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Court of Appeals. By definition, those are cases in which 
trial judges are affirmed.

The relevant data were gathered from Missouri Lawyers 
Weekly’s opinion summaries, as well as through the ap-
peals’ courts websites and through Case.net, the court 
system’s online docketing system. In some cases, particu-
larly those involving juvenile matters, the original judge 
and court could not be determined based on the publicly 

available data.
For ease of analysis, case outcomes 

are grouped into three broad catego-
ries. Cases that were reversed outright, 
partially reversed or vacated were 
deemed to be reversals. Cases that 
were affirmed outright or affirmed 
and remanded were deemed to be af-
firmances. 

This analysis excludes writ cases, 
whose outcomes are not always appar-
ent based on the vote. Those, along 
with cases that were dismissed at the 
appellate level, are regarded as “other 
dispositions.”

To prevent cases from being counted twice, appeals court 
votes are removed from the analysis once cases are trans-
ferred to the Missouri Supreme Court or are reissued.

Trial judges were reversed in 228 of 1,619 cases, and the 
Labor and Industrial Relations Commission was reversed in 
33 of 239 cases.

Of the 315 judges whose cases were appealed in 2011, 
more than half (168) were affirmed 100 percent of the time. 
Among judges with 10 or more appealed cases last year, the 
median reversal rate was 10 percent, and just two of those 
judges saw half or more of their appeals reversed.

One of them, Patricia Joyce, the presiding judge of the 
Cole County Circuit Court, was reversed in eight of 14 cases 
in 2011. In an interview in March, Joyce said that reversal 
rate wasn’t a surprise. 

In addition to its share of local civil and criminal matters, 
Cole County is the starting point for challenges to state laws 
and is the first place litigants can appeal regulatory agen-
cies’ decisions. According to Missouri Lawyers Weekly’s 
analysis, it is one of the state’s two most appealed circuits 
(The other is the city of St. Louis.) Many cases are on mat-
ters of first impression.

“Part of living here in Cole County is you’re going to get 
reversed on things that no one’s ever looked at before,” Joyce 
said. “You just take them in stride, try and read the court 
opinion and see what you’re supposed to do next time.”

Jackson County Circuit Judge Ann Mesle, who was re-
versed in five of 10 cases in 2011, said the job of trial judges 
is to handle the flood of cases as best they can. Sometimes, 
she said, judges make mistakes. Other times, the law isn’t 
settled.

“There are lots of reasons that cases end up being re-
versed, and if the Court of Appeals didn’t ever reverse me, 
I’d think the Court of Appeals wasn’t doing their job,” 
Mesle said.

unpublished opinions
Unpublished opinions, which are used in cases where 

the trial judge is affirmed and the opinion is not thought 
to have any precedential value, comprised 59 percent of the 
Court of Appeals’ decisions in 2011.

The use of unpublished opinions varies from district to 
district. In 2011, the Eastern District — which has the larg-

this chart shows judges who had 10 or more cases decided by appellate courts in 2011. reversals comprise cases that were reversed outright, partially reversed or vacated. 
affirmances comprise cases that were affirmed, or affirmed and remanded. Writ cases and dismissals were excluded from analysis and are regarded as “other dispositions.”

St. Louis city judges 
are appealed often 
but reversed rarely
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est caseload of the three districts — disposed of 70 percent of its cases in 
that fashion. Yet the Southern District’s rate, at 35 percent, was half of 
that. The Western District’s percentage of unpublished affirmances, at 58 
percent, nearly matches the state average.

Kurt Odenwald, chief judge of the Eastern District, said the differences 
between the districts are largely a matter of culture and the preferences 
of the judges. He recalled a recent case in which he issued a 40-page 
memo to the lawyers, yet decided it wasn’t worth publishing.

“Just because it was long doesn’t mean it added anything to the law,” he 
said.

While selective publishing keeps the case reporting system from 
becoming clogged with repetitive legal issues, it has the side effect of 
highlighting trial judges’ errors while downplaying the vast majority of 
cases where the trial court gets it right. 

More than 70 percent of cases where trial judges are affirmed are, as 
far as the wider public is concerned, swept under the rug. Of the 315 
judges tracked in this analysis, one-fifth had no published opinions, and 
about 45 percent of judges had more unpublished opinions than pub-
lished ones.

Despite that, Missouri judges are still shown to get it right more often 
than not on appeal. Among published opinions — by definition the most 
controversial of appealed cases — the overall reversal rate is still only 
about one in three.

circuits
Only a tiny fraction of the cases handled by trial courts are ever ap-

pealed. According to the Office of State Courts Administrator’s fis-
cal year 2011 report, Missouri’s 45 circuits disposed of 774,482 cases, 
ranging from major criminal trials to small claims and traffic violations. 
Only 0.2 percent of those cases result in appellate decision.

(Fiscal years start on July 1, so the reversals tracked by Missouri 
Lawyers Weekly for calendar year 2011 don’t precisely coincide with the 
caseloads cited here. However, because cases often take months or years 
to work their way through the appellate process, it is a useful compari-
son.)

The size of a circuit isn’t always a good predictor of how much appel-
late action it gets. Urban circuits tend to see more appeals than rural ar-
eas, but there are big differences within metro areas, the analysis found. 

The state’s two most appealed circuits, the city of St. Louis and Cole 
County, tied at 0.64 percent of total caseload. St. Louis, with a caseload of 
about 45,000 cases, also has the distinction of having more total appeals 
(288) than any other circuit. 

Yet just 8 percent of those appeals result in a reversal — one of the low-
est rates among circuits with a caseload over 10,000 and the lowest rever-
sal rate of the six circuits on the Nonpartisan Court Plan. (Clay County, 
with 20 percent, has the highest reversal rate among plan circuits.)

St. Louis County, with a caseload of more than 101,000, saw just 190 
cases appealed in 2011 — a rate (0.19 percent) slightly less than the state 
average. Nonetheless, it was reversed 15 percent of the time, almost twice 
the rate of the city.

Cole County, which saw about 10,850 cases in 2011, has about a quar-
ter of St. Louis’ caseload. But it is the seat of state government and sees 
a disproportionate share of lawsuits that are destined for the appeals 
courts (22 percent of which were reversed in 2011). 

In comparison, the 18th Circuit, just a few counties over from Cole in 
central Missouri, had a similar caseload but was appealed just 0.06 per-
cent of the time. Of the 18th Circuit’s six appealed cases, however, half 
were reversed, making it the most reversed of circuits with a caseload 
over 10,000. mo

 
—Nancy Hull Rigdon contributed to this report.
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‘If the Court of Appeals 
didn’t ever reverse me, I’d think the Court 

of Appeals wasn’t doing their job.”
Jackson County Circuit Judge Ann Mesle
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