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MATERIALLY MISLEADING: 
HOW THE HOUSTON CHRONICLE'S COVERAGE OF BOND MISINFORMS THE PUBLIC 

 
Introduction 
 
The media performs a powerful role in the policy arena, not simply because its reporting informs the 
public, but because its editorial decisions have the potential to influence public opinion and determine 
which issues capture the public’s attention. In this report series, we explore the role of local Houston 
media outlets in shaping the narrative of bond reform. 
 
To provide some background: Since Harris County’s misdemeanor bond system was first declared 
unconstitutional by a federal district court in 2017, the county has implemented several reforms as part of 
the resulting settlement. Before the resolution of the lawsuit, indigent defendants were detained pretrial 
solely based on their inability to pay bond, while their wealthier counterparts could post bond and expect 
prompt release. The county corrected this wealth-based discrimination by requiring the majority of 
misdemeanor defendants to be released on personal recognizance bonds, which do not require an upfront 
cash payment. By providing defendants with a new system for bonding out of jail that does not 
discriminate based on income, the implemented reforms ensure that defendants are not prematurely 
punished with jail time—upholding the principle of a ‘presumption of innocence’ for the criminally 
accused, and preventing taxpayers from footing the bill for unnecessary weeks or months of incarceration. 
Yet despite the more equitable reforms to Harris County’s misdemeanor system, opponents of bond 
reform frequently criticize the changes. 
 
In Part I of this report series, we analyzed the impact of six Houston-area television stations, 
demonstrating that these outlets consistently provided a platform for opponents of bond reform to frame 
pretrial release as a threat to public safety, both through the propagation of false narratives and the 
exploitation of race-based disparities. In Part II, we turn to newspaper media, aiming to understand the 
Houston Chronicle’s coverage of bond. This report draws on a content analysis of ϰϵϵ news articles 
published by the Chronicle between January 2015 and December 2021. Stories qualified for selection if 
they discussed bond reform, bond debates, and/or people who allegedly committed crimes while released 
on bond.  
 
In the context of Harris County bond policies, the media contributes to the local discourse on bond in two 
major ways: 1) through its coverage of bond reform, which informs the public about the impetus for 
reform and the debates surrounding bond-related policy changes, and 2) through its coverage of crime, 
which concretizes these policy discussions by drawing the reader’s attention to specific cases involving 
bond. Through our analysis, we found that the Houston Chronicle provided balanced and informative 
coverage of bond reform, but the newspaper sacrificed its impartiality by disseminating negative 
coverage of legally innocent defendants who were rearrested while released on bond. 
 
The Chronicle can be commended for its balanced coverage of bond reform itself, but the impact of its 
biased crime coverage on the bond reform discourse should not be underestimated. Research 
demonstrates that much of the general public’s understanding of crime comes from consumption of mass 
media. Because the media has the discretion to determine which crime stories are newsworthy, the 
criminal cases elevated in the media are usually the most extreme, statistically rare cases, selected to 
capture the public’s attention. As a consequence of this disproportionate coverage of the most 
sensational cases, the public gains a distorted perception of crime that leads to heightened fear of 
victimization. In the context of bond, this distortion is achieved through the coverage of stories about a 

https://www.texascje.org/system/files/publications/2021-10/real-bond-pandemic-report-texas-center-justice-and-equity.pdf
https://www.texascje.org/system/files/publications/2021-10/real-bond-pandemic-report-texas-center-justice-and-equity.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1088767912438712
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defendant rearrested for a violent crime while released on bond. Although such an occurrence is 
statistically rare, its frequency is exaggerated in crime coverage, which has the effect of generating 
public fear of pretrial release. Crime coverage, therefore, has just as much potential to inform the public’s 
perspective on bond reform as news coverage that directly addresses bond policies. 
 
Though the ChƌŽŶicůe͛Ɛ crime coverage undeniably impacts the public’s perception of bond release, our 
analysis demonstrates that this coverage does little to inform the public about the arrest, bond, and case 
dismissal process. Our review of the criminal cases covered by the Chronicle reveals that many had not 
reached a disposition at the time of our analysis; it also reveals a high proportion of case dismissals 
among the cases that did reach a disposition. The high proportion of unresolved and dismissed cases 
shows these stories focus on unproven criminal allegations rather than convictionsͶcalling into 
question the utility of reporting on criminal cases prematurely. Criminal allegations are necessarily 
speculative and uncertain, and covering them requires reliance on the narratives of law enforcement and 
prosecutors, sources incentivized to insinuate guilt. Further, the strict coverage of arrests (versus actual 
case outcomes) results in a distorted and therefore misleading portrayal of crime and the criminal legal 
system. 
 
Divergence in Coverage: Balanced vs. Biased  
 
The Houston Chronicle’s coverage of bond is characterized by two diverging narratives. While the 
Chronicle consistently provided balanced coverage of bond reform issues and published positive 
endorsements of bond reform via its editorial board, the paper simultaneously distributed overwhelmingly 
negative coverage of defendants who were released on bond. We divided our sample of articles about 
bond into three types: 1) articles about bond reform, bond policies, or bond practices; 2) opinion articles 
that discuss the topic of bond; and 3) articles about defendants who were released on bond. The level of 
bias that we identified in the Chronicle’s coverage of bond was highly dependent on article type, with 
bond reform articles coded as 57 percent balanced and 25 percent positive, opinion articles as 23 percent 
balanced and 61 percent positive, and defendant articles as 24 percent neutral and 74 percent negative. 
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The majority of the Chronicle’s reporting on bond reform was balanced coverage, with ϱϳ percent of ϮϮϰ 
bond reform articles coded as balanced. We coded an article as “balanced” if it maintained a neutral tone 
about bond reform (or pretrial release in general) and offered perspectives from both sides of the bond 
reform debate. We included in our sample any articles that discussed bond as a policy issue, including 
articles about judges’ bond practices, attempts to address jail overcrowding, and releases in response to 
COVID-ϭϵ; however, the majority of articles in the ‘bond reform’ subsample were about the O͛DŽŶŶeůů 
lawsuit—the previously referenced class action suit which alleged that Harris County’s misdemeanor bond 
system was unconstitutional. Throughout the duration of the O͛DŽŶŶeůů litigation, the Chronicle published 
mostly balanced coverage of bond reform that included perspectives from both sides of the lawsuit. 
Between May 2016 and November 2019, the period when the lawsuit was pending, the Chronicle 
published 148 articles about bond reform or other policy issues related to bond. These articles were 55 
percent balanced, 28 percent positive, 13 percent neutral, and 3 percent negative. Reporting on pending 
litigation lends itself naturally to balanced coverage, as a lawsuit inherently involves two opposing 
perspectives: the plaintiffs and the defendants. We coded nearly a third of articles as positively biased 
because they leaned more heavily towards the perspective of the plaintiffs and supporters of bond 
reform.  

 

  
In addition to offering balanced news coverage, the Chronicle conveyed a supportive stance towards bond 
reform in Harris County through its published opinion articles. Though these articles were less numerous 
than the other two article types, representing just 11 percent of our sample [56 total articles], we coded 
61 percent as positively biased. Half of these positive opinion articles were authored by the Chronicle’s 
Editorial Board. Editorials, of course, are not bound to the same journalistic standards as news stories and 
are thus more deliberately biased in favor of one side of the bond debate. For the purposes of our 
analysis, the “bias” in published opinion articles does not indicate a journalistic shortcoming; rather, it 
communicates to the Chronicle’s readers a stance in the bond reform debate. Regardless of whether the 
paper would claim the opinions of its editorial staff as an official stance, its editorials have the impact of 
communicating a stance to the reader. 
  
In contrast to its largely balanced or positive coverage of bond reform, the Chronicle’s coverage of 
defendants who were rearrested while released on bond was predominantly negative. Of the 219 
‘defendant’ articles in our sample, we coded ϳϰ percent as negatively biased. We coded an article as 
“negatively biased” if it framed pretrial release negatively, mentioned a defendant’s release on bond 
without context, or conflated arrest with guilt. In addition to the negative bias found within the majority 

SPOTLIGHT: Positive vs. Negative Bias 
  
In evaluating the Houston Chronicle’s coverage of bond, we characterize “bias” as a journalistic 
shortcoming because it represents a slant in coverage that violates the media’s purported 
impartiality. Though we commend balanced coverage as the ideal standard of reporting, we 
nevertheless acknowledge that the nature and content of articles containing positive bias were vastly 
different than those of negatively biased articles. In the context of coverage of bond, negatively 
biased articles were often rooted in misinformation, fearmongering, and a distortion of reality. 
Positively biased articles, on the other hand, often entailed an accurate endorsement of the impetus 
for bond reform—namely, the unconstitutionality of the county’s preceding bond system—but were 
labeled as “biased” because they did not include the perspective of the opposing side of the bond 
reform debate. Rather than applaud coverage supportive of bond reform, we emphasize the harmful 
impact of negatively biased coverage that relies on speculative reporting and interested sources, and 
that fails to follow a case through disposition. 
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of defendant articles, we argue that much of the negative impact of these stories stems from the 
Chronicle’s appraisal of this type of story as newsworthy. By choosing to cover stories about defendants 
who are rearrested for violent crimes while released on bond—an occurrence that, as we detailed in our 
previous report, is statistically rare among released defendants—reporters call attention to bond release 
as having negative consequences. In other words, in repeatedly linking bond release to subsequent 
criminal allegations, the Chronicle exaggerates the risks of pretrial release, promoting a narrative of 
bond reform that reinforces the arguments of opponents of bond reform. 
 
