 4 of table 5). Of course, this was all hypothetical for our participants. But as a proxy 

for the psychology of defendants who receive these forms, this experiment suggests that the 

redesigned forms reduce inattention and make it easier to remember information about one’s court 

date. Nevertheless, many defendants might forget this information in the time between receiving 

the form and their court date. Text message reminders are well-suited for addressing this gap, and 

we tested their effectiveness in the next intervention. 

  

                                                
10 The exact questions are presented in online appendix D.  
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4. Reminding people of relevant information 

4.1. Overview and research design 

We designed text messages to help remind people of their court dates. Eligible summons 

recipients were randomized into one of four groups:11  

C Control group [No messages at any time] 

T1 Warrant messages  

T2 Plan-making messages  

T3 A combination of warrant and plan-making messages 

In each of the treatment arms, summons recipients received three messages before their 

scheduled court date: one the week before, one three days before, and one the day before.  

Our treatment arms allow us to ask two main questions.12 First, we ask if any text message 

reminder reduces FTA. We can answer this by comparing outcomes for the treatment groups to 

that of the control group. Second, by comparing outcomes across treatment arms, we test whether 

reducing the unintentional choice to skip court can help improve criminal justice outcomes (Plan-

making), relative to reminding people of the costs and benefits of attending (Warrant).13 Note that 

these messages do not provide any new information beyond what is listed on the summons form. 

These text messages draw attention to information that defendants were previously given. 

We evaluate the effectiveness of text messages using a randomized controlled trial. In order to 

receive text messages, summons recipients had to provide a cell phone, which is non-mandatory. 

A little over 10% of summons recipients who received a new form also provided a phone number 

                                                
11 The full text of the messages is included in appendix B.  
12 We registered a pre-analysis plan, which includes these hypotheses, with the Open Science Framework (OSF). 
The protocol was registered and time-stamped on 08/08/2016 at 10:24AM. The full pre-analysis plan is available 
upon request.  
13 Our policy partners were also interested in the timing of messages. If defendants failed to appear in court, they 
were also randomized to receive post-court messages. In our pre-analysis plan, we specify that these analyses are 
secondary.  
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(table 1). While randomization assures that our estimates are internally valid, this opens the 

question of external validity: would text messages have the same effects as those estimated here 

for people who are currently not providing phone numbers? While we cannot speak to differences 

in unobservable characteristics, one way to think about the external validity of our study is to 

compare both groups’ observable characteristics. Relative to people who did not provide a phone 

number, defendants who did are younger on average (32 years old vs. 34.5 years old); less likely 

to have gotten a summons for alcohol and more likely to have gotten a summons for marijuana; 

and had fewer past summons and past FTAs. There appears to be positive selection into providing 

a phone number: the FTA rate of people who provided a phone number and were randomized to 

the control group is 37%, relative to 41% for defendants who did not provide a phone number. 

However, more than 1/3 of people who provided a phone number and were not treated failed to 

appear in court, and the margin of improvement is similar for people who did or did not provide 

phone numbers.  

Among defendants who provided phone numbers, those whose summonses passed the standard 

pre-hearing judicial reviews on technical and legal grounds were randomized into the above-

mentioned treatment arms by the Office of Courts Administration (OCA) within their data system 

using a randomization procedure we have reviewed.  

 Table 2 presents the balance checks, comparing baseline means for individuals randomized 

into the control group, relative to any treatment group. The randomization was successful, and 

groups are similar on observables across treatment arms. We can thus determine the effect of the 

different text messages with the following OLS regressions:   

FTA$ = 	β( +	β*T$ + β+X$ + ε.	 
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Where T$ captures treatment status (pooled treatment, or assignment to particular treatment 

arms) of individual /; and 0. is a matrix of individual covariates (gender, age, offense, dummies 

for past FTA and for past summons, borough). 

 

4.2. Results: showing up to court on time  

Table 6 presents our main results for text messages. The odd columns show results without 

controls and the even columns include controls for borough, month, and defendant characteristics. 

As expected, the estimated do not change when we add these controls. The first two columns 

present results for the pooled treatment. Relative to a control mean of 37.8% FTA, people who 

received any text message are 7.9 percentage points (20.8%) less likely to FTA. However, as with 

the form redesign study, this first aggregate result suggests that people were forgetting or not 

paying enough attention to their court date.  

As with the findings from the redesigned summons form, it is possible that these messages 

changed defendants’ intentions to appear before court. Perhaps by mentioning the consequences 

of FTA, they influenced defendants’ cost-benefit analyses. Indeed, the reduction in FTA rates is 

biggest for the “warrant” and “combination” treatment arms, which reduced FTA by 8.9 and 9.9 

percentage points (23.5% and 26.2%). But the plan-making messages did not mention the 

consequences of FTA. And while the effect is smaller, we still see a significant reduction in FTA 

by 5.9 percentage points, or 16.1% (column 5). This suggests that even simple reminders can 

reduce FTA by drawing defendants’ attention to information about their court date.  

 

4.3. Magnitude of effects 

The magnitude of the effect of the text message intervention, but also of the redesigned of the 

summons form, is as large or larger than that found for other similar “nudges” aiming to improve 
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such behaviors as college enrollment, vaccinations, voting, or savings. These generally range from 

5%-10% improvements in desired outcomes (Kharbanda, et al 2011; Stockwell et al, 2012; 

Castleman and Page, 2015; Karlen et al, 2016).  

