
PSA RCT

FINAL REPORT

DANE COUNTY CJC MEETING

July 23, 2026

Renee Danser

Jim Greiner

Ryan Halen

Access to Justice Lab

Harvard Law School

Chris Griffin

University of Arizona 

College of Law

Matthew Stubenberg

Morrison Foerster



A Partnership

This study:  a partnership among the Dane 

County CJC, Arnold Ventures, and the A2J 

Lab

• Dane County, especially the CJC & the judiciary
• Implementation of PSA (guidance from Marie VanNostrand, Luminosity team)

• Development, adherence to study protocol

• Compilation of data

• Arnold Ventures
• Development of PSA

• Funding of study

• A2J Lab
• Development of study protocol

• Analysis of data received from Dane County



The Setting:  Pretrial 

Decision

Commissioner in-custody decision after arrest to 

assign “signature bond” or “cash bail,” conditions of 

release

• For person arrested, decision likely affects
• Socioeconomic and personal wellbeing

• Case disposition

• For Dane County, decision likely affects
• Community safety

• Community social fabric



The Setting:  Pretrial 

Decision

Risk in any pretrial release system

• High costs to incarcerating all persons

• High costs to incarcerating no persons

• Release some but not all  difficult decisions, 

requires balancing
• Risk of new (violent) criminal activity

• Racial disparities

• Failure to appear

• Social, economic, personal, health, fiscal costs of incarceration



Public Safety 

Assessment (“PSA”)

Information for Commissioner (not binding)

• 1-6 scale for failure to appear (“FTA”)

• 1-6 scale for new criminal activity (“NCA”)

• Flag, elevated risk of new violent criminal activity 

(“NVCA”)



PSA Factors

1. Age at current arrest

2. Current offense violent

3. Pending charge at time of offense

4. Prior misdemeanor conviction

5. Prior felony conviction

6. Prior violent conviction

7. Prior FTA in past two years

8. Prior FTA older than two years

9. Prior sentence to incarceration



Decision Making Framework 

(“DMF”)

Not binding

• Combines
• PSA scores

• Dane County values and policies

• Wisconsin law

• Dane County resources

• Recommendation regarding
• Cash versus signature bond, level if cash

• Level of conditions
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Hopes for PSA-DMF

Reduce some or all of 

• Failure to appear (“FTA”)

• New criminal activity (“NCA”), especially 

violent (“NVCA”)

• Racial disparities

• Number of pretrial incarceration days



Did It Work?

How would we 

know?



Did It Work?

Borrow an idea from medicine (RCT)

Patients

Coin flip

New Drug Old Drug



Did It Work?

What we did in Dane County (RCT)

Arrested 

individuals

Coin flip

PSA-DMF
No PSA-

DMF



Timeline
A sustained effort

• 2015-2017:  Discussions, training on PSA/DMF system

• April-May, 2017:  PSA-DMF implemented

• June 1, 2017:  Start of study

• Early 2019:  Agreement to extend RCT to end of 2019

• December 31, 2019:  Close of study period

• September 24, 2020:  A2J Lab’s Interim Report  inconclusive

• December 31, 2021:  Close of follow-up data period

• January 1, 2022-present: Data provision, analysis, writing

• January 25, 2024: A2J Lab first presentation of results to CJC

• July 23, 2026: This presentation



Outcomes Studied

Compare PSA-DMF vs. Not PSA-

DMF

•Commissioners’ decisions

•FTA

•NCA

•NVCA

•Number of predisposition incarceration 

days

•Measures of racial fairness



What Changed?
A sustained effort

• 2015-2017:  Discussions, training on PSA/DMF system

• April-May, 2017:  PSA-DMF implemented

• June 1, 2017:  Start of study

• Early 2019:  Agreement to extend RCT to end of 2019

• December 31, 2019:  Close of study period

• September 24, 2020:  A2J Lab’s Interim Report  inconclusive

• December 31, 2021:  Close of follow-up data period

• January 1, 2022-present: Data provision, analysis, writing

• January 25, 2024: A2J Lab first presentation of results to CJC

• July 23, 2026: This presentation



What Changed?
Counterpart RCTs Finished, Analyzed

Polk County, IA
Davis, Morgan, Utah,

and Weber Counties, UT
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Results

