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ACCEPTANCE OF RESPONSIBILITY AND OBSTRUCTION RISKS

Why These Two Concepts Carry So Much Weight
Few parts of the PSR influence outcomes as much as acceptance of 

responsibility and obstruction of justice. These concepts affect sentencing 
recommendations, how judges view your conduct after conviction, and 
how the Bureau of Prisons later classifies and manages you.

What makes this area especially dangerous is that acceptance and 
obstruction are often interpretive, not just factual. They depend on how 
your actions, tone, and consistency are perceived over time.

I’ve seen people help themselves significantly in this area. I’ve also seen 
people unintentionally make things much worse.

What Acceptance of Responsibility Really Means
Acceptance of responsibility is not about saying the right words once. 

It’s about demonstrating, through consistent behavior, that you understand 
what you did wrong and that you are taking steps to change.

Probation officers look for:
	» Candor and consistency
	» Willingness to acknowledge harm
	» Alignment between words and actions
	» Evidence of reflection and preparation

For people who plead guilty early, acceptance is often easier to 
document. For people who go to trial, the bar is higher—but acceptance 
is not automatically off the table. Judges retain discretion, and probation 
officers can still document accountability if it is expressed thoughtfully and 
at the right time.

What hurts people most is minimization—downplaying conduct, shifting 
blame, or suggesting that responsibility lies primarily with others. Even 
subtle minimization can undermine credibility.
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Our course on preparing sentencing narratives will elaborate more on 
how to prepare for this section of the PSR.

How Timing Affects Acceptance
Statements made early, consistently, and supported by preparation carry 

more weight than last-minute expressions of remorse. Probation officers 
and federal judges will consider:

	» When you accepted responsibility
	» Whether your position changed over time
	» Whether acceptance appears genuine or strategic

This is one reason why preparation before the PSR interview matters 
so much. Acceptance that is reflected in a narrative, corroborated by 
documentation, and reinforced by consistent conduct is far more persuasive 
than emotional statements made under pressure.

What Creates Obstruction Risk
Obstruction of justice is one of the most serious risks during the PSR 

process. It can arise not only from overt misconduct, but from behavior 
that appears to interfere with the investigation.

Examples include:
	» Lying or providing misleading information
	» Encouraging others to withhold information
	» Attempting to influence what witnesses say
	» Concealing or transferring assets improperly
	» Providing inconsistent or unverifiable statements

In some cases, people create obstruction risk without intending to. 
A poorly worded phone call, a casual message, or an attempt to “help” 
someone avoid contact with probation can be interpreted as interference.

Once obstruction language appears in the PSR, it is extremely difficult 
to remove. It can also lead to a new criminal charge.
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Why Silence Can Be Misread
There are valid reasons to remain silent about certain issues, especially 

when appellate rights are involved. But silence without explanation can be 
misinterpreted.

Probation officers may view unexplained silence as:
	» Evasion
	» Lack of remorse
	» Unwillingness to cooperate

If you are limiting responses based on legal advice, it’s important that 
this is communicated respectfully and clearly, often through counsel. The 
goal is to protect your rights without creating negative inferences.

Consistency Is Your Best Protection
Acceptance of responsibility and obstruction risk are evaluated across 

the entire record—not just one interview.

Probation officers compare:
	» What you say
	» What others say
	» What documents show
	» How you behave over time

Consistency across these sources builds credibility. Inconsistency invites 
scrutiny.

Preparation allows you to think through these issues in advance rather 
than reacting under stress.

Understand this Lesson Early
I’ve seen people lose acceptance-of-responsibility credit and face 

harsher conditions because they didn’t understand how their behavior 
would be interpreted. I’ve also seen people preserve credibility by slowing 
down, preparing carefully, and avoiding unnecessary risk.
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I encourage you to learn how the system evaluates conduct after 
conviction so you can protect yourself.

What Comes Next
In the next lesson, I’ll explain how the PSR influences program eligibility, 

classification, and release decisions, including RDAP, security level, and 
transitional opportunities.

Understanding these downstream effects will help you see why accuracy 
and preparation matter so much at this stage.