There are several possible reasons for this difference in magnitudes. For the text messages, this 

could be due to the group of people who received messages (the 10% who provided phone 

numbers). However, the forms redesign is more effective than other nudges, and were applied to 

all summons recipients. One interpretation is that there is much room for improvement in the 

criminal justice sphere: because people rarely interact with the criminal justice system and may be 

particularly prone to ostrich behavior (or ignoring unpleasant activities) for this potentially 

stressful kind of interaction, reminders may be particularly effective in improving the desired 

behavior.  

 

5. Psychological Barriers to Scale 

The magnitude of the effect of both interventions is on par with that found for nudges that 

address inattention in other domains. And both interventions would clearly pass any cost-benefit 

analysis. The re-designed form has exactly the same cost as the old form, so any improvement in 

outcomes is beneficial. The text messages are also very inexpensive, at 0.5 cents per message. 

Sending every single summons recipient three messages would cost New York City about $4,500 

a year. Given this, it would not seem that there are any structural barriers to scaling interventions 

such as these. 

But for nudges such as these to be tested or implemented, they first need to be considered by 

policymakers. And people may be particularly likely to overlook the value of nudges in the 

criminal justice space. In two studies described below, we find evidence for psychological barriers 

to scaling these interventions.  
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In our first study, we recruited 400 United States residents to participate in an online survey 

through MTurk. Participants were asked to consider ten brief vignettes that described failures to 

take action across five policy domains: crime, education, health, energy and personal finance. For 

the crime domain, participants read about a person’s failure to show up to court and failure meet 

with a parole officer. For the education domain, participants read about a person’s failure to send 

in a college application and failure to register for an exam. For the health domain, participants read 

about person’s failure to show up to a doctor’s appointment and failure to get an immunization. 

For the energy domain, participants read about a person’s failure to get a vehicle emissions test 

and failure to install mandated home insulation. For the personal finance domain, participants read 

about a person’s failure to pay a credit card bill and failure to enroll in a retirement plan. 

Participants saw all vignettes in a random order. 

For each vignette, participants were asked to think about how they would reduce the frequency 

of the failures described. Specifically, they were asked how effective they thought it would be to 

increase the penalty for the failure and how effective it would be to send a text message reminder 

to people to help them avoid the failure. Responses were given on a scale from 1 (not effective at 

all) to 7 (very effective). Participants were also asked to rate whether they thought the failure was 

intentional. Specifically, they considered whether the person have intended to take the action but 

failed to do so (unintentional failure) or whether the person decided not to take the action 

(intentional failure). Responses were given on a scale from 1 (“They unintentional failed to …”) 

to 7 (“they intentionally failed to …”). 

We first test whether participants are less likely to favor reminders (relative to increased 

penalties) in the crime domain compared to other domains. We averaged participants responses on 

the effectiveness measures for both vignettes within each domain. As shown in Figure 7, for most 

domains, participants think that reminders will be more effective than will increasing penalties. 
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For the energy domain, participants slightly favor increased penalties, but in the crime domain 

people overwhelmingly believe that increasing penalties will be more effective. The average 

effectiveness rating of penalties for the crime domain (M = 5.11, SD = 1.47) is significantly higher 

than the average of this rating across the four other domains (M = 4.56, SD = 1.25), paired-samples 

t(400) = 8.58, P < .001. Moreover, the average effectiveness rating of reminders for the crime 

domain (M = 4.58, SD = 1.44) is significantly lower than the average of this rating across the four 

other domains (4.90, SD = 1.00), paired-samples t(400) = 5.69, P < .001. 

Recall that our evidence above suggests, at least in this context, the reminders here are as 

effective as reminders interventions in other domains. Why might people believe that reminders 

will be less effective in the crime domain (and penalties more effective)? We find that participants 

believe that failures in the crime domain are more intentional than in other domains. As shown in 

Figure 8, we plot, across policy domain, intentionality and effectiveness of tougher penalties or 

reminders. Second, we regress perceived policy effectiveness of tougher penalties and reminders 

on perceived intentionality. In figure 8 the X axis has intentionality ratings, and the Y axis have 

we the rating for effectiveness of tougher sanctions (figure 8a) or of reminders (figure 8b). We plot 

averages for each policy domain. Across policy domains, there is a positive (negative, 

respectively) correlation between ratings of intentionality and ratings of the effectiveness of 

tougher sanctions (of reminders, respectively). The overall picture is the same when we compare 

subject-level correlations in these measures (table 7): there is a positive correlation between 

perceived intentionality and effectiveness of tougher penalties; and a negative correlation between 

perceived intentionality and effectiveness of reminders. That is, participants are less likely to 

support an intervention to address inattention (and more likely to support stiffer penalties) when 

they think a failure was intentional. Furthermore, we see that failures in the criminal justice—
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failure to show up in court, and to comply with one’s parole conditions—rank highest in terms of 

intentionality.  

