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Missouri’s prison population rose significantly through the 
1990s and early 2000s.  When compared nationally, Missouri’s 
sentencing laws resulted in longer prison terms and in the 
imprisonment of a greater proportion of non-violent offenders.  
Imprisonment is the most costly alternative ($14,005 in Fiscal 
Year 05), but may not be the most effective alternative.1  In 
2003, the Missouri General Assembly responded to these 
issues with the passage of Senate Bill 5 which, among other 
things, provided additional sentencing alternatives for non-
violent offenders.2  In partial response to the changes made in 
SB 5, the Missouri Sentencing Advisory Commission issued 
the Report on Recommended Sentencing, in 2004 which 
contained a proposed Sentencing Assessment Report, designed 
to replace the existing Pre-sentence Investigation Reports.3  
The Sentencing Assessment Reports were implemented on a 
trial basis in six circuits in early 2005.  This analysis provides 
an assessment of the new reports.

During the spring of 2005, the Institute of Public Policy examined 
judges’ perceptions of the new sentencing assessment reports 
implemented in six circuits in January 2005.  The purpose of the 
review was to determine judges’ opinions about the reports and 
to identify ways that the reports could be improved.  

The Institute surveyed judges in the six pilot circuits in April 
2005 using both a paper survey and an optional online survey.  
Questions were developed in cooperation with the staff of the 
Missouri Sentencing Advisory Commission and the Board of 
Probation and Parole.  After the responses to the survey had 
been reviewed, additional questions were developed and used in 
a telephone interview with those judges more experienced with 
sentencing assessment reports.  

The assessment of the new reports occurred very early in the 
implementation process.  Consequently, only 19 judges had 
reviewed a sentencing assessment report at the time of the survey 
and only 276 reports, in total, had been reviewed in the pilot 
sites.  Most of those who responded to the survey had minimal 
experience with the sentencing assessment report and had not 
formed opinions about many of the strengths and weaknesses 
of the new report as compared to the pre-sentence investigation 
report.  In addition, the sentencing assessment report was 
modified in mid March, following an analysis of early reports 
conducted by the staff of the Board of Probation and Parole.  As 
a result, some of the judges responding to the survey formed 

opinions of the report based upon the initial rather than the 
revised report.  Finally, several of the judges attended one of 
the judicial training programs during the month of April, while 
others did not.  As a result of these factors, this report describes 
how judges and parole officers are adapting to the new system, as 
well as, their overall perceptions of the value and effectiveness of 
the sentencing assessment reports.   

Nine of the 19 judges who responded to the survey were 
interviewed in person or by telephone, to obtain more in-depth 
information about their reactions to the sentencing assessment 
report.  The interviews were conducted in late May and early 
June - five to eight weeks after the judges had completed the 
survey.  In general, it found that parole officers, based upon the 
observations of judges, and the judges themselves were adjusting 
to the changes brought by the use of sentencing assessment 
reports.  Further, some of the issues identified in the survey were 
no longer a problem for the judges interviewed.    

Findings regarding the sentencing assessment reports

Although exposure to the new reports was limited, judges had 
formed opinions about a number of the features of the new 
reports.  These opinions are summarized below.  

• Aggravating and mitigating circumstances – Judges 
responding to the survey overwhelmingly endorsed the 
summary of aggravating and mitigating circumstances as 
an improvement over the information provided in the pre-
sentence investigation reports.

• Information on time served –  This information was not 
contained in the pre-sentencing investigation reports and 
was considered a beneficial addition by the judges.   

• Format – The format of the report was straight-forward 
and easy to understand.  Several judges commented that 
the summary on the last page was helpful. 

• Sentencing Commission standard – the “recommended 
sentence” provides a standard that enhances consistency 
and allows victims and defendants alike know the basis 
of the sentence.  However, several judges questioned the 
value of including the recommended sentences.  
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Findings regarding implementation

Judges raised a number of issues that are of relevance to the 
sentencing assessment reports but reflect on the implementation 
of the reports rather than the inherent characteristics of the 
reports.  These issues were not universal and most appeared 
to be judge specific, not circuit specific, suggesting individual 
variation in expectations, not systemic issues.