Bond reform articles and defendant articles made up similar proportions of our sample, at 44.9 percent 
and 43.9 percent respectively. Though the total number of bond reform and defendant articles were 
similar, disaggregating the number of articles published by year reveals an inconsistent distribution of 
articles across the sample period. The number of bond-related articles published over time appears to 
reflect shifts in the local discourse surrounding bond reform, particularly driven by the O͛DŽŶŶeůů lawsuit 
and the later bond “reform” bills introduced during Texas’ Ϯ0Ϯϭ legislative session. One would expect the 
number of bond reform articles to be influenced by these events, but the graph below reveals the extent 
to which the number of articles published about released defendants also appears to be driven by the 
local political context. In 2015, before the O͛DŽŶŶeůů lawsuit was filed, defendant articles were far more 
numerous than bond reform articles; in 2016, when the bond lawsuit was filed, the number of articles 
written about bond reform increased dramatically. During the lawsuit, however, both article types shifted 
at similar rates, suggesting that editorial decisions about defendant articles were also influenced by the 
ongoing litigation. Interestingly, defendant articles dropped off dramatically in 2020 following the 
O͛DŽŶŶeůů settlement, which led to the implementation of misdemeanor bond reform in Harris County. 
Then, in 2021, the number of defendant articles published increased by 315 percent with the onset of the 
legislative session and discussion of regressive bond “reform” bills. The decrease in defendant articles in 
2020 followed by the dramatic increase in 2021 supports the notion that the Chronicle’s publishing of 
defendant articles was motivated by the political climate, not the increase in pretrial releases following 
misdemeanor bond reform. 
 

 
 
Taken together, the Chronicle’s balanced if not positive coverage of bond reform is in effect canceled out 
by its negative coverage of released defendants. Coverage of legally innocent defendants who are accused 
of crime while released on bond draws a link between bond release and dangerousness, an association 
that generates fear of pretrial release. Despite the Chronicle͛Ɛ balanced cŽǀeƌage Žf bŽnd ƌefŽƌm͕ 

https://www.texastribune.org/2021/08/27/texas-bail-legislature/
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appeals to emotion are more impactful than appeals to reason. As a result, the fear-based coverage of 
͞dangeƌŽƵƐ͟ ƌeleaƐeeƐ likelǇ resonates with readers more than the logic-based coverage of bond 
reform. Opponents of bond reform frequently rely on cherry-picked stories of defendants who are 
rearrested for violent crimes in their anti-bond reform rhetoric, and they aim to characterize these 
events as ubiquitous and threatening. By elevating these stories, the Houston Chronicle is complicit in 
this misinformation campaign. Though the Chronicle elevated arguments supporting pretrial release in its 
coverage of bond reform, we could find few examples of defendant stories that included perspectives 
from those supportive of bond reform or concerned for the constitutional rights of the accused. This 
inconsistent messaging suggests that the Chronicle is willing to sacrifice balanced, informative coverage in 
favor of sensationalist stories designed to generate a reaction. 
  
That a roughly equal number of articles were written about defendants accused of additional crimes while 
released on bond as those written about bond reform, practices, and policies amidst a historic bond 
lawsuit and settlement suggests that the Houston Chronicle deems these topics equally newsworthy. In 
the next section, we will explore why the Chronicle’s reporting on released defendants poses questions 
about newsworthiness. 
 
Questionable News Value: A Focus on Unproven Allegations 
 
The bulk of articles published about defendants released on bond involve arrests or allegations emerging 
from the front end of the criminal process. The Houston Chronicle ostensibly covers these “breaking 
crime” stories to inform the public. A closer look at the content of these stories, however, calls into 
question whether they provide any news value whatsoever. 
 
Routinely, articles covering an accused defendant detail the individual’s criminal history, including past 
arrests, and often emphasize their bond status. In focusing attention on these details, reporters imply that 
a previous arrest or release on bond indicates something about the defendant’s guilt or criminality. Given 
that defendants who are released on bond have merely been arrested for, not convicted of, a charge, it is 
inappropriate to attach assumptions of guilt or dangerousness to them. Being rearrested while released 
on bond does not indicate that a person is particularly prone to criminal activity; rather, it indicates that 
they have been accused of more than one crime. Because each defendant enjoys innocence until proven 
gƵilƚǇ͕ an indiǀidƵal͛Ɛ hiƐƚŽƌǇ Žf aƌƌests, particularly in absence of a conviction, is not relevant to a 
subsequent case. Multiple bonds or multiple arrests are more likely to indicate that a person lives in an 
over-policed community than that they are especially guilty. 
 
Understanding the detrimental impact of this type of biased coverage requires an understanding of how 
criminal charges are filed in Harris County. This process begins when allegations of wrongdoing are written 
into a complaint filed by the District Attorney’s Office. These complaints are, by definition, just allegations, 
and the remainder of the disposition process for a criminal case focuses on determining the truth or falsity 
of those written allegations. At this point in the process, the standard for whether a criminal complaint 
proceeds is a determination of probable cause, which exists when “the facts and circumstances within the 
arresting officer’s knowledge and of which he has reasonably trustworthy information are sufficient to 
warrant a prudent man in believing that the person arrested had committed or was committing an 
offense.” Note that all that is required at this point is belief that an offense was committed, and that the 
truth or falsity of the charges remains to be determined. 
 
The system accounts for the ambiguity of the probable cause standard by increasing the scrutiny of 
criminal allegations as the case proceeds—first through a phase called discovery, wherein the police and 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/two-takes-depression/201106/if-it-bleeds-it-leads-understanding-fear-based-media
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_case?case=5648622125683308011&q=+probable+cause+for+police+to+arrest+in+Texas&hl=en&as_sdt=4,44&as_ylo=2019
https://statutes.capitol.texas.gov/Docs/CR/htm/CR.39.htm
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prosecutors are required to produce any evidence that may be exculpatory to the defendant; then, 
assuming charges have not already been dismissed or the defendant has not entered a plea, the case is 
given to the fact finder (either a judge or a jury) for determination of guilt. Each element of any charged 
offense is then required to be proven “beyond a reasonable doubt.” Texas law protects the presumption 
of innocence for those accused of crimes by explicitly stating: “The fact that [a defendant] has been 
arrested, confined, or indicted for, or otherwise charged with, the offense gives rise to no inference of 
guilt at his trial.” 
 
Despite the relaxed factual standards required to warrant a criminal complaint, the Chronicle’s coverage of 
crime has overwhelmingly focused on the front end of the process. In this phase, the only sources 
available to determine the truth or falsity of the allegations in the complaint are interested stakeholders 
(District Attorney, law enforcement, the defendant, and the defendant’s attorneys) who have reviewed 
the factual allegations included. It is only after the case proceeds past probable cause that the court’s 
“fact finding” role takes over and the evidence is reviewed through the lens of presumed innocence with a 
higher standard of proof: “guilt beyond a reasonable doubt.” In our review of the Chronicle͛Ɛ ƐƚŽƌieƐ͕ ǁe 
fŽƵnd ϭϵϲ Žf Ϯϭϵ ͚defendanƚ͛ aƌƚicleƐ ;ϴϵ ƉeƌcenƚͿ ƚŽ be fŽcƵƐed Žn ƚhe allegation(s), rather than the 
disposition, of a criminal case. In focusing news coverage on as-of-yet unproven allegations, the 
Chronicle opts to provide coverage at the point in the case when the sources of information are law 
enforcement and the Distƌicƚ AƚƚŽƌneǇ͛Ɛ Office, two stakeholders with an incentive to characterize the 
accused as undeniably guilty.  
 
Among articles we analyzed about released defendants, 79 percent of those referencing law enforcement 
and 74 percent of those referencing prosecutors were negatively biased. Crime reporting aimed at 
relaying facts to inform the public is impossible at this phase of a case because the available information is 
fundamentally speculative and biased. In publishing stories about these premature cases as a matter of 
course, the Chronicle misrepresents the complexity of the criminal process and reinforces the notion that 
arrest indicates guilt, while also providing little news value.  
 
Of the 270 unique Harris County charges identified in analyzed articles, more than 30 percent of the 
charges (83 of 270) were ultimately dismissed. The number of dismissals is nearly double the 18.1 percent 
of Chronicle-covered charges resolved by a guilty plea or a jury verdict (49 of 270), and nearly ten times 
the 3.7 percent of cases resolved by deferred adjudication or deferred prosecution through probation (10 
of 270). The high number of dismissals relative to convictions in these articles is concerning enough, but 
perhaps the most disturbing statistic concerning the Chronicle’s crime coverage is that ϰϰ.ϰ percent of the 
criminal charges printed (120 of 270) had not yet reached a disposition. Put another way, nearly half of 
the charges and factual allegations that the Chronicle saw fit to print came at a time when the court was 
still fact-finding about those chargesͶputting their reporters at a factual disadvantage and ultimately 
misleading its audience. Though dismissals were only 30 percent of the charges covered by the 
Chronicle, over 57 percent of the 92,354 cases disposed of in Harris County͛Ɛ cƌiminal cŽƵƌƚƐ in 2021 
were dismissed.  
 
