
Missouri Plan

Email Sign-Up

Learn how the Missouri Plan attracts 
high-quality judges in the least 

political way and ultimately gives 
the people the final say.

Request a Speaker

Looking for a speaker to aid in a 
conversation about the Missouri 

Plan and how it works to ensure fair 
and impartial courts? Request a 

speaker on the topic. 

Sign up to be notified about 
updates on nonpartisan judges 

up for retention in the next 
general election.

Judicial Performance
Reviews

Through the work of the Judicial 
Performance Review Committee, 
Missourians have easy access to 

in- depth analysis of the performance 
of nonpartisan judges up for 

retention in each general election.

This brochure is a public education project of The Missouri Bar. 
The Missouri Bar is a statewide organization dedicated to improving the legal profession, the law and the 

administration of justice for all Missourians. Created in 1944 by order of the Supreme Court of Missouri, it 
serves all 30,000 of Missouri’s practicing lawyers. The Missouri Bar provides a wide range of services and 
resources to its members, as well as the media, educators, and the citizens of Missouri. The Missouri Bar 
does not support or oppose the election or retention of individual judges, but is a strong supporter of the 

Missouri Non-Partisan Court Plan. 
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In the 1930s, the public became 
increasingly dissatisfied with the 

excessive role of politics and money in 
judicial elections and judicial 

decision-making. At the time, political 
machines like that of “Boss” Tom 

Pendergast would buy votes, packing the 
Supreme Court with appointees of his 

political persuasion.

In December 1937, more than 80 
people - Republicans and Democrats - 

met and formed the Missouri 
Institute for the Administration of 
Justice. The group proposed merit 

selection of judges in order to return 
the courts to the people.

Fed up with corrupt judicial elections, 
the people of Missouri adopted the 
Non-Partisan Court Plan in 1940, 
becoming the first state to use a 

merit system for selecting judges. 
It soon became known around the 

world as the Missouri Plan. Pictured 
right, a defeated Tom Pendergast.

The Missouri Plan attracts 
high-quality judges in the least 

political way and ultimately gives the 
people the final say. It is a model for 
fair and impartial courts – with more 
than 30 states adopting it in some 

form.

A delegation representing the Missouri Institute for the Administration of Justice is shown 
delivering 74,075 signatures – approximately twice the number required – to the Secretary of 
State’s Office to place the Missouri Non-Partisan Court Plan question on the 1940 November ballot.
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How do Missouri’s courts work?

Missouri has more than 400 judges and commissioners. The Supreme Court of 
Missouri is made up of seven judges. The Court of Appeals is divided into three 
geographic districts with 32 judges. Circuit judges, associate circuit judges and 
commissioners serve in local county courts which are organized into 46 circuits. 
Appellate judges serve 12- year terms, circuit judges serve six- year terms and
associate circuit judges serve four- year terms. Cities that have municipal courts 
determine the way that municipal judges are selected. Each year, an average of 2 
million cases are filed and disposed of in Missouri’s courts.

Learn more at www.courts.mo.gov.

What are good qualities of a judge?

Why do I have a choice among candidates for 
some judicial positions but not for others?

All Missouri judges are subject to voter approval by election each new term, though 
their initial selection varies. Missouri has two systems for electing judges: 

Partisan Elections Nonpartisan Elections
In many areas of Missouri, judges run for 
their seat on the bench as a Republican, 
Democrat or Independent.

Most of Missouri’s trial judges are elected 
in partisan races.

Voters elect their local judges during
regular elections.

In smaller communities, citizens are more 
likely to know the candidate and local 
campaigns require fewer contributions.

Elected judges must run for re-election at 
the end of each term.

Vacancies during a term in a partisan seat 
may be filled by appointment by the gov-
ernor until the next general election.

No opponent, rather judges are selected 
based on their qualifications.

No partisan affiliation and no campaigns or 
fundraising.

Judges who serve under the Non-Partisan 
Court Plan, or the Missouri Plan, are 
selected by nominating commissions made 
up of citizens, lawyers and a judge.

Nonpartisan judges run in retention 
elections at the end of each term. To be 
retained, a judge must receive a majority 
vote.

Vacancies during a term in a nonpartisan
seat are filled using the Missouri Plan.

It is available to any county whose citizens 
wish to adopt it.

What is the purpose of the Missouri Plan?

Supreme Court

Circuit Court
Clay County
Greene County
Jackson County
Platte County
St. Louis City
St. Louis County

Court of Appeals
Eastern District
Western District
Southern District

Which judges are selected and retained 
under the Missouri Plan?

The Non-Partisan Court Plan, commonly known as the Missouri Plan, is designed to 
reduce the role of politics and money in the selection and retention of judges, especially 
at the state level where fewer voters know the candidate and campaign expenses can be 

millions of dollars. The Missouri Plan helps ensure the fairness and impartiality of the 
judiciary by shielding judges from undue pressure – such as inappropriate intrusion into 

judicial selection by political interests and the need to raise funds from partisan 
interests for a re-election campaign.

It works like this: citizens (including non-lawyers, lawyers and a judge), 
working as a team, serve on nominating commissions to select three, highly-

qualified candidates to fill an open judgeship. The governor then appoints one 
of those candidates to the position. Then, at the general election following 
their first 12 months on the bench and at the end of each term, each judge 

must stand before the voters in a retention election.

Applicants
As many as apply.

Appellate Judicial Commission
3 Citizens Appointed by the Governor 
3 Lawyers Elected by Missouri lawyers 

1 Supreme Court Judge

Panel of 3 Best Applicants
Applicants are evaluated 

based on their 
qualifications.

Governor
Governor chooses 1 of the 3 

candidates nominated by 
the commission.

Newly Appointed Judge
Takes office upon governor’s 

appointment.

Judicial Retention Elections
Voters have the final say in retention 
elections that are held at the general 
election following a judge’s first 12 

months on the bench and 
the end of each term.
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How can you 
know if a judge is, 

in fact, doing a good job?

Missourians have an easy way to learn about the performance of 
many of the judges we have entrusted to resolve everything from 

property disputes to life-and-death issues.

Through the work of the Judicial Performance Review Committee
– composed of non-lawyers, lawyers, and retired judges –

Missourians have access to in-depth analysis of the
performance of nonpartisan judges up for retention.

The committee conducts its reviews based on whether or not
a judge substantially overall meets judicial performance standards. 

Voters can view the performance reviews at 
YourMissouriJudges.org.

How does the Missouri Plan work?

All Missouri judges are subject to voter approval by election each new term, though their 
initial selection varies. The Missouri Plan includes two paths for electing judges:




