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From making the case to making it work: A decade of

progress on youth diversion and the next phase of reform

For over a decade, the Centre for Justice Innovation has advocated for the wider use of youth
diversion. Our position has been grounded in evidence that unnecessarily drawing children into the
formal justice system can increase the likelihood of further offending, while well-designed diversion
can reduce crime, avoid the damaging effects of criminalisation and connect children with support
that addresses the circumstances underlying their behaviour.

We have worked with youth justice services, police forces and practitioners across England and
Wales to put that evidence into practice. Our work has reflected the changing questions facing youth
diversion. Our early publications focused on demonstrating why diversion should be expanded and
helping local areas make the case for investment.” As diversion became more widely accepted, we
called for stronger national leadership, greater consistency and better national data." ©~ More recently,
our work has concentrated on implementation: supporting police forces and youth justice services to
deliver effective diversion,” addressing inequalities in access,” ® and exploring alternatives to admis-
sions-based diversion,” such as how better use of Outcome 22 and 23 can shape the next phase of
reform.

Many of the changes we advocated, we are pleased to see, are now visible in national policy and
practice. Diversion has moved closer to becoming the expected response for children involved in
lower-level offending, the evidence base has grown, and the Youth Justice Board (YJB) has published
the first national statistics on diversionary outcomes involving youth justice services.

That progress provides an opportunity to reflect on the journey of youth diversion over the past
decade, the contribution the Centre has made to that journey, and the priorities that remain if
diversion is to deliver better and fairer outcomes for children.

Making diversion part of the mainstream

Through our work with youth justice services and police forces, we saw first-hand that although
diversion schemes were delivering positive outcomes, access remained inconsistent. Whether
children benefited from diversion often depended on where they lived and the strength of local lead-
ership, partnerships and investment. These experiences shaped the recommendations we made in
our 2020 report Strengthening Youth Diversion, where we argued that this inconsistency required a
national response: clearer leadership, sustainable funding, stronger oversight and greater support for
evidence-led diversion as a routine part of the youth justice system.

Over the following years, we continued to pursue that ambition through a combination of policy
development and practical support. Successive editions of our Valuing Youth Diversion toolkit have
helped practitioners and commissioners understand the evidence, design effective schemes and
demonstrate their financial and social value.” Alongside these efforts, we developed evidence and
practice resources on issues including referral arrangements, minimising labelling and racial dispro-
portionality, and worked directly with police forces and youth justice services to strengthen local
diversion arrangements. To date, the Centre had supported 28 police forces to improve their use of
evidence-led diversion, showing our commitment to both influencing policy and supporting its imple-
mentation.

Over the past five years, the youth justice landscape has moved significantly in the direction we
advocate for. Prevention and diversion are more firmly embedded within a child-first approach to
youth justice, and Outcome 22 has given police a recognised route to record diversionary interven-
tions without a formal out-of-court disposal or prosecution.
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Its application, however, has never been consistent across forces. A 2025 joint inspection by

HM Inspectorate of Probation and HM Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services
(HMICFRS) found that some officers wrongly believed an admission of guilt was required to use it.
Because Outcome 22 sat outside the “positive outcome” category, recording it meant the offence
showed up in force-level data as unresolved, even where a diversionary response had actually been
delivered. This was one of the main barriers to consistent use that we identified repeatedly through
our work with practitioners.

Under the new Police Performance Framework, the Home Office and the National Police Chiefs’
Council (NPCC) have agreed to retire the “positive” outcome label in favour of a three-tier classifica-
tion: solved, resolved, and unresolved. Outcome 22 (diversionary activity and deferred caution) and
Outcome 23 (child deferred prosecution) both now sit within the resolved category. This is a mean-
ingful change for practice: forces can use these outcomes with confidence that the resulting data
will show the offence as resolved, rather than appearing unaddressed or administratively closed.
We have long advocated that removing this disincentive will support wider and more consistent use
of Outcome 22 and Outcome 23 by forces, addressing one of the main barriers to diversion that we
have identified through our work with practitioners.

Outcome 23, introduced for children in April 2026, extends this area further by allowing prosecution
decisions to be deferred while agreed diversionary conditions are completed, widening opportunities
for children to access support without progressing through formal justice processes.’ It is too early
to say what difference Outcome 23 will make in practice, having only just been introduced, but it
represents a further step in the direction we have been calling for.

Taken together, these developments mark a significant shift from the position we described in
Strengthening Youth Diversion. Many of the ambitions we set out: stronger national leadership,
greater recognition of diversion and more consistent approaches to pre-court decision-making, are
now reflected in policy and practice. We are proud to have contributed to that progress through
sustained research, practical support and collaboration with partners across the youth justice system.
But success should not be measured simply by the growing use of diversion. The next phase of reform
is about ensuring that every child, regardless of where they live or who they are, can access diversion
that is evidence-led, consistently delivered and capable of improving outcomes.

Strengthening practice, not just policy

As diversion became more firmly established, our work evolved alongside it. Having helped make the
case for wider use of diversion, we increasingly focused on a different challenge: ensuring diversion is
delivered consistently, fairly and effectively.

We have consistently argued that effective diversion is about more than avoiding prosecution. It
should provide a meaningful response to children’s behaviour through proportionate decision-making,
appropriate support and interventions that address children’s needs and the factors contributing to
offending. When done well, diversion responds to children’s needs without unnecessarily labelling
them or drawing them further into the justice system. In 2025, our guidance, developed with the
Youth Endowment Fund, brought these principles together to support police forces and their partners
in making robust decisions and delivering evidence-based interventions.

As diversion became more widely used, our research also highlighted that not everyone experienced
its benefits equally. Equal Diversion? Racial disproportionality in youth diversion documented barriers
faced by racially minoritised children, including mistrust, legal advice and requirements to admit an
offence.” Our subsequent research with children explored how interactions with the police, solicitors
and youth justice services were perceived to have been shaped by ethnicity.” The YJB’s first national
statistics confirm this pattern rather than resolve it: Black children who received a diversionary
outcome or a caution or court sentence in the year to December 2025 were diverted only 27.1 per
cent of the time, compared with 53.1 per cent for White children, though the YJB cautions against
drawing firm conclusions from this first year of data.” Together, this work reinforced that under-
standing diversion means examining not only how frequently it is used but also who can access it, on
what terms and with what experience.

2


https://justiceinnovation.org/publications/strengthening-youth-diversion
https://justiceinnovation.org/publications/equal-diversion-racial-disproportionality-youth-diversion

Our research also examined whether children with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND)
were able to access diversion equally. Our SEND research found that communication difficulties
were frequently misread by police and practitioners as evasiveness or non-compliance, and that
many children struggled to meet the admission-of-responsibility requirements that most diversion
routes depend on.™" It also found that police were often applying admission-of-guilt requirements
that go further than policy actually requires, a finding since confirmed by HM Inspectorate of
Probation and HMICFRS’s 2025 joint inspection.”” Together with our work on racial disproportion-
ality, this research showed that unequal access to diversion is not limited to one group of children,
and often stems from the same cause: decision-making that depends on a child’s ability to commu-
nicate in the way the system expects.

As the evidence base has grown, our attention has increasingly turned to how diversion itself can
continue to evolve. England and Wales have made considerable progress in reducing the number of
children entering the formal justice system.® However, we have argued that some children who could
benefit from diversion continue to progress through formal processes because diversion is often
treated as dependent on a full admission of guilt.” To better understand how this barrier might be
overcome, we looked beyond England and Wales to identify examples of good practice and explore
what could be learnt from other youth justice systems. Drawing on New Zealand’s approach, we
argued for a structured pathway that would enable children to participate in meaningful interven-
tions without an admission becoming an automatic gateway to support. We also suggested that
clearer guidance and more consistent use of Outcome 22 and the introduction of Outcome 23 could
help realise that ambition in England and Wales while preserving accountability to victims, families
and communities.

Taken together, this body of work illustrates an important shift in both the youth diversion debate
and the Centre’s contribution to it. The question is no longer simply whether more children should
be diverted, but whether diversion is delivered consistently, fairly and in ways that improve children’s
outcomes. Success should therefore be judged not simply by the number of cases resolved outside
of court, but by whether diversion delivers better outcomes for all children.

Measuring what matters

As diversion became more firmly established, our attention increasingly turned to a new question:
how could we understand whether diversion was being used consistently and delivering the
outcomes it promised? In Six Steps Forward, we argued that answering this question required

a much clearer national picture of diversion. At the time, there was no comprehensive dataset
showing who was receiving diversion, which outcomes were being used or how practice varied
between local areas. We therefore called on the YJB to work with local services to improve the collec-
tion and publication of diversion data.

We continued to pursue this ambition through our work on youth diversion data and quality
assurance. Our 2024 briefing mapped the data being collected across England and Wales, iden-
tified important gaps and proposed a more consistent national approach to support evaluation,
accountability and scrutiny.”” Alongside these efforts, our work on inspection frameworks argued
that diversion should be given greater prominence within HMI Probation’s oversight arrangements
so that its quality, consistency and equity could be assessed alongside its use.

The publication of the YJB’s first national diversion statistics, therefore, represents an important
milestone, not only for the youth justice system but also in addressing one of the priorities the
Centre has consistently advocated for. For the first time, policymakers, practitioners and researchers
have a shared national picture of diversionary outcomes involving youth justice services. The
statistics recorded around 13,500 diversionary outcomes during the year ending December

2025, representing 43% of all outcomes for the children with whom youth justice services worked.
Community resolutions accounted for 45% of these outcomes, while different forms of Outcome 22
made up most of the remainder. The YJB also notes that these figures are likely to understate the
overall scale of diversion because they do not include activity delivered solely by police or wider local
partnerships.
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The new data confirms that diversion is now a substantial and established part of youth justice
practice. It also highlights significant regional variation and differences in the recorded use of
diversion across ethnic groups. While the YJB rightly cautions against drawing simple conclusions
from these early data, the findings reinforce questions that have shaped much of the Centre’s recent
work: who is accessing diversion, how consistently is it being used, and are children experiencing
equitable pathways through the system?

The publication of national diversion statistics marks an important milestone, but it should be seen
as the beginning rather than the end of this work. Better data enables better questions - not only
about how often diversion is used, but about who benefits from it, how consistently it is delivered
and whether it improves children’s outcomes. The next step is to build on this foundation by
connecting national data more closely to inspection, evaluation and children’s experiences, ensuring
that evidence drives learning, improvement and greater consistency across the youth justice system.

Priorities for the next phase

The progress made over the past decade changes the priorities for the years ahead. Having estab-
lished diversion as an integral part of youth justice policy, attention must now turn to ensuring it is
delivered consistently, fairly and effectively. The Government’s forthcoming review of out-of-court
resolutions, announced in its White Paper, Cutting Youth Crime, Changing Young Lives, gives these
priorities new urgency.” Drawing on our decade of work, we believe the review should focus on the
following.

Make access to diversion more consistent. The Government, YJB and national policing bodies
should establish clearer expectations for diversion across England and Wales, supported by stable
funding, practical guidance and oversight. The Ministry of Justice’s consultation on a new national
performance and oversight framework for youth justice services, due to take effect from April 2027,
is a direct opportunity to build this in.*> Local flexibility will remain important, but it should operate
within a framework that protects children from an avoidable postcode lottery.

Hold agencies to account for disproportionate access. Disproportionality in access to diversion is
not a new finding. Our 2021 report, Equal Diversion? Racial disproportionality in youth diversion,
identified racial disparities in access, and the YJB’s first national statistics confirm that this pattern
persists years later, with continued regional variation and differences in the recorded use of
diversion across ethnic groups. Black children remain roughly half as likely to be diverted as White
children.” Naming this problem is not enough on its own. Where local police forces and YJSs show
consistent, sustained disproportionality in access to diversion, they should be held to account
through targeted inspection, published local data and follow-up action where the pattern does

not improve. Youth justice services hold a distinct form of this responsibility: they sit on joint deci-
sion-making panels and hold local casework data of their own and should be expected to monitor
and report on disparities in their decision-making rather than treating this as a policing problem
alone.

Widen access without weakening accountability. National guidance should make clear that a full
admission of guilt is not always required for diversion. The reclassification of Outcome 22 and
Outcome 23 as resolved outcomes under the new Police Performance Framework removes a signif-
icant disincentive to their use, but the change needs to translate into recorded practice, and forces’
use of both outcomes should be monitored to check that it does. Government should look further
at New Zealand’s approach, where structured pathways allow children to participate in meaningful
interventions without an admission becoming an automatic gateway to support, as a model for the
next phase of reform in England and Wales.

Build the evidence base and use data to drive quality and equity. The new national diversion
dataset should continue to evolve, providing a fuller understanding of children’s journeys through
diversion, including police-only activity, intervention pathways and longer-term outcomes. But volume
of diversion is not the same as quality: diverting more children is not sufficient if they are diverted
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into interventions that do not address their needs. Combined with inspection findings, qualitative
evidence and children’s experiences, this data should be used both to understand variation and
disparities and to build a clearer evidence base on which interventions work, and for whom.

Continue investing in implementation. The past decade has shown that publishing guidance alone
does not change practice. Local partnerships need the capacity, workforce and opportunities for
shared learning to translate evidence into effective delivery. The Ministry of Justice’s proposed
reform to youth justice service funding, due from April 2029, is a direct opportunity to make this
case.'” Sustained investment is needed not only to maintain diversion schemes but also to ensure
they continue to improve.

Conclusion

For more than a decade, the Centre has worked to help move youth diversion from a promising

local innovation to an established part of the youth justice system. Looking back, we can see that
many of the ambitions we set out in Strengthening Youth Diversion now shape national policy and
practice. Diversion is more firmly embedded within a child-first approach, the evidence base has
strengthened, and the publication of national diversion statistics provides a new foundation for
understanding and improving practice. While significant challenges remain, the question is no longer
whether diversion should play a central role in youth justice, but whether every eligible child can
access diversion that is evidence-led, fairly applied and capable of improving their outcomes and
meeting their needs. The next stage is not about making the case for diversion; it is about making it
work for every child.
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