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What cases most warrant jury questionnaires?  When are judges most likely to approve these?  There are basically five instances where supplemental jury questionnaires (SJQ’s) are most justified.  These are cases that are highly publicized in the media, cases involving high name recognition, cases involving probability of juror contact with the parties, cases encouraging strong juror opinions regarding issues because of attitudes or personal experiences, and cases involving long trials.

Highly Publicized Cases


Cases receiving ongoing or intense media coverage definitely warrant SJQ’s to determine what the jurors read or saw, where they obtained their information, and what impact this data had on the jurors.  Conducting oral voir dire in these areas is not only repetitive, it is potentially prejudicial.  Responses from some panel members unquestionably taint perceptions of other jurors.  In addition, the court runs the risk of jurors revealing information already ruled inadmissible.

Cases involving extensive media coverage result in discussions with friends and relatives, the sharing of information (accurate or not), “inside” rumors, and the formation of opinions prior to trial.  Jurors seldom arrive at the courtroom unbiased when exposed to highly publicized matters.  In addition, forming an objective verdict is decidedly more difficult when jurors know they will have to answer to community members and the press.  Jurors concerned with this are more inclined to adopt “popular” (media endorsed) sentiments.

Cases With High Name Recognition


When well-known individuals or entities enter the courtroom, SJQs would be a wise idea.  Feelings toward well-recognized names are very mixed, and few jurors enter the courtroom with no opinion.  Yet jurors may be reluctant to openly express these viewpoints, if negative, in front of the parties.  A written questionnaire designed to elicit personal attitudes toward involved parties would encourage jurors to be frank, yet would reduce embarrassment to both the jurors and parties involved.

Cases Involving Probability of Juror Contact With the Parties

When jurors have had direct contact with one or more of the involved parties, naturally these contacts and resulting opinions could influence how testimony is perceived.  While jurors are more likely to know an involved party in small towns, direct contact can also occur when large corporations come into court.  For instance, in Tucson, direct party contact should be seriously considered when companies such as Raytheon, IBM, Tucson Electric Power, McDonalds, the University of Arizona, or the Arizona Daily Star come to court.  

SJQ’s can quicken voir dire as those jurors with obvious conflicts of interest or close involvements can be excused in advance, saving them the trip, saving the courtroom time, and allowing for replacement of the excused jurors prior to voir dire.

Case Issues That Elicit Strong Opinions or Personal Experiences 


Research verifies that the personal experiences of jurors directly influences their verdicts.  Yet exploring these experiences is often inhibited by the courtroom’s formal, legal atmosphere.  Studies indicate that jurors can feel intimidated by a wide range of courtroom situations, including the court reporter (recording responses), media presence, presence of neighbors and peers, perceived expectations from judges, fear of refection or humiliation, and fear of public speaking.


Jurors often do not want to publicly respond to questions involving their own personal experiences, especially if these involve sexual matters, domestic violence, medical problems, psychological problems, criminal charges, personal failures, or marital or family problems. Some jurors simply will not reveal these, even when given the opportunity to approach the bench.  Just speculation by other jurors about them will be enough to ensure the silence of some jurors.


In addition to jurors’ own experiences, which will influence verdicts, there are issues that encourage strong reactions and opinions in panel members.  These include abortion, tobacco, large jury verdicts, racial issues, child molestation, rape, alcohol, and drugs.  Jurors seldom come to courtrooms without preconceived, adamant stands on these issues.  In voir dire, however, they may adopt a moderate position, either to remain on the panel, or to avoid retaliation from others.  Jurors are more likely to be frank on questionnaires.

Cases Involving Long Trials 

Any trials more than two weeks in length warrant SJQ’s to determine excuses for hardship.  In a recent Southern Arizona murder trial expected to last almost two months, over sixty of the our more than one hundred potential jurors were excused, one by one, in the courtroom prior to voir dire.  This process lasted a good part of the morning, and those jurors who could sit on the case were restless and irritated by the time voir dire started. In addition, a number of these jurors were forced to drive some distance to report and explain their hardships.  An SJQ would have revealed hardships in advance, saved jurors the trip, and shortened the voir dire process.  SJQ’s would have also reduced jurors’ embarrassment, as financial burdens or sensitive medical problems are among the most frequent causes of hardships.

Judges and Attorneys Benefit from SJQ’s


Properly designed, SJQ’s do save time and money for the court, and alert judges and attorneys to those jurors who should be questioned in private. At a glance, judges and attorneys can assess from questionnaires the jurors’ case knowledge and media awareness, familiarity with the case parties or witnesses, potential biases and prejudices, and jurors’ personal experiences that may affect their opinions and perceptions. In addition, attorneys and judges can avoid offending or antagonizing jurors when probing for sensitive yet essential information. 
Also, jurors, wanting to either remain on the panel or be excused are less likely to become “educated” by responses from other jurors, especially in response to queries regarding hardship or biases.  SJQ’s are more likely to elicit true answers as they are completed prior to this “education” process.  These are all reasons why SJQ’s continue to gain in popularity and acceptance, especially if SJQ’s are short and case-specific. 

In summary, if your case involves one of the five given areas---publicity, name recognition, probable juror contact with parties, issues evoking strong opinions, or a trial of two weeks or more---your case warrants a supplemental juror questionnaire.
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