Why do people believe that these failures in the crime domain are more intentional? A second 

survey provides a glimpse of the underlying psychology. We recruited we recruited 300 United 

States residents to participate in an online survey through MTurk. In this survey, participants again 

considered the failures described above. They rated the intentionality of the failures and they rated 

how severe they thought the penalties were for the given failures.14 Results from this study are 

presented in figure 9, which plots the average ratings, across participants, for severity of penalties, 

against the average rating for intentionality. We find that beliefs about severity of penalties 

strongly predicts participants’ beliefs about intentionality. Participants believe that failures are 

more intentional when penalties for failure are high. And participants believe (probably correctly) 

that the penalties for failures in the crime domain are more severe than the penalties in other 

domains. In a sense, people appear to have intuitions largely in line with the standard economic 

view of behavior. They assume that if a penalty for failing to take action is high, then a person 

must have really intended to not take the action. Of course, a different intuition one could have is 

that if the penalty for a failure is high, then the only reason one would fail to take action is because 

they made a mistake. Our interventions above suggest that a nontrivial fraction of participants in 

the criminal justice system might be making a mistake: they fail to pay attention to relevant 

information. But because of the lay model people have of why crimes happen, they may overlook 

the value of such interventions. 

 

 

                                                
14 The wording for intentionality is exactly the same as that described in the prior experiment, and presented in 
appendix E. The wording for the severity of penalty question is: “How severe of a penalty do you think this person 
faces for…” and respondents would choose a number on a scale from 1-7.  
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6. Next steps and conclusion  

 

Using two large-scale field experiments, we find that both redesigned summons forms and text 

messages reduce FTA substantially. This study demonstrates that non-compliance in the criminal 

justice system may not always be driven by deliberate and intentional decisions; and that better 

design could help improve criminal justice outcomes at low monetary costs and little risk of 

negative side-effects for defendants.  

These results are perhaps all the more striking given the large costs of failures in the criminal 

justice. There are numerous costs of failing to appear in courts. Defendants’ lives are adversely 

affected if they are arrested for an open warrant (regardless of the severity of the initial offense). 

Court personnel’s time is wasted when defendants miss court, and efforts are diverted in issuing 

warrants. And when these warrants are issued, law enforcement must put in the effort to make 

arrests for less serious offenses. Given these large costs of FTA, the two interventions we described 

here are incredibly cost-effective. The re-designed form has exactly the same cost as the old form. 

And text messages are inexpensive (about .5 cents per message). Sending every single summons 

recipient three messages would cost New York City about $4,500 a year.15  

These findings suggest that remedying inattention could help address similar problems 

elsewhere in the criminal justice system.  Most directly, if also effective for more misdemeanors 

and felonies, the benefits could be even larger since these kinds of interventions could avoid the 

use of pre-trial detention. Moreover, inattention may partially help explain why people miss child 

support payments, or fail to comply to conditions of parole – all of which can be very consequential 

in one’s future criminal justice outcomes. 

                                                
15 We have yet to test if fewer messages would be as effective, which would make the intervention even more cost-
effective. 
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And this behavioral view of crime more generally suggests that nudges that have been 

successful in other policy domains may also help improve the criminal justice system. But, our 

work also highlights a tension that could create initial barriers to scaling behavioral interventions 

for crime policy. Some of these behavioral interventions are built on an assumption that not all 

crime is intentional. As our survey studies show, this does not fit many people’s lay models of 

why crime happens. Scaling a behavioral approach to crime policy may not only require a portfolio 

of effective interventions, but perhaps also a shift in people’s mental models of why some crimes 

happen.   
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(a) Rate of new summons forms (b) Number of summonses issued 

  
(c) Number of new summonses (d) Number of old summonses 

 
 
Figure 1: Evolution of the prevalence of new summons forms in New York City between March 
and December, 2016. Sub-figure (a) presents the daily rate of new summons forms; Sub-figure (b) 
presents the daily number of summonses issued; while sub-figures (c) and (d) present the number 
of new and old summons forms, respectively. Data source: New York Office of Court 
Administration (OCA). 
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Figure 2: Use of old and new summons forms, relative to the switch date. On the X axis is the day 
that a summons was issued, relative to the first date that an officer used a new summons form, 
which is set to be 0 and referred to as the “switch date”. On the Y axis is the percent of new forms 
issued for each day. By construction, the rate of usage of new summons forms is 0 before the 
switch date. After the switch date, the rate of usage of old forms is always at least 93.5%. Data 
source: New York Office of Court Administration (OCA). 
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(a) Offenders with a past summons (b) Offenders with a past FTA 

  
(c) Female offenders (d) Predicted FTA  
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Figure 3: Observable baseline defendant characteristics, relative to the switch date of the issuing officer. The “switch date” is defined 
as the first date that an officer used a new summons form. FTA is failure to appear in court. The graph includes scatter plots of daily 
averages of the baseline variables of interest, and local-polynomial regression lines, before and after the switch date. In figure 3d, 
“predicted FTA” is computed by running a linear regression of FTA on observables (offense, age, gender, past FTA, past summonses, 
day of the week), and using the regression coefficients to compute the predicted FTA based on observables. The dashed lines present 
the 95% confidence interval. Data source: New York Office of Court Administration (OCA). 
 