See the Appendix for 2021 reports for district and county-level courts.  
  
Interested Sources & Failure to Disclose 
 
Attribution is a fundamental journalistic principle, and journalists use attribution—citing their sources of 
information—to signal the reliability of their reporting. Best practices for attribution are emphasized in 
most guidelines for ethical journalism, which stress the importance of ensuring the reliability of sources 

https://statutes.capitol.texas.gov/Docs/PE/htm/PE.2.htm
https://statutes.capitol.texas.gov/Docs/PE/htm/PE.2.htm
https://oen.pressbooks.pub/becredible/chapter/attribute-all-sources/
https://oen.pressbooks.pub/becredible/chapter/attribute-all-sources/
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and communicating that credibility to readers. This entails disclosing all available information about a 
source, including the motivations, bias, and conflicts of interest that a source may have, for “doing so is 
part of telling the truth, which is a key way that journalists serve their audiences.”  

 
In Part I of this series, we identified sources of bias in media coverage of bond, demonstrating the extent 
to which bias in coverage is driven by reporters’ use of sources. We showed that the sources that 
journalists rely on for crime coverage are typically those that have a stake in the criminal process against 
the accused. While the incentives of law enforcement and the District Attorney’s Office in the criminal 
process are more apparent, we pointed to Crime Stoppers as an example of a source that is interested in 
ways not commonly known by the public. In fact, Crime Stoppers has a financial stake in the criminal legal 
system, given that the organization receives a portion of all court fees required of criminal defendants. 
 
Though Crime Stoppers was not cited by the Houston Chronicle as frequently as it was cited by the 
television stations reviewed in Part I, a recent uptick in articles referencing Crime Stoppers attests to the 
organization’s growing influence. From Ϯ0ϭϱ through Ϯ0Ϯ0 (a ϲ-year span), the Chronicle referenced Crime 
Stoppers in 5 total articles; in 2021 alone, Crime Stoppers was referenced in 9 articles. Given that the 
organization stands to benefit from punitive policies, it is problematic that Crime Stoppers is cited by 
journalists without any acknowledgement of the motivations that underlie the organization’s 
commentary. Crime Stoppers of Houston’s financial embeddedness in the criminal legal system expands 
beyond its remittance of criminal court fees; the organization enjoys financial ties to law enforcement 
agencies and the District Attorney’s Office. Crime Stoppers annually reports in-kind donations from the 
Houston Police Department worth over a million dollars, and in September 2021, the organization 
announced a $500,000 donation that had been pledged by District Attorney Kim Ogg’s office in May 2021. 
These donations reinforce the notion that Crime Stoppers is politically aligned with law enforcement and 
the District Attorney’s Office, and it suggests that the organization shares in the motivations and 
incentives of these groups—especially given Kim Ogg’s service as Executive Director of Crime Stoppers of 
Houston from 1999 to 2006. 
 
The sources of Crime Stoppers’ funding are reason enough to question the organization’s motives within 
the criminal justice policy discourse, representing a source of bias that places it firmly in favor of the 
historical “tough on crime” approach in Harris County. Journalistic transparency demands that this interest 
be disclosed alongside any attribution to Crime Stoppers, particularly when lending support to the 
positions of law enforcement or the District Attorney’s Office. 
 
Misrepresentation of the Criminal Legal System: Racial Bias, Sensationalism, False Trends 
  
Crime coverage may not only misinform the public about individual cases and their outcomes, but it can 
also impart a distorted portrayal of crime, criminal activity, and the scope of the criminal legal system. 
Covering crime typically involves selecting a few stories for coverage from the vast array of criminal cases 
transpiring on any given day. In drawing the public’s attention to one incident among many, the selection 
of a case for coverage bears significant weight. Because the public relies on the media for its knowledge 
about crime and the criminal legal system, the cases covered in the news can become representative of 
the entire system in the public consciousness. 
  
In conducting this analysis, we observed several trends in the Houston Chronicle͛Ɛ cŽǀerage of crimeͶ
Ɛƚemming fƌŽm ƌeƉŽƌƚeƌƐ͛ deciƐiŽnƐ abŽƵƚ ǁhich ƐƚŽƌieƐ ƚŽ cŽǀeƌ͕ ǁhich deƚailƐ ƚŽ highlighƚ͕ and ǁhich 
caƐeƐ ƚŽ cŽnƐƚƌƵe aƐ Ɖaƌƚ Žf a ͞ƚƌend͟Ͷƚhaƚ cŽnƐƚiƚƵƚe an acƚiǀe miƐƌeƉƌeƐenƚaƚiŽn Žf HaƌƌiƐ CŽƵnƚǇ͛Ɛ 
criminal legal system, with implicatiŽnƐ fŽƌ ƚhe ƉƵblic͛Ɛ ƉeƌceƉƚiŽn Žf bŽnd and Ɖƌeƚƌial ƌeleaƐe͘ 

https://ethics.journalists.org/topics/sources-reliability-and-attribution/
https://newrepublic.com/article/164156/crime-stoppers-fees-police-reform
https://crime-stoppers.org/about-us/about_financials
https://www.click2houston.com/news/local/2021/09/10/watch-live-houston-crime-stoppers-harris-county-da-kim-ogg-to-announce-public-safety-effort/
https://www.click2houston.com/news/local/2021/09/10/watch-live-houston-crime-stoppers-harris-county-da-kim-ogg-to-announce-public-safety-effort/
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Breaking crime coverage constructs a specific image of crime and criminal identity; by deeming certain 
alleged crimes worthy of our attention, reporters communicate to readers who and what should be 
feared. Articles covering criminal allegations frequently feature a mugshot of the accused, a practice that 
is consequential not only for its public identification of the defendant, but also because it links a criminal 
incident to the race of the alleged perpetrator. To understand the racial trends in criminal activity as 
communicated by the Chronicle, we used the Harris County District Clerk’s online court records to identify 
the race of each defendant named in the Chronicle’s news coverage. We found that 47 percent of articles 
fŽcƵƐed Žn aƚ leaƐƚ Žne ǁhiƚe defendanƚ ;ƚhe Cleƌk͛Ɛ ƌecŽƌdƐ dŽ nŽƚ ƌecŽƌd eƚhniciƚǇͿ͕ ϰϮ Ɖeƌcenƚ 
focused on at least one Black defendant, and 11 percent focused on defendants whose race could not 
be identified. Given that the population of Harris County is only 20 percent Black, it is clear that Black 
defendants are vastly overrepresented in the Chronicle͛Ɛ cŽǀeƌage Žf cƌiminal defendanƚƐ͘  
 
It is important to further unpack the implications of racial representation in the media’s crime coverage. 
One might argue that it is unreasonable to expect the media’s coverage of defendants to reflect the racial 
demographics of the county when Black individuals are overrepresented in the population of criminal 
defendants; in other words, perhaps we cannot fault the media for simply mirroring the racial bias 
inherent in our deeply racist criminal legal system. This view ignores the critical role played by the media 
in generating and reinforcing the racial stereotypes—particularly those linked to criminality and 
dangerousness—that breed racial bias. Empirical research confirms that the media’s racially distorted 
coverage of crime causes news consumers to link the threat of crime to racial minorities. Decisions about 
which crime stories are newsworthy frequently reinforce a racialized narrative of criminality in which Black 
individuals are rendered disproportionately visible as the perpetrators of crime. In calling attention to 
criminal cases involving Black individuals, reporters reinforce the stereotype of Black criminality, 
bolstering the racial bias that generates disproportionate racial outcomes in the criminal legal system. 
 
Reporters also distort the impact of pretrial release by elevating stories about individuals who are arrested 
for new charges while released on bond. Research on crime coverage suggests that the criminal cases 
deemed newsworthy by reporters are usually those that are the most statistically rare. The media tends to 
focus on these extreme cases because their novelty captures the public’s attention. Therefore, not only do 
reporters needlessly emphasize bond status in stories about criminal allegations, but they also seemingly 
select stories for coverage that involve released defendants under the pretense that bond status itself 
makes the story more newsworthy. In doing so, reporters exaggerate the frequency at which defendants 
released pretrial are arrested for additional crimes. We identified ϯϮ articles where the words “bond” or 
“bail” were mentioned in the headline of an article, demonstrating the extent to which bond status is 
emphasized as an issue in crime coverage. Our analysis also revealed the frequency at which reporters 
exaggerate the impact of a bond-related case by publishing multiple stories about the same defendant. Of 
the 110 unique defendants named in Chronicle articles, 41 were the subject of multiple articles. This 
sensationalist amplification, when paired with “availability bias”—the tendency to assume that examples 
of an issue that readily come to mind are more representative than in reality—ensures that exposure to 
this type of story will negatively impact a person’s perception of bond reform and pretrial release. 
  