Compare PSA-DMF vs. Not PSA-DMF

•Commissioners’ decisions  Moderate 

effect

•FTA

•NCA

•NVCA

•Number of predisposition incarceration 

days

•Measures of racial fairness

No effect



Hopes for PSA-DMF

Reduce some or all of 

• Failure to appear (“FTA”)

• New criminal activity (“NCA”), especially 

violent (“NVCA”)

• Racial disparities

• Number of pretrial incarceration days

Neither hopes (nor fears) realized
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Commissioners’ 

DecisionsNCA = 5, Fraction of Cases Signature Bond Low Cash Bail High Cash Bail

PSA-DMF Available .45 .30 .25

PSA-DMF Not Available .58 .19 .23

Difference -.13 .11 .02

Statistically Significant? Yes Yes No

FTA = 1, Fraction of Cases Signature Bond Low Cash Bail High Cash Bail

PSA-DMF Available .91 .03 .06

PSA-DMF Not Available .88 .02 .10

Difference .03 .01 -.04

Statistically Significant? No No No
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FTA, NCA, & NVCA



Results

Compare PSA-DMF vs. Not PSA-DMF

•Commissioners’ decisions
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days
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Incarceration Days
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Racial Fairness
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Hopes for PSA-DMF

Reduce some or all of 
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Hopes for PSA-DMF

Why?
Neither hopes (nor fears) realized



Why?

Best guesses

• No:  Changes in Commissioners’ decisions not 
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• More likely: Bail does not prevent FTA or N(V)CA

• More likely: PSA classification not strong enough
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Best guesses

• No:  Changes in Commissioners’ decisions 

not large enough
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Changes in Decisions

Polk County Magistrates
NCA = 1

Fraction of Cases
OR 

Release

Low Bond High 

Bond

Remand

PSA-DMF Available .65 .22 .12 .01

PSA-DMF Not Available .29 .45 .24 .01

Difference .35 -.23 -.12 .00

Statistically Significant? Yes Yes Yes No



Changes in Decisions



Why?

Best guesses

• No:  Changes in Commissioners’ decisions not 

large enough

• More likely: Bail does not prevent FTA or N(V)CA

• More likely: PSA classification not strong enough



Bail does not prevent

Individual 

Type

Misbehave 

if Signature

Misbehave 

if Cash

Safe No No

Preventable No Yes

Hopeless Yes Yes

Backlash Yes No
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Why?

Best guesses

• No:  Changes in Commissioners’ decisions not 

large enough

• More likely: Bail does not prevent FTA or N(V)CA

• More likely: PSA classification not strong 

enough



PSA Classification



Bail does not prevent

Individual 

Type

Misbehave 

if Signature

Misbehave 

if Cash

Safe No No

Preventable No Yes

Hopeless Yes Yes

Backlash Yes No
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Why?

Best guesses

• No:  Changes in Commissioners’ decisions not 

large enough

• More likely: Bail does not prevent FTA or N(V)CA

• More likely: PSA classification not strong 

enough
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Hopes for PSA-DMF

Reduce some or all of 

• Failure to appear (“FTA”)

• New criminal activity (“NCA”), especially 

violent (“NVCA”)

• Racial disparities

• Number of pretrial incarceration days

Neither hopes (nor fears) realized



Must Try New Things



Most Don’t Work



But That’s True of

Current Practices



Now What?

Consider

1) Redeployment of resources from PSA-DMF

2) Reduced reliance on cash bail

3) Credible/rigorous investigation into 

effectiveness of levels of supervision (MDRC 

report)



Thank You for

This 

Opportunity