• Sufficiency of information about the offender – A number 
of judges responded to the survey by indicating that 
the sentencing assessment report focused too much on 
the offense and provided too little information about 
the offender.  However, few of the judges interviewed 
thought that this was a continuing issue.  We infer that 
both judges and parole officers learned more about the 
reports in the intervening time and were able to use them 
more effectively.

• More information on alternative sentencing options 
– Judges usually knew what sentencing alternatives were 
available in their circuit but they did not always know 
whether a specific alternative was available at the time of 
sentencing.  For example, a judge might know that drug 
treatment is available but will not know whether a bed is 
available or when it might become available.

• Frequency of use – Judges varied in the frequency with 
which they requested reports.  Many will request a report 
almost every time, regardless of the specifics of the case.  
At the other extreme, a judge indicated that he requested 
a report only when considering an open plea.  

• Victim impact - All judges recognized that victims may 
not want to provide input, but some were uncertain 
whether a lack of information regarding victim impact on 
a particular report reflected the intentions of the victim or 
the fact that the effort to obtain the information had not 
been sufficiently diligent.

• Recommendations of parole officer – Judges vary 
significantly in their view of the appropriate role of parole 
officers.  Some judges thought the role was critical and 
not fully captured in the sentencing assessment reports. 
In this view, a recommendation from the parole officer 
provided another source of information that a judge 
could use in sentencing.  In the negative, however, some 
judges were adamant that parole officers should not 
make recommendations with regard to sentencing and 
with regard to whether probation should be considered.  
Although several judges did not see the recommendations 
as to sentence as necessary, recommendations as to 
alternative sentencing were viewed as critical and the 
judges recognized that the parole officer is in the best 
position to make those recommendations.

In some cases, especially in response to the written survey, 
questions presumed a level of experience and knowledge about 
the SARs that judges had not yet developed.  In answer to one 
of those questions, a judge wrote “ask me in six months”.  This 
is an excellent suggestion that could help smooth the transition 
of other circuits to the new sentencing assessment reports and 
provide feedback to the Sentencing Commission and the Board 
of Probation and Parole.  It could be accomplished at minimal 
cost by posting the survey online.

Conclusion

The data collection for this report occurred as the Commission, 
judges and parole officers were adapting to the new sentence 
assessment reports.  As with all new processes, there remain 
some challenges in the implementation of the sentencing 
assessment reports.  We find it significant that the challenges 
lie largely in the implementation of the sentence assessment 
reports, not in the reports themselves.  With regard to 
implementation, we found that the judicial training was very 
helpful both in helping judges understand the reasons for the 
change and in helping them understand the reports.  Some of 
the more important issues uncovered through this research 
are not related to the new reports.  Rather, these issues reflect 
philosophical differences among judges regarding such matters 
as the value of presumptive sentences and the proper role of 
parole officers.
 

Figure 1. Circuits participating in the SAR pilot project.
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(Endnotes)
1 For a discussion of Missouri’s incarceration of these 
offenders, see Leanne F. Alarid, Ph.D., Should We Continue 
to Incarcerate Non-violent Offenders?  Issue Brief 02-01, 
published in November 2002, and Richard Rosenfeld, Ph.D., 
The Cost of Incarceration in Missouri and the Benefits of 
Sentencing Alternatives, Issue Brief 02-03, published in 
December 2002 by the Missouri Legislative Academy.  The 
cost of incarceration in Missouri provided by David Oldfield, 
Missouri Department of Corrections, personal communication, 
July 10, 2005.
2 Senate Bill 5 was sponsored by Senator Herald Caskey and 
handled in the House by Representative Robert Mayer.  For a 
description of SB 5, see Sarah Morrow, New Approaches to 
Incarceration in Missouri, Issue Brief 2-2004, published in 
February 2004 by the Missouri Legislative Academy.  
3 Judge Michael Wolff, Chair, Missouri Sentencing Advisory 
Commission, Report on Recommended Sentencing, Jun 2004.
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