  
(a) All officers (b) Officers who issued at least 75 forms in 2016 

 
Figure 4: Number of forms issued, relative to the switch date of the issuing officer, for all officers (figure 4a) and offices who issued at 
least 80 summons that year (figure 4b). The “switch date” is defined as the first date that an officer used a new summons form. The 
graph includes scatter plots of daily averages of the baseline variables of interest, and local-polynomial regression lines, before and after 
the switch date. The dashed lines present the 95% confidence interval. Data source: New York Office of Court Administration (OCA). 
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Figure 5: Failure to Appear (FTA) rate, relative to the switch date of the issuing officer. The graph 
includes scatter plots of daily averages of FTA, and local-polynomial regression lines, before and 
after the switch date. The dashed lines present the 95% confidence interval. Data source: New 
York Office of Court Administration (OCA). 
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Figure 6: Amazon Mechanical Turk recall and anticipated action, by form they saw. The blue 
(respectively orange) bars are responses for respondents who were randomly assigned to see an 
old (respectively new) summons form. The first pair of bars plots the percent of people who 
responded “yes” to the question: “Would you show up for your court date for this summons?”. 
The second pair of bars presents the percent of respondents who think that a warrant is “likely or 
very likely”. The final two pairs of bars present the percent of respondents who accurately recalled 
the court date and the court location. The sample includes 750 respondents who live in New York 
City. See appendix D for the survey questions.  
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Figure  7.   Effectiveness of tougher penalties and reminders in addressing failures in different 
policy domains. Survey participants were asked to rank, on a scale from 1 to 7, the effectiveness 
of tougher penalties or reminders. We computed, for each broad policy domain, the mean 
responses to these questions. The sample includes 300 respondents who live in the United States. 
See appendix E for the survey questions.  
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Figure 8a: intentionality and effectiveness of 

tougher penalties 
Figure 8b: intentionality and effectiveness of 

reminders 
 
Figure 8: Correlation between perceived intentionality in failures too comply and effectiveness of 
tougher punishments (figure 8a) or reminders (figure 8b). Survey participants were asked to rank, 
on a scale from 1 to 7, the intentionality in failures to comply, and the effectiveness of tougher 
penalties or reminders. We computed, for each policy domain, the mean responses to these 
questions. The sample includes 300 respondents who live in the United States. See appendix E for 
the survey questions.  
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Figure 9: Correlation between perceived intentionality in failures to comply and severity of 
existing penalties. Survey participants were asked to rank, on a scale from 1 to 7, the intentionality 
in failures to comply, and the current severity of penalties. We computed, for each policy domain, 
the mean responses to these questions. The sample includes 300 respondents who live in the United 
States. See appendix E for the survey questions.  
 
  



 

 34 

 
 
 
 
 

 Mean of each variable 

Overall New 
summonses 

New 
summonses 

without phone 
numbers 

New 
summonses 
with phone 

numbers 

Part of the 
text message 
experiment 

 Age 34.31 34.25 34.52 32.05 32.00 
Female 0.12 0.12 0.11 0.14 0.14 

O
ff

en
se

 

Park Trespassing 0.10 0.10 0.10 0.12 0.13 
Alcohol 0.34 0.37 0.37 0.32 0.32 
Marijuana 0.09 0.09 0.09 0.15 0.15 
Disorderly conduct 0.08 0.08 0.08 0.08 0.08 
Motor vehicle 0.06 0.06 0.06 0.04 0.04 
Public Urination 0.08 0.08 0.08 0.08 0.08 

B
or

ou
gh

 Bronx 0.24 0.24 0.24 0.25 0.25 
Brooklyn 0.29 0.30 0.30 0.30 0.30 
Manhattan 0.20 0.19 0.19 0.22 0.22 
Queens 0.22 0.22 0.23 0.19 0.19 
Staten Island 0.05 0.05 0.05 0.04 0.04 

 Nb. past summonses 1.32 1.30 1.36 0.85 0.85 
Nb. past FTAs 0.57 0.56 0.59 0.38 0.38 
Any past summons 0.32 0.32 0.33 0.30 0.30 
Any Past FTA 0.19 0.19 0.19 0.17 0.17 

 Sample size 323,893 211,818 188,619 23,199 20,195 
 
Table 1: Summary statistics on summons recipients, for summonses issued in New York City 
between January 1st, 2016 and June 14th, 2017. Note: new summonses were introduced in March 
2016, and represented more than 90% of summons issued by mid-July 2016 (see figure 1). FTA is 
failure to appear in court. Text messages are sent to individuals who provided a valid mobile phone 
number, and whose case passed the standard pre-hearing court reviews on technical and legal 
grounds. Data source: New York Office of Court Administration (OCA). 
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 Overall 
mean 

Control 
mean 

Pooled 
Treatment 

mean 

Difference:  
Treatment-

Control 

P-value of 
Difference 

 Age 32.00 31.83 32.10 0.27 0.15 
Female 0.14 0.14 0.14 0.00 0.44 

O
ff

en
se

 

Park Trespassing  0.13 0.13 0.12 0.00 0.67 
Alcohol 0.32 0.32 0.32 0.01 0.39 
Marijuana 0.15 0.15 0.15 0.00 0.51 
Disorderly conduct 0.08 0.08 0.08 0.00 0.24 
Motor vehicle 0.04 0.04 0.04 0.00 0.74 
Public Urination 0.08 0.08 0.08 0.00 0.97 

B
or

ou
gh

 Bronx 0.25 0.26 0.25 -0.01 0.24 
Brooklyn 0.30 0.30 0.30 0.00 0.54 
Manhattan 0.22 0.22 0.22 0.00 0.93 
Queens 0.19 0.18 0.19 0.01 0.29 
Staten Island 0.04 0.05 0.04 0.00 0.45 

 

Nb. past summons 0.85 0.89 0.83 -0.06 0.09 
Nb. past FTA 0.38 0.40 0.38 -0.02 0.30 
Any past summons 0.30 0.29 0.30 0.01 0.38 
Any Past FTA 0.17 0.17 0.17 0.00 0.77 