While some crime coverage amplifies the impact of individual cases, other coverage creates the illusion of 
a “trend” in crime where none exists. One such example is this article by Samantha Ketterer, published in 
the Chronicle in August 2021. In the article, Ketterer investigates defendants released on bond who were 
facing seven or more charges, reporting that 141 such defendants were released on bond and that two of 
these defendants had subsequently been charged with homicides. Several aforementioned issues 
problematize the reporting in this article—including its failure to mention that pretrial release is a 
constitutional right in most cases, as well as its lack of acknowledgement that charges, no matter how 

https://scholarship.law.wm.edu/wmlr/vol48/iss2/2/
https://scholarship.law.wm.edu/wmlr/vol48/iss2/2/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1088767912438712
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1088767912438712
https://www.houstonchronicle.com/news/houston-texas/crime/article/Advocates-cite-lack-of-courtroom-support-in-16390078.php
https://www.houstonchronicle.com/news/houston-texas/crime/article/Advocates-cite-lack-of-courtroom-support-in-16390078.php
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numerous, do not indicate guilt—but the most pressing issue is the article’s reliance on an arbitrary 
number of cases to signify a systemic failure.  
 
The sheer volume of criminal cases currently pending in Harris County limits the informational value of 
singling out small groups of cases sharing the same characteristics, particularly under the premise of 
exposing a widespread issue. According to Texas’ Office of Court Administration (OCA), over 128,000 
criminal cases were pending in Harris County in August Ϯ0Ϯϭ. This means the “trend” that Ketterer is 
reporting on represents less than one-tenth of one percent of all criminal cases. Bearing in mind that 
Ketterer frames the problem in terms of criminal charges and not convictions, it is also relevant to note 
that in August 2021, Harris County’s criminal courts reported 5,889 dismissals—nearly three times the 
number of convictions reported that same month. 
 
See the Appendix for August 2021 OCA reports for district and county-level courts.  
 
Spotlight on Harris County Cases 
 
The detrimental impact of the Houston Chronicle’s crime coverage is best demonstrated through an 
examination of its coverage of specific cases. As previously mentioned, a focus on front-end allegations 
often leads to inaccurate reporting in the Chronicle.  
 
In one case, the Chronicle published five stories in less than 10 days about Amber Willemsen, a woman 
suspected of a drunk driving accident that killed a Pearland police officer. Each of these stories mentioned 
that Willemsen was out on bond for a drug charge (ultimately dismissed) at the time of the crash without 
any explanation as to why that allegation was relevant to the extant charges. Responding to the blitz of 
negative coverage around the case, Willemsen’s defense attorney articulated how this type of coverage 
taints the process and tramples on the rights of the accused: “Without a doubt, Officer Ekpanya’s loss 
leaves a void in the lives of his loved ones, his colleagues, and citizens he served. Such an untimely death 
spawns as much outrage as grief, and we naturally rush to judgment. Nonetheless, Ms. Willemsen 
deserves the benefit of a full, independent investigation and a vigorous legal defense. We do not dignify 
the memory of one we have lost by forgetting the rights of another.” 
 
Notwithstanding the voluminous negative coverage of Willemsen’s case prior to trial, the Chronicle 
deserves credit for printing the above comment from her attorney and devoting a significant amount of 
coverage to her trial and ultimate conviction. Unfortunately, the Chronicle’s coverage of Willemsen’s case 
from start to finish is more the exception than the rule, with most individual cases only receiving attention 
at the front end of the criminal legal process, where there is no shortage of salacious allegations to be 
printed. The pratfalls of this type of coverage can be demonstrated by starting with the outcome or 
disposition of two specific cases and working backwards to the Chronicle’s early coverage of it.  
 
Tyrin Robertson 
 
Consider the case of Tyrin Robertson, who was charged with aggravated assault with a deadly weapon on 
June 5, 2017. On August 6, 2018, the District Attorney dismissed the charge, having refiled the case as a 
murder charge on April 19, 2018. On August 29, 2019, the District Attorney dismissed the murder charge, 
citing a lack of available witnesses as evidence to the charge. All told, it took the system more than two 
years to determine that there was not enough evidence to prove Robertson’s guilt. Ultimately, this seems 
like a true miscarriage of justice; Robertson’s life would never be the same, despite the District Attorney’s 
dismissal of the charges and the lack of evidence of his guilt.  

https://www.chron.com/neighborhood/pearland/news/article/Attorney-Alleged-DWI-accident-that-took-the-life-9878556.php
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Given the outcome of the case, one would suspect that the Chronicle’s coverage of the charges revolved 
around their flimsy nature and the impact that the ultimately dismissed charges would have on 
Robertson’s life. Unfortunately, the Chronicle’s insistence on covering the front end of the criminal legal 
process painted a picture that grossly misinformed its readers so egregiously that it is hard to interpret as 
unintentional.  
 
The Chronicle’s coverage of Robertson’s case started on June ϲ, Ϯ0ϭϳ—the day after the District Attorney 
brought initial charges. Reporter Margaret Kadifa’s article prominently featured Robertson’s mugshot 
before detailing that he was out on bond on unrelated charges (without explaining the relevance of those 
charges to the incident at hand) and citing “Deputies” who believed that Robertson was armed. The article 
closed by wording the allegations to read as fact. On June 12, 2017, six days after the first article 
concerning this case, Kadifa published an update after Robertson was arrested and taken into custody. 
The update was nearly identical to the initial story on Robertson, detailing that he was released on bond 
on unrelated charges without explaining their relevance to the case and reprinting allegations from 
anonymous “deputies” within the Harris County Sheriff’s Office.  
 
June 12, 2017, would be the last time that the Chronicle covered Robertson’s case. As a result, the 
Chronicle’s reading audience remains unaware that the District Attorney dragged this case out for over a 
year before upgrading the charges to murder, then took an additional year before ultimately dismissing 
the murder charges for lack of evidence. The difficulties that Robertson undoubtedly faced (and will 
continue to face) as a result of having his mugshot and these unproven allegations printed in the 
newspaper of record cannot be understated, as allegations like these can detrimentally impact someone’s 
ability to keep a job, housing, or custody of their children, even if the case is dismissed. 
 
In addition to contributing to an immensely negative impact on Robertson’s life, the Chronicle seems 
insistent on covering only the front end of the process, completely corrupting the journalistic record of 
reported-on cases and painting an entirely inaccurate picture for its reading audience. Rather than a story 
about the realities of this case—that the initial allegations could not be corroborated, that it was an 
ultimately failed prosecution from a District Attorney’s office that has consistently demanded increased 
resources, that this case contributed to the increasing proportion of dismissals in Harris County’s criminal 
courts, or that the real perpetrator of this crime was never identified or prosecuted for their actions—
Chronicle readers received a double dose of misinformation about Robertson from “sources” (unnamed 
Sheriff’s deputies) with the incentive to overstate the case against him. 
  
Colby Bankhead 
 
Despite its omission in the Chronicle’s crime coverage, the distinction between the evidentiary standards 
of probable cause and guilt beyond reasonable doubt is not a trivial one, and in no case is this more 
apparent than that of Colby Bankhead. As with Robertson’s case, it is helpful to start with the outcome of 
Bankhead’s case and work backwards to show how egregious the Chronicle’s errors were. 
 
Bankhead was charged on May 17, 2019, with endangering a child and promoting prostitution. The felony 
charge for endangering a child was dismissed over two years later in July 2021, while the felony charge for 
promoting prostitution was dismissed in August 2021, having been refiled as felony solicitation of 
prostitution on April 8, 2021. The charge for solicitation of prostitution was ultimately dismissed later in 
August 2021, the same month as the charge for endangering a child. 
  

https://www.houstonchronicle.com/neighborhood/atascocita/news/article/Man-charged-in-death-of-16-year-old-boy-in-11198745.php
https://www.houstonchronicle.com/houston/article/Man-accused-of-killing-16-year-old-arrested-11214433.php
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The Chronicle’s first article about Mr. Bankhead was reported by Roy Kent on May 21, 2019. The article 
detailed the charges against Bankhead, including attribution of key details reported by Constable Alan 
Rosen’s office without mentioning the Constable’s interest in this case. After describing Bankhead’s 
criminal history, Kent revealed that Bankhead had been released on bond when he last faced charges and 
that he currently resided in the Fifth Ward—all without context or explanation about why this was 
newsworthy or how Bankhead’s history or neighborhood related to the present charges. Bankhead’s 
mugshot was featured prominently at the top of the article. 
  
After Bankhead turned himself in to face these charges, Kent reported a follow-up article for the Chronicle 
on June 19, 2019. This was virtually identical to the first, with the sections detailing Bankhead’s past 
charges appearing to be copied and pasted from that initial article. Once again, insinuations of Bankhead’s 
guilt were sourced to the Constable’s Office (no specific individual), and once again Kent felt it 
newsworthy to publish that Bankhead resided in the Fifth Ward. 
  

 
Article published on May 21, 2019 

 

 
Article published on June 19, 2019 

 
These nearly identical articles, written within 30 days of each other, represent the entirety of the 
Chronicle’s coverage of Bankhead, leaving readers in the dark about the fact that the charges covered so 
feverishly were, like Robinson’s, ultimately dismissed for lack of evidence. 

https://www.houstonchronicle.com/neighborhood/bellaire/news/article/Man-wanted-for-promotion-of-prostitution-13866942.php
https://www.houstonchronicle.com/neighborhood/bellaire/news/article/Man-surrenders-posts-bail-on-charges-of-14019992.php
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The Chronicle’s failure to offer continuing coverage on the outcome of many cases means there are likely 
hundreds if not thousands of innocent individuals impacted by inadequate (and therefore harmful) 
reporting. In the cases of Robinson and Bankhead, the Chronicle’s coverage actively misinformed its 
readers, sowing fear and distrust of innocent individuals, and preventing legally innocent individuals from 
escaping the stigma associated with an arrest. 
  
