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State Court Processing Statistics 

Every 2 years, as part of its State
Court Processing Statistics (SCPS)
program, the Bureau of Justice Statis-
tics tracks a sample of felony cases
filed during the month of May in 40 of
the Nation’s 75 largest counties.  The
most recent SCPS study analyzed
cases filed during May 1998.

Trends in processing of felony
defendants, 1990-98

Since 1990, the proportion of defen-
dants charged with a violent offense
has remained at about a fourth.  
From 1992 to 1998, the proportion 
of drug defendants increased from
30% to 37%.  During this period, the
percentage of defendants charged with
a property crime decreased from 35%
to 29%.  The proportion of defendants
charged with a public-order offense
has remained at just under 1 in 10.

In 1998, the percentage of defendants
age 40 or older was 19%, nearly twice
the 10% found in the 1990 study.
During the same time, the percentage
of defendants under age 25 decreased
from 41% to 34%.

The percentage of female defendants
has increased from 14% in 1990 to
18% in 1998.  In 1998, non-Hispanic
blacks accounted for 45% of defen-
dants, a slightly smaller percentage
than in prior years.  The percentage of
non-Hispanic whites and Hispanics
increased slightly, but still comprised
roughly a fourth each.

Since 1990, approximately 3 in 8
defendants have had an active crimi-
nal justice status at the time of arrest
in each of the SCPS studies.  In 1998,
the percentage of defendants with a
felony arrest record (60%) was the
same as in 1996, but higher than in
previous years when it averaged about
55%.  The proportion of defendants
with a felony conviction record,
continuing a slightly upward trend, was
42% in 1998 � up from 36% in 1990.

Since 1990, the percentage of felony
defendants released prior to case
disposition has been fairly consistent,
ranging from 62% to 65%, with 64%
released in 1998.  In 1998, for the first

time, the proportion of releases
accounted for by surety bond was
greater than that accounted for by  
release on personal recognizance.

From 1990 to 1998, the proportion of
released defendants charged with
misconduct such as failure to appear
in court or rearrest has remained at
just under a third.  Failure-to-appear
rates have held steady at about a
fourth.

After reaching a high of 61% in the
1994 study, the felony conviction rate
fell to 55% in 1996, and 52% in 1998.
This rate was similar to that found in
1992, and still slightly higher than the
50% felony conviction rate in the 1990
study.  Sixty-eight percent of defen-
dants were convicted of a felony or a
misdemeanor in 1998, a lower percent-
age than in 1994 (72%), but higher
than in 1990 (64%). 

For defendants convicted of a felony,
sentences in 1998 (71%) were slightly
more likely to involve incarceration
than in 1996 (69%) and 1994 (68%).
However, incarceration rates in the
1998 study were slightly lower than in
1990 (75%) or 1992 (74%).  

In 1998, a felony conviction was about
as likely to result in a jail sentence as a
sentence to prison.  In 1990, a felony
conviction was more likely to result in a
sentence to prison (43%) than jail
(32%).  The use of probation as a
sentence for felony convictions in 1998
occurred with about the same frequency
as in 1996 and 1994, but more
frequently than in 1990 or 1992. 

Felony defendants in large urban
counties, 1998

Arrest charges

An estimated 56,606 felony cases
were filed in the State courts of the
Nation's 75 largest counties during
May 1998.  About 1 in 4 defendants  
were charged with a violent offense,
usually assault (12.2%) or robbery
(6.1%).  About 1 in 50 defendants were
charged with murder (0.7%) or rape
(1.3%).  

Two-thirds of defendants were
charged with either a drug (37%) or

property (29%) offense.  Nearly half of
drug defendants, 18% of defendants
overall, were charged with drug
trafficking.  A majority of property
defendants were charged with
larceny/theft (9.9% of all defendants)
or burglary (7.5%).  About 1 in 10
defendants were charged with a
public-order offense.  Often these
charges were driving-related (3.6%) or
weapons-related (2.8%).

Demographic characteristics

Eighty-two percent of defendants were
male, including 90% or more of those
charged with rape (100%), a weapons
offense (96%), a driving-related
offense (91%), robbery (91%), or
burglary (90%).  Women accounted for
about half of the defendants charged
with fraud (52%), and about a third of
those charged with forgery (36%), or
larceny/theft (31%). 
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