
Jury Service in Wisconsin

The right to a jury trial is fundamental to the American justice system. This right is guaranteed in both the
U.S. and Wisconsin constitutions. Managing the jury service system is a delicate balancing act for a court. A
successful system is attentive to both the efficiency of the process and the satisfaction with the experience felt
by those called to serve. Those who manage the system must supply sufficient numbers of jurors to try all
matters before the court, without wasting court resources or the time and good will of the jurors. 

W i s c o n s i n  C o u r t  S y s t e m

Background
In 1994, the Supreme Court requested the Judicial Council
to identify what changes in rule or statute would be
required to implement the American Bar Association
(ABA) Standards Relating to Juror Use and Management
and to bring Wisconsin practice into compliance with
current theories of best practices.The Standards are a set of
ambitious goals intended to:  

r provide the fairest possible forum for handling
criminal matters and resolving civil disputes

r increase the overall efficiency of jury operations
r reduce the costs of jury operations
r improve the public image of jury duty. 

Three petitions were submitted to the Supreme Court, all
of which were adopted, effective July 1, 1997. The
petitions focused on modernizing jury terminology and
system structure, shortening the longest allowable term of
service from six months to one month and extending the
non-eligibility period from two to four years for courts not
using the one-day/one-trial system. 

The New System
In 2000, the Chief Judges Subcommittee on Juror
Treatment and Selection was formed to serve an on-going
role of research and support for the trial courts on jury
management related concerns. 

The Subcommittee submitted a report to the Committee of
Chief Judges in June 2006. The report again reviewed
current practices and measured them against ABA
Standards and reforms being implemented in courts across
the country. It recommended: 

r implementing means and methods of increasing  
minority representation in those jurisdictions 
where it may be a concern, either through rule, 
policy or legislation.

r developing a plan for improved juror privacy. 

A set of recommendations based on this report was
adopted by the Committee of Chief Judges on Nov. 30,
2007, and were presented to the Supreme Court in April
2008. The Court adopted the changes effective Jan. 1,
2009.

Substantive changes were made to:
r Penalties
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Potential jurors in Dane County watch a videotape as part of their
orientation. Dane County has reduced the number of weeks that
a juror may be on-call from four to two and has made a variety of
other changes to make its system more user-friendly for the
jurors. Photo credit:  Greg Anderson



r Jury selection
r Juror lists, how compiled and maintained
r Juror privacy.

In the penalties section, the fine of $40 for failure to
appear when summoned was increased to match the
existing $500 forfeiture for failure to return a
questionnaire or willfully misrepresenting information on
the questionnaire.  Both are now categorized as a court-
imposed sanction. The purpose of this change is not to
generate revenues for the courts. The goal is to have
summoned jurors serve, not pay a fine. It also clarifies the
sanction process and helps consistently maintain the
integrity of the jury summoning process.

Research showed the list maintained by the Department of
Transportation is inherently inclusive; it has more names
across social and economic lines than any other list that
could be identified. Any reduced representation that occurs
in some counties after the qualification process appeared
to be largely caused by return of undeliverable mail and
failure to appear. 

To correct this, two approaches were adopted. New
supplemental source lists were identified that were
considered to have more current addresses. And, new
Circuit Court Automation Program (CCAP) reports
facilitate tracking both the demographics of juries and the
numbers of non-response and no-show jurors. The booklet
A Guide for Monitoring Your Jury System offers clerks
suggestions for creating methods to follow-up and increase
response and report rates.

The new lists are: 
r registered voters, from the Government

Accountability Board.
r anyone who may have filed a state tax form, from the

Department of Revenue.
r child support payors and payees, from the Department

of Workforce Development.
r recipients of unemployment compensation, from the

Department of Workforce Development.
r Wisconsin residents issued approvals or licenses by

the Department of Natural Resources.

These lists will be added as determined by the Director of
State Courts as information sharing agreements are
negotiated with the custodians of these lists.

Outside of the trial process, all qualification forms and any
supplemental information a court requests of potential
jurors will be confidential and released only upon the
order of the court upon a showing of good cause. 

The Supreme Court, judges and clerks of circuit court will
continue to monitor the administration of the jury system
to better serve the citizens called to serve. In 2008, the
Wisconsin Court System planned to partner with the State
Bar of Wisconsin in the creation of Juror Appreciation
Month. Programs acknowledging the importance and
contribution of jurors will be held statewide in the month
of September each year.

Other initiatives over the years have included a shortened
term of service with a longer period of exception from
service once served, revised statistical and management
reports, establishment of a standard jury year, a new juror
orientation DVD, judicial education programs on best jury
management practices, increased privacy for juror personal
information, mechanisms to ensure full representation of
the community on jury lists, and a manual to help clerks
perform the required evaluation of their jury system.
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