These cases also show that the implications of the Chronicle’s crime coverage, while drastic for people 
accused of a crime, are not so for people in law enforcement or the District Attorney’s Office—those who 
consistently pop up as unnamed sources, assuring the Chronicle’s reading audience of an individual’s guilt. 
This clearly incentivizes law enforcement and the District Attorney to perpetuate the Chronicle model of 
crime coverage by continuing to feed reporters stories with salacious allegations, yet discussion of these 
incentives is notably absent from any of the Chronicle’s coverage. 
 
In Bankhead’s case, both dismissal orders contained the following sentence: ͞PƌŽbable caƵƐe eǆiƐƚƐ͕ bƵƚ 
ƚhe caƐe cannŽƚ be ƉƌŽǀen beǇŽnd a ƌeaƐŽnable dŽƵbƚ͙͘͟ If the criminal courts of Harris County 
determine that insufficient evidence exists to prove an individual’s guilt, it is an extremely important 
example of the flaws rampant throughout the criminal system. Countless lives have been detrimentally 
affected by the type of coverage being perpetuated by the Chronicle—coverage that ostensibly requires 
less work than reporting through the resolution of a case. It is long past time for the Houston Chronicle to 
start covering the criminal legal system with accuracy, not sensationalism, as its guiding principle. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The Houston Chronicle is to be credited for its balanced coverage of the O͛DŽŶŶeůů litigation and the 
subsequent federal court order; reporters appropriately included voices from both sides of the debate and 
frequently highlighted the arguments made by each side in their pleadings. Unfortunately, the Chronicle’s 
coverage of this litigation was in stark contrast to its coverage of individual criminal cases and defendants, 
which skewed heavily negative. In those instances, the Chronicle frequently relied on practices that served 
to mislead, rather than inform, its reading audience.  
 
For instance, our analysis reveals that the Chronicle’s coverage of criminal cases contained a 
disproportionate number of Black defendants compared to the makeup of Harris County’s general 
population.  
 
Moreover, most of the Chronicle’s crime coverage can be sourced to either law enforcement or the 
District Attorney’s Office, two parties with a vested interest in the outcome of criminal cases. When not 
quoting those sources, Chronicle reporters frequently rely on organizations like Crime Stoppers of 
Houston, the former employer of District Attorney Kim Ogg, which regularly receives hundreds of 
thousands of dollars in donations from the District Attorney and law enforcement agencies.  
 
Our analysis shows these sources to be frequently inaccurate: Of the 270 unique Harris County charges 
that we identified in the Chronicle’s crime coverage, nearly a third of charges were ultimately dismissed, 
while almost half had not yet reached a disposition at the time of our analysis, rendering nearly three 
quarters of the Chronicle’s coverage of allegations against individuals at best premature and at worst 
factually inaccurate. The issues posed to defendants by these practices are exacerbated by the fact that 
Chronicle reporters fail to follow up when a case is disposed. The Chronicle’s approach to articles through 
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this editorial lens leaves its reading audience in the dark about the recent, dramatic increase in dismissals 
in Harris County’s felony courts—a fact that is rarely, if ever, mentioned by Chronicle reporters. 
 
Many media outlets have re-assessed the nature of their crime coverage since the murder of George Floyd 
by the Minneapolis Police Department in the summer of 2020. Our analysis shows that, despite balanced 
coverage of the O͛DŽŶŶeůů litigation, sloppy crime reporting persists at the Houston Chronicle. Absent an 
overhaul in reporting standards with respect to these cases, the Chronicle’s reading audience should view 
any such reporting with extreme skepticism. 
 
Recommendations 
 
x To avoid perpetuating racial stereotypes about criminality, reporters should stop publishing 

mugshots of the accused. The practice of posting mugshots draws a link between crime and the race 
of alleged perpetrators. Because criminal cases involving Black defendants are subject to 
disproportionate coverage in the media, mugshots reinforce racial bias by attaching Black faces to 
criminal activity. 
 

x ReƉŽƌƚeƌƐ ƐhŽƵld ƌefƌain fƌŽm deƚailing a defendanƚ͛Ɛ cƌiminal hiƐƚŽƌǇ Žƌ bŽnd ƐƚaƚƵƐ abƐenƚ an 
explanation of its relevance to the covered case. Highlighting a defendant’s past charges implies that 
previous arrests indicate guilt or dangerousness. These details risk conflating arrest with guilt and link 
bond release with negative outcomes.  
 

x To provide a more informative and accurate portrayal of crime and the criminal legal system, 
reporters should shift coverage from arrests and allegations towards trials and case outcomes. High 
dismissal rates in Harris County call into question the utility of covering criminal allegations; many 
defendants covered by the media are not ultimately found guilty. At the very least, reporters should 
provide follow-up coverage on the outcomes of cases covered prematurely. But to best inform the 
public, crime coverage should focus on systemic issues rather than breaking crime. 
 

x In covering crime, reporters should adhere to journalistic standards for source attribution, ensuring 
that sources are credible and disclosing any motivations or conflicts of interest they may have.  
Coverage should not rely on police and prosecutors as sole sources of information, given that these 
actors are motivated to portray the accused as guilty. If interested sources are attributed, reporters 
should disclose their potential conflicts of interest. Furthermore, information about alleged crimes 
should not be attributed to anonymous sources unless absolutely necessary, nor should they be 
attributed to vague sources such as “offices” rather than individuals. 
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HOUSTON CHRONICLE: OVERVIEW OF COVERAGE 
 
Articles for this analysis spanned 
January 4, 2015, to December 30, 
2021, and totaled 499. Of these 
articles, 224 were primarily about 
bond reform or bond policies, 219 
were primarily about defendants, and 
56 were opinion articles. Across 
articles, 36 percent had negatively 
biased coverage, 29 percent had 
balanced coverage, 18 percent had 
positive coverage, and 17 percent had 
neutral coverage.  
 
Forty-two percent of articles about 
defendants were about Black 
defendants, which is an 
overrepresentation relative to the 20 
percent Black population in Harris 
County; this disparity is compounded 
by the fact that 71 percent of all 
‘defendant’ articles include a mugshot. 
 
Law enforcement was referenced in 
199 total articles, making it the most 
common reference for the Chronicle; 
116 (58 percent) of these articles were 
coded as negative. Prosecutors were 
referenced in 145 articles; of these, 
126 referenced the Harris County 
District Attorney’s Office, with ϳϭ (ϰϵ 
percent of total articles) coded as 
negative. Crime Stoppers was referenced in 14 articles, with 8 (57 percent) coded as negative. Police 
unions were referenced in 10 articles, with 5 (50 percent) coded negative. 
 

Figure 2: Types of coverage by article type. 

Figure 1: Types of coverage. 
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METHODOLOGY 
 
We conducted a content analysis of 499 news articles published by the Houston Chronicle from January 1, 
2015, to December 31, 2021. While bias in coverage was the primary focus of this analysis, we also 
reviewed 13 other key variables, such as referenced sources and the defendant’s race. Listed below are 
additional details about each element of the analysis. 
 
Sample 
 
We selected news articles for this analysis from the Houston Chronicle’s website. We found articles by 
searching the website for the keywords “bail” and “bond.” Stories qualified for selection if they discussed 
bond reform, bond debates, and/or individuals who allegedly committed additional crimes while released 
on bond. Stories were not qualified for selection if they simply mentioned bond assignments in high-
profile cases. We also did not include stories that simply mentioned “bail reform” or “bond reform,” such 
as those that listed bail or bond reform as part of a political candidate’s platform, but we did include 
articles that involved any more discussion of the topic beyond just a mention. We did not include letters to 
the editor in our sample of opinion articles. 
 
Coding 
 
Two people conducted the coding for this analysis. We considered 13 variables as key for the analysis, 
while 5 others were used to provide logistical information. Once the initial coding process concluded, we 
audited the variables for accuracy.  
 
Key Variables 
 
භ ͞Aƌƚicle TǇƉe͟ refers to whether the article was categorized as a “defendant,” “bond reform,” or 

“opinion” article. Coding an article as “defendant” means it is primarily about an individual who was 
rearrested while released on bond. Coding an article as “bond reform” means it discussed bond 
reform, policies, or practices. Coding an article as “opinion” means it was published in the opinion 
section of the Chronicle, including articles written by the Editorial Board.  
 

භ ͞TǇƉe Žf CŽǀeƌage͟ refers to the type of bias in an article, if any. Coding terms for this variable 
include: “Positive,” “Negative,” “Balanced,” and “Neutral.” Coding an article as “Positive” or 
“Negative” depended on the overall article tone, on which outside sources were used to provide 
commentary in the article, and which ‘side’ of the bond reform debate received more space in the 
article. Articles coded as “Positive” indicated a positive bias (in favor of bond reform), while those 
coded as “Negative” indicated a negative bias (against bond reform). Because some articles discussed 
regressive bond reform legislation and others discussed bond policies in general, we assessed whether 
the article was supportive of pretrial release in determining whether the article was positive or 
negative; in other words, positive articles were in favor of pretrial release, whereas negative articles 
opposed pretrial release. The presence of bias does not necessarily reflect an internal check for 
inaccurate information—though negative bias often overlaps with the use of inaccurate information. If 
the article maintained a neutral tone and offered equal space to both ‘sides’ of the debate, we coded 
it as “Balanced.” If the article mentioned bond reform or defendants who allegedly committed a crime 
while released on bond without providing outside commentary, debate points, or a slanted tone, we 
coded it as “Neutral.” 
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භ ͞BailͬBŽnd in Headline͟ refers to whether or not the words “bail” or “bond” were present in the 
headline of an article. Coding terms for this variable include: “Yes” and “No.” 