 Sample size 20,195 7,507 12,688   
 
Table 2: Balance tests for the text message experiment: characteristics of the control group vs. 
pooled treatments. Note: text messages are sent to individuals who provided a valid mobile phone 
number, and whose case passed the standard pre-hearing court reviews on technical and legal 
grounds. FTA is failure to appear in court. Data source: New York Office of Court Administration 
(OCA). 
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Outcome: Past 
Summons Past FTA Female Age Predicted 

FTA 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
After cutoff date -0.000 -0.008 -0.000 -0.242 -0.001 
 (0.000) (0.007) (0.006) (0.238) (0.002) 
Average value for the old 
forms 0.47 0.20 0.12 33.94 0.46 
Effective RD Observations 179,087 180,496 180,496 180,496 179,087 
Bandwidth for estimation 54.36 54.36 54.36 54.36 54.36 
Bandwidth for bias 88.98 88.98 88.98 88.98 88.98 
Standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
 
Table 3: Comparing observable characteristics of recipients of old and new summonses. Note: 
each column represents a separate regression. We calculate bandwidths following Calonico et al. 
(2014), for FTA as the outcome variable. FTA is failure to appear in court. Data source: New York 
Office of Court Administration (OCA). 
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Outcome = Failure to Appear to Court on time (FTA) 

Full sample 
Officers who gave 
more than 75 forms 

(1) (2) (3) (4) 
RDD estimate -0.067*** -0.061*** -0.060*** -0.050*** 
 (0.010) (0.009) (0.009) (0.014) 
Average FTA for the old forms 0.47 0.42 
Effective RD Observations 60,025 61,075 62,684 22,762 
Bandwidth for estimation 51.40 52.88 54.36 81.29 
Bandwidth for bias 86.10 88.50 88.98 129.95 
Controls:  
Month and day of week YES YES YES YES 
Borough NO YES YES YES 
Offender observables NO NO YES NO 
Standard errors in parentheses  
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1  

 
Table 4: Regression discontinuity design estimates of the effect of new forms on failures to appear 
in court. Note: Each column represents a separate regression, the outcome being a dummy equal 
to one if a defendant failed to appear in court on their scheduled court date. We exclude from our 
estimates defendants who received a text message. We compute bandwidths and estimates 
following Calonico et al. (2014). Data source: New York Office of Court Administration (OCA)  
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Outcome:  Likely to show up 
to court 

Warrant is likely if 
FTA Recalls Date Recalls Place 

  (1) (2) (3) (4) 

New Form 0.041 0.110*** 0.194*** 0.205*** 

 (0.027) (0.037) (0.033) (0.035) 

Constant 0.829*** 0.410*** 0.188*** 0.256*** 

 (0.019) (0.026) (0.023) (0.025) 

Sample Size 725 

Standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 
Table 5: Recall of and reaction the summons form: old vs new forms, Amazon Mechanical Turk 
study. The “New Form” variable is a dummy taking the value 1 if a respondent saw a redesigned 
summons form. In the first column, the outcome is a dummy equal to one if a person responded 
“yes” to the question: “Would you show up for your court date for this summons?”. In the second 
column, the outcome is a dummy equal to one if a person responded that a warrant was “likely or 
very likely”. In the final two columns, the outcome are respectively a dummy equal to one if a 
person accurately recalled the court date (column 3) or the court location (column 4). See appendix 
D for the survey questions.  
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Outcome = Failure to Appear to Court on time (FTA) 
Pooled Treatment vs. 

Control 
All individual treatment 

arms 
Warrant vs.  
Plan-making 

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
Received any 
message -0.0791*** -0.0801***     

 (0.0068) (0.0068)     
Warrant   -0.0879*** -0.0894***   
   (0.0085) (0.0084)   
Plan Making   -0.0600*** -0.0616***   
   (0.0085) (0.0085)   
Combination   -0.0989*** -0.0981***   
   (0.0107) (0.0107)   
Warrant vs. Plan 
making     -0.0279*** -0.0277*** 
     (0.0091) (0.0090) 
Mean FTA: control 
(col 1-4) and plan-
making (col 5-6) 

.379 .319 

Observations 20,195 19,838 20,195 19,838 10,141 9,973 
Controls for 
observables, 
borough, month, 
precinct 

NO YES NO YES NO YES 

Standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 
Table 6: Effect of text messages on failures to appear in court. Note: Each column represents a 
separate regression, the outcome being a dummy equal to one if a defendant failed to appear in 
court on their scheduled court date. The summonses in this sample were issued between March 1st, 
2016 and June 14th, 2017, and the scheduled court date was no later than September 12th, 2017. 
Text messages are sent to individuals who provided a valid mobile phone number, and whose case 
passed the standard pre-hearing court reviews on technical and legal grounds. Controls for 
observables include: gender, age, number of past summonses, number of past FTAs, and type of 
offense. Data source: New York Office of Court Administration (OCA). 
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 Outcome: Effectiveness of tougher penalties Effectiveness of reminders 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
              
Perceived intentionality 0.0938*** 0.0935*** -0.0337** -0.173*** -0.176*** -0.310*** 

 (0.0186) (0.0186) (0.0166) (0.0165) (0.0167) (0.0152) 
Constant 4.688*** 4.805*** 5.302*** 5.520*** 5.484*** 6.179*** 

