
Enabling Individualized Criminal 

Sentencing While Reducing Subjectivity

The U.S. criminal justice system incurs substantial costs due to high incarceration rates and 

recidivism. Current methods for assessing recidivism risk rely on subjective judgments, 

leading to inconsistent sentencing. This article explores a tablet-based assessment developed 

by Baylor College of Medicine’s Initiative on Neuroscience and the Law, aimed at reducing 

subjectivity in recidivism risk assessment through objective measures of cognitive traits.

Traditional methods of recidivism risk assessment in the U.S. have evolved from profes-

sional judgment to structured interview-based surveys. These methods include various risk 

factors, such as criminal history and social support, which help in predicting the likeli-

hood of re-offense. However, these tools are limited by their reliance on lengthy inter-

views and subjective evaluations by forensic psychologists, which can lead to inconsistent 

sentencing outcomes.

Implement Objective Measures: 

Integrate tablet-based assessments in 

sentencing to reduce the influence of 

subjective factors and ensure consistency 

across cases.

Focus on Rehabilitation: Emphasize 

individualized treatment and rehabilita-

tion over punitive measures to reduce 

recidivism rates and improve societal 

outcomes.

The tablet-based assessment developed by Baylor College of Medicine holds promise for 

reducing subjectivity in criminal sentencing and improving recidivism predictions. By 

focusing on cognitive traits that contribute to criminal behavior, this tool aims to enable 

more individualized and effective sentencing strategies, ultimately benefiting both 

offenders and society.

High Recidivism Rates: More than 62% 

of offenders released from prison are 

rearrested within three years, highlighting 

the inefficacy of current rehabilitative and 

correctional strategies.

Limitations of Current Risk Assess-

ments: Existing interview-based risk 

assessments for recidivism are subjective, 

time-consuming, and reliant on profes-

sional judgment, which can lead to 

inconsistencies and biases in sentencing.

Objective, Tablet-Based Assessment: A 

new tablet-based tool developed by Baylor 

College of Medicine uses interactive games 

to objectively measure cognitive traits 

such as empathy, impulse control, and 

aggression, offering a scalable alternative 

to traditional methods.

Link Between Cognitive Traits and 

Recidivism: Specific cognitive traits like 

empathy deficits, poor impulse control, 

and reactive aggression are correlated with 

higher rates of re-offense, suggesting that 

these traits are critical in understanding 

and predicting criminal behavior.

Potential for Improved Sentencing and 

Rehabilitation: By providing objective 

data on offenders’ cognitive traits, the 

tablet-based assessment could enable more 

individualized sentencing, reducing 

reliance on subjective factors and poten-

tially lowering recidivism through tailored 

rehabilitation efforts.
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Over 62% of released 

prisoners are rearrested 

within three years, 

indicating a failure in 

rehabilitative strategies 

and significant costs to 

society.

Current recidivism risk 

tools depend on profession-

al judgment, leading to 

inconsistencies and 

potential biases in 

sentencing.

The new tool uses interactive 

games to measure cognitive 

traits such as impulse control, 

empathy, and aggression. It 

aims to provide a more 

objective and scalable 

assessment method compared 

to traditional interviews.

COGNITIVE 

TRAITS LINKED 

TO RECIDIVISM

Traits like empathy deficits, 

reduced impulse control, and 

aggressive responses to 

perceived threats are 

associated with increased 

criminal behavior. These 

traits can be objectively 

measured through 

well-established psychometric 

tests.

POTENTIAL 

IMPACT

If successful, the tablet-based 

tool could optimize 

sentencing decisions by 

tailoring rehabilitation efforts 

and reducing the severity of 

punishment based on 

individual risk profiles. This 

could lead to cost savings and 

better rehabilitation 

outcomes.
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