 
භ ͞AllegaƚiŽnƐ͟ refers to whether or not the article focused on allegations in a criminal case rather than 

the disposition of a case. Coding terms for this variable include: “Yes” and “No.” We coded an article 
as “Yes” if it was written about a criminal case prior to the case’s disposition. We coded an article as 
“No” if it discussed conviction or sentencing in a case, or any other updates post-conviction. 
 

භ ͞Laǁ EnfŽƌcemenƚ Refeƌenced͟ refers to whether or not a law enforcement official is referenced to 
provide either commentary on bond reform or details about a case. Coding terms for this variable 
include: “Yes” and “No.”  
 

භ ͞CSͬKahan Refeƌenced͟ refers to whether or not Crime Stoppers (CS) or one of their spokespeople—
specifically Andy Kahan—is referenced to provide either commentary on bond reform or details about 
a case. We did not select articles that simply mentioned or included the name Crime Stoppers or their 
tip line. Coding terms for this variable include: “Yes” and “No.”  
 

භ ͞PŽlice UniŽn Refeƌenced͟ refers to whether or not a police union—or other law enforcement 
union—or one of their spokespeople is referenced to provide either commentary on bond reform or 
details about a case. Coding terms for this variable include: “Yes” and “No.”  
 

භ ͞MenƚiŽn JƵdgeƐ͟ refers to whether a local district or felony court judge(s) is mentioned by name in 
the article. We did not consider federal judges or county judges. Coding terms for this variable include: 
“[Judge’s Name]” and “Unmentioned.”  
 

භ ͞MƵgƐhŽƚͬPicƚƵƌe InclƵded͟ refers to whether or not a mugshot(s) or mugshot-like picture(s) is used 
in the article. Coding terms for this variable include: “Yes” and “No.” 
 

භ ͞Defendanƚ Name͟ refers to the name of the defendant(s) that is the subject of an article. Coding 
terms for this variable include: “[Defendant’s Name],” “Unknown,” and “N/A.” 
 

භ ͞Defendanƚ Race͟ refers to the race of the defendant(s) that is the subject of an article. Coding terms 
for this variable include: “White,” “Non-White,” “Unknown,” and “N/A.” After the initial coding, we 
searched for defendants by name on the Harris County District Clerk’s website to confirm their 
recorded race; Harris County does not record defendant ethnicity, so only race was used. Following 
confirmation, coding terms include: “Asian,” “Black,” “Indigenous,” “White,” “Unknown,” and “N/A.”  
 

භ ͞Defendanƚ BŽnd͟ refers to the kind of bond that was received by the defendant(s) that is the subject 
of an article. Coding terms for this variable include: “monetary,” “general order,” “PR Bond” [personal 
recognizance bond], and “unmentioned.” If applicable, we coded multiple bond types. An article was 
coded as “monetary” if it listed a dollar amount associated with a bond. If the article mentioned that 
the defendant’s bond was “general order” or a “PR Bond” we coded accordingly. If the type of bond 
was not mentioned, we coded “unmentioned.” 
 

භ ͞Defendanƚ OffenƐe͟ refers to the offense that was allegedly committed by the defendant(s) that is 
the subject of an article. The alleged offense can refer to a past offense, the offense that led to a bond 
assignment, or the offense that the defendant(s) may have committed while released on bond. Coding 
terms for this variable include: “[Offense Name],” “Unclear,” “N/A (suspect killed by police),” and 
“N/A.”  
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Other Variables  
 
භ “Article Link”  
භ “Reporter Name(s)”  
භ “Publishing Date”  
භ “Publishing Month” 
භ “Notes” provides a chance for coders to note any unique article details or requests for other coders. 
 
Methodology for Our Analysis of Dismissals 
 
Using the Harris County District Clerk’s online database, we looked up case records for each defendant 
identified in a news article as being on bond; we identified a total of 110 defendants who were named in 
the sample of articles. We then determined which charges were filed against each defendant before they 
were released on bond (“pre-bond charges”) and after they were released on bond (“post-bond charges”), 
using the publishing date of the news article as a reference. We identified post-bond charge(s) as any 
charge(s) filed against the defendant within 2 weeks of the article publishing date. We subsequently 
identified pre-release charges as the charge(s) filed against the defendant that chronologically preceded 
the post-release charge(s). In recording pre-bond charges, we included multiple charges if they were filed 
on the same date, but we did not include all charges filed against the defendant before their release on 
bond. We then noted whether each charge had been disposed or was still pending. If the case was 
disposed, we noted whether it was dismissed. We performed this analysis in February 2022. 
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APPENDIX 
 

HARRIS COUNTY DISTRICT AND COUNTY-LEVEL COURT DATA ON CASE DISPOSITIONS 
CALENDAR YEAR 2021 & AUGUST 2021 

 
Reports generated from the Office of Court Administration 

 
 
 
 



District Courts
Activity Detail from January 1, 2021 to December 31, 2021

County: Harris
100.0 Percent Reporting Rate

12 Reports Received Out of a Possible 12

Cases on Docket:
Capital
Murder

Other 
Homicide

Agg.
Assault or
Attempted

Murder

Sexual
Assault of

Adult

Indecency
With or
Sexual

Assault of
Child

Family
Violence
Assault

Aggravated
Robbery or

RobberyMurder

Cases Pending 1/1/2021:

527 123 4,152 485 1,618 4,854 2,839 293    Active Cases
486 110 1,399 189 1,757 1,265 793 62    Inactive Cases
(23) (4) 1,490 (26) (64) (237) (171)(7)Docket Adjustments

Cases Added:
321 78 6,121 282 791 7,281 2,202 110 Filed by Indictment or Information

Other Cases Reaching Docket:

0 6 541 10 60 686 471 0    Motions to Revoke Filed
47 19 1,091 57 147 1,408 819 23    Cases Reactivated
20 9 247 12 57 237 145 10    All Other Cases Added

892 231 13,642 820 2,609 14,229 6,305 429 Total Cases on Docket:

Dispositions:
Convictions:

64 20 1,480 55 276 1,725 891 30    Guilty Plea or Nolo Contendere
0 0 3 0 2 1 3 0    By the Court

21 0 9 7 17 3 5 11    By the Jury
85 20 1,492 62 295 1,729 899 41 Total Convictions 

1 3 897 12 106 1,150 393 1 Placed on Deferred Adjudication

Acquittals:
1 0 6 2 0 4 0 0    By the Court
6 0 3 1 10 6 2 0    By the Jury
7 0 9 3 10 10 2 0 Total Acquittals 

59 5 1,970 120 222 2,343 702 20 Dismissals

Motions to Revoke:
0 1 159 4 23 225 133 0    Granted/Revoked
0 3 323 6 40 390 236 0    Denied/Continued

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 All Other Dispositions
152 32 4,850 207 696 5,847 2,365 62 Total Cases Disposed

67 28 1,576 76 190 2,049 1,005 32 Placed on Inactive Status

Cases Pending 12/31/2021:
671 171 6,855 552 1,722 6,345 2,951 337    Active Cases
508 119 2,245 193 1,801 1,894 963 69    Inactive Cases

Cases in Which
--- --- --- --- --- --- --- 0    Death Penalty Sought
--- --- --- --- --- --- --- 31    Death Penalty Not Sought

Sentencing Information:
84 15 675 56 286 595 655 40 Prison

0 0 33 0 1 7 70 1 State Jail
0 0 843 5 8 1,211 183 0 Local Jail
1 5 32 1 1 21 10 0 Probation/Community Supervision
0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 Shock Probation
0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 Fine Only
0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 Other

CRIMINAL CASES

Report Run Date: 4/12/2022  4:10:40 PM Page 1 of 10



District Courts
Activity Detail from January 1, 2021 to December 31, 2021

County: Harris
100.0 Percent Reporting Rate

12 Reports Received Out of a Possible 12

Cases on Docket:
Burglary

Auto 
Theft

Drug Sale or
Manufacture

Drug
Possession

Felony
DWI

Other 
Felony Total CasesTheft

All Misde-
meanors

Cases Pending 1/1/2021:
1,592 2,522 972 1,538 4,491 1,468 9,849 37,323   Active Cases 0

747 1,740 362 820 2,663 676 3,888 16,976   Inactive Cases 19
(8) (611) (34) (118) (316) (256) (1,596) (2,059)Docket Adjustments (78)

Cases Added:
2,003 3,212 1,408 1,654 7,087 1,676 11,771 46,081Filed by Indictment or Information 84

Other Cases Reaching Docket:
300 378 119 290 1,011 263 1,036 5,171   Motions to Revoke Filed 0
618 1,463 531 699 2,767 444 3,300 13,436   Cases Reactivated 3

81 129 48 97 242 279 464 2,078   All Other Cases Added 1

4,586 7,093 3,044 4,160 15,282 3,874 24,824 102,030Total Cases on Docket: 10

Dispositions:
Convictions:

835 1,344 513 514 1,559 1,555 3,143 14,013   Guilty Plea or Nolo Contendere 9
0 1 0 0 0 1 13 24   By the Court 0
2 1 0 0 2 2 10 90   By the Jury 0

837 1,346 513 514 1,561 1,558 3,166 14,127Total Convictions 9

257 461 114 330 867 1 1,855 6,448Placed on Deferred Adjudication 0

Acquittals:
0 2 0 1 0 0 5 21   By the Court 0
0 0 0 0 0 0 1 29   By the Jury 0

0 2 0 1 0 0 6 50Total Acquittals 0

686 1,462 622 827 3,633 199 4,550 17,427Dismissals 7

Motions to Revoke:
104 147 68 80 402 123 331 1,801   Granted/Revoked 1
185 206 71 215 636 135 664 3,110   Denied/Continued 0

0 1 1 0 0 2 4 8All Other Dispositions 0

2,069 3,625 1,389 1,967 7,099 2,018 10,576 42,971Total Cases Disposed 17

770 1,492 645 664 3,263 524 3,915 16,311Placed on Inactive Status 15

Cases Pending 12/31/2021:
1,649 2,166 994 1,551 4,914 1,404 10,482 42,764   Active Cases 0

997 1,579 492 763 3,165 684 4,354 19,835   Inactive Cases 9

Cases in Which
--- --- --- --- --- --- --- ---   Death Penalty Sought ---
--- --- --- --- --- --- --- ---   Death Penalty Not Sought ---

Sentencing Information:
346 215 86 282 337 353 1,627 5,652Prison 0
147 268 153 30 134 19 246 1,109State Jail 0
384 928 299 203 1,190 201 1,297 6,752Local Jail 0

9 23 2 11 8 1,069 101 1,294Probation/Community Supervision 0
0 1 0 0 0 0 9 11Shock Probation 0
0 0 0 0 0 0 4 7Fine Only 2
0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0Other 0

CRIMINAL CASES

Report Run Date: 4/12/2022  4:10:40 PM Page 2 of 10



District Courts
Activity Detail from January 1, 2021 to December 31, 2021

County: Harris
100.0 Percent Reporting Rate

12 Reports Received Out of a Possible 12

Age of Cases Disposed:
90 Days
 or Less

91 to 
180 Days

181 to
 365 Days

Over 365 
Days

Total 
Cases

 6,395  5,931  11,850  18,795  42,971 Number of Cases

Additional Court Activity: Total
Cases in Which Jury Selected  141 

Cases in Which Mistrial Declared  18 
Motions to Suppress Granted or Denied  3,130 

Mental Illness or Intellectual Disability Assessments  5,245 
Competency Examination Reports  344 

Cases Set for Review  2,923 
Cases in Which Attorney Appointed as Counsel  32,797 

Cases with Retained Counsel  13,409 

Information on Trafficking of Persons: Total Filed
Cases Filed for Trafficking of Persons  24 

Cases Filed for Prostitution  38 
Cases Filed for Compelling Prostitution  26 

Cases Filed for Solicitation of Prostitution  93 
Cases In Which Defendant Failed To Appear  0 

Cases In Which Defendant Violated Condition Of Release  0 
Cases In Which Defendant Committed Offense While On Bail Or Community Supervision  0 

Report Run Date: 4/12/2022  4:10:40 PM Page 3 of 10



County-Level Courts
Misdemeanor Case Activity Detail 
January 1, 2021 to December 31, 2021

County: Harris

Cases on Docket:

DWI -
First

Offense

DWI -
 Second 
Offense Theft

Theft by
Check

Drug
Possession-
Marijuana

Drug
Offenses-

Other

Family
Violence
Assault

Assault - 
Other Traffic

DWLS /
DWLI

All Other
Misdemeanor 

Cases
Total
Cases

Cases Pending 1/1/2021:
   Active Cases  13,904   2,145   2,021   124   41   111   5,107   1,999   17   285   13,729   39,483 

   Inactive Cases  4,440   961   3,648   2,258   480   110   2,632   1,047   20   1,080   10,103   26,779 

 Docket Adjustments (169) (69)  13  (14) (4) (4) (98) (31)  0   3  (426) (799)

Cases Added:
New Cases Filed  11,558   2,166   3,132   76   6   140   5,913   2,382   0   18   22,964   48,355 

Appealed from Lower Courts  0   0   0   0   0   0   0   0   41   0   10   51 

Other Cases Reaching Docket:
   Motions to Revoke Filed  209   101   67   0   0   0   88   34   0   1   175   675 

   Cases Reactivated  1,811   424   2,923   1,945   348   122   2,163   1,007   8   1,101   10,729   22,581 

   All Other Cases Added  157   34   98   44   9   9   96   40   1   16   542   1,046 

Total Cases on Docket  27,639   4,870   8,241   2,189   404   382   13,367   5,462   67   1,421   48,149   112,191 

Dispositions:
Convictions:
   Guilty Plea/Nolo Contendere  4,655   1,626   736   11   3   26   702   426   0   39   3,271   11,495 

   By the Court  2   1   0   0   0   0   1   0   0   0   2   6 

   By the Jury  18   6   1   0   0   0   7   1   0   0   6   39 

Total Convictions  4,675   1,633   737   11   3   26   710   427   0   39   3,279   11,540 

Deferred Adjudication  40   3   205   0   1   2   355   205   0   4   700   1,515 

Acquittals:
   By the Court  0   0   0   0   0   0   0   0   0   0   1   1 

   By the Jury  14   8   1   0   0   0   10   4   0   0   12   49 

Total Acquittals  14   8   1   0   0   0   10   4   0   0   13   50 

Dismissals  5,469   485   2,422   1,992   361   198   4,203   1,460   46   1,203   17,713   35,552 

Motions to Revoke:
   Granted/Revoked  81   30   26   0   1   0   35   14   0   0   95   282 

   Denied/Continued  108   45   61   0   17   1   58   27   0   2   124   443 

All Other Dispositions  0   1   0   0   0   0   0   0   0   0   0   1 

Total Cases Disposed  10,387   2,205   3,452   2,003   383   227   5,371   2,137   46   1,248   21,924   49,383 

Placed on Inactive Status  2,463   562   2,554   113   6   81   2,592   1,166   6   122   10,013   19,678 

Cases Pending 12/31/2021:
   Active Cases  14,606   2,029   2,188   65   14   72   5,249   2,109   16   55   15,696   42,099 

   Inactive Cases  5,119   1,110   3,315   420   135   66   3,115   1,221   18   92   9,473   24,084 

Sentencing Information:
Local Jail  3,487   934   730   11   3   26   678   413   0   39   3,203   9,524 

Probation/Comm. Supervision  1,190   699   7   0   0   0   32   13   0   0   66   2,007 

Fine Only  0   0   0   0   0   0   0   1   0   0   9   10 

Other  0   0   0   0   0   0   0   0   0   0   0   0 

MISDEMEANOR CASES
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County-Level Courts
Misdemeanor Case Activity Detail 
January 1, 2021 to December 31, 2021

County: Harris

Age of Cases Disposed:
30 Days
 or Less

31 to 
60 Days

61 to 
90 Days

Over
 90 Days

Total 
Cases

Number of Cases  5,982   1,854   2,041   39,506   49,383 

Additional Court Activity: Misdemeanor
Cases in Which Jury Selected  179 

Cases in Which Mistrial Declared  8 
Motions to Suppress Granted or Denied  22 

Competency Examination Reports  183 
Cases Set for Review  0 

Cases in Which Attorney Appted as Counsel  23,028 
Cases with Retained Counsel  18,906 

Mental Illness or Intellectual Disability 
Assessments

 1,577 

Cases Which Defendant Failed To Appear

Cases Which Defendant Violated Condition 
Of Release

Cases Which Defendant Committed Offense 
While On Bail Or Community Supervision
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District Courts
Activity Detail from August 1, 2021 to August 31, 2021

County: Harris
100.0 Percent Reporting Rate

1 Reports Received Out of a Possible 1

Cases on Docket:

Capital
Murder

Other 
Homicide

Agg.
Assault or
Attempted

Murder

Sexual
Assault of

Adult

Indecency
With or
Sexual

Assault of
Child

Family
Violence
Assault

Aggravated
Robbery or

RobberyMurder

Cases Pending 8/1/2021:

640 150 6,400 548 1,738 5,993 3,056 329    Active Cases
494 117 1,931 191 1,784 1,477 880 70    Inactive Cases

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 Docket Adjustments

Cases Added:
18 10 613 27 35 703 168 5 Filed by Indictment or Information

Other Cases Reaching Docket:

0 0 65 0 6 61 36 0    Motions to Revoke Filed
4 3 106 6 14 130 64 3    Cases Reactivated
0 0 23 0 5 20 11 1    All Other Cases Added

662 163 7,207 581 1,798 6,907 3,335 338 Total Cases on Docket:

Dispositions:
Convictions:

2 2 141 5 21 156 73 3    Guilty Plea or Nolo Contendere
0 0 0 0 2 0 1 0    By the Court
3 0 0 0 3 0 0 1    By the Jury
5 2 141 5 26 156 74 4 Total Convictions 

0 0 97 4 3 108 30 0 Placed on Deferred Adjudication

Acquittals:

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0    By the Court
0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0    By the Jury
0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 Total Acquittals 

8 0 203 15 29 233 61 0 Dismissals

Motions to Revoke:

0 0 13 0 0 22 11 0    Granted/Revoked
0 1 37 1 9 28 22 0    Denied/Continued

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 All Other Dispositions

13 3 491 26 67 547 198 4 Total Cases Disposed

10 1 211 5 20 256 98 2 Placed on Inactive Status

Cases Pending 8/31/2021:
639 159 6,505 550 1,711 6,104 3,039 332    Active Cases
500 115 2,036 190 1,790 1,603 914 69    Inactive Cases

Cases in Which

--- --- --- --- --- --- --- 0    Death Penalty Sought
--- --- --- --- --- --- --- 1    Death Penalty Not Sought

Sentencing Information:
5 2 56 5 25 39 47 3 Prison

0 0 4 0 0 0 8 1 State Jail

0 0 78 0 1 117 18 0 Local Jail

0 0 3 0 0 0 0 0 Probation/Community Supervision

0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 Shock Probation

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 Fine Only

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 Other

CRIMINAL CASES
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District Courts
Activity Detail from August 1, 2021 to August 31, 2021

County: Harris
100.0 Percent Reporting Rate

1 Reports Received Out of a Possible 1

Cases on Docket:
Burglary

Auto 
Theft

Drug Sale or
Manufacture

Drug
Possession

Felony
DWI

Other 
Felony Total CasesTheft

All Misde-
meanors

Cases Pending 8/1/2021:
1,863 2,219 1,051 1,653 4,886 1,442 10,583 42,556   Active Cases 5

825 1,687 424 856 3,012 624 4,048 18,425   Inactive Cases 5

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0Docket Adjustments 0

Cases Added:
159 260 121 138 507 132 848 3,745Filed by Indictment or Information 1

Other Cases Reaching Docket:
17 33 3 31 73 17 84 426   Motions to Revoke Filed 0

60 372 45 91 300 36 453 1,687   Cases Reactivated 0

8 11 8 4 18 29 36 174   All Other Cases Added 0

2,107 2,895 1,228 1,917 5,784 1,656 12,004 48,588Total Cases on Docket: 6

Dispositions:
Convictions:

84 100 57 51 160 142 313 1,310   Guilty Plea or Nolo Contendere 0

0 0 0 0 0 1 2 6   By the Court 0

1 0 0 0 0 0 2 10   By the Jury 0

85 100 57 51 160 143 317 1,326Total Convictions 0

19 30 8 28 83 0 156 566Placed on Deferred Adjudication 0

Acquittals:
0 2 0 0 0 0 2 4   By the Court 0

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1   By the Jury 0

0 2 0 0 0 0 2 5Total Acquittals 0

61 342 59 107 374 16 616 2,124Dismissals 0

Motions to Revoke:
7 7 8 4 37 10 29 148   Granted/Revoked 0

14 14 4 24 57 14 53 278   Denied/Continued 0

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0All Other Dispositions 0

186 495 136 214 711 183 1,173 4,447Total Cases Disposed 0

64 128 57 72 281 40 349 1,594Placed on Inactive Status 0

Cases Pending 8/31/2021:
1,857 2,272 1,035 1,631 4,792 1,433 10,482 42,547   Active Cases 6

829 1,443 436 837 2,993 628 3,944 18,332   Inactive Cases 5

Cases in Which
--- --- --- --- --- --- --- ---   Death Penalty Sought ---

--- --- --- --- --- --- --- ---   Death Penalty Not Sought ---

Sentencing Information:
21 2 3 24 17 24 167 440Prison 0

17 22 21 5 23 0 14 115State Jail 0

46 76 33 22 120 26 130 667Local Jail 0

1 0 0 0 0 93 4 101Probation/Community Supervision 0

0 0 0 0 0 0 2 3Shock Probation 0

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0Fine Only 0

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0Other 0

CRIMINAL CASES
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District Courts
Activity Detail from August 1, 2021 to August 31, 2021

County: Harris
100.0 Percent Reporting Rate

1 Reports Received Out of a Possible 1

Age of Cases Disposed:
90 Days

 or Less

91 to 

180 Days

181 to

 365 Days

Over 365 

Days

Total 
Cases

 763  530  1,108  2,046  4,447 Number of Cases

Additional Court Activity: Total
Cases in Which Jury Selected  12 

Cases in Which Mistrial Declared  1 

Motions to Suppress Granted or Denied  181 

Mental Illness or Intellectual Disability Assessments  0 

Competency Examination Reports  48 

Cases Set for Review  357 

Cases in Which Attorney Appointed as Counsel  2,917 

Cases with Retained Counsel  1,373 

Information on Trafficking of Persons: Total Filed
Cases Filed for Trafficking of Persons  5 

Cases Filed for Prostitution  4 

Cases Filed for Compelling Prostitution  6 

Cases Filed for Solicitation of Prostitution  0 

Cases In Which Defendant Failed To Appear  0 

Cases In Which Defendant Violated Condition Of Release  0 

Cases In Which Defendant Committed Offense While On Bail Or Community Supervision  0 
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County-Level Courts
Misdemeanor Case Activity Detail 

August 1, 2021 to August 31, 2021
County: Harris

Cases on Docket:

DWI -
First

Offense

DWI -
 Second 
Offense Theft

Theft by
Check

Drug
Possession-
Marijuana

Drug
Offenses-

Other

Family
Violence
Assault

Assault - 
Other Traffic

DWLS /
DWLI

All Other
Misdemeanor 

Cases
Total
Cases

Cases Pending 8/1/2021:
   Active Cases  14,870   2,093   2,350   102   34   97   5,373   2,158   14   176   16,670   43,937 

   Inactive Cases  4,874   1,055   3,476   472   280   67   2,813   1,104   15   478   9,531   24,165 

 Docket Adjustments (13) (2) (13)  1   0  (1) (18) (10)  0   0  (68) (124)

Cases Added:
New Cases Filed  891   198   256   0   0   11   488   215   0   0   1,886   3,945 

Appealed from Lower Courts  0   0   0   0   0   0   0   0   3   0   5   8 

Other Cases Reaching Docket:
   Motions to Revoke Filed  22   10   1   0   0   0   8   2   0   0   18   61 

   Cases Reactivated  143   38   247   17   90   16   173   86   0   297   1,356   2,463 

   All Other Cases Added  10   1   11   0   0   0   9   2   0   4   69   106 

Total Cases on Docket  15,936   2,340   2,865   119   124   124   6,051   2,463   17   477   20,004   50,520 

Dispositions:
Convictions:
   Guilty Plea/Nolo Contendere  387   133   69   1   0   3   63   29   0   0   308   993 

   By the Court  0   0   0   0   0   0   0   0   0   0   0   0 

   By the Jury  2   0   1   0   0   0   0   0   0   0   0   3 

Total Convictions  389   133   70   1   0   3   63   29   0   0   308   996 

Deferred Adjudication  1   0   20   0   0   0   31   23   0   0   66   141 

Acquittals:
   By the Court  0   0   0   0   0   0   0   0   0   0   0   0 

   By the Jury  2   0   1   0   0   0   2   0   0   0   0   5 

Total Acquittals  2   0   1   0   0   0   2   0   0   0   0   5 

Dismissals  387   33   221   28   96   27   380   126   8   328   2,131   3,765 

Motions to Revoke:
   Granted/Revoked  2   3   2   0   0   0   5   2   0   0   10   24 

   Denied/Continued  8   4   6   0   1   0   7   4   0   0   9   39 

All Other Dispositions  0   0   0   0   0   0   0   0   0   0   0   0 

Total Cases Disposed  789   173   320   29   97   30   488   184   8   328   2,524   4,970 

Placed on Inactive Status  227   56   259   6   0   7   256   114   0   8   915   1,848 

Cases Pending 8/31/2021:
   Active Cases  14,920   2,111   2,286   84   27   87   5,307   2,165   9   141   16,565   43,702 

   Inactive Cases  4,958   1,073   3,488   461   190   58   2,896   1,132   15   189   9,090   23,550 

Sentencing Information:
Local Jail  290   86   70   1   0   3   57   29   0   0   304   840 

Probation/Comm. Supervision  100   47   0   0   0   0   6   0   0   0   1   154 

Fine Only  0   0   0   0   0   0   0   0   0   0   3   3 

Other  0   0   0   0   0   0   0   0   0   0   0   0 

MISDEMEANOR CASES

Page 1 of 2Report Run Date: 4/12/2022  4:09 PM



County-Level Courts
Misdemeanor Case Activity Detail 

August 1, 2021 to August 31, 2021
County: Harris

Age of Cases Disposed:
30 Days
 or Less

31 to 
60 Days

61 to 
90 Days

Over
 90 Days

Total 
Cases

Number of Cases  545   212   216   3,997   4,970 

Additional Court Activity: Misdemeanor
Cases in Which Jury Selected  15 

Cases in Which Mistrial Declared  3 
Motions to Suppress Granted or Denied  3 

Competency Examination Reports  30 
Cases Set for Review  0 

Cases in Which Attorney Appted as Counsel  1,950 
Cases with Retained Counsel  1,652 

Mental Illness or Intellectual Disability 
Assessments

 0 

Cases Which Defendant Failed To Appear

Cases Which Defendant Violated Condition 
Of Release

Cases Which Defendant Committed Offense 
While On Bail Or Community Supervision
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