 (0.132) (0.189) (0.107) (0.117) (0.170) (0.0975) 
       

Controls:       
Policy domain X X X X X X 
Socio-demographic  X   X  
Subject FE   X   X 
Observations 3,010 3,010 3,010 3,010 3,010 3,010 
Standard errors in parentheses      
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1      
  
Table 7: Correlation between perceived intentionality and effectiveness of tougher penalties 
(columns 1 – 3) and of reminders (columns 4 – 6). All regressions include controls for policy 
domains. Columns 2 and 5 include controls for subject socio-demographics (age, gender, race, 
education). Columns 3 and 6 include subject fixed effects. The sample includes 300 respondents 
who live in the United States. See appendix E for the survey questions.  
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Appendix A. Text Message Treatment Arms.   
 
 
T1: Warrants. Text messages about the consequences of failing to appear and messages about 
what to expect during a court appearance 

7 Days before 
Court Date 

3 Days before  
Court Date 

1 Day before  
Court Date 

Helpful reminder: go to 

court Mon Jun 03 9:30AM. 

We'll text to help you 

remember. Show up to 

avoid an arrest warrant. 

Reply STOP to end texts. 

www.mysummons.nyc 

 

Remember, you have court on 

Mon Jun 03 at 346 Broadway 

Manhattan. Tickets could be 

dismissed or end in a fine (60 

days to pay). Missing can lead 

to your arrest. 

 

At court tomorrow at 

9:30AM a public defender 

will help you through the 

process. Resolve your 

summons (ID##########) to 

avoid an arrest warrant.  

 

 
T2: Plan-making. Text messages encouraging plan making  

7 Days before 
Court Date 

3 Days before  
Court Date 

1 Day before  
Court Date 

Helpful reminder: go to 

court on Mon Jun 03 

9:30AM. Mark the date on 

your calendar and set an 

alarm on your phone. 

Reply STOP to end 

messages. 

www.mysummons.nyc 

 

You have court on Mon Jun 03 

at 346 Broadway Manhattan. 

What time should you leave to 

get there by 9:30AM? Any 

other arrangements to make? 

Write out your plan. 

 

You have court tomorrow for 

summons ID##########. Did 

you look up directions to 346 

Broadway Manhattan? Know 

how you're getting there? 

Please arrive by 9:30AM. 

 

 
T3: Combination. Alternate warrant, what-to-expect and plan-making messages  

7 Days before 
Court Date 

3 Days before  
Court Date 

1 Day before  
Court Date 

Helpful reminder: go to 

court Mon Jun 03 9:30AM. 

We'll text to help you 

remember. Show up to 

avoid an arrest warrant. 

Reply STOP to end texts. 

www.mysummons.nyc 

 

You have court on Mon Jun 03 

at 346 Broadway Manhattan. 

What time should you leave to 

get there by 9:30AM? Any other 

arrangements to make? Write 

out your plan. 

 

Remember, you have court 

tomorrow at 9:30AM. 

Tickets could be dismissed or 

end in a fine (60 days to 

pay). Missing court for 

########## can lead to your 

arrest. 
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Appendix B. Summons forms redesign.  
 
 

 
 
Figure B1: Old summons form and new summons form, side by side.  
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Figure B2. Highlight of the main changes made on the new summons form.  
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Appendix C. Additional results on the effect of the new form on FTA.  
 
In this appendix, we show additional results on the effect of the new forms on FTA. First, we 
present discontinuities in offense types around officer switch date (figure C1). Most offenses do 
not present a discontinuity around the cutoff date; and when there is a discontinuity, it is small in 
magnitude.  
 
Second, we present a placebo analysis, using data from 2015. The goal of this analysis is to 
explore the discontinuity in number of forms issued before and after the switch date in 2016 
(shown in figure 4a). This discontinuity could be driven by officers giving more new forms than 
they did old forms, because they are initially excited by the innovation. Alternatively, this could 
be a mechanical effect of our construction of the “switching” instrument. Officer activity 
depends on their beat, shift, and the role they are in. This results in the number of summonses 
issued being correlated over short periods of time within officer. Mechanically, anchoring 
number of summons issued to any particular date will result in kind of bunching around that date 
– which in our case is the switch date.  
 
To test this, we randomly assign a switch date to officers in 2015, which would have the same 
temporal distribution in terms of number of officer switching each day as in 2016. If the former 
is the leading explanation, then we would not expect to observe bunching in 2015 when we 
assign “placebo switch dates” to officers. However, in the latter case, we would observe to see 
the same mechanical bunching.  
 
Figure C2 presents the number of forms issued by day, relative to the “placebo switch date” 
described above. We find the same discontinuity as that found in figure 4a, suggesting that the 
discontinuity is indeed driven by the construction of the switch date.  
 
Figure C3 presents FTA rates before and after the “placebo switch date”. As opposed to figure 5, 
we see no decrease in FTA rates.  
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Figure C1: Offenses, before and after the switch date. The “switch date” is defined as the first date that an officer used a new 
summons form. The graph includes scatter plots of daily averages of the baseline variables of interest, and local-polynomial regression 
lines, before and after the switch date. The dashed lines present the 95% confidence interval. Data source: New York Office of Court 
Administration (OCA).
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Figure C2: Number of forms issued, relative to the “placebo switch date” of the issuing officer. 
The graph includes scatter plots of daily averages of the baseline variables of interest, and local-
polynomial regression lines, before and after the switch date. The dashed lines present the 95% 
confidence interval. Data source: New York Office of Court Administration (OCA). 
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Figure C3: FTA rate, relative to the “placebo switch date” of the issuing officer. The graph 
includes scatter plots of daily averages of FTA, and local-polynomial regression lines, before and 
after the switch date. The dashed lines present the 95% confidence interval. Data source: New 
York Office of Court Administration (OCA). 
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Appendix D: Amazon Mechanical Turk survey questions: recalling content of the old and the 
redesigned summons forms.   
 

Think back to the hypothetical section in which you received a ticket for disorderly conduct on 
June 1st, 2017. 
 
 
1. When do you need to go to court? 

o June 1st, 2017 (1)  

o August 1st, 2017 (2)  

o June 30th, 2017 (3)  

o September 1st, 2017 (4)  

o I don't know. (5)  
 
2.  Where do you have to go? 

o Bronx Criminal Court (1)  

o Redhook Community Justice Center (2)  

o New York Criminal Court (3)  

o Kings Criminal Court (4)  

o Queens Criminal Court (5)  

o Midtown Community Center (6)  

o New York State Ticket Court (7)  
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3. In your opinion, how likely do you think each outcome is to happen to you if you were to miss 
your court date altogether? 
 

 Highly 
Unlikely (1) 

Somewhat 
Unlikely (2) Neutral (3) Somewhat 

Likely (4) 
Highly Likely 

(5) 

The ticket will be 
dismissed. (1)  o  o  o  o  o  
I will be fined. 

(2)  o  o  o  o  o  
A warrant will be 

issued for my 
arrest. (3)  o  o  o  o  o  

Nothing; no one 
will notice (4)  o  o  o  o  o  

I will get 
something in the 

mail. (5)  o  o  o  o  o  
 
 
4. Would you show up for your court date for this summons? 

o Yes (1)  

o No (2)  

o I don't know (3)  
 

 
In figure 6 and table 6, we encode responses as follows:  

1. “Warrant is likely if FTA” takes the value 1 if the respondent chooses 1 or 2 to the 
question “A warrant will be issued for my arrest” in question 3.  

2. “Recall date” takes the value 1 if the respondent chose the correct court date.  
3. “Recall place” takes the value 1 if the respondent chose the correct court location. 
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Appendix E: Amazon Mechanical Turk survey questions: Amazon Mechanical Turk survey 
questions: perceptions of failures in different policy domains.  
 
Crime 1: Showing up to court  
 
Imagine that someone has to go to court in one month. But this person does not go to court 
like they were supposed to.  
 
Why do you think this person did not go to court? 
 
It could be that the person decided to go to court but for some reason did not go to court -- that  
is, they unintentionally failed to go to court.  
 
Or it could be that the person decided not to go to court -- that is, they intentionally failed to go 
to court.  

 
Use the scale below to indicate why you think the person did not go to court.  
 
Suppose that the penalty for failing to go to court were increased. How effective do you think an 
increased penalty would be at getting the person to go to court?  
 
Suppose that text messages were sent to the person reminding them to go to court. How effective 
do you think text message reminders would be at getting the person to go to court?  
 
Crime 2: Showing up to a parole meeting 
 
Imagine that someone has to meet with their parole officer in one month. But this person 
does not meet their parole officer like they were supposed to.  

Why do you think this person did not meet with their parole officer?  

It could be that the person decided to meet with their parole officer but for some reason did not 
meet with their parole officer -- that is, they unintentionally failed to meet with their parole 
officer.  

Or it could be that the person decided not to meet with their parole officer -- that is, they 
intentionally failed to meet with their parole officer.  

Use the scale below to indicate why you think the person did not meet with their parole officer.  

Suppose that the penalty for failing to meet with the parole officer were increased. How effective 
do you think an increased penalty would be at getting the person to meet with their parole 
officer?  

Suppose that text messages were sent to the person reminding them to meet with their parole 
officer. How effective do you think text message reminders would be at getting the person to 
meet with their parole officer?  
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Personal Finance 1: Credit card payment  

Imagine that someone has to pay their credit card bill in one month. But this person does 
not pay their credit card bill like they were supposed to.  

Why do you think this person did not pay their credit card bill?  

It could be that the person decided to pay their credit cared bill but for some reason did not pay 
their credit card bill -- that is, they unintentionally failed to pay their credit card bill.  

Or it could be that the person decided not to pay their credit card bill -- that is, they intentionally 
failed to pay their credit card bill.  

Use the scale below to indicate why you think the person did not pay their credit card bill.  

Suppose that the penalty for failing to pay the credit card bill were increased. How effective do 
you think an increased penalty would be at getting the person to pay the credit card bill?  

Suppose that text messages were sent to the person reminding them to pay the credit card bill. 
How effective do you think text message reminders would be at getting the person to pay the 
credit card bill?  

Personal Finance 2: Contribution to a retirement plan  

Imagine that someone has to enroll in their company's retirement plan in one month. But 
this person does not enroll in their company's retirement plan like they were supposed to.  

Why do you think this person did not enroll in their company's retirement plan?  

It could be that the person decided to enroll in their company's retirement plan but for some 
reason did not enroll in their company's retirement plan -- that is, they unintentionally failed to 
enroll in their company's retirement plan.  

Or it could be that the person decided not to enroll in their company's retirement plan -- that is, 
they intentionally failed to enroll in their company's retirement plan.  

Use the scale below to indicate why you think the person did not enroll in their company's 
retirement plan.  

Suppose that the penalty for failing to enroll in the company's retirement plan were increased. 
How effective do you think an increased penalty would be at getting the person to enroll in the 
company's retirement plan?  

Suppose that text messages were sent to the person reminding them to enroll in the company's 
retirement plan. How effective do you think text message reminders would be at getting the 
person to enroll in the company's retirement plan?  
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Education 1: College application  

Imagine that someone has to submit a college application in one month. But this person 
does not submit the college application like they were supposed to.  

Why do you think this person did not submit the college application?  

It could be that the person decided to submit the college application but for some reason did not 
submit the college application -- that is, they unintentionally failed to submit the college 
application.  

Or it could be that the person decided not to submit the college application -- that is, they 
intentionally failed to submit the college application.  

Use the scale below to indicate why you think the person did not submit the college application.  

Suppose that the penalty for failing to submit the college application were increased. How 
effective do you think an increased penalty would be at getting the person to submit the college 
application?  

Suppose that text messages were sent to the person reminding them to submit the college 
application. How effective do you think text message reminders would be at getting the person to 
submit the college application?  

Education 2: Registering for an exam  

Imagine that someone has to register for an exam in one month. But this person does not 
register for the exam like they were supposed to.  

Why do you think this person did not register for the exam?  

It could be that the person decided to register for the exam but for some reason did not register 
for the exam -- that is, they unintentionally failed to register for the exam.  

Or it could be that the person decided not to register for the exam -- that is, they intentionally 
failed to register for the exam.  

Use the scale below to indicate why you think the person did not register for the exam.  

Suppose that the penalty for failing to register for the exam were increased. How effective do 
you think an increased penalty would be at getting the person to register for the exam?  

Suppose that text messages were sent to the person reminding them to register for the exam. 
How effective do you think text message reminders would be at getting the person to register for 
the exam?  
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Health 1: Doctor’s appointment  

Imagine that someone has to show up to a doctor's appointment in one month. But this 
person does not show up to the doctor's appointment like they were supposed to.  

Why do you think this person did not show up to the doctor's appointment?  

It could be that the person decided to show up to the doctor's appointment but for some reason 
did not show up to the doctor's appointment -- that is, they unintentionally failed to show up to 
the doctor's appointment.  

Or it could be that the person decided not to show up to the doctor's appointment -- that is, they 
intentionally failed to show up to the doctor's appointment.  

Use the scale below to indicate why you think the person did not show up to the doctor's 
appointment.  

Suppose that the penalty for failing to show up to the doctor's appointment were increased. How 
effective do you think an increased penalty would be at getting the person to show up to the 
doctor's appointment?  

Suppose that text messages were sent to the person reminding them to show up to the doctor's 
appointment. How effective do you think text message reminders would be at getting the person 
to show up to the doctor's appoinment?  

Health 2: Vaccine  

Imagine that someone has to get a vaccine in one month. get the vaccine like they were 
supposed to. But this person does not. 

It could be that the person decided to get the vaccine but for some reason did not get the vaccine 
-- that is, they unintentionally failed to get the vaccine.  

Or it could be that the person decided not to get the vaccine -- that is, they intentionally failed to 
get the vaccine.  

Use the scale below to indicate why you think the person did not get the vaccine.  

Suppose that the penalty for failing to get the vaccine were increased. How effective do you 
think an increased penalty would be at getting the person to get the vaccine?  

Suppose that text messages were sent to the person reminding them to get the 
vaccine. How effective do you think text message reminders would be at getting the person to 
get the vaccine?  

Environment 1: Insulation installation 
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Imagine that someone has to install energy-efficient insulation in their attic in one month. 
But this person does not install the insulation like they were supposed to.  

Why do you think this person did not install the insulation?  

It could be that the person decided to install the insulation but for some reason did not install the 
insulation-- that is, they unintentionally failed to install the insulation.  

Or it could be that the person decided not to install the insulation -- that is, they intentionally 
failed to install the insulation.  

Use the scale below to indicate why you think the person did not install the insulation.  

Suppose that the penalty for failing to install the insulation were increased. How effective do you 
think an increased penalty would be at getting the person to install the insulation?  

Suppose that text messages were sent to the person reminding them to install the insulation. How 
effective do you think text message reminders would be at getting the person to install the 
insulation?  

Environment 2: vehicle emission test 

Imagine that someone has to get a vehicle emissions test in one month. But this person does 
not get the vehicle emissions test like they were supposed to.  

Why do you think this person did not get the vehicle emissions test?  

It could be that the person decided to get the vehicle emissions test but for some reason did not 
get the vehicle emissions test -- that is, they unintentionally failed to get the vehicle emissions 
test.  

Or it could be that the person decided not to get the vehicle emissions test -- that is, they 
intentionally failed to get the vehicle emissions test.  

Use the scale below to indicate why you think the person did not get the vehicle emissions test.  

Suppose that the penalty for failing to get the vehicle emissions test were increased. How 
effective do you think an increased penalty would be at getting the person to get the vehicle 
emissions test?  

Suppose that text messages were sent to the person reminding them to get the vehicle emissions 
test. How effective do you think text message reminders would be at getting the person to get the 
vehicle emissions test?  

 

 


